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			“We are all longing to go home to some place we have never been — a place half-remembered and half-envisioned we can only catch glimpses of from time to time. Community. Somewhere, there are people to whom we can speak with passion without having the words catch in our throats. Somewhere a circle of hands will open to receive us, eyes will light up as we enter, voices will celebrate with us whenever we come into our own power  . . . Someplace where we can be free.”

			~Starhawk, Dreaming the Dark
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			Prologue

			Lightning’s Last Days

			“No tears now! I just won’t have it.” I sat up too quickly, and the room started spinning around me. The faces of my friends, the founders of The Old Witches Home (Maya, Maple, Mnemosyne, and Birdie), came in and out of view. 

			“Oh, shush, Lightning,” Maya said. “Silly man. We’re allowed to cry if we want to. We love you. Also, I brought muffins.” 

			Maya. Dear Maya, whose colorful Mexican skirt swirled around her shapely body, moved toward me. I had been able to keep the non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma that the handsome doctor discovered a year ago secret for months. But four months ago, Maya, sensitive Maya, started noticing my weight loss. 

			“Oh, darling, I’m just trying to get back to my dancer’s weight,” I tried to tell her. “I wouldn’t want to let any sweet young men pass me by. Not if I can help it.” 

			She wrapped her arms around me and gave me a smile that showed she didn’t believe a word. 

			So I had to tell them all. 

			Maple was my rock, taking me to chemo and doctor’s appointments and keeping track of everything. I flirted incessantly with him behind the sexy oncologist’s back, and Maple laughed, that big, round belly laugh, and flirted right back. I think he felt free with me, in a way he couldn’t be free in the insomniac world, the world without magic. 

			With me, he could be himself. 

			And that’s what it’s all about, isn’t it? Being ourselves? I leaned back, closed my eyes, and remembered this land as it was when we first looked at it when I first inherited it ten years ago from that fabulous old lesbian — my great-aunt Estella. 

			She said the land had a soul like mine — wild and wooded, filled with sunlight and shadows. My friends and I saw a small hunter’s cabin where the Heart is now, next to a deer trail skirting the pond and leading to the top of the mountain. We spied fairies peeking out from behind bushes filled with blackberries, catching rides on dandelion puffs floating in the breeze. 

			That’s when we knew what we had to do. 

			Together, we built The Old Witches Home, a sanctuary for outcasts and pagans of all kinds. A place where we could just be us, crazy and wild and happy.

			I raised my head and looked at the dark brown baked good Maya set on the tray before me. Morning glory muffins were my favorite, and she had swirled the icing on top just how I liked it. 

			In the last few months, Maya had done everything she could for me. She was a gifted cook and an intuitive healer. She enlisted Diego, one of our few non-witch residents, a curandero from the Yucatán, to perform a limpia. He was accustomed to working with spirits like Oggun and Yemaya, Afro-Caribbean deities, sometimes fierce, always powerful. When he beat away the negative energies with a tight bundle of herbs, a mist of clear energy enveloped me. He rubbed an egg over all of me, circling my lymph nodes, under my neck, under my arms, over my abdomen, and around my torso. I shrieked when he reached my groin and suggested he should buy me dinner first, but he remained focused and continued chanting words I didn’t understand. I dozed and felt better for a week after they finished.

			They started round-the-clock visits after that. They moved me to one of the second-floor rooms in the Heart (the community building in the center of the village) to be close to the Healing Center, just in case. 

			In case of what I could never figure out, but they had insisted.	

			So many nights, I lay in bed, pretending I wasn’t too weak to move. I heard the sounds of the witches doing rituals below, the rise and fall of their voices as they chanted and danced in a sacred circle. I fell into dreams. The air in the room filled with the scent of incense rising from below. 

			Now I smelled peppermint tea in the mug Maya held. She sat in a chair beside me. 

			“Oh, darling, that muffin looks divine. Maybe later. Thank you so much.” I wanted to sit up, but my stomach was doing pirouettes and jetés the way Eric circled the stage during our shows. 

			Eric. 

			I would be with him soon, and we would dance together like we used to when we were both in Les Ballets Trockaderos, touring the globe and upending the staid world of classical dance. I closed my eyes and heard the music from Giselle. I could feel the long tulle skirt flowing around my legs as I spun and flew through the air, enchanting unsuspecting peasants. I could have flown forever, lighter than air, a wisp of smoke, twirling up into the heavens.

			“Lightning, would you like some water?” Maya’s clear voice brought me down to earth. Her own skirt swished as she rose from her chair. Her plump hands poured water into a glass with a rainbow-colored straw.

			“Yes, please,” I croaked and lifted my head.

			“Here, let me help.” Maple moved behind me and lifted my back, tucking another pillow under my head, raising me up. He was a bear of a man, a papa bear, soft and cuddly. 

			I looked around. They were all there, arrayed around the room like horses on a carousel, some up, some down. Birdie was scowling, talking low with Mnemosyne, who stood next to her, towering over her. Birdie’s short gray hair was spiked from her morning swim. I used to see her in the dawn light, traveling back and forth, creating little eddies as her arms dipped forward and back. Birdie’s strength had carried me when I got discouraged. She was the one who told me to fire that stupid lawyer who made fun of my graceful stature, who called me a fairy behind my back. I soaked up her pride. Even though she was not much over five feet, together we stood tall. 

			Mnemosyne’s dark face exuded calm, as it always did. The light from the window behind her cast her in a halo as she patiently explained something important to Birdie. “An African princess,” I used to call her. She would look me straight in the eye, at my level, as few could do, and say, “And?” I chuckled every time. Mnemosyne had the business sense none of the rest of us had, and I loved her for it. 

			She would take care of everything, I was sure.

			“Lightning, can I read it to you? Make sure it’s what you want?” Mnemosyne’s low, sexy voice cut through the swirling fog of my mind. She had a clipboard in her hands. Her notary public kit, stamp, and circular seal sat on the wheeled table over the bed. 

			She read my last will and testament to me, the words gliding over one another and lulling me to a pleasant state of mind. I shook myself. I had to stay present. I wanted this to be done right.

			I knew my friends would take care of and cherish this land I loved. The community we built would live on. The witches who had found refuge here, who had found their last cabin in the woods, who had found their final resting place, would be safe. 

			The Old Witches Home was my legacy. 

			I trusted that it would survive, even if I had to leave. 

			No one would be able to destroy our vision. 

			My mind was pulled to the creek near the home where I grew up in Kansas. I was once again near the edge, watching the water caress the rocks and boulders, creating pools for frogs and dragonflies, before slipping away down the stream. I jumped and splashed, free of the brothers who punched me in the arm and had no imagination. I skipped rocks and built stone cairns. I disappointed no one.

			I woke again when the visiting nurse and that handsome doctor from town arrived to witness my signature. I rallied and wrote my legal name, large and with a flourish, Edward Vincent O’Neill! My pen faltered just a bit as I circled the O and added the apostrophe, but I recovered by the time I looped the “l” and “l’ in the end. 

			The land was now safe. 

			Finally, I could rest.

			That evening, Maple and Birdie helped me into a wheelchair, and we rode down the elevator to the ritual room below. Gently, they coaxed me onto a hospital bed in the center of the circle, decorated with sequined flowers and sparkle ribbons. Everyone was there, in their finest ritual robes, with witches’ hats and starry magic wands. They twisted my hair into a knot at the top of my head and tucked my silver lightning bolt into it. 

			For the last time.

			The ritual was a simple farewell. The harmonies of the Summerland Choir rose and fell and entranced me as I dropped 
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			Eric stood there with open arms, flanked by the other dancers we had lost over the years. 

			My parents greeted me, smiling. Were they really happy to see me? 

			Great-Aunt Estella, my benefactor, my champion, walked forward, her brow furrowed, moving her mouth, but I couldn’t hear.

			What was she saying? Tell them . . . what? It seemed important. What was it? 

			I succumbed to warm serenity. 

			At peace. 

			Well . . . mostly.
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			Wednesday Morning

			Birdie McAllister wanted to die at The Old Witches Home. Like Lightning, with all of her friends gathered around to mourn her passing and celebrate her life. She wanted to linger in the ether, hovering above her friends, who would be sad, crying, and talking about how amazing she had been. Really, she just didn’t want to be alone. 

			“I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” She burst into the dining hall where her friends were at their regular table in the corner, near the window looking out into the meadow full of wildflowers and tall grasses, ready to be mowed in preparation for the Summer Solstice Festival that weekend, the most elaborate Festival of the year. The luscious Catskill Mountains and perfect summer temperatures would entice the townspeople of Winkton to their annual fund-raising event to buy and sell arts and crafts, feast and mingle, dance the Spiral Dance, and be charmed by the magic of The Old Witches Home. 

			She could already feel the excitement building.

			“About time!” Maya said as she grabbed another cup from the sideboard and poured coffee for Birdie. “Are you trying to take Lightning’s spot as the most time-challenged of us all? Have you adopted pagan time?”

			“I’m sorry. I just lost track while I was swimming.” Birdie wasn’t usually late, but as she floated in the pond during her morning swim that morning, she had been drowning in memories. It was ten years since Lightning inherited the land and the five of them had dreamed this place. In ritual trance, Birdie, Maya, Maple, Mnemosyne, and Lightning imagined a retirement village — a welcoming community for pagans and witches of all kinds to live out their lives in nature, friendship, and magic. They had dreamed and re-dreamed their vision, tapping into the energy of the Goddess and using plain old hard work to make it real. 

			But now Lightning was dead, and their dreams had to change.

			Maya’s plump frame jiggled a little in her full peasant skirt as she walked back and forth. Birdie thought she looked much younger than 81 years old but knew better. They had known each other for over 50 years since they first became ReDreaming witches in the woods of Vermont, where Lightning had proposed The Old Witches Home one morning during a weekend retreat. 

			“I still miss Lightning,” Maple said. 

			“It’s only been six months,” Birdie grunted in agreement. As she added cream to her plain porcelain cup, Birdie coveted the elaborate tree of life ceramic mug in Maple’s hands, one of the last pieces his late wife, Juniper, had made. But she wouldn’t dare borrow it, and his wife’s inventory was long gone. 

			“Well, he’s not here,” Birdie said as she placed her towel on the chair and sat at the table with them. She hadn’t had time to dry her short hair, and now it was dripping down her back and making her irritable. “We’ve got work to do. How is probate coming? Do we have title to the land yet?” 

			“No,” Mnemosyne said. “And I don’t understand why not. I realize it’s only been six months, but I filed all the paperwork I thought we needed the day after Lightning died. The county clerk still hasn’t found the deed transfer from Estella to Lightning, but that shouldn’t have held things up this long. There has to be a record of it somewhere.” 

			Birdie loved the sound of her friend’s name, ne-MA-sa-knee, so gentle, such a contrast to the steely demeanor she had to adopt during her years as an insurance executive. Like many Old Witches Home residents, she adopted a magical name when she was initiated, and most people didn’t even know her legal name. She was simply Mnemosyne, Greek goddess of dreams and memory, mother of the Muses, The Old Witches Home Administrator. 

			Birdie thought she should have been more creative when she named herself a devotee of the Goddess — “Birdie” worked, but it didn’t inspire much.

			“Have you talked with the guy who used to be his lawyer?” Maya asked. 

			Birdie scoffed. She was glad Lightning had taken her advice and fired that man. He was a greedy capitalist. She didn’t trust insomniac lawyers, nackers who didn’t dream. They didn’t understand that the dream world was as real as the daytime one. The ReDreaming witches had been calling these folks insomniacs, nackers for short, for as long as she could remember. The name fit.

			ReDreaming witches believed in Dion Fortune’s definition, that magic was “the art of changing consciousness at will.” Magic starts in the dream world, and if you can re-dream your dreams, you can make magic. Anyone can. All it takes is focused energy, a clear intention, and a circle of allies. The Old Witches Home was their magic — a better world.

			“He hasn’t responded yet. I’ll try again today.” Mnemosyne sighed. The tall, stately woman had circles under her eyes, which were difficult to see on her dark skin, but she looked more tired to Birdie than usual. She knew Mnemosyne was a night owl and wasn’t crazy about morning get-togethers, but still, something felt off.

			“Are you okay? How are you feeling?” Maya asked. “Would you like some peppermint tea? A cinnamon scone?”

			“I’m fine. I just feel like I didn’t sleep at all. I was working on the financial projections for the Festival, and I woke up with my head on the desk at about three in the morning. I went to bed after that, but I don’t feel like I slept. I just kept having strange dreams that I don’t remember. I’ll sleep tonight, I’m sure.”

			“So where do we stand? Financially speaking?” Birdie asked, eager to return to the business at hand so she could go home and change. The wet swimsuit was making her butt cold. 

			“The bank is asking for a huge balloon payment for the mortgage on the Heart. Since no one seems to be able to find the deed transfer from Lightning’s Aunt Estella to him, we can’t show that he owned the land. So they can’t transfer the land to us, and the bank claims there’s no collateral for the loan. We also owe taxes at the end of June, and we still have to pay the bill for the second solar array,” Mnemosyne said. “We really need sizable donations from the Festival this weekend. We don’t have Lightning to fall back on anymore. And until probate is finished, we have no land.” 

			“And we need to upgrade the septic when the new people move in,” Maple reminded her and bit into a morning glory muffin. Birdie savored Maya’s morning glory muffins, made with whole wheat flour, carrots, apples, raisins, walnuts, orange juice, coconut, and wheat germ. They reminded her of the little coffeehouse where she used to spend hours writing poetry in the San Francisco Mission District in the 70s.

			“Yes,” Mnemosyne agreed. “We’re in a precarious position. The Collective has no assets if we don’t own the land. All we have are debts and liabilities.” She brought her coffee to her lips and sighed.

			“We can’t lose this place,” Maple said. “I can’t live with my kids. They’ll make me crazy. And I don’t have enough money to move somewhere else.”

			“Me either. I love my daughter, but her hands are full with her kids. She doesn’t need me in her kitchen,” Maya said, refilling everyone’s cup and checking the cream container.

			At least you have kids, Birdie thought. If I weren’t here, I would be in a nacker retirement home playing Mahjong with a bunch of old ladies who wear diapers under polyester pants. 

			Birdie tried not to be resentful, but she felt no one understood what it was like to be old and completely alone. Her parents were dead, and she had no siblings. Her only family was a cousin she had stopped talking with years ago. She wasn’t even sure she had his current address. The Old Witches Home had saved her from isolation even as it had used up every bit of her retirement fund. She looked out the window and saw a crow on the tree by the path. Hermes, her 9-year-old tuxedo cat, sat under the tree, looking up.

			“We need to focus,” Birdie said. “No one needs to know that we don’t have title to the land yet. The nackers in town have been generous in the past; let’s assume they will again. Right?”

			“Right,” said Maya. She sat down and folded her hands in front of her.

			“So what do we need to do? Mnemosyne is figuring out the money. Do you need help with the feast, Maya?”

			“No, I don’t think so. I’m sure Angie and I can handle the food.” Maya, the head cook, and Angie, her assistant, organized the magical dishes that were the festival’s main attractions.

			“Oscar and I will make sure the grounds, the bonfire, and the vendor area are good to go,” Maple said, referring to his partner-in-crime, a retired general construction manager.

			“Who’s doing decorations?” Mnemosyne asked.

			“Twig and Angie. I think they’re doing a Bountiful Berries theme with strawberries, blueberries, raspberries, and blackberries painted on all the banners and tablecloths,” Maya said. “I’m not sure how much they’ve finished yet. I overheard them singing and laughing when they worked on it last week, but I didn’t see any finished products.”

			“They don’t have much time left,” Maple looked concerned. “We’ll be setting everything up on Friday and today’s Wednesday. They better get moving.”

			“They will, Maple. Have faith. You know how young people are,” chided Maya.

			“Angie’s in her 50s,” Maple responded.

			“Well, that’s younger than us!” Maya laughed.

			“Okay. I’m working in the Healing Center today, but I’ll wrangle everyone for the ritual,” Birdie said. “I think we’ll be ready.” Something made her uneasy, but she thought it was typical nerves before a big event.

			The four of them stood for a group hug. Someone said, “May the Old Witches Home thrive and nurture us.”

			Someone else said, “May we live long and prosper.” 

			They all chuckled.

			“So mote it be,” they said in unison. 

			After everyone hugged each other, not missing anyone, a process which took a full five minutes because you don’t want to rush hugging people you love, Birdie picked up her towel and crossed the building to the south exit onto Joy Lane. As she reached the doorway, Hermes crossed before her and nearly tripped her. How did he get there? How did he always know where she was?
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			Mnemosyne passed Hermes as she entered her office, where the air conditioning was always set at 68 degrees, and her files were color-coded. She scanned the pile of envelopes on the corner of the desk where the mail carrier always placed them and opened the big one. 

			“Will Contest . . .” was all Mnemosyne saw before her legs felt weak. She held on to the edge of the desk for support and sidled over to her chair. This didn’t make any sense. Who would contest Lightning’s will, and why? And why was she feeling so woozy? Maybe all she needed was more water. But that could wait.

			She set the papers neatly on the desk. She wasn’t an expert at reading legalese. Still, his older brother, William Gordon O’Neill, claimed that Lightning was not of sound mind and lacked the “testamentary capacity” to bequeath the land to The Old Witches Home Collective, LLC. 

			His lawyer, Benjamin Huffstickler, had filed an objection with the court, claiming that the bequest had been procured by deceit, undue influence, or fraud. Fraud? This is what he wanted. She had been there at the end, had notarized the will herself, and the nurse and the doctor had witnessed it. Sure, it was right before he died, but he wasn’t pressured. She and the others watched him sign it “Edward Vincent O’Neill.” So WASP-y, he had said with a sigh. He was thrilled to be leaving the land to the collective.

			And coerced? She couldn’t imagine anyone coercing Lightning into anything. He had four brothers — as a middle child, he had to fight for everything, from sitting next to the window in the station wagon to getting the last baked potato at dinner. She didn’t know a witch strong enough to tell Lightning what to do, much less get him to sign over his land. 

			Dang! She was sure everything had been done correctly. But she wasn’t a lawyer. Had she missed something? Everyone was so filled with grief when Lightning died. Had she messed it up somehow? Why did Lightning make her the executor anyway? Why didn’t they get a real lawyer to advise them? These silly old witches don’t trust anyone in the “system,” but maybe this time they should have. 

			Now Lightning’s eldest brother got a local lawyer, Benjamin Huffstickler, to send them this ridiculous letter stating that the will wasn’t valid. He said he owned the land as Lightning’s next of kin since Lightning was unmarried and childless, and their parents were deceased. And Huffstickler? Wasn’t he the guy who was trying to make Winkton a weekend resort for rich people from the city? And didn’t Lightning say they were related like he was a long-lost cousin or something?

			Mnemosyne knew she would have to call Birdie and the Council. They would have to have a meeting about this. Hopefully, nothing will happen until after the Solstice Festival. They needed time to get donations from the townspeople. If rumors began circulating, people may not be inclined to donate as much as they had in years past. 

			She placed her feet firmly on the floor and began breathing deeply. She closed her eyes and imagined a large tree root growing from the base of her spine and reaching down to the rocks and dirt beneath the floor. This taproot dug until it found a crevice to crawl into and secure itself. Mnemosyne breathed the moist, warm air of the earth up through that taproot into her solar plexus to gain power and then into her heart to grow compassion. 

			She started to feel the earth energy in her neck, cleansing her throat chakra and empowering her voice and words. But as the energetic stream rose to the third eye in the middle of her forehead, she could sense the words in her throat getting jumbled and numbers taking their place. The flow to her forehead was tingly and sparkling and moved like a dotted line. Her head felt light, and she started seeing shapes and lines like they were on a genealogy chart. 

			Still, she pushed her will and her mind through the blockage. It felt like slogging through mud. When the energy burst out of the crown of her head into the branches of the trees around her and into the sky with the clouds and the birds, Mnemosyne knew she was ready. 

			She picked up the phone to call Birdie. Birdie was there at the beginning with Lightning, Maya, and Maple. Birdie will know what to do.
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			Still in her wet bathing suit, Birdie rushed down the hall to the DWI (Dealing with Insomniacs) Office, Mnemosyne’s realm, aka Administration. Hermes trailed her. His tail was high, and he sauntered with confidence and purpose. Not the way she felt at all. 

			“What? How can he do that?” She held the letter from Huffstickler, feeling the urge to crumple it and throw it against the wall. 

			She felt inadequate and out of control compared to the orderliness and neatness of Mnemosyne’s domain. The room resembled a normal office with a desk, lamp, computer, and chairs for guests, but subtle differences reminded visitors of Mnemosyne’s magical power. A pentacle hung on the wall between the windows behind Mnemosyne’s desk, almost blending into the background, emitting a slight amber glow around it. The sacred shredder behind her desk also had that glow, and Hagall, the rune for destruction, was painted on it. When Hermes entered behind Birdie, the red and green ceramic dragon on top of the bookcase to the left of the doorway appeared to growl at him. The scent of Nag Champa incense emanated from the wooden incense holder at the front of her desk, where a nameplate would have been at her old job. 

			“I don’t understand,” Birdie said again. “What happened? Why does Lightning’s brother think he has a claim on our land? I thought Lightning left it to us.” 

			“He did, or at least we thought he did,” said Mnemosyne. “But you know he didn’t have a will when we first formed the Collective. He didn’t have one until he finally agreed to write it from his hospice bed. We all were there, and the doctor and nurse witnessed it. I notarized it. He made me his executor. The brother is saying he was coerced, and that’s why he’s challenging it.”

			“What does Huffstickler have to do with it?”

			Mnemosyne continued. “Huffstickler is related to Lightning somehow, but he’s also a local lawyer. He probably saw the obit in the Daily Star. The brother’s name is William Gordon O’Neill, and he’s still in Missouri. I notified him, like I was supposed to, that Lightning had died, but this is the first time we’re hearing from him. I think Huffstickler probably contacted him and put him up to this. Huffstickler wants the land because he wants to develop it. I can’t believe we have to fight him.” 

			Birdie tried to remember everything Lightning had told them about his family, but he didn’t talk about them much. He just talked about his great-aunt Estella, who left him the land. He loved Estella because she always came to his ballet performances, didn’t care that he was gay, and encouraged his creativity. He loved visiting Estella and hearing her stories of the old days. 

			So, who was his brother? She remembered one evening when they were all reminiscing, and Mnemosyne was bemoaning being an only child. Lightning remarked that he wished he didn’t have brothers; they were “the meanest meanies,” and he hadn’t talked with any of them since his parents died. None of them had come to his funeral. 

			“Wasn’t Huffstickler Lightning’s aunt’s executor when he inherited the land?” Birdie asked. “I vaguely remember Lightning talking about him and excruciating holidays at the aunt’s home.” 

			Mnemosyne’s eyes were glazed over. Birdie wasn’t sure where Mnemosyne had gone, but her question seemed to bring her back to the office.

			“Yes, he was. But that’s because he was the aunt’s great-grandson, which makes Huffstickler Lightning’s second cousin once removed. At least I think he’s removed — maybe he’s a third cousin or something. In any case, I don’t have the details, but Lightning said something about Estella having a kid out of wedlock back in the day. Her kid was Huffstickler’s grandmother. Estella never married but lived with a companion, Alice, for almost 60 years. She wanted to leave everything to Alice, but Alice died just a few months before Estella. Lightning was devastated by both of their deaths. He was pissed when he found out that Estella made Huffstickler her executor. He didn’t like Huffstickler. He said Huffstickler took advantage of Estella when she was still grieving for Alice.”

			My goodness, this is complicated, thought Birdie. We need a chart or something.

			Mnemosyne sat down quickly and swayed a little in the chair. She opened her mouth, shut it, shook her head, and opened it again. Hermes jumped on her lap and head-butted her.

			She looked up. “Do you know where Lightning kept his important papers?”

			“Probably under his mattress.” Birdie chuckled. “You know he didn’t trust anyone, not banks, lawyers, or even us all the time. Didn’t he have a safe? What are you looking for?”

			“The transfer of the deed from Estella to him. I thought he got it back from that old lawyer he fired. But I can’t find it anywhere. We need it for probate. It wasn’t in his little safe.” 

			“I’ve got his ritual stuff in a couple of boxes in my shed. I’ll look in there. We’ll find it. Isn’t there a copy in the sky or something?”

			“The cloud, you mean. No, I can’t find a record of the transfer online, either. There should be a file in the county system, but it doesn’t seem to be there.”

			“Well, shit. We’ll have to find the actual paper then. Meanwhile, what are we going to do about his brother?”

			“We have to call a Council meeting,” Mnemosyne said. 

			“I’ll call Maple,” Birdie said. “He’s the anchor these days.” She hesitated. “I’m not sure he’s up to the challenge. Maybe I ought to facilitate the meeting.”

			“No, let him do it. It’s his turn, and you should have faith in him.”

			“But this is so important. He always gives in to Dandelion and Dirty Swan. He’s so afraid of being accused of being sexist or racist.”

			“I know,” Mnemosyne sighed. “But I’m sure he’ll be okay. I’ll tell the others.”

			Reluctantly, Birdie agreed, even though she always felt better if she could do it herself. She went outside and sat on the steps of the entrance. She pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and called Maple.

		


		
			2

			The First Inkling

			“I can handle it,” Maple told her when she called. “We’ll call a Council meeting and figure it out together.” But she was skeptical. 

			When Birdie had left her cabin that morning for her daily swim, she felt danger was looming. Now she knew what the threat was, and even the warm summer air, filled with the scent of magnolia and lilacs and the sounds of the blue jays and sparrows, didn’t reassure her. 

			She had always been an outcast, the strange one that didn’t quite fit — not with her family, not with her job, not with her town. The Old Witches Home had been Lightning’s idea, but she embraced it and energized the others. She was proud of what they had built — a sanctuary for misfits, a haven for weirdos, a safe place for pagans and witches of all kinds to age gracefully among their own kind. Would they lose their homes if they couldn’t get the title to the land? She always believed the Goddess would take care of her and put food in her mouth, and so far, she always had. But what if she didn’t?

			On her way back to change her clothes after the morning meeting, Birdie passed homes under construction and some that had been there for a while. She saw a couple of small log cabins similar to her home, a tiny house with brightly colored flags flying from the roof, and a fully functioning yurt, which had always impressed Birdie with its simplicity and beauty. That’s an example of stacking functions, she thought, a basic permaculture principle — everything has more than one purpose. 

			Birdie felt content in the community they had built. 

			Then, an overwhelming feeling of grief slowed her steps. Lightning is dead, she thought. Nothing I can do about that one. 

			The discordant snores from the sagging green tent on Whale Tooth’s site called to Birdie. 

			His construction had been stalled due to lack of funds. 

			The dewy lawn chair outside, free from its usual burden, seemed to sigh in relief in the early morning sun. Whale Tooth cooked on a barbecue grill and slept on a cot — it was comfortable enough, he said — Birdie wouldn’t have spent more than one night lying on that squeaky old thing. Sometimes, she could hear it as she passed in the evening and was surprised it didn’t collapse under Whale Tooth’s weight. Of Hawaiian heritage, Whale Tooth adopted his name as a symbol of power when he began to explore his native spiritual beliefs, an important step in his healing from addiction. 

			Birdie had no idea when Whale Tooth could start working on the house again. That nasty bank manager, Louella Cartwright, denied his bank loan shortly after the foundation had been poured, just when they started the framing. Without an influx of cash from somewhere, the tent might also be his winter home. That wouldn’t do. They would have to find him a room in the Heart or help him out with a loan from the Collective. She was angry that the bank had rejected his application. But that was the way these insomniac capitalists worked, wasn’t it? You had to have money to make money. Since Whale Tooth (aka Walter Tennyson) had no money, and the land was held up in probate, Louella didn’t think investing in his home was a good risk. What will Louella think when she finds out the will is being contested? 

			Lending him money was better than him ending up on the street, though, wasn’t it? Birdie was aware that Whale Tooth, a veteran and former addict, knew what it was like to sleep beneath bridges. This was probably his only chance for a safe harbor as he aged. Curse Louella! When she thought about Whale Tooth’s life and what he was facing now, it was hard to believe the Goddess had their backs. Maybe magic only goes so far in this world.

			Then she saw Oscar and Rabbit.
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			As she neared her cabin, she could hear Oscar and Rabbit arguing amiably as they weeded in their garden next door. Rabbit’s tall frame appeared amid the vegetables, topped by her pink sun-kissed neck and the shaggy cut of her short silver-blond hair. Oscar’s dark wavy hair, white t-shirt, and brown-skinned arms moved slowly down the rows on the other side of the garden. 

			“Oscar, leave the clover. It’s holding the soil and providing nitrogen,” Rabbit, who used to be known as Laura Washington, said. 

			Oscar Gonzales bobbed his head up and down. “I just want to make sure the squash has enough room to spread,” he said in a very loud staccato. 

			“Shush, you’re going to disturb the whole neighborhood.” 

			“You shush. You’re the one who started it. What a lovely worm.” Birdie watched Oscar hold the squiggly thing up to the sun, holding his mouth open as if he were about to drop it in. He blinked, shook his head, and dropped the worm on the ground. It slithered away quickly.

			A crow cawed in the tree next to the cabin. Birdie listened for a second. It didn’t seem to be saying good morning to its friends. It seemed to be calling to her. Why, she couldn’t tell. 

			“Owww!” Oscar squealed. 

			“Oh, my Goddess,” Rabbit yelled. “Wait, don’t move.” Their heads disappeared into the vegetation.

			Birdie heard scuffling and moaning. She rushed to their yard. Rabbit was leaning over Oscar sitting in the garden, eyes closed, moaning. Birdie could see blood seeping through the cloth of the bandanna she was wrapping around his hand. 

			“What happened?” Birdie asked. 

			“I’m not sure. He was weeding this row, and I was on the other side. Then I heard him yell. When I got here, he was just sitting here, clucking like a chicken and holding his hand.”

			“Stay with him,” Birdie said. “I’ll get some bandages.” 

			Birdie gingerly walked between the rows of lettuce on one side and kale on the other to get back to her cabin. The scent of rich dirt and healthy growing things followed her as she exited the garden through the open section in the six-foot deer fence. She looked back to see Rabbit sitting on the ground, holding Oscar against her chest, murmuring to him.
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			When Birdie returned, Oscar stared wide-eyed at a nasty gash in his left hand. Blood was oozing from where the trowel had torn a slice of his palm open.

			She took a moment to ground herself by imagining a taproot from the base of her spine going deep into the earth. She thanked the Goddess for the energy rising from the planet’s core that flowed through her hands and fed her healing ability. Her mind quieted as she held Oscar’s hand, listening for anything his body could tell her about the injury. But all she heard was a low rumble and a sound like keys rapping on a typewriter. 

			“What happened, Oscar? You must have really hit your hand hard.”

			“I was — worms and bugs,” he said, his head bouncing like a bobblehead, a strange guttural sound under his words. “The lettuce — Rabbit — ground, this thing.” His eyes were unfocused, staring past Birdie. 

			“Don’t worry,” Birdie said as she held his hand, removed the bandanna, and cleaned the area. “You may have to let Rabbit do all the work for a few days while it heals.” 

			Rabbit chuckled, but Birdie could see the concern on her face. Oscar was rocking back and forth. 

			His face paled. He looked like he was going to keel over. Birdie put a hand on his chest and looked into his eyes, “Are you all right?” Rabbit scooched closer to him. 

			“Dizzy — pass out.” He focused momentarily on Birdie and then closed his eyes, swaying. 

			Birdie looked down at the cloth she had been using and saw less blood than expected. She looked back at his hand. The bleeding had stopped. There certainly wasn’t enough blood loss to cause dizziness. 

			She opened a bottle of water and gave it to Oscar. “Maybe you just need to drink something. Take this.” Oscar took the bottle, started to lick it, then shook his head and poured the water into his mouth.

			“Has he eaten this morning?” Birdie asked Rabbit.

			“Not yet. We usually have breakfast after we finish weeding.”

			Birdie finished the bandaging and tried to give him a granola bar, but he looked past her. She was starting to get worried. It wasn’t like Oscar to succumb to minor injuries. He usually just powered through. She took the water from him and set it beside her.

			“Lie down.” He began to fall to one side. His voice sounded strange. The undertone reminded Birdie of a cow mooing. 

			“Not here, Oscar. Let’s go inside,” Rabbit said. But Oscar had already folded his legs and put his head down on the dirt between his arms. It didn’t look very comfortable. His eyes were closed, and he was muttering something, but she couldn’t catch the words. 

			“It’s probably just dehydration,” she tried to reassure Rabbit. Birdie gazed at Oscar. She quickly ran through symptoms of strokes and heart attacks in her mind. No, those didn’t make sense.

			“Do we need to get him to the Healing Center?” Birdie said. “Can he walk?” 

			“Let’s see,” Rabbit said. Birdie tried to lift him on one side while Rabbit tried to lift him on the other, but Rabbit was almost a foot taller than Birdie, and Oscar was somewhere in between. He tilted to one side like he was in the middle of a ski slope. The three of them wobbled along and somehow got Oscar into the house. As soon as he was settled in his bed, Birdie hugged Rabbit and left to get changed and get back to the Healing Center. 

			This was the first inkling that something was really wrong at The Old Witches Home. It was just a cut, but there was something else, something she couldn’t explain. As Birdie entered her home to change her clothes, a caw from the crow made her look up. Hermes scrambled up the tree and fell back down.

			Birdie asked the Goddess what she should do. The Goddess had nothing to say.

		


		
			3

			Maya Visits Angie

			Maybe the big Medical Encyclopedia in the Healing Center would have something to say about Oscar. His behavior was a bit odd, she had to admit. When she returned to the building, she saw Hermes hunting in the bushes outside. He was crouched, and his head was outstretched. She couldn’t see any prey nearby, but there must have been something. She shuddered. 

			She thought about the letter Mnemosyne showed her. Those damn nackers! Well, they weren’t any match for magic. She was sure about that.

			She took a deep breath, asked the Goddess for patience, and opened the doors. 

			The Encyclopedia would have to wait. The warm sun on her walk had made her hungry. She needed a cookie. 

			The kitchen in the Heart of Old Witches Home was just down the hall from the Healing Center. Further around the building was the Dining Hall, where feasts and gatherings were often held. They had decided early on that no one should have to eat alone if they didn’t want to. Residents volunteered for kitchen duties, supervised by Maya Craven, the head cook, or Angie, her assistant. 

			They cooked for festivals and for the residents who were ill, forgetful, indigent, incompetent, or depressed. Maya had kept several residents alive and healthy — Whale Tooth probably owed his robust nature to her. She believed in the magic of food and was just as sweet as the chocolate desserts for which she was famous.

			When Birdie came in, Maya was sitting on a stool next to the kitchen counter. Her warm brown skin was tanned from afternoons lying out by the pond. Her dark hair braid lay gently on the back of a floral short-sleeved blouse. As she turned to Birdie, the ruffles on the open neck of the blouse revealed her ample bosom and the rest of the paper clips she needed to mark the recipes she wanted to revisit. 

			Birdie looked around, expecting to see Angie, but it appeared that Maya was alone. A spiral notebook filled with dog-eared and grease-stained pages was open in front of her. Birdie could see that Maya was anxious — chewing on a paper clip and rapidly flipping back and forth from one recipe to another. 

			“Got any cookies?” Birdie asked. She had a wicked sweet tooth and long ago decided there was no use trying to tame it. Every time she did it just made her cranky. Her favorite was the chocolate coconut cookies that Maya would make just for her. 

			“Here you go,” Maya said distractedly as she pulled out a jar labeled “Keep Out — Poison!” from behind the coffee jars on the counter. She looked at Birdie. “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be in the Healing Center today?”

			“Yep. On my way there. Just wanted to fill you in on what’s going on. Lightning’s brother is contesting the will. He says Lightning was coerced as if we had put a spell on him or something and forced him to give the land to us. Can you imagine?” Birdie tried to laugh it off, but the need for chocolate gave her away. 

			“Holy Goddess,” Maya said. “What are we going to do?” 

			“We’ll have a Council meeting to figure it out, I guess. I called Maple.” Birdie took another cookie out of the jar. 

			“Good. Maple will get everyone together,” Maya said, returning to her notebook. 

			“Will he?” Birdie said. “Maybe I should do it.” 

			“Birdie . . .” Maya said. “Give him a chance.”

			“Yeah, yeah. Oh, also — Oscar got hurt this morning when he was gardening. A nasty gash in his hand. He’s home with Rabbit. He’s acting kind of weird — he keeps making these clicky noises, and his head keeps bobbing up and down. When I tuned into him, holding his hand, all I heard was a low rumble. I thought maybe some food would ground him, but he wouldn’t eat anything.”

			“If he’s been making magic, protein is the best thing for him. I’m sure I have eggs, cheese, or something here if you want to take it to him.” Maya walked over to the industrial-sized refrigerator set into the opposite wall. 

			“Thanks, but I’m sure Rabbit can handle it. She’s been practicing as long as we have and knows what to do. It could be just blood loss from the cut, you know.” Birdie generally preferred mundane explanations if they made sense. She was tempted to take a third cookie. Maya brushed her hand away.

			“We better have a good festival. I’m not sure what we will do if we don’t raise enough money to pay the balloon payment. Now we need money for lawyers, too.”

			“We’ll get by. We always have. We’re witches, remember?”

			“Yeah, but witches can be burned at the stake. What if they believe these insomniac lawyers and give the land to his brother?” 

			“Have faith, Birdie. We’ve always gotten by before. We live in a universe of abundance, whether insomniacs can see that or not. They live in a world of scarcity. We’ll be okay.”

			“I just don’t know, Maya. I’m afraid I’ll have to go to some state home where they don’t have enough staff, and people are left to drool and wither away in their wheelchairs all alone.”

			“Birdie,” Maya stopped and looked at her. “You’re not alone. You’re in community, remember? We do this together. We love each other; we’re a family. You’re so used to being independent and self-sufficient that you still haven’t realized that there are others in the world who have your back. How many times do you have to be reminded? You’re not alone.” 

			“Right,” Birdie said and looked down. She knew what Maya said was true but still had trouble believing it fully. She had always felt unloved. Her friends said they loved her, but she was sure they would leave her and go back to their biological families if they lost the land. 

			“Well, I can help with the cooking if you need it.” Birdie tried to smile, but her lips twisted, and one side went up while the other side looked for the exit at the back of her head. The offer didn’t fool Maya. 

			“Uh, thanks, but I’ll manage,” she said. “Angie had the whole feast figured out, who was bringing what, and what we needed to make. It’s just that she put it on her computer in some sort of program with lots of boxes and numbers. I can’t figure out how that thing works for the life of me. She isn’t answering her phone, and I don’t know what’s happening with her. I have no idea what we need to buy or harvest — or what still needs to be done.” 

			“She hasn’t shown up? That’s not like her, is it?” 

			“No, it isn’t. She’s usually so reliable. Not like a witch at all. It’s weird!” 

			“Does she have a fever or anything?” 

			“I don’t know. I’ll go by her house in a little while to see what’s going on.” Maya poured hot water over a peppermint tea bag in a handmade ceramic cup with a crescent moon handle. 

			“I’m sure she’s okay,” Maya added. “Maybe she’s astral traveling and hasn’t come home yet.” They laughed.

			“Right, like when we used to take psychedelics. God, I miss those days,” Birdie said.

			“Me, too. But I am too old to stay up all night like we used to. Not that reality is all that great, but at least I can sleep through most of it.” Maya winced as she remembered the hot nights in El Paso in her small bedroom over the garage. It was hard to sleep when her father visited her, and a quick trip on the astral plane was her only refuge. 

			“Well, let me know if I can help with the food. We have to have a good feast to convince the insomniacs to part with their money. We need that money, you know.” 

			“I know. Don’t worry. I’ve been doing this for years.”

			“Yeah, I know. I just don’t want to see us come up short this year. I hate having to rely on the generosity of the town.”

			“Everything turns out the way it should. The Goddess will take care of it,” Maya said.

			“Yeah, right. Tell that to the nackers at the bank.” 

			Birdie left Maya studying her notebook, a worried look on her face.
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			Maya was completely confused. In past years, she had kept track of what they were cooking and who was doing what with a series of index cards. She had an elaborate system of organizing the meals by ingredients, by type of dish, and by contributor. But this year, she succumbed to
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