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The Lying, The Witch & The Wardrobe

By

C. Margery Kempe

We must not look at goblin men,

We must not buy their fruits,

Who knows upon what soil they fed

Their hungry, thirsty roots?

~ Christina Rossetti, The Goblin Market

Jeanie looked up at the big rambling farmhouse with a mixture of happiness and misgiving. The worn clapboard had the comforting familiarity only your own childhood home could keep. But returning now just meant she had failed.

Again.

"This is the place?" The cab driver must have noticed her strange expression. 

Jeanie flushed. "Yes, this is it. How much do I owe you?"

Before she even stepped out of the taxi, two figures appeared on the porch, waving eagerly. "Welcome home!"

Jeanie waved back as she and the driver walked to the back of the car to retrieve her bags. Her mother's cheery face lifted her spirits and her grandmother's cheeks glowed with a pleasure that was hard to resist. And why should she?

"It's so good to see you!"

"Is that all the bags you have?"

Jeanie hugged them both tightly, kissing one cheek and then the other. "Yes, a few more things coming by the shipping company later on, but these are the essentials." So little! It was a bit daunting to know how few belongings she had accumulated in her life so far.

Of course, it made moving that much easier.

The two women hustled her inside, chattering a mile a minute as she threw her bags down just inside the door, refusing any help. They were both strong women, but at twenty three Jeanie was more than fit enough to handle the weight of her own life, so to speak.

"Time for a cuppa?" Her grandmother bustled into the kitchen without waiting for an answer, knowing there would be no debate. Indeed the kettle already whistled in anticipation. Jeanie saw with a sudden surge of pleasure that the tea tray was already laid, the beautiful blue and white Staffordshire pot ready for the hot water and its snuggly cozy that looked like a rooster. The cups that surrounded it on the tray were mismatched, but she saw her favorite elegant gold filigree cup and saucer were there. They were an essential part of her mad childhood tea parties when she pretended to be queen for the day.

Her grandmother filled the teapot with boiling water and the exquisite aroma of Earl Grey filled the kitchen. "Biscuits? Or bread and butter?" Jeanie's mother asked.

"Oh, surely biscuits!" Beatrice might be a grandmother, but her tastes still reflected a girlish delight in sweets, something her trim figure belied. Jeanie always marveled at her.

"Well, it is a special occasion," her mother said with a smile. Gabriella didn't have her mother's lanky frame but she wasn't one to deny herself the little pleasures of life, particularly since her husband had died. Jeanie didn't remember him too well herself, but her mother's stories of his gentle humor and sweet romantic ways never failed to make her yearn for such happiness herself.

Jeanie pushed that thought away. She didn't need one more reason to feel depressed. "It's so good to get such a welcome home." She did her best to smile bravely and felt the better for it. Here in the kitchen of her childhood home everything seemed a little brighter after all.

"We're grateful to have you here, my dear." Beatrice kissed the top of her head as Jeanie took her seat at the big oak table.

"I hope you are happy to be here," Gabriella said with the slightest air of anxiety.

"I am," Jeanie said too quickly, then laughed half-heartedly. "There's nowhere I'd rather be licking my wounds than home."

Beatrice tutted. "Now, now, we'll have none of that. We all have our disappointments. It's part of life."

"If you're not failing, you're not trying," Gabriella said, laying a tender hand on her daughter's arm. "Take it from one who knows."

"Mother, you're not failing!"

"I'm not even trying," she said softly but firmly. "I'm proud of you for putting yourself out there and reaching for success. Sometimes it just eludes us."

"And it's not your fault the business folded." Beatrice poured the tea into their cups, bustling around the table.

"No, it wasn't my fault," Jeanie said. "But I should have realized it was happening. The signs were certainly there. I'm just not sure I cared to see them."

"You'll find something new," her mother encouraged. "Maybe something locally."

"It was such a long way away," Beatrice agreed.

Jeanie laughed. "I was less than a two hour drive! I don't think I missed a holiday here apart from that snowstorm that made me late for Easter."

"But we love having you here," Gabriella said, munching a chocolate biscuit. "You can rest up for a while before you look for a new job."

As Jeanie carried her bags up to her old room, she ruminated on her mother's words. The thought of looking for another job filled her with despair but she couldn't just sit here and hide from the world, although that plan had a lot of appeal just now.

She dropped her bags on the floor and looked around the room. It hadn't changed a jot since her last visit home, save for the little box of chocolates on her pillow. That brought a smile. I love you, mom! The view out the window toward the orchards also brought a poignant ache to her heart. There really was no place like home.

Jeanie sank onto the bed and let the tears welling in her eyes spill down her cheeks. Despite the kind words of her mother and grandmother, she felt very much like a failure. 

Sure, it wasn't her fault that Morris, Hunt & Holman had collapsed taking a couple dozen jobs down with them. The signs had begun to appear six months ago. Her cubicle partner Liz took off soon after. "You should get out, too," she'd confided to Jeanie between sips of champagne at the going-away party. "The writing's on the wall."

She couldn't say she didn't know. So why hadn't she done anything to stave off the inevitable? It wasn't that she loved her job so much that she couldn't bear the thought of leaving. It was fun enough, but Jeanie had never really been passionate about marketing, not like Liz.

Face it, she was just lazy. Jeanie sighed. Look at this room! If she hadn't taken down the now-embarrassing posters of her teen pop star crushes, it would look little different from when she was in high school.

Maybe even junior high, Jeanie realized with a sinking feeling. She had to stop feeling sorry for herself and do something useful. Rubbing her eyes to dry them, she hopped up and went over to her altar. Clearly her mother had dusted it, but the half-burned candles had a neglected air so she stuck them in the cabinet below and got some fresh ones out. Crossing the room she opened her red bag to remove the figures that had graced the altar in her flat in Springfield. Freya, Kali, Brigit and Bast looked much more at home here in her old room, circling around the Ganesh statue her father had bought for her birth. The elephant-headed god always remained here, a spiritual anchor to her home.

With a lifetime of practice, Jeanie cleared her mind and focused. I am here, I am present, the magic is in me. She lit a candle of welcome and thankfulness and prepared to set her intentions. For a moment she faltered, then fell back on her standard mantra: I am ready for the opportunities the fates bring my way. Let me be open to the possibilities.

That simple act of faith made Jeanie feel immensely better. She set about putting away the rest of her clothes and things with a pleasant song humming in her head. After all, she was home, the apples were ripening in the orchard, summer still held its golden sway. In fact as the morning wore on the room was beginning to feel a bit too warm. 

Jeanie stepped out into the hall to open the door to the 'jumble room' as they always called it. Getting the stubborn window open in there would get a cross breeze going and cool things down much faster. 

It took a few tries to get the sash up. The wood had swollen in the summer heat. Chances were no one had tried to open it yet that year. Her mother and grandmother both had rooms on the lower floors. Jeanie propped the window open with the little stick kept on the sill for that purpose and then looked around the jumble room. It hadn't changed much either. For years it had accumulated anything out of season or unused and on its way to being discarded. 

Yet even here, the neatness of the house continued. Snow boots were lined up on racks. The various seasonal decorations were carefully stowed in neatly labeled boxes. Jeanie smiled. In any other house, this room would be an overstuffed chaos. The only discordant note came from the seemingly ancient mystery of her childhood: the antique wardrobe that stood like a sentinel between the two windows.

Jeanie approached it, feeling the anticipatory thrill of intrigue work its way up her spine. She knew the story well. It had belonged to her grandmother's grandmother, Lizzie, and was made from the oak of a single tree. In their family, oak and apple had always been intertwined with family legends. Their orchards were watched over by mighty oaks hundreds of years old. Jeanie had wandered among them since she could first walk.

But this wardrobe retained its eerie appeal. It had belonged to her grandmother's grandmother, but it had been sealed by that woman's best friend and sister, Laura. Jeanie traced the red wax seal that bound the ribbon around it. Although wax, it did not give way to knife or nail, which Jeanie and her friends had all tried at various times.

The blood red wax bore a hand print, Laura's she had been told. Jeanie traced it now. It very nearly matched her own hand's size. As familiar as the shape of it had been all her life, the mystery of it pricked her curiosity as much as ever. Not least because Laura had disappeared without a trace.

Old magic, powerful magic… what took her away? They only knew what Beatrice's grandmother had told her family, that the young woman had been taken by the goblin men. Jeanie shuddered. The goblin men had been part of her childish nightmares after she had begged to know the story. Jeanie memorized the animal-headed grotesques in Arthur Rackham's illustrations with a delighted horror then regretted as they tromped through her bedroom in the dark.

She looked up at the top of the wardrobe where the legend was carved. There is no friend like a sister, the carved letters announced, in calm or stormy weather. What secrets did the enchanted box hold? Why had the goblin men stolen Laura away? Even back in the nineteenth century such news would have brought out the doctors and skeptics. Goblins indeed! If Jeanie hadn't grown up in a family of witches, she supposed that it would be very hard to believe indeed.

Not that she had seen any goblin men. Her mother was of the opinion that the worlds that contained other beings like goblins and the fae no longer intersected with their own. "Technology and the hustle bustle of modern life," Gabriella said, when Jeanie had quizzed her for the umpteenth time. "Why, I expect that's what drove them away. Though now and then I almost think I can hear the bells of that other land in the distance."

"Do you ever seek it out?" Jeanie had asked, full of the boldness of the very young.

Her mother had laughed. "No, child. What would I find there that I don't already have here?" Then she'd enveloped her in a fierce hug until Jeanie wriggled free with a child's thoughtless impatience. Her father's death was still a raw wound then, Jeanie realized with a start. Poor mama.

Maybe that was why Jeanie dreamed of goblins that night despite the comfort of her familiar old bed. Just as the first light of dawn approached the unsettling images woke her, startled and at first uncertain of her location. Jeanie rolled away from the sunlight's persistence and tried to organize her thoughts.

It was times like this she missed her old cat, Boo. The fluffy black cat with the white patch on her chest would sleep at the foot of her bed and when Jeanie wrestled with nightmares, Boo would wake her with a paw to the face as if to say, "Stop that!"

Maybe she should get a kitten, Jeanie thought, then felt a stab of despair. Did that mean she was giving up and staying? She sat up, determined to push defeat away. Besides, there was something else. Jeanie frowned. There was something almost sensual in the dream, but the memory eluded her. She felt aroused, which reminded her how long it had been since she'd felt that way.

As she got up and dressed, Jeanie contemplated the depressing fact of her sex life. It had been months without a good workout: she had been dating Bill for a while and Stan before that. Neither too exciting, but she had been concentrating on work going south. Jeanie made a face at her reflection. Was there some rule about not having a good job, home and relationship all at the same time?

She trotted downstairs to find her mother up and making zucchini bread. "What else are we going to do with all of them," Gabriella groaned, gesturing at the basket full of green.

"Do you need some help?"

"What I need is some more sugar. Would you mind running to the store? There are a couple other things on the list on the fridge."

Jeanie tore the list off the pumpkin magnet pad and scribbled 'sugar' at the bottom of the list. "Shall I take your car or gran's?"

"Take mine dear. It's easier to park."

Jeanie hopped in her mother's compact car and pulled out onto the main road. Something from her dreams still haunted the back of her mind, a tune perhaps. It proved elusive, but it was almost as if her tongue remembered it. But there was something dark as well, a shadow that made her shiver despite the warm morning sun. 

By the time she pulled into the supermarket parking lot, Jeanie found it had all slipped away. No matter. It was just a dream. But as she stood in the produce section by the heaps of berries, the tune very nearly returned. Come by, was it? Or come buy? Same thing, or different?

"Well, look who's back," an overly cheery voice broke in. It was accompanied by the garishly made-up face of Loretta Wanger behind an oversized shopping cart with a squealing child perched in it.

Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world, Jeanie thought, trying to smother her desire to run screaming from the produce section. "Well, hello Loretta."

"I suppose you just got in," Loretta said, giving Jeanie the once over and taking in her t-shirt, jeans and hastily pinned up hair. "How long are you in town? Get that out of your mouth!" The latter comment was directed at her small child, who had taken advantage of her mother's momentary inattention to stuff a large onion into her mouth and hum around it.

"Oh, not sure at the moment," Jeanie said with as much evasiveness as she could manage while she watched Loretta try to remove the onion from the mouth of her toddler, who had apparently bit into it and was now simultaneously shrieking albeit in a muffled way as tears ran down her cheeks.

"So help me Hannah," Loretta sputtered as she wrestled with the child, "if she's not into one thing then it's another. Spit it out!"

"Well, I should probably leave you—"

"There!" Loretta held up the onion in triumph while her spawn proceeded to scream at top volume. "How long did you say you'd be around?"

"Oh, not sure, it might be a couple weeks…" Why couldn't she just lie? Or shove an onion into Loretta's mouth. If there was one thing everyone could agree with about Loretta, it was that she was an incorrigible blabbermouth.

"Oh no," Loretta said with exaggerated alarm, "You didn't lose your job did you?"

No, I just mislaid it. "The whole firm went under, alas." Jeanie gave her best I'm-taking-it-on-the-chin look and tried to smile in a way that ought to seem brave.

"I'm so sorry," Loretta said, as if she had just received news of a terrible bereavement. "How awful for you. I suppose it's lucky you can always run home to your mother."

Jeanie tried to release an avalanche of potatoes onto Loretta using only the power of her mind without success. "I didn't 'run home'," she said as evenly as possible.

"Oh, you know what I mean. It's good to have family," Loretta said, grabbing her spawn's hand before she grabbed another onion. "For when you fail. They're ready to pick you up."

"Well, I should really be getting on with—"

"Oh, don't let me keep you," Loretta said, wheeling her cart around and slapping her daughter's hand, which set off another volley of shrieks. "I'm sure we'll be running into each other all the time now!"

Jeanie turned abruptly the other way, vowing to grab the sugar and hightail it out of the store, when another voice hailed her as she turned the end of the aisle.

"You survived the Gorgon."

It was another familiar voice, but not one that made her cringe. Jeanie turned to see Darren Flint looking a lot more grown up than he had when they last dated in high school. "Next time I'll get the mirror out of my bag first. Turning her to stone should have been my first step."

His smile immediately reminded her why she had said yes when the quiet guy who sat behind her finally asked her out. It looked even more comfortable on his face now. 

"At least she only had one of the Gorgonettes with her."

"You mean she's got more? The horror, the horror."

"Rumor has it she's pregnant again." His whole demeanor had so much more confidence, too. He had turned into a rather attractive man, Jeanie noted.

"I was surprised she graduated without a bun in the oven. And how are you?"

"Well. Sorry to hear about the company going under. That's a shame."

"Indeed it is. But I have a number of irons in the fire, so I'm sure something will come up soon." Could he tell she was lying? Jeanie didn't want to think about it too much.

"I've no doubt. Anyone would be glad to have you." The warmth of his expression persuaded her to take more meaning from his words than he might have intended.

Or did he?

"Did your wife send you out for some milk?" Jeanie said. Wow, that was subtle!

"I'm not married." The amusement showed plainly on his face. "You?"

"No." Jeanie tried to think of something clever to say. She had to resist going through her pockets in hopes of finding something worthwhile.

"So, that's good to hear. I mean—" He winced. "Not that it's good, but you know."

"Yeah." Jeanie laughed and the tension she had felt melted away. "I'm after sugar for my mom's baking. You?"

"Just odds and ends and something for dinner tonight. You free?" he added carelessly, his tone suggesting it didn't really matter one way or the other.

"I, uh, I better check with my mother and grandmother. I think they may have something planned. But if not, perhaps tomorrow night?" Jeanie thought she had recovered well from her initial surprise. She was also grateful that she'd have a respite before the thought of a dinner date with someone she knew in high school.

Knew? Dated, groped, explored a little fondling with—it all came back with surprising clarity. On top of the half-remembered dreams it gave her a strange flush of arousal that Jeanie hoped looked like nothing more than garden-variety embarrassment.

They exchanged numbers and Jeanie trotted off to get the sugar, hoping it could be achieved without any further emotional rollercoasters. She managed to buy her groceries without more than a quick hello to a couple of people whose names lay in the furthest recesses of her brain.

"Remind me not to venture out in public at this time of the morning," Jeanie said as she dropped the bag of groceries on the kitchen counter.

"Oh dear," Beatrice said, relighting the burner under the kettle. "Who did you run into?"

"Well, first Loretta Wanger."

Her mother laughed. "Steele now, of course."

"Oh yes, of course. One of her little darlings was trying to suck down a few extra onions while she badgered me."

"Sorry to hear it, but at least that makes it a little easier now for you."

"Easier?" Jeanie considered this as her mother nodded. "Oh, duh. Everyone's going to know now." She sat down at the table and covered her face in her hands. "Loretta's probably started the nosy parker phone tree and got the chatter covering half the county. 'Jeanie is a failure; news at eleven'."

"You're not a failure," Gabriella scolded. "The company going under isn't your doing. You did nothing wrong."

"Quite right," Beatrice agreed, setting a mug before her granddaughter. "You've landed on your feet right enough and you'll find a new path."

"I am open to the possibilities," Jeanie said, her smile returning. 

"That's my girl," Gabriella said, laying a hand on her daughter's arm. "Walk among the trees, remember the old magic. Ground yourself well and then you'll be ready to fly again."

"I know you're right," Jeanie said. "I forget how wonderful it is to be among people who know the magic. It's hard sometimes living in a mundane world."

"Why do you think we're both so happy here?" Beatrice said, pouring the hot water over her teabag. "Our magic has its roots here. Generations back—and before that in the trees they brought from the old country." 

That reminded Jeanie of her strange dreams. "I was looking at the old wardrobe last night."

"What brought that up?" Beatrice frowned.

"I was opening the window in the jumble room to get a cross-breeze. I had strange dreams, too. Of goblin men. I think."

Her mother shuddered. "I can't even think about them. They always give me such an unpleasant turn."

"You were always fascinated by that story," her grandmother said with a hint of disapproval. "I know I must have told it to you a dozen times or more over the years. The terrible goblin men."

"The lure of the forbidden? Though I find it strange that Laura would disappear after locking tight the wardrobe with such an impregnable seal. Strange magic."

"I think she was protecting her sister. Old magic," Gabriella said, echoing Jeanie's thoughts from the night before. "Whatever awful thing happened to her, she didn't want her sister to share the same fate."

"Laura's handprint is the same size as mine," Jeanie said absently, blowing on her too-hot tea.

"You didn't—try anything?" Her mother's eyes widened. "I don't think that would be a good idea."

"No, nothing like that. But I was wondering why you didn't just get rid of the wardrobe if it's got something bad inside it."

Beatrice shook her head. "We don't know that there's anything bad inside it. It may be the charm that holds them at bay, that keeps things away."

Jeanie considered this. "An inconvenient charm! You can't really put it on a bracelet, now can you?"

They all sipped in silence for a while, each woman lost in her thoughts. "So who else did you run into?" Gabriella finally asked at last as she got up to check on the zucchini bread.

"Darren Flint," Jeanie said and then immediately wished she hadn't because both her mother and grandmother got that zealous match-making light in their eyes. "Now, don't go getting ideas!"

"Who's getting ideas?" Her mother said, batting her eyes with an air of supreme innocence.

"You know his photography business is the talk of the town," Beatrice added. "Not to influence you in anyway, but it's well known he's quite a catch. I hear," she added hastily.

"Well, then you'll probably want to know we're having dinner tomorrow night," Jeanie said with a sigh as the two of them squealed in girlish delight. "Now I don't want to hear a thing about it, especially this 'good catch' nonsense."

"We'll be good," Gabriella said meekly and the two older women tactfully changed the subject to zucchini recipes to deal with the garden bonanza. 

Later as Jeanie walked out the back she saw even more of the green torpedoes ripening. Usually they had tapered off by this end of the season, but it looked like no respite was in sight. She inhaled the aroma of the herbs in the kitchen garden where the two venerable rosemary bushes stood sentinels, then struck off across the paddock toward the orchards.

Jeanie felt another stab of grief; how often Boo had followed her steps out this way, stopping to chase butterflies or poke a paw into a promising burrow. She strode between the trees admiring the green apples. They were a few weeks away from ripeness but she had eaten more than a few over the years, enjoying their tart taste.

Today though she found her steps leading to the woods beyond the near orchard. Its cool darkness called to her and when Jeanie stepped into its quiet, she felt a part of herself go, "ahhh!" She turned to look back at the house and thought how comforting its shape was. As a child she had often hidden in the woods, imagining herself well into the wilds. Never mind that the county road leading back into town lay less than half a mile beyond.

The stillness of the deep green filled her senses with calm. Jeanie realized that she still carried a great deal of stress from her failure, as she continued to see it. Let it go, let it go, she told herself as she walked along, open yourself up to new possibilities. With each step a little more of the tightness left her shoulders and by the time she came to the clearing by the stream, Jeanie was smiling.

As she stepped into the clearing, she made a little gasp of surprise. It was still there. 

The fairy ring!

She hadn't thought of it in years and yet there it was, as fresh as always. Jeanie knew the organic explanation for a fairy ring—after all mushrooms weren't single plants but parts of a whole system—but the delight this natural circle gave her never changed.

Jeanie stepped into the ring. She closed her eyes for a moment, grounding and centering, then walked around the edge of the circle using her finger to cast a magical circle to match the fungi. "The circle is cast, I am between worlds." She sat cross-legged at the center of the circle, closed her eyes and reached for a magic she had not communed with for some time.

"Come, Cerridwen, share a drop from your cauldron with me. I seek wisdom and inspiration and I will offer you apples from our orchard when they are ripe." Jeanie conjured the image of the bubbling cauldron, full of power and magic, and hoped for a taste. Her intense concentration made the forest around her disappear and only gradually did Jeanie realize that she heard a strange step in the silence and a song that grew audible bit by bit.

Come buy! Come buy!

The voices had an otherworldly tone that made her shiver. Jeanie opened her eyes but there was no song, only the silence of the trees around her. Reluctantly she got to her feet and opened the circle, feeling unsettled and a little disappointed. "I'll bring you apples anyway, Cerridwen," she called out. Never break your word with the ancients, and the Welsh witch goddess had a powerful reputation of settling scores.

The phrase she had heard in her dreams! It was familiar somehow, and not just from that. It niggled at her memory like a toothache but by the time she had walked back to the house, Jeanie remembered what it was. She dug through the books on the bottom shelf of her red bookcase and found it.

The Goblin Market. The cover had an illustration of a young girl being attacked by the goblin men. Jeanie shivered again. That's where her nightmares had come from. As a girl she had read and reread the poem, glorying in the terror provided by Arthur Rackham's illustrations as much as by Christina Rossetti's poem about the two sisters. She flipped open the book and felt a fresh sting of uncanny fear at the pictures.

Two girls, Lizzie and Laura, just like great-great-great-grandmother and her sister. Jeanie turned the book over, frowning. Was it coincidence or connection? Did Rossetti know the same tragic story?

She began to read the poem again, seeing it with the fresh eyes of an adult. It startled her to find the lines etched on the wardrobe, There is no friend like a sister in calm or stormy weather. Jeanie took the book in hand and went to look at the big oak wardrobe again. The other lines after it made her thoughtful, especially the exhortation to fetch one if one goes astray, To lift one if one totters down. 

Was Laura trying to keep her own sister from going astray?

We must not look at goblin men, we must not buy their fruits. Jeanie found it easy to imagine not looking at the goblin men when she considered the horrid little men Rackham drew. Why would one want to look at them? She realized there was a lot she had missed in the poem as a child. There was a sensuality between the lines that seemed to be the real treat on offer. The sister who gives in to the desire to taste the sensual fruit pined away and nearly died.

Their offers should not charm us,

Their evil gifts would harm us.

Talk about your forbidden fruit!

Sweet to tongue and sound to eye, come buy, come buy! Was there something more appealing about these strange goblin men than the poem betrayed? Jeanie looked at the bound wardrobe and wondered yet again at the secrets it contained. With a thrill of fear, she reached up to fit her hand into the print made so many years before.

Nothing happened. 

Jeanie smiled ruefully. What had she really expected? What price had Laura paid for her taste of the fruit? The goblin men had not accepted filthy lucre, but only a lock of her golden hair and a tear round as a pearl. 

When her mother called her down to lunch Jeanie was still immersed in the world of The Goblin Market. As they sat down to their fresh spinach salads, she opened her mouth to say something about the poem, but checked herself at the last moment, uncertain why.

That night she dreamed of the goblin men again and awoke in the dark gasping for breath as she felt tight little hands around her neck. Jeanie got out of bed and stood by the cool air of the window until her heart had stopped racing. Come buy! Come buy! She shivered as the word echoed in her ears.

In the moonlight the orchard swayed in a late night breeze. Normally the familiar surroundings soothed her thoughts like a soft blanket wrapped around her shoulders. Tonight the trees seemed to whisper with an uncanny menace as if they knew secrets Jeanie could not begin to guess.

She told herself she was being silly with a shake, but she went over to her altar and took a pinch of salt from the oyster shell and sprinkled it at the window, reciting a charm of protection as she did.

Jeanie got back in bed, but it seemed a very long time before her troubled thoughts let her ease back into slumber.

In the morning she tucked her copy of Rossetti's poem under the stack of personnel folders she had carried away in hopes of constructing a stronger résumé. Out of sight, out of mind. Jeanie busied herself with homey tasks around the house, helping her mother beat the carpets and working with her grandmother to clear out the pantry of mystery jars half empty, filled with who knew what.

"Smells kind of like mushrooms," Jeanie said sniffing gingerly at one such jar.

"It shouldn't," Beatrice said with a frown. "I think it was some kind of fruit paste."

"Eww!" On the plus side, they had a lot more clean jars to reuse.

"What time is your date, err, dinner?" Gabriella asked as she poured some fresh lemonade out for all three of them.

"Not until six," Jeanie said with reluctance.

"Six?! You should be getting ready." Beatrice looked at her with alarm.

Jeanie laughed. "It's not a date. It's just dinner with an old friend." But after her shower she chose the red silk blouse to wear with her jeans because she knew it flattered her skin tone, and she took a little extra time pinning up her hair so it looked casual but also more sophisticated than she normally had it. Might as well put her best foot forward. Who knew what gossip was already out there?

Jeanie arrived at Darren's house with a bottle of wine and a few misgivings, which she tried to quash at once. It wasn't really a date, she reminded herself as she rang the bell.

Or was it?

Darren answered the door with a big grin, a touch too much aftershave and a bear hug. "Sorry! Hope I didn't crush you. I'm just so pleased you decided to come." He showed her around the neat little house quickly, steering her to the patio out back. "I spend most of my time here anyway." The wooden deck featured a few chairs, a big glass table and a gigantic grill. "This is the Behemoth," Darren explained, blushing a little. "I know it's a cliché but I do love my manly barbecue machine."

Jeanie laughed and took the glass of wine he poured for her. "I enjoy having other people cook for me, so I will make no smart ass remarks of any kind. Unless the food is bad," she added with an arched eyebrow.

She had no complaints about the plump shrimp cocktail he plunked down in front of her while he busied himself with the chicken and corn. The scent of barbecue filled the air as Jeanie chomped on the shrimp. The view wasn't much; the suburbia in town held few charms for her, but Darren had made his little patch of it quite nice. He had avoided the regimented look of most of the yards and gone with a softer, more natural look with clumps of bushes and little decorative trees here and there.

They chatted about people they knew, about his photography business, about her work. He set the piping hot chicken barbecue before her then handed her a plate with a roasted ear of corn on it. Jeanie slathered it with butter and savored the creamy taste.

"Fresh always tastes better," she murmured.

"The right seasoning brings out the best flavor," Darren said with a strange smile that made her look down at her plate a little too quickly. "Eat all you want, there's plenty."

Jeanie took him at his word. She had never been one of those dainty eaters. Life on the orchard was enough to keep her fit and when she went away to college disappointment in the taste of the food there had been enough to keep her from developing the freshman fifteen.

"That was fantastic," Jeanie said as she wiped the last of the butter and barbecue sauce from her mouth. "Thank you so much."

"It's a pleasure to cook for an appreciative guest. Another glass of wine?" Darren poured more into her glass then put his feet up and sighed happily as he sipped his. "It's great to have you back in town. Even if you're only visiting…"

Was he fishing for more details? Jeanie found herself flattered that he was so interested and considered the question with genuine thoughtfulness. "I really don't know. I think I need to completely transform my life. I was happy enough with my job, but it wasn't something I felt a real passion for, I must admit."

"You picked the right place to regroup. I've always envied your orchard. Such a paradise." 

Jeanie laughed. "You wouldn't say that if you were picking apples for hours on end. The way your shoulders ache!"

Darren grinned. "I suppose it's just the romanticism of a city boy. Suburbia seems like the wilds to me," he said, gesturing at the backyard.

"And the orchards don't seem wild enough to me," Jeanie mused, feeling a strange thrill of something run up her spine as she thought of the fairy ring. "Maybe I should take off for a year in the wilds."

"I'd rather you didn't. Not just yet anyway," Darren said in a soft voice. "I'm enjoying meeting you again as an adult."

"We have changed so much." Jeanie tried not to worry that she hadn't changed at all. Saying good night made her feel little different from a teenager.

"Do you really have to go?" Darren smiled as they lingered at the door.

"I do, I was up early and am falling asleep even now. Probably due to you stuffing me with so much food. Thank you. It was a lovely dinner." Jeanie leaned in to kiss his cheek, but Darren moved in to kiss her on the lips. She let it happen, enjoying the warm contact of their lips. 

Taking courage from her acquiescence, Darren wrapped his arms around her shoulders and the kiss grew more intense. His tongue probed between her lips and explored deeper. He was much more confident than when they had been awkward teenagers. No surprise, eh? But Jeanie found herself pleasantly impressed at the passion he showed.

She found herself responding, enjoying the press of their bodies together and the heat in the exchange. Yet she broke the kiss first, looking up at his face experiencing a mixture of eagerness and puzzlement. "Good night, Darren."

"Would it cause too much talk if I had you over for dinner tomorrow, too?"

"Probably."

"Seven?" He grinned, his eyes bright.

"I…let me think it over, okay?" Jeanie smiled nonetheless. "I'm not sure how much controversy I want to start in the first week."

"Call me. Or just come. I'll be here."

Jeanie drove home with those words echoing in her head. Certainly the buzz of the kiss filled her with a warm sense of arousal. It must have showed on her face when she walked in the house.

"Are you two waiting up for me?" Jeanie said, not a bit fooled by the detective novels her mother and grandmother held in their laps. 

"No, no, we're just reading as we often do this time of night—ooh, is that the time?" Beatrice yawned.

"Looks like it was a good kiss," Gabriella said, rising and stretching, a finger keeping her place in the latest Val McDermid novel.

"Hush, mother! I don't want to have to think about you thinking about me having a good kiss." Jeanie made a face and they all laughed.

"But was it?" her mother persisted.

"Surprisingly good," Jeanie affirmed and then kissed the two of them good night before heading up the stairs. She thought of the kiss again as she brushed her teeth, but her dreams that night also reached back to the fairy ring and the book she had so carefully concealed.

Jeanie danced naked around the fairy ring, a blue circle of light protecting her. Around the circle the fae folk sang and frolicked. Darren appeared wearing an animal mask—badger? Or maybe it was a wolverine—and he used a knife to cut an entrance to the circle. He danced along behind her, closer and closer until he was right up against her, his erection nestling in the cleft of her cheeks as his arms wrapped around her. Jeanie leaned back against him, turning her head for a deep kiss. Another man appeared before her and pressed against her eagerly. She turned back to kiss him, unaffected by the wolf's mask he wore. "Never mind the teeth," he whispered, and as they kissed he slipped his rigid cock between her thighs and all at once she was on the ground and the music swelled as he ploughed deep within her. Jeanie arched her back with pleasure and felt many hands upon her, stroking her skin, pinching her nipples and biting the soft skin of her shoulders and neck. So many hands, so many mouths, and she cried out with pleasure as she came again and again.

"Come buy, come buy—"

Jeanie awoke with a start, the reverberations of her orgasm still echoing through her limbs. She reached between her legs to find herself very wet, a touch bringing another spasm of pleasure. Accustomed to trusting her body's responses, Jeanie nonetheless felt a bit betrayed by her body's wild pleasures in the dream.

Jeanie lay awake for a time, wondering if she should blame the book, the fairy ring or Darren for the uncanny dream. She smiled ruefully. She didn't mind an orgy dream, but the animal masks had to go. The cold air made her shiver and she slipped out of bed to lower the window. As she did so, a light drew her eyes. She squinted. It might have been a reflection—no. There was a light in the woods. Or was it lights—

—right about where the fairy ring lay.

Maybe she was still dreaming. But Jeanie didn't need to pinch herself to be sure that she was not. The chill of the night air on her skin was real enough, the goosebumps it caused were, too. In vain she tried to see more clearly. Where were her birdwatching binoculars? Jeanie glanced over her shoulder trying to remember the last time she had seen them. Then she looked back out the window.

If she got dressed and went to investigate, would she be like the stupid heroine of a horror film just before she gets killed by the monster? Or would she find a bunch of kids drinking beer and put an end to the silly idea of goblin men?

Before she could make a decision the lights winked out and there was only darkness and her own ghostly reflection on the window pane left. "I'm going back to bed," Jeanie announced to no one in particular and crawled back under the covers. She figured her troubled thoughts would keep her awake tossing and turning, but almost at once she fell asleep again and did not wake until the bright sun announced it was day. Jeanie stretched and hopped out of bed.

A sun salutation later, Jeanie stood before her altar. Grounding and centering came easy enough, but then she paused. What was it she wanted to do? Her altar was a workspace as well as a sacred one. It kept her honest as well as offering comfort and guidance. Usually when she found herself uncertain the magic of her communions with spirit renewed her resolve and showed her the path waiting to unfurl before her.

But now she paused because she didn't even know what to ask. Jeanie had asked to be open to opportunity but now she didn't know which way to turn. She looked at her goddesses: Brigit, Kali, Freya and Bast. Such fierce women! Jeanie felt a flush of embarrassment. Had she ever lived up to the models they offered?

She lit a red candle. "I ask to be worthy of your worship, great ladies. I ask to find my resolve as fiercely as your own. Where I waver, may I find certainty. Where I am wandering, may I find the path. Let me not drift, but find purpose. As you will it, so mote it be." Jeanie meditated on the flickering candle's flame as it burned and felt her spirits rise once more. She left the altar with a renewed sense of purpose.

Downstairs she found her mother
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