
  
    [image: The Real Housewitches of Calafia County]
  


  
    
      The Real Housewitches of Calafia County

      A Desperate Housewitches Short Story

    

    
      
        Dayle A. Dermatis

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Soul’s Road Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      When the head of their local HoA tries to impose new rules on the annual Winter Solstice ritual, the four reigning witches of the gated community resolve to fight back.

      A war consisting of both paperwork and magic.

      All without breaking a fingernail.

      Don’t mess with this coven!
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      I’d had my mani-pedi done to both celebrate the upcoming holiday and my own backyard: blue that matched the infinity pool and white for the marble columns that held up the lanai roof. My high-heeled sandals clicked on the painted concrete as I set out glasses, an ice bucket, and a pitcher of jalapeño-lime margaritas. As well as the bottle of white rum, because Felisha often preferred it on the rocks with a twist of lime.

      A few simple appetizers: Dates stuffed with goat cheese and wrapped in bacon. Crostini with bruschetta made with tomatoes from my own garden. A vegan white bean and artichoke dip with organic chia seed crackers.

      It was a balmy seventy-two degrees, without a cloud in the sky. The city view over the valley with the mountains beyond was exquisite as always.

      Winter Solstice in Southern California was approaching, and my fellow coven members and I had planning to do.

      I was new to the West Coast, new to the neighborhood, new to the group. My husband was making the transition from producing Broadway plays to producing movies, and the differences between NYC and Hollywood were monumental in some ways, minor in others.

      Being welcomed into the gated community coven made things easier. I still wanted our get-together to be perfect, though.

      The front doorbell chimed, and although the door was unlocked (gated community and all), I still went to answer it.

      Vanessa was the first to arrive, as usual. She wore her dark hair up off her neck in a fancy French twist. Her red one-piece bathing suit highlighted her light brown skin and her fake eyelashes highlighted her big dark eyes. Khaki shorts and sandals completed her outfit.

      We hugged and air-kissed, even though we’d seen each other earlier that day at spin class.

      (Hey, magic can’t fix everything, not without consequences. A little glamour is one thing. Hard work at the gym and maybe the occasional nip-and-tuck are required to maintain oneself, witch or no.)

      “Come on back,” I said. “The others will be here soon.”

      She adjusted her red leather bag (which matched her suit) on her shoulder. Despite her careful makeup, I could see the dark circles under her eyes, and I could feel her unsettled aura as if she were throwing it at me.

      “You need a margarita,” I said.

      “Goddess, yes!”

      I’d just poured her one when the other two arrived.

      Felisha, with her mahogany skin, nearly poreless (and that was natural, damn her). She looks like an Egyptian goddess, and unsurprisingly favored those deities in her personal work.

      Shay, with her pale skin and long, curly red hair, looking like a Pre-Raphaelite goddess. She bucked fashion (gasp!) by wearing long, flowing skirts, tea-stained lace and pale silks, and floaty scarves (although she ditched the latter when she was working on her jewelry, because trailing scarves tended to scatter beads and catch fire from the soldering iron).

      “You’ll never believe what she did this time!”

      We didn’t need to ask who Shay was talking about. We knew: Anastacia, the president of our Home Owner’s Association.

      Anastacia and her husband had been among the first residents of the community. Her husband had been the hereditary witch and had been influential in forming a neighborhood for our kind. Anastacia had been supportive of him, but she really didn’t know as much about us. He’d died years ago and Anastacia, well, she’d been on the HoA board all along, arguing that she’d earned the position.

      Shay waved a piece of paper. “She wrote me up for not taking my Samhain decorations down within, and I quote, ‘the proscribed time period’.”

      Felisha frowned. “I don’t remember you still having Samhain decorations up.”

      “Exactly! The besom”—Shay was referring to a witch’s ritual handmade broom—“by the front door is something I always display, no matter the season. But she wouldn’t budge. I still have to pay her ridiculous fine.”

      “Okay, why don’t you sit down and I’ll get you a drink?” I said, leading her to one of the overstuffed white sofas in the outdoor living space by the pool. Vanessa took the cue and dipped a glass in purifying salt before pouring in the margarita mix and garnishing it with a lime.

      When Shay gets worked up, she sets things on fire. It’s not her fault; fire is her element and passion runs in her veins. But this is Southern California, and the last thing anyone needed was an errant spark that set off a forest fire.

      Combined, we likely had the power to put out the fire before it spread, but who wants to take that chance?

      Shay took a hefty sip of the margarita, closed her eyes, and sighed. I felt the worst of the energy flow out of her, dissipating into the air. I flicked my fingers, dispersing it further so it didn’t land on an unsuspecting passer-by.

      “An it harm non, honey,” I said, quoting the Wiccan rede. “An it harm none.”

      “It’s a minor thing in the long run, I know,” she said, “but Lord and Lady, she irks me. With the problems I’m having making jewelry, I don’t have a lot of extra cash to deal with her petty fines.”

      Shay designed high-end jewelry, both for the masses and for the pagan community. The pagan jewelry was where she made the bulk of her money, because she imbued each piece with magic depending on what the wearer needed. She had the ability to know what each piece required, and then she could market it accordingly.

      But she’d hit early menopause, and the energy surges and hot flashes were seriously dicking with her spellwork.

      Imagine trying to film a movie when the generator keeps blowing.

      We were all on edge this year, each with something to work through.

      Vanessa’s ex-husband died in November, and even though he was her ex (cheating, embezzling from his own company), she still had complicated feelings about him, and she wasn’t handling his death well. Felisha was dealing with empty nest syndrome and worrying too much about her kids. As for me…

      I was the only one without a real problem, honestly. My issues were small beans compared to theirs. I was just…between projects. At loose ends.

      I know most people look at us in our cushy gated community and assume we’re trophy wives of rich husbands (sometimes true) or living off fat divorces (also sometimes true) who do nothing all day but shop and gossip and have spa days (occasionally true as well). All of that probably describes the Real Housewives shows on TV. (I haven’t seen them.)

      But as witches, along with harming none, we have a responsibility to the world. To nature, to energy, to balance. So we all try to find ways to make the universe a better place.

      One of my talents is organization. I mean, I’m scary-good at it. I either go into an existing charity and get them on track, or I start a new one and get it running smoothly…at which point I get bored and move on.

      Oh, of course I was helping out with the Winter Solstice ritual, but the girls had it running well already so it wasn’t much of a challenge. They also host an associated gala fundraiser for a different charity each year.

      But in terms of a new, big project to whip into shape and make run like clockwork? I had nada. Nothing.

      The Solstice ritual was going to be in part to bring Vanessa closure, Felisha peace, Shay focus, me clarity and direction. The theme of dark into light worked for everyone.

      And nobody, not even Anastacia, was going to dick with us, by the Goddess.
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      Of course, I didn’t expect a notice from the HoA to appear the next morning on my kitchen island, either.

      I was brewing a cup of sustainable Costa Rican roast and reviewing the instructions our cook had left for us. Because I wasn’t yet working full-time, we employed him only three days a week, but he prepped meals for the other nights so all I had to do was assemble and pop things in the oven, essentially.

      Or toss enormous salads, which seemed to be a local thing.

      Which was a good thing, because unlike most hedgewitches, I didn’t have the innate drying-herbs-and-candle-making abilities. Anything more than assembling hors d’oeuvres and mixing drinks was beyond me.

      Our kitchen—bigger than my first apartment—is done in tasteful shades of gray. Pale gray granite shot through with darker streaks, stainless steel appliances, and round pendant lamps with round, clear bulbs exposing the filaments.

      The room smells of herbs—just because I can’t grow them doesn’t mean my friends can’t donate them—and sunshine from the four high folding doors that lead to an outdoor eating patio.

      The HoA notice probably shouldn’t have surprised me. After all, we’d received a fine on our very first day, for having our garage door open for more than, oh, one-point-two seconds.

      On our first day, when we were moving in and the movers needed access to the garage and shit.

      We paid the fine because at that point, we didn’t want to rock the boat.

      This boat was gonna capsize pretty damn soon.

      There was a popping sound like a light bulb blowing out, the briefest odor like a struck match, and the HoA notice was floating down from a spot about a foot above the kitchen island.

      My heather-gray, handle-less coffee mug cradled between my palms, I watched, stunned, as the paper settled gently on the island before I could rouse myself to pick it up.

      You’ve got to be kidding me. What now?

      I flicked a finger, drawing the paper to me.

      According to bylaw number blah de blah, outside rituals of more than three attendees had to be pre-approved by the board.

      At first I thought the notice was referring to the Solstice ritual, but why had it come to me when I wasn’t in charge.

      Then I realized: it was referring to our meeting yesterday.

      I set down my mug. Carefully. Took a deep breath in through my nose, out through my mouth, grounding.

      When I felt centered and calm (mostly calm) again, I called Anastacia.

      Even though she’d just sent the notice, I had to leave a message, although she called me back a few moments later. “Hello dear!” she said. She called everyone dear. As if that was going to make anyone less cranky. “What can I do for you?

      “It’s about this notice I just received.”

      “Which notice is that, dear?”

      Another calming breath. I quoted the bylaw number and rule.

      “Oh, that,” she said as if it were nothing. I imagined her waving a hand dismissively. She was the type who wore multiple chunky gold and diamond rings, all gifts from her late husband.

      I waited for her to continue, but she didn’t.

      “It wasn’t a ritual,” I said finally. “It was a meeting of the Solstice ritual and fundraising committee.”

      I supposed she could argue that hors d’oeuvres and margaritas were akin to cakes and ale, but…

      The real issue was that somehow, she or one of her cronies had looked into my backyard. My private backyard. My backyard that wasn’t visible unless you went through a gate and then stood on a box to peer over a wall. Or you used a drone. Or some magical means I didn’t even want to think about right now.
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