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Two households, both alike in dignity,

	In fair Marrowmont, where we lay our scene,

	From recent grudge break to new mutiny,

	Where civil blood makes civil hands unclean.

	 

	Yet what brings us to this pass? No star-crossed lovers here. Not as the Bard writ. Though, grudge indeed.

	But come, let us out from under the yoke of sonnet and measured metre ourselves remove. Let us look together instead, narrator to audience for but a moment, to a concomitance cracked: a clash of philosophic leanings, though in service of similar goal.

	In this town in which we tarry we find two covens. And we have seen, in prior presentation, the … approaches, let us say, of both Harrow House and, more recent still, the Bell and Candle Book Club. One seeking in service of guiding, loathsome spirit to corrupt – to bend flesh to their will. While in opposition rests belief in unity, and through it service to a greater good: the feeding of a power ever hungry. Two houses assured in both potency and their rectitude. And therein lies the problem.

	For even in so large a place as Marrowmont, sprawling in its spread and grown by necessity over centuries long indeed, territory is a living, shifting thing. Whether carved by loving or callous hands, it cannot be given nor taken lightly. And here we find, in interlude unseen while our sights lingered on most pleasurable pursuits elsewhere, a theft. An encroachment, if you will, gradual and grating: the witches of Harrow House discontent with slow return to power after so long broken and slumbering – long purged in past for trespass upon Marrowmont’s most sacred duties. They desiring to subsume what little real estate of street and soul lies not already claimed by greater powers. 

	Ah, but only so long can our glimpse behind the curtain be. For the play’s the thing, and its unfolding the thing for which you’ve come. So, forgive us our duration of direct address, and let us move instead into the musical portion of our evening.

	In which one witch with a sense of humour – perverse, perhaps, yet certainly playful – has for us set our stage through spell most devious, if also dapper. Turning a war council called between two covens rarely seeing eye to eye into something rather different. And into that in media res let us now enter, in that grandest of anthology series tradition, the musical episode, as the curtain draws up, and:

	 

	* * *

	 

	The lights come up on an empty high school gymnasium as an unseen orchestra tunes up. Woodwinds dance up scales, while the string and brass sections roll through their warmups. Centre stage, a banner for the Hellebore High spring dance hangs overhead, a whispered echo of a different number, a different performance.

	The sun is just rising, spilling pale light across bleachers and painted wooden floors, waxed and treated to survive long seasons of eager teams vying one against the other. A battleground, seldom spotted with blood.

	Outside, the pavement is boiling in August heat, the air thick with smoky, downtown haze, cars blaring as traffic stalls in a city that rarely, if ever, sleeps. But here, overworked air conditioners leave the airy space a temperate early summer morning. Ready and waiting to be of use again, the school gearing up slowly for the fall semester.

	But now, in this moment, all is quiet.

	Before the doors fly open at one end of the gymnasium and a noisome, mismatched crew of witches adorned in modern dress sweep in, boisterous and loud, accompanied by the opening drumroll and first slow strains of West Side Story’s “Prologue” playing over their entrance. The witches shrug it off, as if the musical accompaniment is the most natural thing in the world, even as they dance to elements of Jerome Robbins’ choreography.

	Chatter fills our stage as the witches of Harrow House move with easy, predatory grace. Necks crack and arms and legs are put through stretches, the witches performing spins and pirouettes to limber up, always in beat to the gradually layering strains of the overture.

	“But will they coooome?” Catalina sings at Nyah, moving through a bend and turn to land her chin on Nyah’s shoulder, arms draped around her lover.

	“The meeting has been called,” answers the young Black woman in a surprisingly deep singing voice, turning to lead her Latina paramour. “Time is growing short. Are you wiiiith me?” Nyah sings, dropping into still lower register as she gathers Catalina into a hard sweep and contretemps, ending with a deep dip, Nyah panting as she holds her lover near horizontal, Catalina’s legs artfully pointed, her arms wrapped around Nyah.

	Catalina smiles up, lips poised to answer, before all heads swivel to the opposite doors of the gym at the crashing opening guitar strains of “The only thing they fear is you.” As the beat builds and the drum section begins, the double doors blow open like the gods’ own thunder and the Bell and Candle Book Club rolls in, the storm that follows in its wake.

	“Which one of you bitches diiiiid this?” shout-sings Jessica from across the gymnasium, glaring bloody murder at the Harrow House coven. Jessica moving through a Martha Graham routine in miniature to the driving beat. Jessica’s arms left harshly extended as the music fades out, the middle-aged Black woman panting as it dissipates entirely.

	Nyah laughs her head off to see her rival so furious. And thumps a fist over her heart and then uses that same hand to blow Jessica a kiss.

	Amity, Jessica’s second, comes to stand beside her coven leader and cracks her shoulders, and bows her head with her arms stretched out to the sides, palms raised to the heavens. The Wampanoag woman silent a moment before raising her head and her arms in slow sweep, until her eyes, shining with a burning light, stare down the entire Harrow House coven. “War council is caaaaalled,” she sings in a haunting soprano. “Present your case,” she adds in short staccato.

	“You take what is not yooooours!” accuses Nyah, turning in place and raising her arms up to drum up hoots and hollers of accord from her coven. “Street by street they covet and they claim – a dam-ned, crying shaaaaaame,” Nyah finishes, holding the note long and low, hands behind her back now as she stalks, pacing the floor between the covens, gaze laser focused on Jessica’s crossed arms and shaking head.

	“You speak as you yourself have done,” sings Jessica in answer, ignoring Nyah’s scoff. “A coven born again, but unruly and untamed,” she patters.

	“Lies!” shouts Nyah, a guitar strum vibrating under her words.

	“Bitter, tempered, truuuuths…” sings Jessica, arms spread wide at a loss as Nyah seethes. “And to offend with thiiis?” she finishes on a high note, pointing both index fingers at her own throat, and then throwing her hands up in despair.  

	Nyah turns on her. The unseen orchestra rolling quickly into something less modern, a clipped beat, light and airy, yielding the floor to Nyah.

	“Why what ever is the matter?” asks Nyah, falling into patter, steps garrulous and gay, the tap, tap, tap of one foot clacking hard on the floor. “Do we feel artful and enthused?” she asks, her tap routine picking up speed. “At odds, legs un-used to such exertions? Are we to falter and to fade? Before the game’s bare half plaaayed?” Nyah sings in a quick, fluid dramatic contralto.

	Jessica shakes her head, and whips her gaze round to Nyah, staggering the younger woman back. The older coven leader, and her entire coven behind her, sweeping through a rolling bend from the waist up into a forward half-step, feet slamming down before them like a wall. The Harrow House witches take a soft step onto back foot as the Bell and Candle Book Club presses its advance. “Mind your manners, girl. You are the younger here. Experience trumps zeal.”

	“Advanc-ed age proving i-deal?” mocks Nyah, her entire coven laughing with her.

	“Give me a day and you’ll all be eating from my hand,” sings Jessica, stepping forward to tower over the younger women, Nyah swallowing hard in her raw, magnetic presence.

	“Promises, promises, so many promises,” Nyah sings, circling behind Jessica, the older woman glancing at her rival as she makes her circuit. “Is your body still enough to back up all your claims?”

	Jessica grins, stepping closer to Nyah, who leans into her advance instead of backing away. She opens her mouth to let loose her thunderous voice. Before a true crash of thunder lights up the world outside through the gym’s windows, and a low keening howls – issued from too human a throat to be storm winds. 

	“Oh, you fucking bitch,” sings Nyah, furious. “Tell me you didn’t invooolve them!” she adds in a halting lilt, glaring at the book club leader.

	“Tell us you diiiiidn’t,” echoes the rest of her coven.

	“A game unwise,” sings Nyah, sweeping her dress to the side with a flourish, “to involve such powers when we two have conflict of such siiiiiiize!” she adds in pure heavy metal vocal fry, fists balled at her sides, and her eyes closed as she pours the weight of her whole being into the line. But when she opens them again, she can see Jessica shake her head rapidly, turning her terrified gaze on the side of the gym. 

	Every member of both covens holds their breath as they wait for the gym’s wall to explode.

	But when the Maidens wend their way onto the battlefield, it’s through the door by which the Bell and Candle Book Club entered. With a long, echoing creak, the double doors open at a most respectful pace, held open by unseen hands. In that soft, silent beat, the three women in long flowing white robes drift into the gymnasium low in the air, toes pointed down, limbs unmoving until they come to a quiet halt. As one they raise their heads, faces hidden by long tendrils of undulating hair – moving of its own accord as if trapped underwater.

	The first Maiden sings “Wha trans-pires here?” in a painfully clear, glass-shattered alto voice. And she and her sisters stagger, before looking rapidly to each other like confused birds.

	“Who daaaares?” sings the second sister, shocked at the ringing of her own gravel-swallowed voice.

	“What is this fool-ish-ness? An answer is demanded,” sings the third Maiden, her icy blonde hair wavering away from her voice, the basso profondo of it as heavy as fjord-flow ice streaming under rocky earth, the entire gymnasium quaking with it.

	“They encroach on territory not yet theirs,” sings Nyah, dancing a circle round Jessica, an accusing finger crooked all the while, while Jessica throws up her hands again.

	“Mother’s little get, please,” breathes a laughing book club leader, her own beat starting slower and more insidious. “They spread their filth and lies. Their little games, their wanton ways, always plaaaaying. Their methods are indecorous – indeeeecent,” the book club leader says in wheedling alto, matching Nyah’s circling; the two orbiting each other like angry stars, Nyah blinking in appalled shock, open-mouthed.

	As Nyah readies herself to respond to the slander, a single drumbeat breaks between them. “Silence!” sing-shouts the first Maiden, setting everyone’s skulls ringing like struck bells. “There will be no trouble here,” she sings in staccato report. “You know the Pacts. You are in breach – both covens too. We cannot overlook such offence…” she adds, slowing to hold the last note.

	“But—” starts Nyah in high soprano.

	“You are not called to answer!” sings the second Maiden,” voice a crystal bell shattered into a thousand pieces.

	“Know your place!” demands the third Maiden, sharp and short, in her cavernous echo.

	“Forgiiiiive us,” sing Nyah and Jessica in harmony, dropping into lower register as they bow their heads before the Maidens. Their covens echoing the motion, two perfectly timed choruses in uncanny unison.

	The three Maidens raise their faces to the sky, and their arms follow suit, rising to shoulder level, as if beseeching unseen powers, sudden spotlights backlighting them with halos’ glow, the slow, rhythmic drumbeat of The Pretty Reckless’ “Heaven Knows” backing them as they ascend higher on the air, singing “You’ve made better choices. You’ve had smarter plaaaans,” rolling the last notes. “How dare you speak of territory?” they add collectively, in rising register. “Remember to whom this city be-longs!”

	The Maidens wait a beat, before the second alone adds: “Whatever falsehoods drove you here—”

	“They must be over and done. Is that cleaaaar?” finishes the third Maiden.

	“So ... we can go?” sing-songs one of Nyah’s coven. 

	“No!” the first Maiden sings back at her, appalled. “Penance must be paid. Your patrons must be fed. Lest calamity ensuuue,” she sings, voice dropping several registers. She takes a deep breath and sings a single high note that becomes a rain of light and fire descending on both covens, bathing them all in the warm glow of half-dreamed embers; bellies growing hot with heat and desire. “Come togeeeether! Be as ooooooooone!” the Maiden sings in a piercing note, holding it longer than possible for any human throat. “And then there shall be no more of this,” she talk-sings, “no more of these outbursts. No more claims of false distress. From violence you must refrain…” she stresses, as
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