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CHAPTER ONE


	I was in a tiny vintage shop in Nob Hill when Mom called me for the third time that day. I cast a furtive look at the attendant, who was helping another Christmas shopper, and guiltily answered the call. I didn’t like to talk on the phone in public, but everyone else was busy and loud too, and if I didn’t answer soon she would probably panic.

	“Hi Mom,” I said. I poked through a tray of tarnished silver jewelry. I didn’t know what I was looking for, but it probably wasn’t this. Mom had enough jewelry to put Stevie Nicks to shame. Hers was the last gift I had to buy, and the hardest.

	“Oh, sweetheart, I’m so glad you picked up. I was getting worried.” There it was. The invention of the cell phone should have been a boon to anxious parents, but sometimes I thought it was more of a leash because my mom expected me to be available at all times.

	“I was at work.” My voice came out more clipped than I wanted, almost sullen. It was hard for me to keep my tone even when she fussed at me.

	“I called you six hours ago—”

	“It was three,” I said, and sighed. Temping wasn’t a regular job, but it kept my hours roughly in the range of a 9–5, and Mom didn’t seem to understand that. Whenever she talked about “adult jobs,” she conjured up images of The Office, places where people sat around talking about their relationships and never actually worked.

	“Look,” I said, trying to steer the conversation back on track, “what was it you wanted to talk to me about?”

	“I thought you were driving up today, and I wanted to know when you’d get in.”

	I carefully unclenched my jaw and took a deep breath before I answered. “I’m coming on Monday.” I lingered on a pendant shaped like a pair of antlers that might have been ivory. It was pretty, but I wasn’t shopping for me, and wearing jewelry increased my chances of getting misgendered. I moved on to a hat rack crammed with scarves in a riot of colors.

	“The Solstice is Tuesday,” she said. “That’s barely any time at all. And I was going to cook dinner for you and Rhiannon tonight.”

	“I have to work through Sunday,” I said. “Pre-Christmas rush.” Answering angry tweets about toy availability wasn’t my ideal weekend, but it was a good excuse to get out of spending more time with my family. As it was, I would be arriving the night before the Winter Solstice and leaving on Boxing Day, and those six days were about as much as I could stand.

	“Aunt Hazel is coming over tonight, and she was so looking forward to seeing you.”

	I knew what to say in response. Mom, please don’t make me feel guilty for having other commitments. I bit my tongue. It was a lot easier when I was practicing with a therapist, but I knew in reality that setting boundaries with her only made her defensive or teary, and it didn’t actually change her behavior.

	Passivity wasn’t exactly the same as emotional maturity, but it was progress of some kind.

	“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’ll see you Monday night.”

	“I swear you said you were coming this weekend.”

	That wasn’t my problem. Mom always made me feel crazy, as if I was secretly terrible at communicating, as if I never expressed myself. When I had shaved my head and come out the summer before I ran away to Portland for college, she had cried about how she was so shocked and confused and wished I had told her sooner.

	It wasn’t my fault that none of my diatribes about gendered expectations had tipped her off.

	“I wanted to talk to you about the Solstice ritual,” she said. “I guess we should do it now.”

	I braced myself and grunted an affirmative.

	“Were you planning on participating?”

	“Why else would I come back that far before Christmas?” I blurted before I could stop myself. I tugged a brown cashmere scarf printed with orange autumn leaves out of the rack, and a dozen more came with it. I sorted through them, hanging them back up as Mom talked.

	“Well, it’s just… now that you’re exploring other options, I wasn’t sure you would want to.”

	I clenched my fists around the scarf I had been attempting to free. She was trying her best to be supportive. I knew this was her way of saying that I didn’t have to participate. My family’s coven was very into the divine feminine, and all their rituals were about invoking the Triple Goddess, thanking Mother Earth, bleeding onto the ground, the whole shebang. There had been no boys born to the coven in the eighty years since it was founded. No one except me, and it had taken seventeen years for me to figure out that cosmic mix-up.

	Maybe I wasn’t exactly dialed into the divine feminine. Maybe weekly rituals praising the moon cycle made me want peel my skin off, but I still resented that they had been taken from me. I had been raised to mark the wheel of the year with my family, and I felt adrift without those rituals.

	“I want to be there,” I said, and I meant it, and I regretted it. Someone would say something stupid and remind me that I didn’t belong anymore. Either I was a woman and could do magic, or I was a man and was barred from it. I hated the dichotomy of their views, and I refused to let them shut me out entirely. I had never felt magic like they did, which I suspected was because I had been a man since long before I could put words to the feelings of emptiness I experienced. They didn’t need to know that. They didn’t get to feel superior because by accident of birth they were blessed with a gender identity that was deemed more sacred. I would be there in their circle, and they would be reminded that their sacred dichotomy wasn’t as simple as they wanted to believe.

	“Okay honey,” Mom said, doubt clear in her voice. “I’m looking forward to seeing you.”

	“I’ll text you when I’m leaving,” I promised. The scarf I was currently twisting into knots was exactly her colors. I hoped she would like it.

	❄

	I followed the familiar six-hour route north into the Wenatchee Forest, then through the increasingly narrow highways until I reached Serendipity, Washington. It was an old mining town, but the name had certainly been attractive to my great-grandmother, the founder of our coven. I felt a twinge of nostalgia as I drove between the old saloon storefronts mixed in with fast-food joints and boarded-up buildings. The sky was an icy blue bowl stretching overhead, ringed on all sides with mountains. It was beautiful in a way the city could never be.

	Mom lived on the edge of town, practically urban. Most of the population lived in houses scattered along the single forest road that ran through town, surrounded by more lodgepole pines than people. I parked in the driveway and took a moment to prepare myself. It was bitingly cold, and remnants of snow banked up over her carefully tended garden, but the walkway was clear.

	The house looked the same as always, sage green, the roof sagging in the middle. It wasn’t run-down, but there was an air of tiredness about it that showed how many people had lived in it. I looked at the silver moon painted on the door and steeled myself.

	I pulled my backpack and duffel bag out of the back seat and headed up the steps. The porch was cluttered with weathered dining chairs, and pitchforks and snow shovels leaned haphazardly against the railing. I hesitated at the door, wondering if I had been away long enough to need to knock. I erred on the side of politeness and did.

	It was the wrong choice, and I knew as soon as I did it. No one else in my family ever knocked, and they rarely called ahead to say they were coming. A love for rules was a unique trait to me, a desperate need for order in a chaotic world. It was the kind of gesture I saw as proper etiquette and everyone else saw as icy aloofness or pretension.

	Mom opened the door looking worried and frazzled. Her eyes flicked over me, and for a moment I had the wild fear that she wouldn’t recognize me. We hadn’t seen each other since she’d driven down to Portland State to watch me graduate six months before, and I had changed a lot since then. Then I remembered FaceTime calls, and also, even if I passed now, I still had the same face as I’d always had.

	I mirrored my mom in more ways than I liked: the same high-bridged nose (elegant, she had always called it), pale-blue eyes and brown hair that refused to have any semblance of texture. Mine was cropped short now, the sides shaved clean and smooth, and Mom’s was streaked with gray, but we still looked related.

	“Oh Goddess,” she said breathlessly, and pulled me into the house. “Oh, sweetheart, oh—” She seemed at a loss for words. She traced her hands over my cheekbones, stronger since the T really started to take, and then over the stubble across my jaws. It still couldn’t be considered a full beard, but just the shadow made me feel better.

	“Will, are you hungry?” my sister Rhiannon interrupted Mom.

	“Yes, please. Where’s Misty?” My niece was three and would be a perfect buffer between me and the rest of my family.

	“Brian has her for the night.”

	Distracted by Rhiannon’s mention of food, Mom pulled away from me and hurried to the kitchen. My shoulders eased in relief.

	Rhiannon pulled me into a tight hug. “You look great,” she said. “I think your voice has changed more.”

	I wasn’t sure I wanted the frank comments on my body any more than I wanted Mom’s clumsy avoidance. It was still a relief to know that she wasn’t going to be weird about it. Not that she’d ever been weird about that specifically.

	“You look good too,” I said, and meant it. Somehow, even with a toddler, she managed to look stylish and effortlessly feminine in the way I knew took a lot of effort. “How’re… things?” I asked lamely. I glanced after Mom.

	“She’s thrilled to see you,” Rhiannon assured me.

	“I know,” I said glumly.

	“Will, don’t,” Rhiannon said in the long-suffering tone of an older sister. “Please, can we just get along for the week? You know how hard she tries, and she’s been great about pronouns and everything lately.”

	I nodded, wishing I could avoid the song-and-dance of forgiving slip-ups that they’d had five years to correct.

	Mom leaned her head back into the living room. “Come on,” she said. “Pie’s ready.”




CHAPTER TWO


	My body no longer considered my childhood bed to be home, and I was awake just after six. I lay on the saggy mattress and tried to will my limbs to relax, but it didn’t work. I had an entire day to spend with my family, and then the Solstice rituals tonight at dusk and tomorrow at dawn, and anything could go wrong.

	Eventually, I gave up and crept down to the kitchen, which was blissfully still quiet. The fridge was its usual mess of greens, weird health drinks, and jars of fermented vegetables. I boiled a few farm-fresh eggs and ate them on rye toast. There was no caffeine anywhere in the house—Mom claimed it blocked her chakras, but it was really because, even though she loved it, coffee was bad for her arthritis.

	She came into the room, and my heart sped up.

	“Good morning,” I said, dumping my dishes in the sink. “I was just about to get some coffee in town. Do you want anything?”

	She hesitated. “No, I shouldn’t.”

	I wasn’t going to try to talk her into a bad habit. “Okay. Text me if you change your mind.”

	❄

	Main Street was only a ten-minute walk, and I took my time. Most of the buildings remained the same, but the laundromat had a new, optimistic sign, and the drive-in burger joint had closed, probably squeezed out by the Jack in the Box down where Main Street met the highway. Next to the antique shop with a sagging roof was a new café, cheerfully labeled The Three Pines by the sandwich board in the parking lot, which had four spots. There was no sign on the building front, and it looked like half a house, with the other half a brewery. I studied both for a minute in confusion. They were trendy and extremely clean. They wouldn’t have been out of place in Portland. 
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