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			Praise for A Circle Outside

			‘A stylish and entertaining debut in which a coven of lesbians use every means at their disposal – community, witchcraft, art and love to preserve their women-only paradise from men. The dialogue absolutely sparkles. A Circle Outside is funny and full of heart – but also wise in its resistance to easy conclusions about whether the sexes can or can’t share a planet and a history in harmony’

			Polly Clark, author of Ocean

			‘A Circle Outside will instantly transport you to the dusky beauty of California’s redwood groves and the heady liberation politics of lesbian community in the 1980s. Rosewood has written a wild, witchy and whimsical book with engrossing and complex characters. This novel is nearly impossible to put down’

			Irene Reti, author of Out in the Redwoods

			‘With enthusiasm, good humour and fellowship, the women of A Circle Outside break new ground. The fresh growth on this farm is joyfully rampant, in so many ways’

			Roger Swain, presenter of The Victory Garden

			‘Witches, lesbians, psychedelic trips and political activism set among the redwood groves of 1980s California is a bubbling cauldron of interpersonal strife, love affairs and feminism – all dished up with a side order of wisdom and humour. A Circle Outside is a cracking read which is sure to appeal to anyone who ever had a misspent youth or an ideal or two’

			Sally North, Holythorn Press

			Linda Rosewood writes about lesbian culture, politics and history. She is a Californian now living in Ireland. A Circle Outside is her debut novel.
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			We shall enjoy it.
As for him who finds fault, may silliness and sorrow take him! 

			Sappho 

		

	
		
			At the continent’s edge, deep waters rise frigid and flush with food. When chilled vapours meet hot exhalations from the long inland valley, they condense and shroud ocean-facing ridges. Under the fog, life thrives in a churn of kelp and crab, raptors and salmon, cougars and carrion. Towering over this bounty is the tallest thing alive, the California coastal redwood. 

			Redwoods once lived in many forests, on all continents. Now, Sequoia sempervirens grows only at the edge of California, on long mountains beside the sea, surrounded by lands too hot or too cold, like a secret island.

			California: so named by men far from home who remembered a story about an island; an island of women, living alone without men. 
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			One

			The lesbian witches intended to fix their own shit, not the whole wide world and everybody in it. They were practical that way. 

			‘The circle is open, but never unbroken,’ affirmed a witch, wearing a white robe covered in feathers.

			‘Merry meet, and merry part, and merry meet again,’ sang another in a black robe and a mask of flame.

			Then the witches – they were a coven of eight – tossed up their hands and took off their masks, laughing and wiping the sweat from their faces. They had visited the Land of the Dead and returned safely. They were back in Santa Cruz, on the last day of October, 1983.

			They left the candles burning on the messy altar in the living room and crowded into the kitchen. They pulled dinner from the fridge and oven and sat down. The seven housemates and one guest fitted perfectly around the table, and Wren happened to sit next to the guest, Robin, Nikki’s cousin. Wren noted Robin brought tabouli. 

			A witch in a satiny, rainbow-hued robe and a stereotypical pointed black hat called over the commotion. ‘Hey, Robin, what’s the difference between parsley and pussy?’ This was Lupe, who often soothed social awkwardness with a joke.

			Robin looked shocked. ‘I don’t kn—’

			‘EVERYBODY EATS PUSSY,’ the coven shouted, Lupe conducting the chorus with her chopsticks.

			Robin shook her head, smiling. ‘Ah, lesbians.’

			‘We sure are,’ said Lupe. ‘Aren’t you?’

			‘Let’s say I like parsley also,’ Robin replied drily, in a voice like Jodie Foster. 

			Wren filled her plate and took more tabouli than anyone else. She liked ritual magic, but loved the feast afterward more. She hadn’t eaten parsley for a long time. She kept silent for most of the meal, as her housemates complimented Lupe on getting the harvest in just before the rain, Hazel on her succotash, and Ginny on her elaborate salad. The women explicitly avoided discussing the ritual they had just completed, or their impending eviction. That would come later. 

			Wren half-listened and slowly buttered a roll. She used it to push tabouli onto her fork. The ritual had left her disappointed and she wanted to figure out why. They had begun as always, with each witch swearing to enter the circle ‘in perfect love and perfect trust’. They had raised a cone of power, grounded the energy, then entered a trance. Together, they had imagined walking into a cave, crossing a dark lake on a magical boat and meeting ancestors on an island. 

			But when the other women began murmuring and communing with ancestors, Wren had just stood there, wordless. In her imagination, an old lady approached, crowned with yellow hair in a beehive. Her pear-shaped body swam in a purple paisley shift. More middle-aged fat ladies in loud dresses appeared. They led Wren in a circle-dance she had learned as a child, but gave her no messages from beyond the grave. 

			She should have expected this feeling of dissatisfaction. The coven held Halloween rituals on the night ‘when the veil between the worlds is thin’, they said. Her coven sisters sought advice from their ancestors, learning family secrets, and speaking again with loved ones they actually knew. For these witches, Halloween wasn’t macabre. But Wren was adopted. She wished rituals could help her understand her mother, but ancestor rituals engendered a curiosity about blood-relatives that conflicted with a shameful disloyalty to the single parent who had raised her. 

			Wren avoided further contemplation of her mother-damage and helped stack up plates. Everyone else was avoiding talking about The Eviction.

			Kelsey had pushed her mask up onto her head. Now she looked like her hair was on fire. She was teaching Robin to pronounce Samhain, sah-win, and said it was an Irish word. 

			From Wren’s other side Lupe was shrieking, ‘I vant to saak yoour blaad,’ baring her teeth on Hazel’s neck. Her witch’s hat fell onto the table and Wren saw it was covered in plastic spiders. Hazel laughed and squawked. Hazel’s pointed hat was a straw cornucopia, tied under her chin with green ribbon. It looked sillier than she probably intended. Her shirt and robes and jewellery were all oranges and yellows. Hazel never dressed up like an identifiable goddess – only the pure essence. Wren loved how her coven sisters interpreted the symbols of their Dianic wiccan tradition by doing whatever they wanted. Across the table, Ginny was still wearing small horns, visible among her dark curls. She always dressed like an animal at their rituals. Wren assumed they were meant to invoke a goat, not the devil. Nikki had worn her usual plastic child’s mask, this one featuring the huge teeth of a beaver. 

			Suddenly, Wren heard Robin’s voice in her ear, asking who she had been dressed as.

			‘Persephone.’ Wren adjusted the black bodice of her gown and wondered how much Greek mythology Robin knew. ‘Do you know her?’

			‘I’ve met her.’ Robin answered as if the goddess were someone who worked at the Food Bin, and not Persephone, Queen of the Underworld, Daughter of Demeter All-Giver. 

			Gloria had overheard. She leaned forward, pushing back the sleeves of her white-feathered owl robe. Wren assumed it had something to do with Gloria’s favourite goddess, Athena. Gloria could dress like a bird and never look ridiculous. She asked expectantly, ‘Did you speak with Persephone tonight?’

			‘I didn’t speak to anyone.’

			The witches around the table fell quiet.

			Robin looked at the faces of her intensely curious new friends. ‘I saw what I always see.’

			Wren felt an instant affinity. Robin also had a mediocre ritual. She noticed that Robin was still wearing one of the coven’s black choir robes from the Bargain Barn. During the ritual, she covered half her face in a black velvet mask rimmed with orange sequins. Wren wondered what that costume meant.

			‘I’ve heard of the Land of the Dead, but it’s not that,’ Robin was saying. ‘I’m cold. A circle of stones surrounds me. Outside the circle is nothing but open prairie, with lights far away, like campfires.’ 

			Gloria put down her wine. ‘You’re all alone without your ancestors?’ 

			‘When I die, I don’t meet anybody,’ said Robin. ‘I’m stuck in that stone circle and must live again, remembering every life that came before. The future is my afterlife.’

			Gloria wanted more detail, but Kelsey interrupted. 

			‘It’s getting late. Robin, if you don’t mind, we have some household business to deal with.’ She looked significantly at Gloria.

			‘We’ve all read the letter,’ Gloria said. ‘He’s kicking us out. We only have thirty days.’ 

			‘That fucker!’ Lupe spoke for all of them. 

			‘I don’t want to move again,’ moaned Hazel. ‘Last summer’s garden had the highest yield yet.’

			Lupe put an arm around her. They had been best friends since high school, and they were so often together that people assumed they were lovers. They weren’t any more.

			‘If we move, maybe I can get a dog,’ Ginny said. For her, the worst part of being a renter was the prohibition of animal companions. Ginny had put on Nikki’s silly mask, and Nikki was wearing Ginny’s horns. Above Nikki’s heavy eyebrows and wide grin, they absolutely looked devilish. 

			‘Can’t you do something, Nikki?’ asked Gloria, pointedly. Nikki and Robin were related to most of the old Italian families of the county, including their landlord. 

			‘I can talk to him,’ Nikki said reluctantly, ‘but that family connection isn’t what it used to be since I came out.’ 

			‘They had to have known,’ said Lupe. ‘It’s not how she looks…’

			Nikki completed the joke. ‘…It’s how she looks back.’ 

			Their chuckles died, and the certainty of impending eviction settled around the table. Wren felt the warmth of Robin’s shoulder against her own, then caught Nikki nodding at Robin. The cousins shared a familial resemblance, but Robin’s delicate features contrasted with Nikki’s burliness. The corners of Robin’s mouth turned down when closed, a sad expression that Wren found perversely attractive.

			Robin cleared her throat. ‘Nikki wants me to tell you I bought a property up in Bonny Doon. It needs some work, but maybe you’d like to move there.’

			‘Robin bought Nana Nicola’s old apple ranch,’ Nikki explained with a wicked chuckle. ‘The uncles were counting on inheriting it.’

			The dejected women exploded with excitement. Robin and Nikki described a large old house surrounded by acres of redwoods, with an orchard and vegetable garden. As Robin tried to answer Lupe’s questions about apples and Hazel’s about southern exposure, the other women wanted to know about the number of bedrooms and how much the rent would be.

			Robin shrank back and pretended to duck under her own arms. ‘Maybe you should just come up and see.’ 

			A quick survey of work schedules resulted in everyone looking at Wren. 

			‘I was going to paint in the Pogonip, but—’

			‘We all like your landscapes,’ Gloria said, not even hiding her manoeuvre, ‘but your coven needs you.’

			Wren glanced over at Robin, who gave her an inviting smile. Wren could not resist returning it. She agreed to visit Robin’s land the next morning. The dread of eviction seemed magicked away.

		

	
		
			Two

			Early the next morning, Wren heard Robin’s truck and ran down the driveway. She felt confident in that blue shirt-dress she made last summer. 

			She opened the door of the red Toyota pickup and climbed in. Robin hadn’t stopped for coffee, but the cab was delightfully warm. They headed up Bay Street, past the open fields of the university, and into the mountains. Santa Cruz was known for its beaches, but redwood forests surrounded the city. 

			‘Sorry about the bouncy truck,’ Robin said, twisting a dial on the dashboard. ‘But the heater works.’ 

			‘I don’t mind.’ Wren pulled her legs under herself and leaned against the door. ‘I like old trucks.’

			Robin had the soft-butch look, hair like Jackson Browne, dark eyes, that serious mouth, and a decisive hand on the gearshift. Wren suppressed a desire to caress her worn suede coat. That, and the lack of coffee, ended conversation for a while.

			They wound through redwoods on Empire Grade, the road following the ridge of a long mountain called Bonny Doon. After fifteen minutes of watching the growing winter light on the passing redwoods, Wren was able to ask, ‘Did you grow up in this house?’

			Robin answered after a moment, as if she had been half-asleep too. ‘No. I visited Nana in summer. Nikki, me, and the other kids used to run wild over her ranch. Old buildings to explore and rusted equipment to play on. We camped in the meadow, caught turtles in the pond. We climbed trees so high we could see forever.’

			‘When you’re a kid, you think summer will never end.’

			‘That’s right. But suddenly you become a girl.’

			‘Puberty?’ Wren rolled her eyes. ‘I wasn’t a tomboy like you, but I wouldn’t live through that again for all the tofu in hippie town.’

			‘Besides breasts and periods and the end of roughhousing, I also started having past-life memories.’

			‘Puberty and past-life memories? What a nightmare.’ Wren had never had a past-life memory.

			‘Before I figure it out, growing up is a waking nightmare. My memories speak to me from trees and hillsides, pictures and foreign languages. Stuff like that. Memories sing in my head.’ 

			‘Your memories sing to you,’ Wren repeated politely. 

			Robin smiled at her. ‘I don’t care if you believe it. It’s true for me.’

			Wren had already experienced some pretty weird shit with her coven. ‘I’d like to know more. Our coven doesn’t question our gnostic revelations.’ 

			‘Is that why your rituals include talking to dead people?’

			‘We use the altered states of ritual to bring back wisdom.’ 

			‘I thought you used rituals as an excuse for a party after.’ Robin winked. 

			Wren winked back. ‘We don’t need an excuse. We live together. But that’s why we need to find a new place. It took a long time to find the right housemates who don’t argue about chores or meat-eating.’ Wren looked out of the window at the passing trees. They had worked so hard to get to where they were, and now it could all fall apart. ‘My housemates are my true family. I’m adopted and don’t know my birth mother.’ 

			Robin didn’t make that mewing sound that most people did, so Wren continued.

			‘My mom lives in San Francisco. She’s really cool. She was a Beatnik before the hippies.’

			Robin slowed through a tight curve. They’d gone further up Empire Grade than Wren had ever been.

			‘She’s been taking care of my grandmother, who had a stroke. That’s why I dressed like Persephone last night. I’ve been thinking about mothers and daughters and how they love each other, even when separated by death.’ Wren patted that soft suede sleeve. ‘Sorry, I don’t mean to get heavy. We don’t need to talk about it.’

			‘It’s okay,’ Robin assured her. ‘But this is our road.’

			They had reached the top of the ridge. A smaller road to the right led down to Boulder Creek, but Robin eased into the one-lane gravel road on the left. They crossed a narrow bridge over a creek, then up the other side to a muddy clearing in the forest. Robin stopped in a large open area in front of a boxy Yankee farmhouse, with deep Mexican porches ringing both storeys. Narrow dormers studded an attic. A long time ago, someone had painted it white, and most of the windows still had their faded red shutters.

			‘This is the place,’ Robin said. She tossed the keys on the dash and jumped out. She gestured to the left. ‘Over there is the barn. Beyond it is the orchard. The creek we crossed is our water supply.’ She pointed to a rutted road on the right. ‘Up there is an old garden, and beyond it, a meadow. We can call this clearing in the forest “the plaza”, but mostly it’s a parking lot.’ 

			Wren slipped down from the truck, grabbed her bag and settled the strap over her shoulder to calm herself. Her tummy fluttered. She walked toward the house curiously, aware this could be her first moment of walking on their own women’s land. She heard quail calling from the edge of the forest. 

			Robin called to her from the porch, playing tour guide. Wren ran across the plaza. 

			‘Wren…’ Robin’s sad mouth broke into that friendly smile that showed her teeth. ‘Wren,’ she said again, as if she was admiring it. ‘Is that the name your mother gave you?’

			‘She named me Brenda. But “Bren” becomes “Ren”, so I spell it with a W. The name I chose fits me better, don’t you think?’

			‘Much better.’

			‘I tell people my last name is Kildare, but it’s not my family name. It’s the place where Bridget’s fire burned in Ireland.’ Wren didn’t understand why she was talking so fast. ‘Did your mother give you your name?’

			‘Yes. She said I liked to watch the birds out the window.’

			Robin was staring at her. Was it the blue dress? ‘Are those axes on your belt?’ she asked.

			‘Labryses. Nikki made a die in a metalworking class and I stamped the belt.’ Wren didn’t say that Nikki helped her make the belt when they were lovers. She didn’t want to think of her ex-lover at that moment. She was contemplating a next-lover. 

			‘From Crete.’ Robin knew and wasn’t asking. 

			‘It’s a symbol for lesbians now. Gloria taught us about labryses from a book. It has a labrys on the cover. Gloria will probably tell you to read it. 

			‘I think I already did. Let’s go inside.’

			Wren stumped up three sagging steps. Scrap lumber, bed frames, a doorless refrigerator, most of a motorcycle and an erupting couch occupied the porch. 

			‘All this shit was here. I didn’t want to hassle Nana, so I bought it as is.’

			The front door opened to a room as wide as the house. To each side, an empty fireplace. A cot with a tidy sleeping bag stood near the fireplace on the right. Under it, a phone, phonebook and answering machine. Otherwise, the room was empty. 

			Wren spun around the centre, arms wide. Then she stopped, noting a dark doorway near the right-hand fireplace. 

			Robin noticed. ‘That’s the kitchen through there and that…’ she pointed to a door in the other corner ‘…is so full of junk, I don’t know what it is.’ 

			‘Is there a bathroom?’ 

			‘Not really. Also, no inside stairs. The stairs are outside, around the back.’ Robin looked embarrassed. 

			They picked their way through the kitchen, and Wren felt sad because there was no chance of coffee. She followed Robin to the back porch. Across a narrow yard were a few sheds, decomposing into the forest behind them. 

			Robin pointed up a stairway to the upper veranda. It didn’t seem to be attached at the top. ‘The stairs are broken, but I remember a lot of bedrooms up there.’ 

			‘How do you know you can live with us?’

			‘I don’t. But I bought this place because women could live here. Nikki told me about your coven. You have worked out the usual problems. I can see that already.’

			‘You can?’

			‘Most women’s groups last between six and eighteen months, just like relationships.’ 

			Wren silently counted how long it took her to figure out Nikki was sleeping with the Introduction to Women’s Spirituality teacher. ‘I’ve noticed that when idealistic groups get together, the love that grows between them opens them to feel old hurts, but they can’t name them. They call each other names instead.’

			Wren finished counting. ‘I thought they break up when they sleep with each other’s girlfriends,’ she said sarcastically, then regretted it. She felt something in her heart opening up and hoped the answer to her next question wouldn’t slam it shut. ‘Do you have a girlfriend?’ 

			Robin shook her head as she prodded a rusted pipe with her boot. ‘I’ve had thousands of lovers. This lifetime I’m more interested in what women do in groups, not couples. I like your coven, and you have your spiritual tradition already. But the other groups I’ve met…’

			‘Fight too much?’

			‘They break each other’s hearts over one internalised oppression or another. Or one woman takes over and drives everyone else away.’

			‘We know about power-over stuff. Gloria wants to be high priestess, but we don’t let her. We had drama a few years ago, and some women left. We’re settled now.’ 

			Wren looked back inside toward the dark kitchen, taking in what Robin might have meant by ‘thousands of lovers’. 

			Behind her, Robin wandered around the junk-strewn yard, still talking about group dynamics. ‘…They splinter into smaller circles of in-crowd and out-crowd and ever more elaborate ways of signalling the difference. Everyone feels like shit because they know they’ve hurt their friends. They tell themselves the ex-friends deserve to be treated like shit.’

			Wren turned back to the yard. She didn’t understand what Robin had just said. ‘Women hurt each other, then justify it?’

			‘It’s human nature.’

			It was all too philosophical for Wren. ‘Speaking of nature, I need to pee.’

			Robin apologised. ‘The outhouse is a disaster. Just pee anywhere.’

			Wren walked behind a shed and found a place to squat among broken apple boxes and beer bottles. 

			If she can’t be one of Robin’s thousand lovers, she’ll be her funny friend. ‘Oh great mother, here I squat again,’ Wren shouted in a ritual voice. ‘Accept this offering of ni-tro-gen.’ She pulled up her underpants and rejoined Robin. 

			‘Is that a ritual your coven does every time they pee?’

			‘No. But Hazel taught us about nitrogen during a ritual.’

			They opened the door to a shed filled with junk, smelling of mould and animal poop.

			‘Gross.’

			‘Sorry.’ Robin looked embarrassed again. ‘Let me show you something amazing.’

			She led Wren from the back of the house and along the line of trees ringing the plaza. ‘In here,’ she invited, then pushed through the low branches and disappeared. 

			‘Where are you?’ Wren flapped her hands against branches until she found the hidden opening. ‘Ow! A branch hit me.’

			‘Careful.’

			‘But I made my nitrogen offering.’

			The soft branches of younger redwoods closed off the edge of the forest like a prim skirt. Inside, the older trees had lost their limbs, and the two women walked through them easily. Robin strode up a gentle hill, her hips rolling confidently like a backpacker’s. Wren’s cowgirl boots slipped on the carpet of decaying red-brown needles everyone called ‘duff’. She often hiked through the redwoods, but never without a trail. Robin knew where she was going. 

			Robin stopped at the base of a redwood stump twice her height and just as wide. Reddish-brown bark rolled and buckled its surface. She clambered around it, and Wren followed. When she reached the other side, she saw the stump was a sister to the giant that had once stood in the centre of this redwood circle. The clearing in the forest opened twice as big as their own living room. More than a dozen redwoods spired ten storeys above them. When Wren tipped her head back, she saw morning sun lighting up the crowns.

			‘This is amazing.’

			‘I told you.’ Robin entered the circle and lay down in the centre, next to rotted knobs, remnants of an ancient tree. 

			Wren put her hand down to feel if it was dry, then looked back at the interior of the stump on the edge of the circle. ‘Wow! It doesn’t get more obvious than that.’ Where the outer side of the stump was covered in impenetrable bark, a fire had hollowed the side facing the circle, leaving behind a black triangular cave. 

			‘I will crawl inside that yoni and experience a vision quest,’ Wren vowed. She glanced again at the sun and oriented herself in the circle, noting that the stump was on its southwestern edge. She imagined her coven sisters building altars at the Four Directions and a fire in the middle. 

			Wren sat herself down next to Robin. She wanted to do magic with Robin. She wanted to never leave this circle of trees. ‘This could be our sacred grove.’ 

			‘A redwood circle is perfect for us, because it is us.’

			‘Us, like you and me?’ Wren was already thinking people would make fun of them as friends with two bird names. She felt relieved her name wasn’t Raven. Every coven had a Raven in it.

			‘Us lesbians. This wasn’t always a forest. Not that long ago, this entire mountain was an industrial wasteland. They logged it and built San Francisco.’

			‘I thought redwood trees were thousands of years old.’

			‘These trees are the daughters of a tree they cut down a hundred years ago.’

			‘And those trees are like us?’ 

			‘When women grow tall, Patriarchy cuts us down, and our daughters grow up around us. But they don’t grow back the same. As beautiful as this redwood circle is, it’s a scar. Redwoods don’t grow in a circle until they’re cut down. But the stumps don’t die; they become circles.’ 

			Robin lay on her back and stretched out her long legs. Wren took a deep breath and lay beside her.

			Robin said, ‘The local Indian word for these trees sounds like “hope”.’

			Still looking up at the ring of tree limbs above them, Wren asked, ‘Do you have hope? If you can remember all your lives, then you’ll live forever.’ 

			‘I will, but I don’t want to keep living in Patriarchy. Women finally have a chance to leave Patriarchy, heal ourselves, and show everyone else how to do it before Patriarchy destroys the world.’

			‘With nuclear winter?’

			‘Maybe. Or acid rain. Or outlawing feminism again.’

			Wren thought she was kidding. Wren hated Patriarchy, but she had no patience with ‘smashing’ it. Her first lover taught her never to fight men, just ignore them.

			Robin raised her voice and seemed to be speaking to the branches stretching above them. ‘We have our moment now to end men’s cruelty. We can create a world that is better for everyone.’ 

			Wren took another deep breath and made a mental snapshot of those branches so she could paint them later.

			‘I want to live with women in a circle like these redwood trees,’ Robin said more conversationally. ‘Even with our scars.’ Robin sat up. ‘Lesbian witches like your coven have always existed.’

			‘You met witches in a past life?’

			‘There have always been women who disregarded men and created space for themselves. But men always stop us.’ She paused and listened to the ak-ak-ak of a woodpecker. ‘Sometimes other women try to stop us from escaping.’

			‘Stick with us; we’re not like that.’

			‘I know. That’s why I want you to live with me here. You’re not like other women’s groups I’ve met. I can’t express it. Maybe you can. You’re an artist.’

			An owl hooted in the forest outside the redwood circle.

			Wren grabbed Robin’s hand. ‘Did you hear that?’ 

			‘She’s wondering whooooo will liberate women.’ Robin pulled her hand away and pointed at the slender limbs reaching across the circle above them like a cathedral window.

			‘Do you see the dust in the sunlight?’

			Wren focused midway down the trunks. ‘Yes,’ she whispered. 

			‘I have loved and lost so many friends and lovers, daughters and mothers. As many as you can see floating there in the sun. Each one of those women is a person I loved and will never see again.’

			Wren wondered again how many women Robin had loved. 

			‘Most of the time, I push those memories away. But when I come here to this circle, I remember them – and all the times I failed.’

			Wren promised herself to help Robin not fail again.

			While they watched the sunlight play in the dust motes, the owl flew through the centre of the circle and toward the ocean. If they hadn’t been looking, they would have missed her, for she made no sound, only flashing through the circle of light and disappearing into the darkness beyond it, leaving the light swirling. 

			Wren focused on the shining dust floating down on them like a blessing. She composed it all into memory. She pressed her hand flat to her chest and wished her coven sisters were with her. She brought them each into this circle, as if she were squeezing out colours across a palette: organised Gloria, comforting Kelsey, comical Lupe, practical Hazel, skilled Nikki, whimsical Ginny.

			Her love for them rose up her body from her womb to her face and was almost too much to bear. She needed to hold these feelings in her heart. She rolled over and pressed her face into the duff. She smelled the decay, and because she was a witch, she smelled the release of the dead into the gathering of the living. Under the duff, she imagined the roots of the trees entwined with each other, sisters growing tall around the body of their mother. She imagined the trees reaching into the sky, a temple emerging from a horrific wound.

			She remembered her mother and her ailing grandmother. Some day, all her friends would be dead, and herself with them. Even her art would decay. The unalterable finality of their lives rang her body like a bell, and she shuddered. Why does death intrude every time she feels most alive? Time to change the energy.

			* * *

			‘Let’s climb the stump.’ 

			Robin looked surprised, then smiled that smile again. ‘Sure. I was getting morose.’ 

			The stump’s inner side was too steep. Outside the circle, the burls and deep grooves in the bark gave them plenty of handholds. Wren took off her boots, clambering up in her socks. At the top, the stump was deeply pitted and bristling with ferns. 

			They found a banana slug and a pink mushroom, but after admiring the redwood circle from this new perspective, Wren didn’t know what else to do. Getting down would be hard. She looked over the inner edge. It wasn’t too far. 

			‘Let’s jump.’ Wren didn’t know why she said that. 

			‘You’re crazy.’

			‘It will be fun.’ Wren sometimes did reckless things when she liked someone. 

			‘You first.’

			Wren crossed her heart again. ‘I would never leave you behind.’

			‘I’m not chicken.’ 

			Wren lost her nerve. ‘I’m too afraid to go down that way.’ She turned away from the edge and carefully scooted down. She looked to see if Robin was following, just in time to see her disappear.

			Wren shrieked. She looked over. Robin wasn’t where she should have been.

			‘Robin? Robin!’ 

			Wren crouched on the edge of the stump and jumped. Her legs buckled and absorbed most of the fall, and the duff was soft and accepting. As she rolled to her feet, she felt Robin’s hands steady her, and their faces were suddenly very close. Wren pulled away and noticed again the intriguing hollow in the giant stump.

			This is reckless. She tugged at Robin’s hand and Robin followed to sit beside her inside. 

			‘Let’s try something. Do you know how? I’ll show you.’ Wren wrapped her legs around Robin’s waist and her arms around her neck. She showed Robin how to fold her legs under so Wren could sit on them. They relaxed into a comfortable, but not-at-all-sexual embrace. They sat that way for a long time, resting their heads on each other’s shoulders until they were breathing together. 

			‘This feels good,’ Robin said. Wren nodded her cheek against Robin’s jacket. ‘I’m rarely this comfortable in my body.’

			‘Our magic can help with that.’ Wren squeezed her legs and held Robin even closer. ‘I don’t want this moment to end and be a memory.’ Wren couldn’t stop her heart filling up and melting open. She felt the heat of Robin’s body surrounding her and melting into her own. 

			Robin shifted her legs. ‘Would you like coffee now?’

			‘Coffee?’

			Robin untangled herself and soon returned with a duffel bag. They sat at the mouth of the stump as Robin produced a flat stone from the duffel. The stone served as an altar for a backpacking stove she re-articulated in some skilful way, inserted a can of gas, and then crack! Blue flame! 

			She reached into the duffel again and extracted a tiny espresso pot, a canteen of water, and a bag of coffee that smelled like a million mornings. While the coffee heated, Robin produced six croissants, a wax paper bundle of butter, a small thermos of cream and a stack of espresso cups. Wren watched this conjuration without a word. Soon, Robin opened the espresso pot’s lid, and they marvelled as the coffee bubbled out and down the sides of the centre spout. 

			‘I hoped more of you would come today, so there’s plenty.’

			‘You thought of everything.’

			‘I wanted to welcome you properly.’

			Robin manifested multiple cups of espresso and they ate most of the croissants. Wren knew Robin wouldn’t discard her like Nikki. But Robin didn’t want another lover. ‘Can I draw you?’ Wren asked, retreating into art as she often did to console herself.

			‘Sure. Remember, every revolution needs artists.’

			‘I’m no revolutionary. I just want to capture this moment. I do that sometimes.’ 

			Wren pulled her sketch pad out of her bag and moved away from Robin until she composed the apex of the stump’s opening over Robin’s head like a frame. A ray of sun touched her cheek. 

			Wren sketched for a while. After a few minutes, she looked up from her drawing. ‘How old are you? Right now, I mean. If you don’t mind me asking. I’m twenty-three,’ she added, to be polite.

			Robin tossed her bangs from her eyes. ‘I don’t mind. I was born thirty-three years ago. I’m as old as Jesus.’ 

			‘You’re older than Jesus. He’s only nineteen-hundred and eighty-three.’ Wren returned to her drawing. 

			Robin leaned back against the stump and let her bangs fall over her eyes. ‘Will you help me explain to the others what we can do here?’ She sounded less confident than before. 

			‘I promise.’ 

			Wren sketched for many silent minutes. In childhood, she had to console herself every day. 

			After she closed her sketchbook, she and Robin packed up the remains of breakfast and walked back through the forest. She planned to keep that sketch for the rest of her life. 

			But she kept her promise for less than twelve hours.

		

	
		
			Three

			‘Hi, this is Wren. I hope I’m not waking you up. My mom called and I need to go to the city to be with her. My grandmother is bad and…this might be it. She’ll kill me if I don’t come. You don’t know how she gets.’

			Wren hated herself right now as she left her message.

			‘Robin, you’re wonderful; your place is perfect for us.’

			She almost said, ‘I already love you.’

			‘Kelsey and Ginny are going to visit you in the morning. I told them everything. You don’t need me to draw a picture. Ha ha. Bye.’

			* * *

			Wren flaked out, so Kelsey had to do it. The sun wasn’t yet up as Kelsey and Ginny drove to Robin’s ranch.

			‘Wow, did you know Empire Grade went this far?’ Ginny asked again. 

			Ginny was a morning person. Kelsey was not. ‘Nope. Are you wearing your horns?’ 

			‘Why not? We’re headed to wimmin’s land, aren’t we?’

			‘So I hear.’ Kelsey glanced at the gas gauge. ‘This must be the turn.’

			She wondered if the wooden bridge would support something as modern as her ancient VW. She blew out a sigh when they reached the other side. Ginny’s head was out of the window; she was oblivious to Kelsey’s caution. Downshifting, Kelsey drove up and into a clearing ringed with redwoods. 

			A two-storey house faced them, the kind Kelsey knew Lucy would love. Between themselves and the house was garbage. Men’s garbage. Machine parts, noxious fluids, mildewed scrap wood, engines. The entire clearing was saturated in garbage, and at the centre, a hill of garbage. True to her nature, Wren hadn’t mentioned the garbage. 

			Kelsey glared at the gauge one more time before switching off the engine. She could get to the station if she coasted. 

			Robin welcomed them with a smile as she strode toward them, stepping around the junk. As Kelsey often did when she was getting to know someone new, she wondered what Lucy would think of her. 

			‘Robin! Robin!’ Ginny leaped from the car, all legs and elbows, slamming the door behind her. It bounced open unnoticed. ‘Sorry we’re early. Have to go to work later.’ She took one look at the house and threw her hands over her head like Nadia Comăneci at the Olympics. ‘I love it!’ She ran over to Robin and gave her a hug before the other woman was ready for it. ‘Can I walk around by myself?’

			‘Go ahead,’ Robin urged. ‘Check out the garden. It’s up that road.’ She pointed to a rutted opening in the trees to the right. 

			‘See ya!’ Ginny scurried away.

			‘Be careful,’ Kelsey called out, and unfolded herself from the driver’s seat. She was a woman built for comfort, not speed. She reached into the back and retrieved a paper bag and her backpack. Ignoring the trash, she raised her eyes, admiring the morning light on slender redwood spires. 

			Robin didn’t hug her, which Kelsey appreciated. ‘I’m sorry about Wren’s grandmother,’ Robin said. ‘Is she okay?’

			‘No. Her grandma is dying; she’s grieving her and what they never had together.’ 

			‘She lived far away?’ Robin walked toward the house and Kelsey followed.

			‘No. Wren’s mom kept them apart. Wren’s family is fucked up.’ 

			Robin opened her arms toward the house, then turned around to face Kelsey. ‘I’m afraid she’s missing out on everyone’s first impressions.’

			Kelsey could see Robin’s disappointment, a Wren-related feeling she knew well.

			‘Well…’ Kelsey shrugged and nodded toward the pile of garbage. After a moment of awkward silence, they both laughed, and Robin said they already had something in common. 

			Robin pointed out the broken step as they walked inside. Kelsey placed the paper bag on it.

			‘What’s in the bag?’

			‘Housewarming gift. For later.’ Kelsey stepped into Robin’s living room and immediately felt at home. ‘Two fireplaces? Nice.’ She reached in and prodded the handle of the damper.

			‘I’m sad about Wren’s grandmother. They used to be close but her mother got jealous and fucked that up.’ Kelsey stepped toward the kitchen. She poked the worn threshold with her foot and reached around for the switch. 

			‘That light doesn’t work.’

			Ever the good girl scout, Kelsey pulled a serious flashlight from her backpack. It flashed on the metal sink under a grimy window and a huge range next to it.

			‘It’s an O’Keefe and Merritt,’ Robin said proudly. ‘Old, but good quality.’

			‘I know. No relation though.’ Kelsey explained the non sequitur. ‘My last name is O’Keefe, but I spell it o-a-k-leaf now.’

			Robin chuckled. ‘That’s good.’

			‘Not all puns are painful.’ Kelsey opened and quickly shut both oven doors. ‘I hope we can get it working.’ She swung the flashlight to the left. The kitchen stored a rolled carpet, bits of plumbing, rusted tools, never-washed plates, a pile of hunting magazines and three chairs with busted cane bottoms.

			‘What’s in that garbage can? It seems like people here didn’t believe in garbage cans.’

			‘That’s just my garbage,’ Robin admitted. ‘I’ve been camping here for a month.’

			‘I wonder if Nikki could build a kitchen table for us – you.’ She stuttered, as if they were moving in. ‘Where does that door go?’

			‘A pantry.’

			Some day, the narrow room and its shelves would be perfect for storing the dry goods of a large household. Right now, it contained rows of rusted cans with their labels chewed off.

			‘Can you live here?’ Robin asked anxiously. 

			Kelsey wordlessly retreated from the smell and began opening cabinets under the filthy counters. This place would take a mountain of work, but she tried to be hopeful. ‘We have to live somewhere big enough for the seven of us.’ When she got to the cabinet under the sink, her heart jumped and she slammed the door shut. She held her voice calm. ‘There’s a snake in there.’

			‘Can’t be.’ Robin rushed over.

			‘I’m not imagining.’ Kelsey opened the cupboard again. ‘There’s a snake in your house.’ 

			Robin peered in. ‘Looks like it just ate something.’ She tried to explain, as if Kelsey knew nothing about rattlesnakes. ‘She’s sleeping it off. Snakes are everywhere in the Santa Cruz mountains. It’s more afraid of you than you are of it.’

			Kelsey pressed down a rising red emotion. ‘Somebody could get bit.’

			‘Snake bites are actually pretty rare.’

			Only sarcasm could calm her now. ‘Snakes are rare in kitchens and yet…’ She gestured to the closed cabinet door like Vanna White, and lost her sense of humour. ‘I’m getting the fuck out of here. Where does that go?’ She strode out of the back door. 

			She sat on the step of the deep porch, head in hands. ‘Why do I have to be the responsible one? I should be more like Wren.’

			Robin squatted close but didn’t touch her. ‘It’s more afraid of you than you are of it,’ she said delicately.

			‘You said that.’

			‘Nobody is going to get bit.’

			‘How do you know?’

			‘I’m trying to help.’

			Kelsey lifted her head and looked around. The yard smelled of old metal and fresh mould. A steep, dank, forested hill rose behind two wrecked cabins. 

			‘Your place creeps me out.’

			‘I’m sorry. But we could make it a home.’

			‘I don’t mind funky houses, but I won’t risk my life reaching for a frying pan.’

			‘You won’t. I’ll fetch your pots and pans for you.’

			Robin was doing her best. Kelsey gave her an indulgent smile and came back to herself. ‘I’m sorry I freaked out.’ She looked past the cabins at the trees behind them. ‘I need to take a walk.’

			‘There’s a path through there. It switchbacks right up to the orchard.’

			‘An orchard? That’s what I need.’

			* * *

			Since her childhood, Kelsey had felt safe under trees. The old path rose steeply, covered in fallen limbs and thick duff. She loved feeling the thump of her heart under her breasts. At the top, she pushed away low branches and emerged into a meadow – no, not a meadow, a clearing in the redwoods – planted with apple trees. 

			Finding the snake had startled her, but something else had enraged her. The forest enclosed the orchard, and beyond them, the ocean, miles away. As Kelsey’s heart steadied, her knees shook. She held onto the slender trunk of an apple tree not much taller than herself. A jay complained from a fir. She sat in the damp weeds and felt Lucy arriving.

			She stretched out her legs so they wouldn’t cramp and carefully laid her right hand over her left in her lap. ‘Light of my life,’ she whispered, and held in her mind the image of a flame, with Lucy’s eyes beyond it, looking into her own. She breathed consciously, taking a slow breath in, holding it, then breathing out, and waiting a few beats before the next inhale.

			‘Hello, Kelsey.’

			‘Hello, Lucy.’

			In Kelsey’s imagination, a girl of about sixteen with high cheekbones and long dark hair rested a few yards away against her own apple tree. This time she wore a black leather jacket and the soles of her Doc Martens looked worn. How can a ghost wear out her boots?

			‘There are snakes in the house.’

			‘They won’t be there long with the racket you guys make.’

			‘True.’

			‘Why did you run off up here?’

			Kelsey opened her eyes. Sitting on the ground, she couldn’t see the ocean any more, only these scraggly trees hanging on to last summer’s ugly apples. Lucy looked cute, as always. She’d never know how archaic that turquoise choker was. ‘When I walked into that kitchen, I already felt home. I feel I could live and die here.’

			‘What about the snake?’

			‘I got fucking territorial and could have ripped it in half. That kitchen feels like mine already. It’s my destiny.’

			‘You know destiny is bullshit. What’s the real problem?’

			‘I’m not like Wren. I’m poor; my parents are poor. This place is so far from work, I don’t know if I can afford it even with free rent. It takes two extra hours to get to work and there’s no bus. But I want to live here so bad.’

			‘Being poor doesn’t matter. You have me.’

			‘I’ll always have you, Lucy.’ A golden light rose between them, a living woman and the memory of a dead girl. Lucy soothed Kelsey’s anger, as always. ‘Maybe I could work for Robin?’

			‘She seems like a controlling know-it-all.’

			‘Maybe someone in Bonny Doon needs a home health aide?’

			‘You hate private clients.’ 

			Kelsey shifted. Her butt was cold. ‘If they move up here, I can’t follow them.’

			‘Easy come, easy go. Everything you love can be gone in a moment.’

			‘You always say that.’

			* * *

			Kelsey returned from the orchard to find Robin and Ginny devouring the last of the granola bars in the brown paper bag.

			‘There’s stables up there, and a big meadow!’ Ginny said. ‘And Robin says we can get goats.’

			Robin nodded at a thermos of milk and an empty mug.

			‘No, thanks.’ Kelsey needed the oblivion of an eight-hour shift right now. She noticed that Ginny was sitting awkwardly on the wooden step. ‘Are you okay sitting there, Ginny?’

			‘She means my littler leg,’ Ginny explained to Robin. ‘I had polio.’

			Robin patted the leg affectionately. Somehow, they had become friends already. ‘Hasn’t slowed you any.’

			‘Never again.’ Ginny crunched through a granola bar. ‘Thanks for making these, Kelsey.’ She caught the crumbs in her palm. ‘When Kelsey’s not working, she cooks. She says it keeps her sane in a man’s world.’

			‘I haven’t had home-cooked food in a long time,’ Robin said. ‘I could get used to this.’

			Kelsey tensed up. ‘Ginny, we need to get—’

			‘Okay, I’ll go.’ Ginny steadied herself on Robin’s shoulder as she stood up. ‘But Robin wants me to tell you I saw a snake, too. I’m not sure what it means. Does it mean something about reincarnation? Maybe it means something about Robin and this land? Or maybe it means something about my sexual energy and kundalini awakening.’

			Kelsey stared at Ginny until she could recover from that tangle of symbols. ‘Does it mean that Robin has snakes?’ She looked at Robin, hoping she would laugh. 

			But Robin looked chagrined. ‘I saw it too,’ she admitted. ‘It was only warming itself in the sun.’

			‘Since it was near the garbage pile, maybe it means’ – and Ginny sang – ‘all that dies shall be reborn.’

			‘Maybe it means you won’t move in,’ Robin said softly. 

			‘Maybe I will get a dog,’ Ginny responded, but didn’t explain because Gloria had arrived in her battered Volvo.

			Kelsey had to agree with most people: Gloria Arriola was gorgeous. But Kelsey wasn’t attracted. Women tended to admire those soft dark curls that framed Gloria’s face, as well as her romantic eyes occasionally accentuated with natural makeup that she pretended didn’t look like makeup. People also said Gloria ‘took up a lot of space’. She wasn’t demure; she was big-boned and wore low-cut tops that showed off her clavicles. Kelsey was only a little envious that she was an x-ray tech and could support herself working part-time. 

			Gloria joined them at the steps. ‘Sorry I’m late; tell me everything.’

			Ginny didn’t disappoint. ‘Me and Kelsey saw snakes. And there’s a garden.’ 

			‘Oh. My. GODDESS!’ Gloria shouted, and pretended to look for one in the clutter on the porch.

			‘You might want to keep your voice down,’ said Kelsey.

			‘Snakes are deaf,’ said Robin.

			‘Good to know, Encyclopedia Brown,’ said Gloria. She laughed to cover the insult. ‘What’s the plan for getting rid of them? Let’s call the exterminator.’

			‘We don’t need to call anyone,’ Robin reassured her. ‘The snakes will go away once we start living here.’

			Gloria imagined the worst. ‘Could someone be bringing the snakes here to scare you off? Nikki said her uncles wanted this land.’

			‘I don’t think so,’ said Robin. ‘It makes more sense that the snakes were already here.’

			‘Don’t be paranoid, Glow,’ Kelsey said. Sometimes people called Gloria that, but she didn’t like it. Kelsey tugged Ginny’s hand. ‘We need to get to work. I’m in Aptos today. Drop me off and you can drive yourself to Watsonville.’ She tossed Ginny the keys. ‘We’ll come back another day and find out what the snake means.’

			When they were back in the VW, Robin rested on the passenger window. ‘Does the snake mean you won’t move in?’

			Kelsey wished she wouldn’t keep asking that. ‘My parents – goddess bless them – meant well, but I spent my childhood in a cold house with every kind of vermin.’ She didn’t want to answer. ‘You’re right about snakes being part of nature.’

			‘They are.’

			‘Let’s see how everyone else feels. I have some concerns.’

			‘I hope you move in.’

			Kelsey looked at Robin’s earnest face and thought maybe she saw there just a hint of a spark. Never sleep with a housemate. Robin didn’t pull back from the window.

			‘Are you two going to keep talking without saying anything?’ Ginny turned the key and blew Robin a kiss. ‘Say goodbye, Kelsey.’

			Kelsey patted Robin’s arm. ‘Thanks for inviting us. You have a nice orchard.’

		

	
		
			Four

			Whether or not she moved in with Robin, Kelsey was leaving her kitchen. After work, she started packing it up, and when Gloria came home from Robin’s land, she convinced her to help.

			Gloria started by sorting the better leftover containers while Kelsey divided plates, bowls, and cutlery into ‘needed this month’ and ‘potlucks and storage’. 

			‘First of all,’ Gloria began, ‘I went to our sacred grove.’

			‘Ours?’

			‘Robin said even if we don’t move in, we can use her redwood circle for rituals. She took me through the trees; it was really far going in and took no time to get back. Like another dimension. There was no path, but she knew the way. I could feel the energy signatures…’

			Kelsey withheld comment with difficulty.

			‘…until she said, “We’re here.” The redwood circle is huge, bigger than the living room and dining room. At one side, a huge burned-out stump looks just like a yoni.’

			‘How appropriate.’ Kelsey started in on the drawer of spatulas and ladles.

			‘It. Is. Perfect.’ Gloria clapped her hands at each word to make sure Kelsey understood. ‘First thing I did was lay hands on every tree in the circle. They revealed to me they are dryads. We could make a fire pit in the centre and build altars in the four directions.’

			‘Could you go through those towels and rags?’ Kelsey said, annoyed. Wren would have pitched in without being asked. ‘She wouldn’t mind?’

			‘No. She gave it to us. We can drum all night, go sky-clad; all of it.’

			‘I’d like never to have to haul blankets and cauldrons in the dark for miles.’

			‘I know. So I did some magic. I lit sage and smudged the redwoods around the circle.’ Gloria stood and re-enacted what Robin must have seen. ‘Mighty and Formidable Athena: I invoke thee, and vow to keep this circle sacred, to protect this circle from those who would profane it, and dedicate my life to teaching your wisdom and ending Patriarchy.’ She sat down again and folded more dish towels.

			‘What did Robin say to that?’

			‘She said something about lifetime vows lasting longer than you want them to. She looked sort of freaked, like what happens in the presence of real magic.’

			‘She didn’t look freaked at the Samhain, and that was real magic.’ Kelsey remembered Robin looked sad, like Wren did. She needed to ask Wren about it. If she ever came home. ‘Does she know much about…what we do?’

			‘Very little. When I said I dressed like an owl at Samhain because I aspected Athena, she thought Athena was someone in the coven she hadn’t met!’

			‘Well, there are a lot of us.’

			‘She’s been to Dianic rituals on wimmin’s land, but was never initiated.’

			‘We’re not initiated.’

			‘That’s because you wouldn’t let me.’

			‘It’s Patriarchal.’

			Gloria waved her hand to dismiss an old argument. She had finished the towels, but didn’t start on anything new. ‘I said I’m writing a book like Z Budapest, but Robin doesn’t know her. When I asked if she knew her horoscope, she only knows she’s Capricorn.’ Gloria paused with a finger on her cheek. ‘So maybe she is good with money.’

			‘If you think she’s good with money, did you ask her about how we could afford to live way up there?’

			‘Of course.’

			Good old Glow. She could be depended on to ask the hard questions no one else would. Kelsey dug through the recycling, looking for a box she might tape together. 

			‘She can’t expect us to move up there and work on her land for free. I won’t do it, anyway. I told her all these women’s collectives fail because they have to share money. Women need their own money, and to be paid for their work. I said just because I like to teach witchcraft doesn’t mean people shouldn’t pay me for it.’ 

			‘What did she say?’

			‘She asked me how we should do it.’

			Kelsey handed her the box and a roll of tape. ‘Please make this into a box again and fill it with cookbooks.’ Gloria accepted this new assignment, maybe a little chagrined. Kelsey didn’t rub it in. ‘She didn’t already have a plan?’

			‘No, she doesn’t have a plan. She just wants us to move up there and live together. I told her I won’t move in unless we figure out how to do money.’

			‘How does she expect us to live all the way up there, work on her land and still make money?’ Kelsey shouted over her shoulder. ‘I am barely making it as it is. Ginny makes even less than I do.’

			‘I know, Kelsey. You don’t need to keep saying it. I’m going to do some aspecting work with Athena on Friday. Did you know she’s the goddess of accounting? She’ll know what to do.’

			Kelsey was relieved that, as irritating as Gloria could be sometimes, she had talked to Robin about the money. Most lesbian feminists pretended money was the one part of Patriarchy that wasn’t real. 

			Kelsey returned from the pantry with a paper bag of wax candle ends and drippings. ‘Should we keep these?’

			‘Absolutely, there’s still magic in them.’

			‘Okay. What does she do for a living?’

			‘I didn’t ask her. She doesn’t seem to have a job. Maybe a trust fund?’

			‘I don’t think she and Nikki are a trust-fund sort of family.’ Kelsey felt a spark of hope. Maybe Gloria would come up with something. But if they moved in with Robin…. ‘I’m not sure I want to be in a coven with the landlord.’

			‘She’s a natural. She has to join.’ Gloria’s enthusiasm was a surprise; usually hers was the strongest voice against new coven sisters. ‘Think of it, Kelsey. If she can remember past lives, she would teach us how to do it. It would be our coven’s Secret Teaching.’

			Kelsey decided it was time to sit down and have a cup of tea before making dinner. ‘We don’t need secrets.’

			‘I told her Dianic witchcraft is not all incense and headdresses. We do intimate things. Dark things. I told her Dianic witchcraft is why we’re still together.’

			Kelsey had to agree. ‘What did she say to that?’

			‘She’s so focused on how separatism will change the world, she doesn’t know how living with us will change her.’

			This was another old argument between them. ‘Gloria, I’m a separatist.’

			‘No, you’re not. You work in a rest home full of men.’

			‘That’s not what I mean.’

			‘She has a separatist rule: no men on the land.’

			Kelsey lit the stove under the kettle and chuckled. ‘What’s the problem with that?’

			‘Rules aren’t feminist.’

			‘I’m a feminist and I like that rule, although inconvenient.’ 

			Gloria looked at Kelsey before visibly deciding not to argue. ‘I don’t mind separatism; I just don’t think it is necessary. It’s run its course.’

			‘Is that so? Women live free of men’s oppression now?’

			‘We don’t need to separate from men, because we are witches. We’re empowered.’

			Gloria couldn’t see Kelsey roll her eyes because Kelsey was searching for the box of Almond Sunset tea. She found it, empty. ‘What did she say to that?’

			‘She thinks all we need to do to defeat Patriarchy is live separately from men. As if that hasn’t been tried before.’

			‘Has it?’

			‘What hasn’t been tried before?’ came a voice from the back porch. ‘Sign me up.’ Lupe came in, tearing off her boots and dirty rainbow socks. They could hear Hazel on the porch, starting the shower. 

			‘We’re talking about Robin.’

			‘I haven’t tried her yet,’ Lupe said salaciously. ‘But Hazel and me are going up tomorrow afternoon.’

			Kelsey served soup from the freezer for dinner. Before retreating to her room, she left another message for Wren on her mom’s phone. Maybe Gloria and Athena would figure out the money. Maybe she wouldn’t have to be left behind when they moved to a feminist utopia without her.

			* * *

			The Poet and Patriot was an Irish pub, pouring its warm Guinness in welcome to locals and immigrants and outcasts of all kinds. Santa Cruz didn’t have a lesbian bar, and many dykes preferred the Poet’s quiet tables to the Blue Lagoon’s disco around the corner. The Poet had a unique odour that had taken root under the carpet and never gone away. 

			Kelsey sat opposite Ginny at a corner table. Something was stuck in her hair – no, Ginny apparently felt comfortable enough to wear goat ears in public. Kelsey loved that hand-knitted sweater, the one with a flock of goats gambolling across her chest and shoulders. Actually, Ginny looked normal, but was speaking nonsense. 

			‘…Alabaster, Ringo, Lady…’

			‘What did you say?’

			‘I’m trying out names. Robin said I could get a dog.’

			Kelsey looked up as Lupe and Hazel entered from the door on the alley. Lupe paused to theatrically inhale the Poet’s aroma; Hazel waved and grabbed the two pints Kelsey had ordered for them.

			Lupe was only twenty-five, and often tried to look like the tough girl – denim jackets and eye-liner on dress occasions – but had a lightness in her manner and made friends easily. She melted when she met a new mushroom. ‘All mushrooms are magical,’ she would insist if asked about some common toadstool. She didn’t speak Spanish and didn’t give a shit. ‘My people owned all the land from the Blue Mountains west to Los Banos,’ she sometimes said, but never elaborated on these Californio ancestors.

			The Blue Mountains rose east of the Pajaro, the rich agricultural valley south of Santa Cruz where Lupe and Hazel had grown up. Relative to Lupe’s, Hazel’s family were new to California; her grandparents were Japanese immigrants who provided the labour and innovation for the ‘salad bowl of the world’. Her face was wide, her thick legs ended in big feet, her muscled arms in small, strong hands. She kept her hair in a braid down her broad back. Where Lupe owed her garden centre success to her love of talking to strangers, Hazel had mastered the forklift and botanical Latin. People in town greeted her awkwardly because they knew her, but couldn’t remember how. Mostly likely, she had converted them to her mulch religion. 

			Lupe sat next to Ginny, Hazel at Kelsey’s side. Lupe toasted, ‘To new horizons!’ and at the same time Kelsey said, as always, ‘Fires of Freedom!’ 

			They drank and Hazel asked where Gloria was. 

			‘She’s doing a ritual with Athena tonight. We already know she wants us to move to Robin’s land. What do you two think?’

			‘I like Robin,’ Lupe said. ‘But the first thing she wanted to know is if we’d heard from Wren – we haven’t, of course. She thinks she needs Wren to convince us to move in.’ Lupe tried to keep a straight face. 

			Nikki finally arrived, with a fresh barbershop haircut, wearing her shiny shirt and leather pants. She drank Anchor Steam, not Guinness. She pulled a stool over to their table. ‘I can’t stay. I don’t have time for a lot of processing.’ She kept her eyes on both doors, obviously waiting for someone. Kelsey asked her if there was anything about Robin they should know about. 

			‘I’m glad she bought it, and not the uncles. It’s perfect for us, and closer to my work up in the Valley.’

			Kelsey tried to introduce her biggest worry. ‘Why is she doing this free rent thing?’

			Nikki didn’t answer, distracted. ‘She’ll need me to restore it. I took a day off and made her a kitchen table. We’re starting on the stairway next week, but you’ll have to deal with your own rooms.’

			Ginny returned to naming her dog. ‘…Arthur! Brodie! Pippin!’

			Hazel leaned forward and asked mischievously, ‘Since you can’t spare your precious time, just tell us the worst thing about her.’

			‘I guess…I like her.’ Nikki turned toward the table and gave them her attention. ‘I have always liked her. In fact, she was my first crush.’ Kelsey couldn’t tell from Nikki’s tone if this was a happy or sad memory. ‘Then she grew up and left town. She abandoned me.’ She put a dramatic hand to her forehead without messing up her hair. ‘But I don’t mind now.’

			Hazel snapped her fingers. ‘So that’s why you have never had a long-term relationship!’

			‘No doubt— My friend is here. Gotta go.’ Nikki got up and greeted a woman who looked like one of her kitchen remodel customers – and straight. They raised their eyebrows at each other, but said nothing. Nikki was Nikki. 

			‘Moving on,’ said Lupe. ‘There are two cabins behind the main house. If no one objects, we want to fix them up and live in them.’

			‘And we found the old outhouse disgusting.’

			Kelsey realised something. ‘I didn’t see a bathroom. Or even a toilet.’

			Lupe and Hazel reached the same conclusion. Ginny stopped reciting dog names. 

			‘I once built an outhouse with my dad,’ said Kelsey. ‘We can build our own. Make it nice.’

			‘Your back-to-the-land childhood will come in handy, Kelsey,’ said Hazel with admiration. ‘Robin showed me the old garden. It’s about a half acre. Grown over with berries, but better than starting new like I had to do at Walnut.’ 
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