
  
  
      
        
          Alpaca and Apparitions

          
		      
          Andi R. Christopher

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Copyright © Andi C. Buchanan 2021 
This edition:
Copyright © Andi C. Buchanan 2023
This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private study, research, criticism or review, as permitted under the Copyright Act 1994, no part may be reproduced by any process without the permission of the publisher.
A catalogue record for this book is available from the National Library of New Zealand.
ISBN
978-0-473-70027-0 (paperback)
978-0-473-70028-7 / 978-0-473-70029-4 (ebook)






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Alpaca and Apparitions
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        A note from Andi R. Christopher
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Also by Andi R. Christopher
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Alpaca and Apparitions


Mildred Windflower gently dislodged the cobweb that hung over the lock of her new home. The door stuck in its frame; she had to use her shoulder to push it open. It had been years since anyone had lived here, but she blinked a few times and let herself see through the dust and the tobacco-stained walls, to what it could be. She could make this old cottage a home. It had all the potential, the wooden flooring, the original windows– with a little care, she could be very happy here.  
Will, a friend from years back, had said as much himself when he gave her the keys to this cottage. It wasn’t in a fit state to charge money for, but he knew she’d do it good, so it was hers for a couple of years in exchange for some upkeep and occasional babysitting of the rabble, as Will referred to his five – five! – children. She smiled at the thought of her live-wire high school friend having kids now – even in her mid-thirties she barely felt old enough for parenthood – but he seemed to be rising to the challenge. She’d accepted his invitation to join them for dinner this evening, which meant she had a few hours to unpack the car and make sure the cottage was fit to stay in overnight.
A quick survey of the house revealed two bedrooms, each with basic furniture; a small living room; and a kitchen just wide enough for a small dining table. A wooden ladder leaned against one wall, above it a hatch to the roof space. She stretched and touched the ceiling, just to see if she could. Sometimes her height made her feel claustrophobic in lower spaces, but she felt like she had enough room here. Syl – her silkworm familiar, and technically a caterpillar – emerged from the stitches of her jersey, and Mildred reassured her that they’d be safe here, that it was just another change in their lives.
Will had been true to his word in making sure the water and power were sorted, and she ran the taps to flush out anything that had collected in the pipes over the years. She pushed open the windows to let the fresh air in, and spun herself round in the bedroom. She wasn’t used to having this much space, wasn’t used to staying in one place for so long. For the past three years she’d been travelling the world, taking up residencies and staying with friends, promoting her fibre art, teaching classes, selling her book. It had been a dream come true, and she’d loved feeling she’d made it at last, that people thought of her as a serious artist, but it had taken its toll.
Now she was back in Aotearoa it was time to regroup. Time to take some time alone, work on new projects, work out which directions she wanted to go in. And a witch’s luck had struck again, because with a bit of work she’d have the perfect place to do it from.
She’d spent the previous two weeks in Papamoa with family – enough time to acclimatise to the new time zone and the late winter weather, buy a second-hand but serviceable car, and stock up on a few essentials. Next week she’d make the trip to unload her storage unit, but for now the contents of the car were what she had and she’d do just fine with them.
She walked outside to the clothesline behind the cottage. The land was a bit rugged here, as if at the transition point between the gently sloping fields of Will’s farm and where the land started to fold into the hills. She could see up to Will’s house and across to buildings of the neighbouring farm; she supposed she’d meet the neighbours soon enough. This was going to be a great place for her; she could hear the creativity starting to hum already.

      [image: image-placeholder]The next day, after a surprisingly comfortable sleep, and satiated with roast chicken and potatoes and weird-coloured long carrots, Mildred got to work. The rugs and soft furniture were put out to air, and the vacuum she’d borrowed took away the worst of the dust as she ran it over the furniture and surfaces. She’d mop the floors later, but right now the walls were her biggest concern. At some point she wanted to strip the wallpaper and paint them, but for now she just needed to make things liveable, and they were thick with tobacco, pink and cream shapes showing where pictures or ceremonial plates had once hung.
Before she could do witchcraft, she needed an altar. She scrubbed down a set of drawers that had a good vibe to them, and placed a woven purple cloth on top, along with some crystals and a locket that had been her great grandmother’s. She searched the garden outside and found the overgrown remnants of a small herb garden; mint, rosemary, and flat-leaf parsley surviving despite all the odds. Not her first choices of herbs, but anything fresh would help. She took some small cuttings inside – making a note to nurture the herb garden when she got the chance – and laid them on the altar. She closed her eyes and acknowledged the land she stood on, the sky above, the sun and the stars; she thanked them and entreated that her actions would cause no harm.
And then she began.
She raised her hand in the air, feeling for something to tug on to with her mind. After a couple of false starts she found it and began to pull the smoke from the walls, spinning to swirl it around until it surrounded her in clouds. She picked up a simple drop spindle, the sort she’d use for spinning wool, and began to spin the smoke around it, a vague shadow becoming darker and more solid the closer it got, until she could wind it like thread on the spindle, tighter and tighter. She pulled the smoke from every room in the house, even from the furthest corners, and twisted it, solidified it like a long thread of yarn until it was a small tight ball on the spindle that almost fit within her hands. It shook and wobbled just a little, but mostly stayed together.
She found an old jar in the cupboards and pushed it into that, fitting the lid securely. She’d need a little help to dispose of it in an environmentally sound way, but for now it was fine where it was.
She sat on a wooden chair, exhausted. The house looked much better – the walls weren’t in great condition, the paint cracked in places and its colour a bit uneven, but the house felt much lighter. And she felt better – or would once she’d built up her energy again – to not be living in a place so heavy in toxins. 
Her electric jug was still in storage so she boiled water for tea in a pot on the stove. A scratching sound outside caused her to look up with a frown. Hopefully not rats. More likely possums, with the trees hanging over the roof. She took out a notebook and added it to her ever-growing list of things to work on in the house, which she’d re-order and prioritise, working out what was dependent on what. Her art, her career stuff, that would all wait until she had unloaded her storage unit. She hadn’t used her big loom in almost three years and she could already picture it in the second bedroom, feel the shape of the shuttles in her hands.
She was going to be happy here, in this isolated cottage. She wasn’t going to be a total hermit, of course; there was Will and family up at the farm, and she was hoping to invite some of her large family to stay. But it came after years where she had been showing everything she made, tutoring, answering questions; and she was grateful for her opportunities, she really was, but it was time for the focus to be just on her.
She only had mobile data for now – not enough for streaming – so she flicked through the channels on the old-school TV and found only static. It was looking for an analogue signal that hadn’t broadcast in years. Not to worry; she had music to put on, and a little lace knitting project she was working on – easy, mindless stuff. She spent an hour or two on that and then it was time for dinner. Her supermarket run on the way here meant she had the essentials – pasta and sauce, a little bacon, a block of cheese. The utensils were minimal but she had a pot to boil pasta and a frying pan to fry up the bacon, and she quite happily made a meal for one.
Her solitude was at once welcoming and eerie. Even when she’d had her own apartment, it had been in a block of many, or one of a group of heritage cottages, with crowds visiting them during the day and shared meals between the residents at night. Now she truly was alone. She supposed that feeling would change in time, but she was still adjusting to...
She stopped. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw it. Something watching her. A face in the window, just a couple of metres from her, the other side of the single track road between the farms. Beady eyes looking directly at her.
She turned away, the spatula in her hand, not sure what to do. Something was definitely staring through the window, not moving, eyes glinting in the last bit of light.
She swung round and forced herself to look directly at it and found herself face to face with... a llama. No, an alpaca, she could tell by the ears. It stretched its long neck over the wire fence and gazed directly at her. She laughed, nervously. If she was going to live in the country of course there were going to be animals. She had just expected... sheep. Cows. Maybe Aotearoa really had changed in the years she’d been away.
Mildred saw a light in the distance and someone calling. The ridiculous animal turned, and trotted – if that was the right word – off into the darkness. Mildred forced herself to breathe calmly, finishing off her meal, and spending the evening alone with a book.

      [image: image-placeholder]Mildred met the first of her neighbours sooner than she’d expected.
“Hey,” came a shout from over the fence. Mildred looked up from where she was emptying out the mop bucket, the floors having accumulated even more dirt than the walls. A woman her age, perhaps slightly younger, was leaning against the fence, dressed in pale blue shorts and a t-shirt that looked like it had been a giveaway from a conference. Her long blonde hair was tied up in an untidy bun, her feet in standard issue gumboots.
“Hey, I’m Anneke. I hope Lulu didn’t give you too much trouble last night. She’s not used to the light being on in the house, let alone someone living there.”
Mildred dusted herself off and offered her hand.
“Mildred. Good to meet you. No, um. It was fine once I realised what she was. Just... unexpected.”
“They’re not so common,” she said, “but they’re really good for balancing on the hilly bits we have over here. They come from South America, like llamas, so they’re basically like dorky goats in many ways. This is just a practice herd to see how they work out, on some of the land that’s less good for crops. My little project.”
“So that’s your farm?” Mildred asked. 
“Yeah. It’s my parents’ place, but my dad had some health stuff a few years back and can’t do as much as he used to, so I moved back from Auckland to help them out. The alpaca are all my dream, though.”
As if on cue, a couple of alpaca skirted over, and Anneke showed them off. “This is Cece, one of our elders, and Lala is our youngest, not quite fully grown.”
“They’re beautiful. How’s their fibre?”
“They’re ridiculous children, is what they are. And the fibre’s pretty good. Obviously the lighter ones like Cece traditionally sell better, but I reckon there’s a market for the natural variations you see in the darker ones. Honestly, if you want hot pink you can get some terrible polyester blend. Undyed fibre looks like what it’s come from.”
“And natural dyes, things like nettle or ochre, when you add a tint without bleaching or overriding the variation.”
Anneke stood straight up, hands in her pockets and grinned. She was shorter than Mildred, but not by as much as most people. Mildred noticed the dimples with her smile.
“Okay, you know way too much about this. Suspicious. Some kind of international camelid spy?”
Mildred laughed, putting her plait over her shoulder. “Fibre artist. I can’t say I’ve worked with alpaca fibre, really, but I’m familiar enough with it.”
Anneke’s face lit up. “Oh, awesome! Can I see some of your work?”
“Most of it isn’t here yet – I’m having some things freighted back, and I’m emptying my storage unit next week. But come in and I’ll show you what I’ve got.”
Anneke tugged her boots off at the door – Mildred wrote in her notebook to put a seat in the porch – and walked inside.
“Wow, it’s really nice in here,” she said. Mildred beamed.
“Working on it, working on it.” She picked up a blanket from the bed, shades of blue and green like the sea, and showed it to Anneke. “One of the last projects I made on my main loom before I went overseas.”
“I love it.” Anneke held the cloth between her fingers. “It’s all straight lines up close but it’s got this curving rippling sense like waves.”
“Do you... crochet, or anything?” Mildred asked.
“I knit a little. Only the basics, though. Lots of hats. And I have a spinning wheel that I got from a garage sale but I haven’t really learned to use it. Hey, but if you can connect me to people who use fibre, I’d love to be able to get this flock going as a proper commercial venture, it might stop my dad llamenting my farming decisions...”
Mildred stared at her. “You did not just talk about llamentations.”
“Camel on, you’ve got to let a farmer have her puns, out here in the middle of nowhere.”
“Well I don’t want us to get off on the wrong hoof...”
“Okay, you’re good, I like you. But seriously, if you know anyone keen to deal with an alpaca farmer...?”
“I’ll definitely check my contacts. I’ve been away a few years, but I bet there’d be someone.”
“So how did you end up out here?” Anneke asked.
“Needed to take a break. Somewhere quiet, with enough space to get my big loom and other things out again. The owner of the cottage is a friend from high school and I’m doing some upkeep in exchange for staying here a bit.”
“Oh, Will! The farmer’s husband. He’s a good guy. Weird sense of humour.”
Mildred laughed at the description. It was completely true that Will wouldn’t have ended up anywhere near a farm if he hadn’t met a woman who wanted to take over the family farm – but she also knew he wouldn’t have changed his whole life just for that. 
“Says the person who makes alpaca puns every second sentence.”
“I live to serve. Is it okay? Don’t think it’s been inhabited in a while.”
“It’ll be nice when I’ve finished doing it up. All the essentials work, at least. Think I’ve got possums up in the roof, though.”
“You probably have. I can lend you some traps, but really you’ll want to get the trees cut back.”
“I was thinking the same thing myself,” Mildred said. “Traps would be great, thank you.”
“Okay, done. And you need to come round for a drink. It’s so good to have more people our age living here.”
“I’ll take you up on that. Good meeting you, Anneke!”
“And you, Mildred.”
Mildred watched for a moment as the woman shepherded a few comical looking alpaca up the slopes of the field. Well. Already things were turning out not exactly how she’d expected.

      [image: image-placeholder]Mildred made the little cottage her home. As planned, she drove the hired truck down from Hamilton, and Will helped her lift out her boxes and the few pieces of furniture that had been worth putting in storage, then return the truck to the Palmerston North depot. It was odd how much they’d both changed, but him especially; she’d always been the reserved one, perched somewhere with her sketchbook, and he was the prankster, but there was little sign of that dynamic now. He probably got plenty of time to exercise his prankster energy looking after the children – and the animals – but there was a thoughtfulness to him now that hadn’t been there when they were kids. She felt like they were going to get to know each other all over again.
The scratching sound in the roof had continued on and off. She made her way up the ladder but saw only general debris, and nothing moving. She’d get the traps from Anneke, and in the meantime she wrote down “insulation (roof)” in her notepad. The list was several pages, and some of it would need materials or professionals, but she was happy to do what she could, and project manage the rest. It was the least she could do, really. Her work had got her plenty of free accommodation and living costs grants over the past years, but she hadn’t actually sold that much, and while grants were still an option she was here to work out something more sustainable.
She sat in an armchair in front of her old – and slightly rattly – fan heater. Getting the chimney serviced was still on her list. She took a new notebook – she was in the habit of collecting such things – and her fountain pen, freshly filled with ink, and made some notes on the ideas she’d been considering for months. Perhaps writing a book. Perhaps some sort of online course – though she wasn’t very techy, she’d need help with that – or even in person, if it was just the odd weekend. She didn’t want to travel far for a while, wanted to have a home base. She needed to have some sort of roadmap, a life plan, where she should be in five, ten, fifteen years. She tapped her pen on her notebook, trying to figure out which of her extended family would be the best one to help her with that.
She put the notebook down, stood up, stretched. She put her long hair – it was almost at her waist these days – in a loose plait and moved through to the second bedroom. The bedroom had been cleared of its furniture – the slat bed dismantled and moved to the garage, the mattress leaned up against the living room wall, the few other items distributed throughout the house. She’d rethink it later, could probably bring the mattress back in here when everything was assembled, but for now...
...for now her loom lay unassembled on the hardwood floor, and she’d missed it. Replanning her career wasn’t the only reason she’d decided she needed her home base again. Fortunately Syl, having the form of a caterpillar, was able to travel with her – being separated from one’s familiar would have been a great hardship – and she’d had amazing opportunities, wouldn’t have turned them down for the world, but she belonged with her loom. She let herself sit with the pieces for a few moments, feel the magic reverberating off them. Then she smiled. She may have infused the loom with some magic over the years, but it still wasn’t going to put itself together. 
Piece by piece, holding it in place and tightening screws, she assembled the loom. It fit neatly in the space, with enough room to walk round and some for storage by the door – she’d be able to drag the drawers back in and put them under the window. Everything was going perfectly. This was why she was here. To be able to work on big projects again.
Something simple first, though. To get her back into the habit before anything too ambitious. It was time to go through her stash. And ah. That was going to be a project.
She had thought she had done excellent work in de-stashing before she left the country. She’d given yarn away and sold it, even swapping it with friends for their bits of foreign currency so she’d have some small change when she landed in various places. She’d given two whole bags to the people who knit clothes for premature babies in the local hospital.
And yet.
And yet. 
In the shed beside her little cottage were eighteen storage boxes of tightly packed yarn. Eighteen boxes. And yes, she reasoned with herself, she’d been lucky enough to make this a profession not just a hobby, which meant this was work and her purchases were tax deductible, but somehow she still couldn’t escape that it was eighteen boxes.
And the shipment she’d sent before she came home still hadn’t arrived either.
She was going to need to get a handle on this. She’d been living out of a suitcase – well, a clothes suitcase and a materials suitcase – for years, buying only what she needed for each project or – when she truly couldn’t resist – what she could afford to ship home. Surely she could drop her stash down just a little.
Miracles were possible, after all.

      [image: image-placeholder]In the days that followed, her loom sang to her. She threaded it with some basic cotton as warp, and found a selection of colours she had a decent supply of in similar thicknesses to make a basic pattern. She wound her shuttles and began to weave, the shuttles back and forth between her hands in a rhythm, moving the shafts as she went until the pattern started to come through.
When she needed to rewind a shuttle she used a quick incantation and the wool connected as if there had never been a join there. The loom hummed with happiness. What were spells, after all, but the repetition of a pattern? Words chanted or the movement of a shuttle over under over under, different colours and configurations giving birth to different meanings, to telling stories, to affecting the future. This was the magic Mildred wove – it wasn’t showy and it was rarely something that could not be worked by other means even if that should take a little longer or more practice, but it was her magic. It was where she was at home.
A knock on the door interrupted her. She left her work carefully and answered it.
“Hi, Anneke,” she said, genuinely pleased to see her new friend. “Please come in.”
“Thanks. I brought the traps I promised – they’re live traps, so you will need to do the dispatching, or get one of us in to help – I’m guessing you don’t own a gun...?”
Mildred laughed and shook her head. “I’m not even sure I’d know which end was which.”
“Okay, definitely leave it to me, or my dad will help, or maybe Kerry can do it. It’s more hassle but it means if you get anything else stuck in there – or god forbid something native – you can take it and release it elsewhere unharmed. Or call DoC. Do you need help setting them?”
“I think I’m good. Thank you, I appreciate this. It feels like a waste of time doing too much work until I’ve got the pest issue under control. Will you stay for a coffee? I made some brownies just this morning.”
“Ah, I can’t take long but a coffee’s not too long, is it? Milk, one sugar, thank you.”
“Take a seat,” Mildred said. She had her own dining table in now  – she thought she’d see if an opshop wanted the one that had come with the house, seeing as Will had little interest in retaining the furniture. Along with a few other things. Next trip to Palmy. “Middle, edge, or corner?”
“Sorry, what?”
“Do you want your brownie to be from the middle, edge or corner.”
“Oh, uh, edge, please. Best of both worlds!”
“I concur,” Mildred said, slicing the chocolate and coconut brownies and putting pieces on saucers for both her and Anneke, taking another of the dining chairs as a seat. “How are your alpaca doing today?”
“Ah, troublesome as always. I’m going to need to clip their hooves next week and they won’t be forgiving me for that in a hurry. But they’re healthy, they’re doing well in this environment – I just need to work out more of a business plan and then I think I’ll be ready to grow the flock. There’s lots of potential – the fibre’s hypoallergenic, for example.”
“And quite a different texture from most sheep wool, if I understand right?” Mildred said, drinking her coffee.
“Absolutely. I’ll tell you a secret though. I talk all this stuff about business possibility – and it’s true – but really I just love them because they’re trouble. I’m the youngest of four, it was always chaos on the farm. Now my siblings have left, and I don’t think there are kids in my future – never say never, but – so someone’s got to keep up the mischief.”
“Yup. As long as it doesn’t involve hoofprints on my weaving, I’m all about the mischief.”
“Oh, don’t worry. I keep an eye on these fences.” She got up and put her cup and saucer by the sink. “It’s been lovely talking to you. Can I invite you for lunch sometime and get your opinion on some of my fibre samples?”
“I’d love to,” Mildred replied, realising she was flushing slightly. “You have my number, right?”
“Yeah. Reception’s a bit fuzzy at my place – it’s better out here – so I may not reply immediately.”
“Got it,” Mildred said, seeing Anneke off at the door, seeing a couple of alpaca looning around in the distance. She pretended not to notice that her face was flushed, pretended she wasn’t immediately thinking about when she would see Anneke again.

      [image: image-placeholder]She set the traps that afternoon – crawling into the dusty roof space. She knew she shouldn’t really do things like this alone, but if she asked Will for help he’d just insist on doing it for her. She was careful, anyway, sticking to the wooden beams – and she felt the house was structurally in good condition from everything she’d seen. Once they were sorted she got changed into a linen skirt and hand-knitted jersey, slipped on her shoes, and drove up to Will’s house. This was her first real test of babysitting – Will and Kerry were going to head into Palmy for a restaurant meal. It’s been years, Will had said wistfully, and was corrected down to eight months.
And that left Mildred in charge of the horde.
Fortunately, she had magic on her side.
People thought she was shy and sometimes even part of some sect, and she understood why with her braids and her long skirts, and all her handmade clothes; how she was softly spoken and always had something to sew in her bag. Maybe the kids would think they could get the better of her. She was happy to let them think that, for now.
The main farmhouse was solid and old, with bits of renovation over the years visible – the dormer windows signifying an attic conversion, the French doors out to the deck. Kerry’s parents, wanting to be closer to services as they aged, had moved up to Hawke’s Bay, allowing the large family to spread out. Mildred hadn’t quite got the confidence yet to ask Will if they were planning on any more. She got out of her car and the noise hit her like a wave. Someone was yelling in one direction, shrill and repeating – someone singing and thumping a wall in another. 
She took a moment to compose herself. On the one hand, she deeply appreciated what Anneke had said, about needing a bit of chaos and mischief in her life, especially out here in the middle of nowhere. On the other? On the other hand this completely reinforced for her that children were not in her future. She didn’t quite know what was, though; she’d had the excitement of travel and creative dreams fulfilled, but hers wasn’t the sort of career that automatically lent itself to stability, or even one where it was obvious which pathway followed which. 
Mildred could see the back French doors were open, despite the time of year, so she unhooked the gate and slid her slender form around it, careful not to let any errant children, animals, or other creatures slip out.
“Auuuunty Millie!” came the scream, and before she could tell where it was coming from she had Will’s four-year-old wrapped around her legs. “Auntie Millie do you have a nerf gun?”
“Oooh. I don’t. Do you have a spare one I can borrow?”
He was suddenly very serious. “Yes. But it’s my old one and not very good.”
“That’s alright. It will be good for me to practice on. You go get it.”
“I’m sorry,” Will said, edging his way outside with a cleaning rag in one hand. “I had ambitions of them being tucked up in bed, but with the days getting longer...”
“Really, not a problem,” Mildred said, as one of the twins tugged her arm to get her to see her cartwheel.
“We’ll see if you still feel like that tomorrow. I’ve cleaned their teeth so only water tonight unless there’s a real fuss, and the older three literally just need to be put to bed. Annabel might give you a bit more trouble – she’s more or less sleeping through the night but a bit grizzly on and off. See how you go. Remember you can call us any time and we’ll head home. Really no harm done – I’m not expecting things to go smoothly on the first attempt at leaving them.”
Of course, that only made Mildred even more determined. Will had done a lot for her – even before he offered her a place to hide out and recover and reorganise her life – and letting him and Kerry have a date night seemed like a very small way to repay him. No, she was going to find a way to keep these children safe and under control no matter what.
Despite having grown up in a large family, Mildred had not had all that much experience with young children. No matter! People had been keeping children alive for centuries in considerably more trying circumstances, and she was sure she could manage it for the evening. And she definitely hadn’t jinxed anything by thinking that.
She was still forcing herself to think along those lines three hours later, when the eldest had finally fallen asleep in the middle of a batch of questioning about whether dinosaurs could live in space. She took her magic to the paint spilled across the table, using her fingers to guide it all back into the pot – and with dishes by the sink and milk mopped up, the place no longer looked like a natural disaster had hit it. For a brief time, sitting on the couch with a cup of herbal tea, and finishing off the sock she was making, she felt normal. As if she was part of a mainstream world she’d only been a guest in before.

      [image: image-placeholder]It didn’t last. As soon as she got home and to her bedroom she heard the noise again. Scratching and scrabbling around up there – much louder than before. Not to worry. She’d dealt with worse than possums before. She cleaned her face and teeth, got into her night clothes, and tried to sleep.
Scratch, scratch, scratch.
She turned on the light.
Scratching and then banging. Probably a possum party up there. Scratch bang scratch crash. It felt like they were going to bring the house down. Maybe one was stuck in the trap and trying to escape.  In any case, she was getting no sleep tonight. She got up, climbed the ladder, and with a torch in her hand climbed up and shifted the entrance to the roof space.
At first she couldn’t hear or see anything. Maybe the creatures had retreated when they’d heard her coming. Maybe she was imagining things. And then she heard something. Not scratching, but something more akin to... singing. A sense of dread building round her stomach, she pivoted round and saw... a set of feet, translucent, glowing, and then up to legs, someone sitting... shit. Shit shit shit she had a ghost. 
That was it.  She didn’t look far enough up to see the person’s face. She half climbed, half fell down the ladder, flung the door of the cottage shut behind her and ran down the drive way to her car. It took her a few seconds of sitting there, heart thumping, to realise nothing had followed her.
Will was the obvious choice. It was his house after all, and she’d known him forever. But it was the direction of the house Anneke shared with her parents she found herself driving in, reasoning to herself that Will had five kids and got so little sleep, and if she woke up him she’d wake up a whole household.
Sitting in the driveway she tried calling Anneke, knowing she mostly likely had her phone on silent. Two attempts and no luck. She got out of the car and tried to work out which room might be hers, feeling like she was a child in a very old book where one did things like throw stones at one’s friend’s windows to wake them up.
No, this was ridiculous. She was an adult – well travelled, recognised – and she wasn’t scared of the odd ghost scratching around in the attic. She’d just gotten startled in the dark. She could wait till morning and try to talk with it. She was a witch, from a long line of witches – ghosts and other weird experiences were part of her life. No, she was going to head back and deal with this in the morning.
Ahead of her a light flicked on. Then another.
“Can I help you?” A woman probably in her sixties was standing in the doorway. Mildred felt herself flush, the old anxiety coming back to her.
“No, uh, it’s fine, I...”
“You can’t just sit in someone’s driveway at this time of night and say everything’s fine. You need help? Your man hurt you?”
“No, no, it’s nothing like that. I just got freaked out by something and I wanted to see if Anneke...”
The woman peered closer. “You’re the one who’s renting the cottage over on Will and Kerry’s farm. Anneke mentioned you; I forget your name.”
“Mildred. I’m so sorry to have disturbed you. I just had a panic and I don’t know many people round here.”
“Come in and have a hot chocolate to get yourself settled.”
“I really...”
“Now then. You’ve woken me up. You can at least keep me company over a hot drink.”
Mildred relented without too much difficulty. “Well if it’s not too much trouble...”
“None at all. Come this way.”
Mildred locked her car – perhaps a city dweller’s habit, but she was cautious by nature. Anneke’s mother – who introduced herself as Win – pointed her towards the extension, where they’d be less likely to wake the others, and within minutes she was seated in a comfy armchair, with a blanket on her lap, and a mug of hot chocolate in her hands. She felt she’d never needed hot chocolate like this one.
“Do you think it was a ghost you saw?” asked Win, sitting down in the armchair next to her. “Well don’t give me that face. It’s a reasonable question.” 
“Yes,” Mildred replied, eventually. She was used to the paranormal, but usually only talked about it with family. She wasn’t used to strangers bringing it up as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “I mean, I didn’t get a good look at it but it looked that way. Did you... did you know? About the cottage?”
“I didn’t know-know. But it was a reasonable supposition. A lot of old farm buildings are haunted one way or another. And a little cottage like that one, uninhabited for so long and the last people staying only months?”
“Well I wish Will had told me...”
“He probably didn’t know, dear. He’s not from round here, and people who aren’t open to the idea generally find their way to other conclusions. He probably thought it was too damp for renters, too small, too isolated... any one of many possible reasons.”
Mildred sipped her hot chocolate and agreed with her.
“Do you think your ghost is malevolent or did you just get a scare?”
“I think just a scare... I’ve seen ghosts before so I think it was just because it was night and I was so alone... just a perfect storm for me freaking out.”
“And you’re an artist as well. I think people like that tend to be a bit more sensitive to the paranormal.”
Mildred nodded. She definitely was more sensitive to the paranormal, but not in the way Anneke’s mother had guessed. She wondered whether to tell her right now, but she felt these things – even when someone had shown themselves to be open to the supernatural – were best revealed slowly.
“I’ve had a few experiences over the years. Some of my family are more into it than me.” 
And that was true. Mildred was a witch as much as any other witch, but it didn’t mean she had the same interests as those who grew up with family ghosts, went looking for spectres, or lived in haunted houses.. 
“My husband would say it’s nonsense. I’d say he’s narrow minded. You know how it goes.”
“Anneke said he was ill. Are you doing okay?”
“Oh yes, nothing to worry about. Well. It’s nothing serious in itself. Nothing that’s going to kill him, just enough to bring home the fact that neither of us are getting any younger. But we’ll be around a bit longer, so counting our blessings. Anneke’s the last one we’d have thought would end up running the farm – we thought we were doing well if we could get her to come back for Christmas once in a while. This place was tough on her, when she was younger. But here we are. The world changes.”
Mildred smiled and swirled the last of her hot chocolate.
“It definitely does. Thank you so much for this, I’m feeling a bit better now.”
“You sure you’ll be alright?”
“I’ll be fine. If whatever it is wanted to hurt me it would have done so by now.”
When she got back home, there was no sign of anything wrong. The embers from the fire had gone completely out. The house was empty, and quiet, and still. Mildred got beneath the heavy, hand-woven woollen blankets on the old wooden bed, and fell instantly asleep.

      [image: image-placeholder]It was late morning when Mildred woke, and there was still no sign of ghosts. She opened the curtains, letting light into an increasingly welcoming cottage, one that was increasingly becoming her home. She had her loom set up, and two spinning wheels in the lounge, notes about future plans – she was going to write a book, she’d decided, and unlike some of the heavily technical articles she’d written this one was going to be bright and illustrated, accessible to even beginner fibre artists; a guide to using different materials in weaving and their different effects. It was going to talk about options and she was going to create a series of eight small pieces to showcase different materials and techniques, but most of the focus was going to be about encouraging experimentation, with personal anecdotes to illustrate her points.
She needed to do some research about how to pitch publishers and all that; there was a lot to do before she even started writing, and she knew it was far from a guaranteed money maker, but it meant she was doing something that might last and that she could have for sale at events, and might draw people to her other work. She was buoyed by her confidence in this; in one of her notepads she was scribbling down ideas for materials to use, both more conventional fibres and items most people would never think of in relation to weaving.
And she had a particular idea: she wanted to do a mini-feature on Anneke and her alpaca. Anneke had said she wanted to make more craft people interested – and it was a cute story, rural girl back to help out her parents but following her own dream in the process. And she was certain the alpaca would be extremely photogenic. It would be great for both of them. She’d talk to...
…and then it hit her. She’d turned up at Anneke’s house at 2am that morning terrified of a ghost. It wasn’t just that she was terrified of a ghost – in the non-witching world she understood that to be relatively normal – but that instead of going in the direction of her long-time friend, she’d turned up at the house of someone she barely knew.
Fuck.
She didn’t know if she’d ever be able to face Anneke again. By now the story had probably spread as well, so she wouldn’t be able to drive to the little shop or the pub – in fact, she’d probably have to barricade herself in her cottage for the full two years, driving out to Palmy in the dark to get groceries, never letting anyone see the face of the ridiculous woman who freaked out at the first sign of a ghost and then drove to the home of the woman she totally didn’t have a crush on and ended up waking up her mother. Most likely there was no coming back from this ever; most likely her fate was sealed – but if she had any chance, any hope of redeeming herself at all, there was one thing she needed to do.
She needed to confront the ghost.
The hatch cover had fallen from where she’d propped it, half covering the entrance to the roofspace. The ladder was still there – it’s not like ghosts would make use of a ladder. Still, it made her uneasy. Before she was looking into anything else she was going to get some help, and some protection, and fortunately it wasn’t far away. She sat down at her laptop and opened her messenger app. This called for Witchy Chat – the name some of her younger relatives – well Laurel, really – gave to the family group chat for witches and everyone else who knew about or was interested in magic stuff. Pretty much everyone, then.
“Found a ghost in my attic. Want some protection before looking up there more, but I’m a long way from anywhere here and only a very basic herb garden. Ideas?”
Then she turned the muted the notifications, put the lid down, and got up. She would give them some time to get out their speculations about the nature of the ghost and questions about where she was now, and then she’d be back to answer the most pertinent of their questions. In the meantime, she supposed, she’d do something about the remnants of the herb garden. It seemed a good time.
She didn’t have proper tools, but on her last supermarket trip she’d picked herself up some gardening gloves and a trowel. Checking the cushions in the lounge she confirmed one of them came from the Warehouse and was already not in great condition, so she figured it wouldn’t be any more spoiled if she used it as a gardening one. She put her hands through the overgrown mess and felt out a brick border where she put the cushion down, knelt, and began to tug at weeds.
Within half an hour she had a good sized pile of weeds, and what looked like at least twice as many to go. Her work so far had revealed evidence of other, less hardy herbs, though – thyme and lemongrass – and if they’d survived being buried at the bottom of that pile they must be good specimens, could probably survive anything. Buoyed by this news, Mildred kept working, tugging out grass and carpet rose until she found the remains of what looked like a quite deliberate and well thought through herb garden. It was likely someone who had lived here had been really into cooking, but it was also possible they had been a witch.
There were more of them, in Mildred’s experience, than most people would think.
At last she’d pulled back enough of the weeds to see the soil, and to truly have a herb garden, albeit a small one. The herbs didn’t look in great shape, but if they’d survived so far there was a good chance they’d grow back well with some care. She’d ask the chat tonight for some advice on restoring the little patch of garden, and from then on any family member who visited could pay a toll; a herb cutting from their own gardens.
There were no signs of ghosts. It was a sharp winter’s day, all stillness and cold blue skies. Fields stretched into rolling hills. Spinning round she could see a fair distance in all directions but only a handful of buildings, and most of those were barns. She wasn’t sure where a comfortable sense of privacy ended and where isolation began, but for now she felt she would be happy. If it were not for the attic situation.
She checked Witchy Chat again. As predicted, everyone had theories, and she scrolled through them, rolling her eyes but knowing she wouldn’t have it any other way. Eventually she came to the more useful suggestions. One suggested keeping a piece of tiger’s eye about her person – and she did have tiger’s eye, somewhere, in a jar of crystals. Other potions were way too complicated for her to make; even if she were to make a trip to a shop it just wouldn’t work with the resources she had. But there was a simple one that seemed doable, especially if she could work out some substitutions, and she went through her unpacked boxes, her fledgeling garden, and even her spice rack – because yes, home grown or foraged herbs were best, bought fresh next best, but dried and from the supermarket in little glass jars weren’t entirely out of the question. It didn’t make you a bad witch, just a pragmatic one. 
Within twenty minutes, she’d collected most of what she needed: a few pins into a glass jar, along with a sprig of rosemary and some salt. She chopped up some garlic, took some mint from the garden to substitute for peppermint (honestly, they were so commonly interchanged that she wasn’t even sure some of the spells were accurate in that regard), and added some dried marjoram and some oil, leaving it for a while to absorb before she spoke words over it. It was simple magic, but she didn’t think she was dealing with anything particularly strong or malicious, and she felt safer with protection magic in place. Sometimes, that was enough to make the difference.

      [image: image-placeholder]Mildred climbed the ladder slowly, cautiously, conscious even of the noise her soft footsteps made on the ladder. She opened the hatch and pulled herself upwards.
A woman sat at a spinning wheel. Old style, probably nothing special, a medium wood. She used the foot pedal to keep turning the wheel while using her hands to maintain the tension in the fibre, turn it into yarn. She was absorbed in the process, watching her work carefully.
Mildred watched her. She had good technique, she thought, but then she’d probably been doing that all her life. At a guess she was in her fifties. She wore the clothes and expression of a woman who hadn’t had chance to sit around, even when her children were grown.
She joined a new piece of fibre without even noticing Mildred. Despite feeling anxious, Mildred coughed, deliberately. As she suspected, the woman didn’t even look round. Mildred climbed back down the stairs, letting the trapdoor shut behind her.
As she had expected, the protection spells had created a sort of veil between them. The ghost was still there, but she wasn’t aware of Mildred. Which was good for now, but Mildred knew this wasn’t the end of the story.
It wasn’t that she couldn’t imagine happily living with a resident ghost, particularly one who shared her interests in fibre crafts and kept happily to the attic. That had a sort of appeal, in a way. But she was quite sure the ghost was there for a reason, that she wanted something from her.
And she was going to have to find out what.

      [image: image-placeholder]Despite her embarrassment, Mildred did leave the house again, and as luck would have it, she drove down to the road to head out to the shop the next morning at the same time Anneke was checking the mail from the little cluster of boxes. Mildred didn’t have her own; the few things she received came via Will and his family. She wanted to just drive on past Anneke, but she told herself the longer she left things the harder it would be to pick them up later, so instead she decided to be an adult – she wasn’t that far off forty, after all – and have a conversation with her.
“Heard you met my mum the other night,” Anneke said, shifting from foot to foot like this was awkward for her. 
“I’m so sorry...” Mildred forced herself to look up. Anneke was just supressing a grin, her hair shining even in the low morning sun. Her expression wasn’t mocking; amused, yes, but in a way that invited Mildred to think of this as a shared weird experience that maybe, just maybe, they’d laugh about in years to come.
“Don’t be. But I’m sorry about my mum... she’s quite convinced you saw a ghost. I had to tell her that you were well travelled and stuff and very unlikely to believe her folk tales.”
“Uh...”
“Ohhh. You do believe in ghosts. Bugger. Now I’ve got to apologise to my mother. Again. I was quite sure you were just being polite about her old stories. You do believe in ghosts. Have you seen one before?”
Mildred nodded. “A couple of times. I think I just freaked.”
“Okay, well no offence, but I’m usually on the rational explanation side of things. Scully seasons 1 through 7, that’s me. I reckon there must have been something caught in one of those traps I lent you. Do you want me to take a look?”
“I’ve already had a look.”
“And you saw a ghost? Are you sure you weren’t half asleep?”
Mildred shook her head. “No. I’m afraid I saw it.”
Anneke looked like she was about to say something sceptical, and Mildred was grateful when she only nodded as if thinking to herself for a few seconds.
“Well I don’t know much about ghosts, but if I can help let me know. And, uh, please make sure the traps are unhaunted before you return them.”
“Don’t worry, I’ll do a cleansi—” Mildred stopped herself.
“Were you just going to say spell? A cleansing spell?”
Mildred nodded, slowly. She hadn’t wanted to bring all this up so early, but it wasn’t something she wanted to lie about.
“You’re a witch! No wonder my mother speaks highly of you. It’s always been her regret that she could never do magic – you know, like everyone wants to when they’re a kid – but she collects information like folk tales and traditions and stuff, and she’s always hoped she could be part of it... Can you? Can you show her how to do stuff?”
Mildred felt hesitant. “I mean, there are bits anyone can do with spells and potions. They’re not showy, and they’re not provable – they’re more just about giving things a nudge in a different direction. Plus I owe her for me being ridiculous last night. So, uh, if she’d like me to teach her something that will keep the air cleaner or a couple of wards for the house, then sure.”
“She’d love that. I’ll arrange us dinner or something. But. Before I do that. There’s a really nice cafe like half an hour south of here. Most places they’re just hot chips and pies, y’know, for road stops, but this is like good burgers and coffee. Can I take you for lunch?”
Mildred hesitated.
“Only if you want to, I mean, no pressure,” Anneke rushed in, anxiously.
“No, I’d love to. I’m just trying to work out if you’re asking me as a friendly neighbour, or on a date.”
“Well I certainly try to be a friendly neighbour, but I’d like it to be a date too. How about we give that a try and if we’re not enjoying it as a date then friendly neighbour status it is.”
“Deal. But I’ll bring my own car, if that’s okay.”
“Of course. It’s on Google Maps, I’ll message you the details.”
As she drove on, Mildred’s head was spinning. It’s just one tentative date, she told herself. You’ve dated before, and most of those haven’t gone anywhere. She wondered if she should be pursuing this at all, if it would take her focus away from her career, but she found herself smiling as she thought of Anneke, and that, she supposed, decided everything.

      [image: image-placeholder]Mildred took a walk the next day. Both Will and Anneke had told her where she could and couldn’t go on their farms, and between them there was plenty of opportunity for her to explore. It was still winter, many of the fields fallow – especially those on Anneke’s family farm, the majority of which was still devoted to corn.
Mildred could see why Anneke felt introducing the alpaca was such a good idea. There were patches of land relatively unused, steeper slopes that may have been farmed once, but were no longer a priority. On some the alpaca grazed happily; others were returning to native bush; one seemed to have become a dumping ground that would need clearing. She didn’t imagine – though she admittedly knew little about farming economics – that the farm could be entirely turned over to the strange creatures and still be sustainable – but maybe diversifying was the future. 
Definitely not just a whim on Anneke’s part.

      [image: image-placeholder]She met Anneke at the burger place, following the directions from her phone. It was almost out of place in such a small settlement – just a cluster of shops on the main road, not even a proper supermarket. And yet they seemed to be making good business, both in takeaways and in their small seating area, booths and a few small tables.
Anneke was already at a table and she smiled when she saw her, handed her a laminated paper menu. 
“I’m just going to have to choose when I order,” she said. “So many good options.”
“Well,” Mildred said, scanning the menu and agreeing, “it’s not like this place is going anywhere.”
“Are you suggesting we do this again and work our way through the menu?”
Mildred caught herself blushing. “I’m not not suggesting that. Let’s see how it goes today, yeah?”
Anneke was entirely correct; they were good burgers. With paprika-seasoned curly fries and everything. And despite being unreasonably full, it was quite easy to decide to split some churros afterwards.
“So I know we want to work through the burger menu,” said Mildred. “But can I also invite you round for dinner?
“Are you cooking?”
“I’m totally cooking. Don’t expect anything super fancy, but I reckon I can put together something suitable. I’ve started inviting some family to visit – I’ve got my cousin Laurel and her partner here next week. You’re welcome to stop by and meet them, but as far as dinner is concerned – maybe the 21st, around then?”
Anneke looked at her phone briefly.
“21st is great. It’s in my calendar.”
Mildred marked it in her’s too – the pocket diary that was in French because that was where she had bought it. It was fairly empty compared to how it had been, the colour coded appointments and reminders petering out from multiple a day to just a few a week.
“So tell me about your cousin – Lauren, was it?”
“Laurel,” said Mildred, putting down her drink. “Laurel and Marigold.”
It was near impossible for Mildred to start there, without taking it back a couple of generations, and she ended up giving Anneke a rundown of her family which she suspected was rather boring – and the more so because she wasn’t yet ready to talk about their magic, which by implication made whole swathes of many of their lives and personalities off limits. Anneke, though, was very polite about it, seeming to listen intently and even ask occasional questions and clarifications as she went. The perfect listener, pretty much, and not the type Mildred would have picked for that – the farm girl with messy hair who seemed to always have something to turn her hands to, skipping off in one direction or another, and yet it was clearly the case. Too good to be true, perhaps, she reckoned.
While she was talking the churros arrived, and as they dipped them messily in the chocolate sauce, she finally caught up to Laurel and Marigold.
“So she’s been with Marigold, hmm, over a year now. Laurel’s finishing up a linguistics degree but she also has this succulent and houseplants business going on the side which hopefully will take off. Fingers crossed anyway, she has a good head on her shoulders, that one. And Marigold’s a scientist and don’t ask me any more than that, all I know is she’s extremely scary levels of smart and sufficiently so that the university slash government is happy to give her money to keep doing it. They’ve got busy schedules, so I’m glad I managed to persuade them to fit a visit in.”
“Always the problem,” Anneke said. “I was so relieved when I moved back here, just to get away from it all. I don’t mind working, and I have my projects, but all the scheduling and the busyness… nah. As soon as I left it was just like everything was just a second skin, sliding off me... Not literally. I’m going to have to be careful, I guess, about how literally I talk what with you being involved in magic and such like. Take it from me, what comes out of my mouth may be weird, but it’s almost certainly explainable by the established laws of physics.”
Mildred laughed.
“Unfortunately I know about as little about physics as I do about your alpaca. Maths, I know, which scares some people, but physics, especially the quantum stuff...”
“Yes, okay, I can’t claim to be an expert in that area. I guess I just feel more comfortable with things you can explain. No offence.”
“None taken. But magic does have its own rules and logic. It’s not just waving a wand and woosh, a frog appears. A lot of it’s about nudging things just a bit more in one direction or another. Shifting possibilities.”
“So you can’t make someone fall in love with me.”
Mildred felt like she was hearing something far away. She managed a little self-conscious giggle.
“No. I wouldn’t want to, because we believe in consent, and I don’t think I could even if I was okay with it. But I could make it so they notice you across a crowded room, or so you are more confident in their presence, that sort of thing. If you’re incompatible they’re not going to be interested either way. But if what it takes is just nudging the chances, upping the probability of that in one direction or another, then maybe I can help you with that. Do you have anyone in mind?”
“I’ll let you know Millie. I’ll let you know.”
They both grinned at each other, and there was, of course, much left unsaid behind those grins.

      [image: image-placeholder]After that the two of them saw each other increasingly frequently. They were both busy – Anneke on the farm, and Mildred pushing herself to make the most of the opportunity to concentrate on her work. But they got snatches of time – lunches eaten sitting up on fences, walks in the twilight, snatches of messages back and forth – and there wasn’t good cell reception here, so most of the time they were on a messaging app and picking them up as they went near their respective homes.
When Anneke was working close to Mildred’s cottage, Mildred brought out fresh bread and soup in re-usable coffee cups for lunch. 
“Just some brown onion,” she said, offering it and a spoon to Anneke as they sat on a log that had, in all honesty, been left there largely for that purpose.
Anneke took a sip. “There’s no just about it. This is amazing. Thank you.”
“I was just thinking,” Mildred said, as she balanced the soup between her thighs and tore into her bread. “About using these cups in the city getting lattes in the mornings, and how much everything’s changed and yet it doesn’t feel all that strange. And how we both, when we reached adulthood, we ran to the cities and yet we didn’t stay. Do you... I mean, is it just a different stage in your life? Or do you feel you wanted something that didn’t turn out to be there?”
Anneke took another sip – a full spoonful, this time – of the soup, and stared out far beyond the paddock, looking at some distant horizon. It was as if she was trying to work out what to say, or how to formulate something particularly difficult. At last she spoke, tentatively.
“Well... there’s a difference between people who seek out urban areas because they like urban areas, and those who seek them out only because they’ve been told their whole lives that urban areas are the only places they can be safe.”
“You didn’t feel safe out here?”
“Realistically... I didn’t have it too bad, not compared to other people I know. There was some teasing and some weird remarks, but nothing got beyond that. Being trans and all... did you pick that up?” Anneke looked away, as if waiting for Mildred’s response before she re-engaged.
Mildred shook her head, feeling a few things starting to slide into space.
“Sorry, I’m clueless all over the place. But it makes sense, with your mother saying you’d had a rough time and she thought you’d be the last one back here.”
“Oh did she now? Quite the little midnight chat you two had.” Anneke laughed, dipping her bread into her soup. “Don’t apologise. It’s no secret, but I’m happy it’s not something that leaps out at people the first time we meet anymore. And yeah. With the urban areas thing there’s some truth to it, but it also becomes a bit of a self-fulfilling prophecy, y’know? If all of us flee to the cities as soon as we’re old enough no-one actually gets used to us here. I’m not talking about the assholes – they’re going to be assholes wherever we are and it’s not our job to change them. But with people who are just ignorant... when their kids come out I want them to think not, that’s so weird but, ah Anneke, the woman who took over the family farm when her father was struggling and has a fleet of alpaca and plays the flute, y’know?”
“I would be very happy to compare my hypothetical child to someone like you. I’m glad it’s working out.”
“It was tougher at first. The first few weeks I was back here I wondered what the hell I was doing, like whether I’d regressed or something. I was terrified to leave the house sometimes.”
“Did it get safer here, or did you decide it was worth it?”
“Oh, good question. Yes, it got safer. And I got more able to deal with it to a point that things that would once have been a big threat to my wellbeing were just annoyances, and that even though there are always going to be people who behave like shit, there are many more people who are going to tell them to sit down and shut up. People can be pretty straight up round here, and once they think of you as part of their group then no-one gets to talk shit about you. But yes. I wanted to be here. I didn’t realise it at first but it pulled me back bit by bit. It was like I enjoyed being other places but I couldn’t quite settle. And then Dad started talking about selling because he couldn’t do as much as he used to and everything kinda fell into place. I agreed to come back. Conditional on alpaca.”
Mildred laughed.
“I’m sure he was totally expecting that condition.”
“Well, not that specifically, but probably something like it. I was always the weirdo in the family. What will the neighbours think when they see we have llamas galloping the fields. Well they’re not llama, which are cool too but bigger, and I wouldn’t quite call what they do gallop. But I think I’m proving him wrong. They do so well on the steeper slopes of the farm, it’s like Peru for them, like home. And diversifying income streams is the way to go. We can’t keep relying on the old ways. Also, just to be clear, the llamas aren’t some kind of metaphor for me in this story. It took him a bit of time to get used to it when I transitioned, but he’s always been supportive. No, the alpaca are just alpaca here. Literal alpaca.”
“I love your literal alpaca.”
“Good. Because they’re ridiculous creatures and I love them too, and also I was hoping you’d give me some opinions on some of their fleece. I’ve got some batches and I want to know more about what’s best and what to market for what purpose. I’ll give you some freebies in exchange.”
Mildred would absolutely have done it for free but she nodded.
“Sure thing. Happy to help.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Mildred surveyed the spare bedroom, putting together a plan. She managed to shove the bed against the loom and leave just enough room for the door to open. It wasn’t going to be the comfiest sleeping solution for Laurel and Marigold, but she reckoned they were young, they’d have no difficulty crawling to the end of the bed. She’d swap with them if necessary. Fresh sheets, and it looked comfy. She hadn’t seen Laurel in years. The whole thing was a bit of a turnaround, to be honest – she was used to crashing with family, visiting them. Now she too had at least a semi-stable home and could do the inviting and the hosting.
The thought delighted and scared her a little bit. She made a trip up to Palmy to the supermarket, and to get some other supplies; it took her most of the morning and she was tired when she came back, having a simple lunch of bread and some cold meat, and a full pot of tea though admittedly she didn’t get through all of it. The house didn’t look flash but it did look clean. Functional. Comforting even, and if not then certainly nothing to be ashamed of.
An hour or so later she saw the car pull up through the window. Nothing special – a solid first car, she thought. She pushed her feet into her slippers and went out to greet her visitors. 
Laurel got out of the driver’s side first. She was taller than Mildred remembered – though not even close to catching up to her, few were – and her hair a lighter blue than last time she’d seen her. She was dressed comfortably but smartly, in dark jeans and a thick brown turtleneck jersey. Mildred walked over and hugged her, feeling the comfort of family once more.
Laurel seemed split between generations – noticeably younger than Mildred, to the point she’d watched her grow up, but not young enough to be one of the kids. She’d found how they related had changed a lot as they’d gotten older, and now she supposed it would be different all over again. But she was looking forward to her presence in the house, and feeling a bit more connected to family again. 
It was a moment before Marigold got out, scrambling and half tripping over herself as she did so. She was dressed in a turquoise hoodie, and – to Mildred’s brief horror – shorts, below which were a well-worn pair of Doc Martens. Mildred knew she must be getting old because she wanted to ensure that small child had a blanket and kept warm. But when Marigold had picked herself up and held out her hand, she felt an instant liking for her.
“Lovely to meet you at last, Marigold,” she said. “I’m Mildred. Call me that or Millie, either’s good.”
“It’s lovely to meet you too. Thank you so much for having... oh my god there are alpaca!!! Laurel why did you not tell me there were alpaca. Oh my god they’re my favourite!”
And with that Marigold scampered along the fence line to the edge of the field where one of the alpaca was looking curiously in their direction.
“Because I didn’t know,” said Laurel, not really to Mildred, shaking her head with a smile and spreading her arms.
Mildred felt her quiet life was definitely about to be disrupted.
“I’ll help you get your bags in,” she said to Laurel.
“Oh, we didn’t bring much, but I have these. Hopefully survived the journey okay.” Mildred reached out and took the cardboard box lid. It held a few seedlings in trays, and a glass jar part filled with water with cuttings inside. “There’s a list in there just in case you can’t identify anything. I tried to get you a mix of the basics to build up your collection and some of the rarer ones that other people are unlikely to bring you.”
Mildred inhaled the scent, breathing deeply. She’d never been much of a potions person; her magic had manifested in her love of crafts from when she was very small, so while she did the usual training every witch in her extended family got exposed to, there was no need for her to linger on potions and so on. But the smell of herbs was like home for any witch. She placed the tray carefully in the kitchen – she’d sort through it later – and helped Laurel take the bags through to the spare room.
“Sorry it’s a bit cramped,” she said, but Laurel shook her head. 
“It’s lovely,” she said. “Look at the way the ceiling arches with the roof and the wooden beams.”
Mildred turned at the sound of fast footsteps approaching the door, and turned round to see Marigold pulling off her shoes. “I’m so sorry! I’m trying to learn not to be distracted by everything but I’ve never seen alpaca for real before. You live the dream, Mildred, I’m so glad to know you.”
Mildred felt like she didn’t quite know what had hit her. Everyone seemed to be buzzing around the house – alpaca included. She had expected a more sedate pace living out here, but right now that didn’t seem to have eventuated. 
But later, after Marigold had dragged Laurel out for another meeting with Anneke’s alpaca, and Mildred had stayed in the kitchen looking out through the back window and cooking prawns with fresh linguine and lemons from the tree that was just outside the cottage’s garden but she figured there was no way Will would mind, and by the time she was sitting at the table and pouring out a bottle of wine for them, she realised that despite her overwhelm this was what she’d missed. Family. And people she could be herself around, for whom magic talk was just normal and didn’t require warning. Thinking of...
“I should warn you,” she said, cracking black pepper onto her pasta. “There’s something up in the attic. I’m dealing with it and it’s been pretty quiet the past few days, but you might hear it scratching around at night. Let me know if it keeps you awake.”
“Possums?” Laurel asked. “Or is it the ghost you were talking about on the chat?”
“Er...”
“GHOST POSSUMS?” Marigold interjected.
“I don’t think so. It’s a human ghost and I don’t think she’s malevolent. Just hard to find out what they want, y’know?”
“It makes sense,” Laurel said. “Imagine getting free rent, like anywhere. You could commute to Palmy from here, surely there’d be plenty of people willing to pay...”
“That was more because of the state of it,” Mildred said. “And because Will’s an old friend.”
“The state...?” Laurel said in disbelief.
“It was a lot worse before I started cleaning it out, believe me.”
“Hmm,” said Laurel. “Do the walls leak? I reckon if the walls don’t leak someone will rent it, and probably even if they do... in Wellington, anyway. Do you have any mould issues? I’ve got some really good wards for mould if you’d like to borrow them.”
“Ah, it’s not too bad, but would probably help in the bathroom. Thank you.”
Mildred knew the rental situation was bad, and had gotten worse, but she hadn’t expected it to have so affected them that her warning about a ghost barely registered. She wasn’t quite sure how to feel about that.
“It’s got a really nice style,” Marigold said thoughtfully. “Like, a sense of history, and I like the exposed woodwork. You’ve got it looking really nice.”
“Thanks. Yeah, there’s a sense of history here. It’s cosy – and not in the way real estate agents mean to say small, but genuinely cosy. Like, it feels snug. You two have an apartment together now, right?”
“Yeah, just up in Brooklyn. It’s nice enough – I mean, nothing leaks, and we’ve made it our own. But it’s temporary. It feels temporary.”
“This is temporary too. The plan is for me to spend a year here, maybe two.”
Laurel looked around. “It feels sturdier though. It’s got history. It might not always be you who lives in it but it feels like there’s a lasting connection.”
“What about you two, then? Where do you think you’ll end up? If this apartment’s temporary, what next?”
“Very much an open question. There aren’t so many postdocs here. I think I want to be back here eventually, but with the sort of career I want, I probably do need to spend some time overseas. And Laurel...”
“I want to travel,” Laurel continued. “But I don’t know if I want to live somewhere else. I speak German and Spanish reasonably well, and a bit of Korean, so that’s an advantage, but I don’t know. I’ve lived in Wellington ever since I left home, and now my business is working out, I don’t know if I want to just uproot everything. If you’ll excuse the pun.”
“We’re talking about it,” said Marigold, and Mildred could see there was a lot hanging between those words. “But you. You’ve spent a lot of time overseas and now you’re back here. Any... any advice? It seems to have gone well for you.”
Mildred laughed. “I don’t think I have any. I don’t really feel like an adult even now, more just that I’ve bumbled my way through and things have seemed to work out mostly. I guess I’d say there’s not much you can’t undo. If you take a chance on something and it doesn’t work out you can usually move back – you might lose some time or some money, but don’t feel it has to be perfect before giving it a try.”
While Marigold was off trying to take more photos of the Alpaca, and Mildred was feeling considerably less energetic after sausages – actually good sausages, the sort that were more meat than breadcrumbs – and potatoes with plenty of herbed butter and vegetables, she and Lauren really got to talking. 
“I struggled a lot with working out where I was meant to be going. Not just job and that, though that was a lot of it,” Laurel said. “But more than that. Who I was meant to be as a witch and who I was meant to be as me.”
“I can relate to that very well,” Mildred replied, filling up their water glasses.
“You? But you were always the fibre artist. Back when I was tiny and you were a teenager, even then, people talked about it as your thing, your talent, your destiny. I didn’t imagine you’d ever thought of doing something else.”
“I’m not sure it’s exactly that,” Mildred said, “though there definitely were those who thought I should do something sensible as a backup like become an accountant... don’t laugh, I really liked maths, a lot of the textile work I do is mathematical when it comes down to it. It was more... creative careers are messy and no-one really knew how I should go about it, like should I focus on the product or becoming a designer or teaching or the artistic grants and residency type pathways. So much of the time it was so overwhelming when all I wanted to do is just weave.”
“This seems like a good quiet place for that.”
“Oh, it is. Though I do need to be making plans again – in a conventional job, it’s fairly straightforward, but here there are so many options. I’m thinking of mostly focusing on online classes though, and seeing how I go from there.”
“That sounds really cool. I’m almost the opposite, I really like the business side. I like using project management tools and learning about marketing and charting financials... I love my succulents but they’re almost an excuse to be able to do that. I need to expand one way or another someday, and I’m just not sure where and how that’s going to go.”
The conversation turned to family, to visits to cousins. So many witches – especially those who had a particular talent or skill or interest, which was most of them. 
“How is Sorrel going? Are they doing okay?”
“Yeah, good. We had an incident over the summer, but that was typical pre-teen magic gone wrong. We’ve all been there. And it looks like Marigold and I have been officially nominated as support people, and to explain everything to the old people. Not that they need as much explaining as some people think. Gran’s pretty cool with it all. Nothing gets past her.”
“She’s still pretty sharp, eh. Oh, you mean like I got nominated to support you,” Mildred said. 
“Ha, did you!?” Laurel asked. “It’s all making sense now.”
“Don’t get me wrong. I like you and your company and I’d have done it anyway. But yeah, they looked at me and were all You’re gay, and you’re an artist which makes you like double gay, this is your designated role. Deal with the gay youth because we don’t know how and we’re freaking out.”
“I’m from Wellington,” Laurel said, suddenly understanding. “That makes me double gay to them too.”
“Yes, exactly. They’ve decided there’s a sort of category but not quite where the edges of it are and they’re embarrassed to ask, so they just throw everything vaguely related in. 
They stood for a few moments, appreciating their shared experience. 
“Anyway,” Laurel said at last. “Sorrel’s a good kid. Kinda sarcastic, but not in a mean way. We had them down to stay in the school holidays.”
“I’m looking forward to getting to know them. I guess I’m used to knowing them as a child, it will be almost starting from scratch.”
“Oh, don’t worry about that. Eyes like a hawk. They’ll see right through you.”
“And they won’t appreciate a woven scarf, because they’re that age where it’s a total embarrassment, right?”
“Yeah, probably. But a tarot cloth – they’re getting properly into their craft, so that or something for their altar, I reckon they’d be into.”
“Noted,” Mildred acknowledged. “I have an idea already.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Laurel and Marigold visibly relaxed over the next day. Mildred could tell they had both been working too hard, so let them have quiet time, keeping them supplied with bread and jam and cheese. Before the morning sun hit, she and Laurel had planted the seedlings in the garden, cousins kneeling together on a folded rug, hands dirty.
“This is going to be a useful garden, I reckon,” Laurel had said. “Still things to add to it, but you can do a lot with the basics.”
Mildred had nodded. “It’s been weird not having a garden. Potions with supermarket herbs in little flats above deserted art galleries – they’re better than nothing, but it’s hard to make them work without really getting the whole sense of them right. Thank you for bringing me these. I’ll get the cuttings in later, once they’re ready.”
“Oh, no problem,” Laurel had replied, standing and dusting off her summer dress. “Half of them came from Marigold’s grandmother’s garden anyway. Lots of the family helped me get mine together – even if it is still in pots, so it’s nice to be able to pass that along.
Mildred had edged the herb garden with stones she found around the property, in place of the remnants of the old brick border. There was something fundamental about having a herb garden, something that said home. 
Most of the time they were content to just hang out on the farm, stretching out in the warm of early spring. Mildred supposed that with everything going on in the city, some genuine quiet was what they needed – and spring was far more hospitable here than Wellington’s wind and rain. She swapped family stories and caught up on gossip with Laurel, and Marigold showed a genuine interest in weaving, in how the loom fitted together, how it could be set up for different types of patterns. She extrapolated from what Mildred told her quickly, understanding how you could change a pattern not just with the obvious choice of warp or weft colours, but with the choice of header and how it was threaded. She wondered aloud if Marigold had any crafting ability herself.
“I think my grandmother tried to teach me to sew once,” Marigold replied. “I wasn’t very good at it. But all that... it was like coding, I liked it, and the spinning seems peaceful.”
Thinking on that statement, Mildred gave Marigold some wool to card, two wooden paddles to separate out the fibres until it was ready for spinning. What Marigold had said was right, and yet something Mildred had forgotten – it was peaceful, meditative even.
It was exciting, of course, to have her work admired as art, to be told she was on the cutting edge, to have her work recognised as doing things no-one had previously thought to, as bringing out old techniques and using them in original ways. But sometimes, sometimes her craft was just this, the meditative repetitiveness of hand carding, two paddles against each other, or holding the gentle tension when using a spinning wheel. It was a balancing, a focusing, and if they were not exactly magic, they often used the same mindset.
Something as much in the mind as in the material.

      [image: image-placeholder]On Laurel and Marigold’s last night they took an after-dinner walk through Anneke’s land, with permission. Marigold had already made friends with many of the alpaca, but most from the other side of the fence, and – to Mildred’s puzzlement – seemed to actually remember all their names, greeting them as they came to visit and waving to the shyer ones who kept their distance.
They kept their balance on the ridges, chatting with each other in the dying light, climbing low fences and shutting gates behind them. After a while Marigold paused, nudged the soil with her foot.
“There’s something up with this bit of land. Something not good, I think.”
“I know, there’s a bunch of junk dumped just over that rise. Anneke says it’s been there a while and she’s planning to get it cleaned up. All the alpaca avoid it anyway so she hasn’t had to fence anything off.”
Marigold shook her head.
“No, not just regular bad. Magic bad. I feel it, deep down. Do you two not?”
“No,” Laurel replied. “But everywhere we end up there’s usually some sort of magic thing going on there.”
“That’s because all our friends are witches,” Marigold said. “Or like, I met you because of Alfred, but obviously a witch is more likely than average to have a monster living under her floor. It’s true, but there are reasons for it… and besides, there’s already a ghost here.”
“Could be possums.”
“No, I heard it last night, creaking over the ceiling. Slow human ghost footsteps, not possum ones.” Marigold turned to Mildred. “It’s not a possum, is it?”
Mildred swung her plaited hair back over her shoulder.
“No… no, I don’t think it is. I’ll see what I can do about it when you two have gone home. But you need to tell me more about what you sensed with the land so I can write it down. Shall we turn round here? it’s getting dark.”
They headed back to the cottage as the field grew darker, switching on the torches on their phones to guide their steps, and farewelling the alpaca as they went. 
“I’m glad Anneke let us see her alpaca,” Marigold said, squeezing through the gate to the road. “You like her, don’t you?”
“It’s good to have a friend here,” Mildred said, and from there her lips were sealed, even if she did feel a smile creeping in as the others teased her all the way back to the cottage.

      [image: image-placeholder]It seemed the ghost had liked having Laurel and Marigold visit as much as Mildred did.
It had been only hours since they’d swung their bags into the car, with plans to check out the cream horns they’d always seen the sign to and never tried, and then drive straight back to Wellington. Mildred was sitting in front of a cooking show – part of a batch of TV she’d downloaded onto her laptop at Will’s house, given that she had neither TV nor internet set up here yet, and was knitting casually. She’d cast on a pair of socks the day before – socks were projects she could do almost without thinking, and yet gave her a chance to try some new patterns and keep up with what other designers were doing, as well as to try out some thin yarns she’d acquired in small batches from indie dyers.
The noise came from upstairs, thumping and scratching. Mildred turned the volume up. 
“Not now,” she said between her teeth, but it continued. She ignored it, following the pattern more closely to turn the heel, and then it was time to introduce a pattern as she knitted in the round up past the ankle. Socks may not have been the main thing she wanted to work on, but she couldn’t not be working on something – even when she’d been a small child she’d always had something on the go. Not necessarily what she’d call art – that came later, as she worked to design her own things – but something to keep her fingers occupied. She did everything better when she had something in her hands – listened better, focused better, talked better, understood better.
The noise continued upstairs. Mildred sighed, putting down her knitting. She picked up a torch, flicked it on to check the batteries, put the ladder in place and headed determinedly up to the attic, into the darkness, telling herself she wasn’t afraid of anything a ghost might do to her.
And right in front of her, she saw the ghost.
Rather than attacking her, the ghost was simply there, as if she’d been interrupted and was remaining nominally polite but vaguely annoyed by the disruption. Mildred drew her torch backwards and up, to make out the full figure sitting in her attic. The original panic she’d felt when she first saw the ghost didn’t well up this time.
The ghost looked back at her, or maybe far beyond her. She was just a woman, perhaps in her fifties, in clothes that Mildred read as late Victorian. Simple clothes – not someone rich – but not rags either.  Definitely someone who could have lived in this cottage.
Though who knew what she was doing up in the attic? Was it somewhere ghosts went, to get out of the way, or was she up there when she died? Or did she have some other reason to spend time up there? Was she looking at Mildred or just in her direction? Mildred pulled herself fully into the roof cavity, perhaps against her better judgement, and edged, bending under roof.
“Hello? Can you hear me?”
If the ghost could indeed hear her, she gave no sign of that. She edged forward... not exactly walking, not exactly floating, but  fading as she did so, and before reaching Mildred she had disappeared entirely.

      [image: image-placeholder]At last it was time for Anneke and Mildred’s long awaited dinner. Mildred just hoped they wouldn’t be interrupted by any unexpected ghost issues. She’d prepared carefully, saving her grocery trip until the day so she could get fresh scallops along with the other ingredients she needed. She found herself surprisingly nervous as the time got closer. She’d thought she’d learned to deal with her anxiety well with all those talks and exhibits and meeting new people across her residencies, but here she was with nerves in the pit of her stomach and her hands feeling unsteady.
“It’s just dinner,” she told herself. “Just dinner.”
She wasn’t sure how things would work out, but she was admitting to herself she definitely liked Anneke. She was funny and smart and did her own thing – but was also loyal to her family. And she was pretty, that sort of sunswept, smiling look. How things would end up going, Mildred wasn’t quite certain yet. 
And she didn’t have to be. It was just dinner – a chance to put some effort into cooking and to spend some time with someone whose company she enjoyed. She didn’t cook much when she was alone – she often just assembled a salad or had toast – but she knew how to cook, and when it was visitors it was an excuse to spend money and put effort into it. She’d made up for seeming slightly awkward and dowdy on her residencies by insisting on hosting the funders, and she always impressed them. But if there was any time to showcase it, it was now.
“I brought wine,” Anneke said as she came through the door. “We can drink it tonight or you can keep it, I really don’t mind.”
“Come in, come in.” Mildred read the label. “No, this is perfect, I’ll get glasses. Just finishing up, please take a seat.”
Mildred had a tablecloth on the small dining table, hiding its scratches, and a woven runner across the middle in dark red and purple. The cottage still needed some work, but it was at least clean and cosy. She was happy with it. She poured out the wine and brought out the starter, scallops with corn and chorizo. Simple but colourful, she reckoned, especially with the use of fresh herbs.
She had made lamb for the main, with a pistachio crust and crisp roast vegetables. Go for a classic, she’d told herself, and despite all the fear of it going wrong and somehow ruining the evening, it turned out exactly how she planned.
“Well,” said Anneke. “You can cook.”
Mildred found herself blushing again. Though she had made herself push past her discomfort with displaying her fibrework, cooking had remained personal. It wasn’t a secret, of course; she was more than happy to cook for someone if they happened to be around , and she knew she could cook well, but she’d just never been comfortable making any kind of big deal out of it. 
And it wasn’t such a big deal here because it all just felt normal. Two women sharing a meal and a bottle of wine in an old farm cottage, over a hand-woven table runner. It was almost impossible to believe this had become Mildred’s normal, and that was exactly what it was. They talked for ages, over a little more wine and some chocolate tart, until Anneke said it was a shame to leave but she had to get home because farm work starts early in the morning, and Mildred expressed concern about her getting home safely. Anneke responded that it was only a couple of k, that she’d been walking like this since she was a teenager, that she wasn’t okay driving after the wine even though it would probably be fine if she went slow on these quiet roads, she was used to walking back and she promised she’d be okay, she had a torch and everything.
Mildred began collecting things from round the house to do the dishes – the odd cup or plate she’d left lying about – while the hot tap ran, heating up in preparation. Then she noticed something, glowing, a string dangling from the attic. She took a breath and pulled the ladder down, and it was every bit like she’d snagged a thread. A string caught on the step, unravelling from the ghostly woman’s skirt. It hung there, ghostly, something Mildred couldn’t touch or hang onto, like a ghostly strand of spider silk. She moved, her something in her wanting to tell the woman she had a sewing machine, she could repair her hem.
But the woman had walked past Mildred – or through her, given the narrowness of the ladder, but she didn’t really like to think about that – and was headed to the front of the house. She stood by the window of the small living room, looking out. The thread trailed out behind her, unusually long given that a skirt would usually be cut from fabric, each strand only as long as the width or length of a piece or, at most, if this was indeed the hem, then enough to stitch around the edge of the skirt. This was longer. It was as if not just the clothes but the whole person was unravelling.
Mildred looked at her, watched as she faded into nothingness.
She’d never quite felt like she was unravelling, but sometimes she’d felt prone to dropped stitches and mistakes in her being. She understood how it could happen to one – a snag there, perhaps a bereavement, and then a mistake or a break in the yarn, something financial or a job loss, and from there everything fell apart. Probably could have happened to her if she didn’t have magic and family to support her – who knows, there had been some overwhelming and upsetting times, the sort anyone pursuing a creative career could understand. She felt she knew what could do that to a person… but what could do that to a ghost?
In the morning, Mildred woke up to find the seascape weaving she’d been working on in shreds in the floor, and replaced by a green and brown design, with a patch of red along the edge.

      [image: image-placeholder]Anneke turned up on foot, with a fleece-lined coat wrapped tight around her which looked lovely for this weather. Mildred swallowed as she closed the door behind her. She had learned to not be too precious about her work, to create samples, pieces to let children and tourists weave a few ugly rows, to make mistakes as she was trying out something new. But the violence of what she’d witnessed still shook her up, and something was collecting at the back of her throat, like she was about to start crying.
“Hey, what’s up?” Anneke asked.
Mildred suddenly paused. What she was asking for was more than a little ridiculous, but she didn’t think she could face being turned down. 
“So, uh, I need some help with the ghost. I know it’s not really your thing, but...”
Anneke grinned.
“I’m glad you asked me not my mother this time. Honestly, I’d never hear the end of it.”
“You’re still sceptical though, aren’t you?”
“Yep. But the whole point of scepticism is that you change your mind if you get new information.”
“Are you expecting new information this morning?”
Anneke laughed. “When you’re invited to go try to investigate what a ghost wants, there’s probably going to be something new. I’m not going to believe it’s an actual ghost, not yet, but let’s just say I’m open to learning. What do we do?”
Mildred showed Anneke the weaving. Anneke frowned in confusion.
“I don’t understand,” she said. “I mean, it’s cool and all, but…”
“I didn’t do this.” Mildred said.
“You’re saying the ghost…”
“Well, unless someone else got into my house… Do you recognise it?”
Mildred watched as Anneke came to the same conclusion she had earlier.
“It’s my farm. Why is the ghost weaving pictures of my farm? And that bit in red… that’s the dumping ground. I mean, yeah, I should have cleared it by now, but I expect cleanup notices from the council maybe, not the local ghost.”
“I don’t know what it is,” said Mildred. “But I think there’s another reason she’s interested in that area. Marigold said something about feeling some magic out there.”
“Maybe she just really likes the alpaca!” Anneke suggested.
“She must, even if she doesn’t have a clue what they are – I mean, she must be from like more than a century ago. I guess they’d know what camels are, from books or something, and that would be their closest. But no, she really seems to be trying to get our attention and to make us follow the direction she’s pointing. So there really seems to only be one solution...”
“We go and follow?”
“We do exactly that.”
They walked quickly at first across the fields, hopefully getting closer to something undefined. Mildred hadn’t really stopped to think about what – she had been assuming a book or some relic, or possibly even a grave – but it occurred to her now it could be something else,perhaps something supernatural, perhaps even something malevolent. Ideally this would be the time to go back and do more research, but she was most of the way across a field by now and the idea of going back had little appeal.
Two alpaca poked their heads up – “Follow us”, they seemed to be saying. Mildred raised an eyebrow at Anneke. 
“Watch your feet,” Anneke said. Mildred instantly noticed the droppings on the ground and wished she’d worn sturdier boots.
“Good warning,” Mildred replied, “thank you.”
“It’s great fertiliser. Leave it to the plants.”
“I will do just that.”
One of the smaller alpaca came inquisitively up to Mildred and she gave it some attention, stroking its neck. 
“That’s Lulu,” Anneke said, “and this here,” pointing at a larger, almost snow white alpaca who was watching them from a height, “This is Paddington.”
“Paddington?”
“He’s from Darkest Peru,” Anneke explained, and Mildred couldn’t help but laugh.
“I don’t know how you keep thinking of names for them all.”
“Some of them just have names. Like, you look at them and they couldn’t be anything else. Let me show you Reginald and you’ll understand exactly what I mean. Others come from the breeder with names already. But you’re right, sometimes it does get difficult. I might have to ask you for your advice next time.”
“I shall contemplate good names for alpaca. That is an activity I never thought I would be doing.”
“I know you’ll be excellent at it. You named all those knitting and weaving patterns, didn’t you?”
Mildred looked up, surprised.
“Oh, don’t tell me you haven’t googled me... oh shit, sorry. Well. I didn’t find anything controversial and certainly nothing that changed my opinion of you. Damn, I just assumed you would – there are some terrible pictures out there of me, puberty in your twenties is not kind.”
“I’ll stay away. I’m not that online anyway. I’m kinda old school. I’ll use it when I have a reason to, but I’m not on social media much.”
“If it helps, you’ve got a magnificent reputation. All professional pictures of you creating cool things and the cool things you’ve created. You could probably capitalise on it somehow.”
“I probably could. It’s not my thing, though.”
“Pay someone to do it.”
“Yeah, I’m considering it. Depends how my income works out and what I want to prioritise. Finding the right person. You know how it goes.”
“Yeah, for sure.”
“I’ll definitely keep it in mind, anyway. Now, uh, here we are, and this is where the ghost wants us to find something. Do you have any idea where we might start?”
Mildred made her way to a section at the edge of the field. Anneke followed her, then found her way to the nearest fence that was wide enough to, if not sit down then at the very least lean against and look at the task before them. It was hard to focus on any one thing among the junk piled against into and around the dip in the ground. Everything seemed twisted into each other, some of it leaning against an old tree, but Mildred could make out part of a car and what had been a mattress, mostly rotted away leaving springs pointing in all directions.
Anneke turned to Mildred.
“Is your tetanus shot up to date?”
Mildred looked confused for a moment. “What. No. I don’t think so. When are you meant to have them?”
“Okay, well that pile is a locked jaw waiting to happen, and that sounds like a no on your shot, so leave it to me. I know Marigold reckons there’s something else going on, but this can’t be helping.”
Mildred wasn’t exactly happy to leave it to Anneke, but her reasoning made sense so she stood back, edging round the pile of scrap, trying to get a good view on what was happening as Anneke first tentatively poked at and dislodged some stuff with a stick.
“Serves me right for not dealing with this crap long ago, I reckon.”
“It’s your land,” Mildred said.
“Hah! Well, I pay taxes on it – or the parents do. But honestly, I think the only way to look at it is a stewardship. And you could say, yeah Anneke, but you’re the one who gets to be a steward and gets the proceeds, of stolen land. And people who say that would be right. But it’s not like having left my parents to fend for themselves would be ethical either. So I’m not going to claim I’m doing right or anything, but I think I have a responsibility, to the land as well as the animals. To treat it carefully. To restore what I’m not actively using to native bush. That sort of thing. Something incompatible with having piles of rubbish like this just dumped on my...” There was a pause, then a sudden squeal.
“Owww.”
“Anneke? You okay?”
“Yep. Just put my foot on something that was way less solid than it looked, glad I was holding onto the tree.”
“Please be careful up there,” Mildred called up, wondering if her words could make any difference whatsoever. At last Anneke sighed and gave up.
“I’m going to come back with some good leather gloves and the quadbike tomorrow, okay. Trailer was well. I’ve got some gloves you can borrow as well if you like. Try to get a tetanus shot if you can. We can’t do this with bare hands. I’m sure the ghost will understand.”
Mildred had an uncomfortable feeling. As Anneke was speaking, she turned round and saw the ghost, lingering at the edge of the field. She certainly had an expression of something on her face, but Mildred wasn’t sure it was understanding. She walked over to her as Anneke clambered down from the tree branch and jumped down onto the grass to follow her. 
Mildred spoke directly to the ghost, who she seemed to be seeing as much in her mind’s eye as in reality.
“We’ll come back tomorrow, okay.”
The ghost stared straight past her. 
“Tomorrow. I promise you.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The night was alarmingly quiet, but when Mildred got up in the morning the ghost was sitting in one of the chairs at the dining table waiting for her.
“Act normal,” she told herself. So she made her coffee and boiled an egg, spread butter on toast, and looked up the day’s news on her phone while she ate. The ghost’s eyes followed her, but mercifully she was allowed to shower and dress in peace.
“Uh, any chance of being here sooner rather than later with the quadbike?” she messaged Anneke. “Let’s just say the ghost is impatient.”
Mildred and Anneke were both dressed in sturdier clothes this time. Mildred thanked Anneke as she handed over the leather gloves she’d brought her, pulling them on, the material thick between her fingers. 
Anneke fumbled with a rope, tied it to the largest item in the pile which seemed to be a car chassis, though it had rusted sufficiently that it was hard to tell. Warning Mildred to stand clear, she started the bike and tugged until the chassis broke free and the other material collapsed and broke in a heap of rust. With her hands – and she was strong, Mildred noted, despite her comments earlier about how hard she found it to build up muscle these days – she moved another few items away from the main pile, and Mildred edged forward carefully, taking in the scattered junk as she stepped through it, seeing if anything stood out for her, being careful not to slip, not to cut herself on something rusted. 
“I’ve no idea what we’re even looking for here,” said Anneke, but something caught Mildred’s eye. Muddy, indistinguishable from the ground in colour, and yet it stood out with its even shape. She picked it up and rubbed it between her thumb and forefinger until some of the dirt was cleared away.
“Is it some sort of bead?” Anneke asked, peering forward.
“Yes, and I think a semi-precious stone. Not, like, valuable, but enough to be important to someone... look, there are more of them.”
Between them they manage to collect a total of seventeen beads. Probably not all of them, but if they were what the ghost was looking for, it was definitely better than nothing.
“A necklace. Maybe a bracelet or even a rosary.”
“We can get these cleaned and restrung for sure. It might not look identical – not unless I can find out who she was and if there’s a photo of her – but I can take a guess that’s hopefully not too far off the mark.”
“I...” Anneke started to say something and then hesitated.
“What?”
“I mean, you’re the one who knows about ghosts. So it’s probably nothing.”
“No, I want to know. Go on.”
“I just. I’m not sure it’s what she was looking for. Or at least not everything she was looking for. I mean, you’re probably right they’re connected in some way, but I mean, if there’s an afterlife, I can’t imagine lingering because I lost a necklace or something. Even something important to me.”
“Maybe it was very important to her.”
“Maybe. Maybe.” But they both recognised there was something more to it.
It was Mildred who took the beads back with her. Anneke might have local knowledge and they had been found on her farm, but Mildred expected that by examining them more closely she could find out more about them, whether from her own background knowledge, shared knowledge and research, or by witchcraft.
She put the beads in a plastic colander and ran them under a cold tap. The soil started to wash away and the colours began to came through. The dirty water drained and the beads caught the light. It was a satisfying process, almost in the same way taking yarn out of a tub of dye was satisfying. And whatever these meant, whatever their connection to the ghost or to the woman she had once been, these were definitely something that had been important to someone. Not something you’d expect to find randomly under a heap of rubbish in a corner of a field, that was for sure.
Careful not to damage them too much, Mildred rubbed the last bits of soil off the stones and used a paper towel to dry them. Some were worn or chipped, but she could recognise them all. There were a few different colours in there, and she recognised some jet and something she thought was garnet. But at least half the beads were something else entirely: bloodstone.  She held some in her hands, feeling it’s power like pressure spreading up her arms. She didn’t think this combination of beads was accidental. She didn’t think it was just an aesthetic.
She was pretty sure the ghost had been a witch.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Witch” meant many things, of course; in Mildred’s family, the way she used it, it meant having an innate and largely inherited ability to do magic – things that couldn’t explained using the laws of physics. There were many without actual magical ability, though, who engaged in folk remedies, wrote the name of an enemy on the sole of a shoe, read tarot cards. She couldn’t say which was true of the woman who appeared to have once lived in this house, for sure, but she was certainly more than just a dabbler. This string of beads – this necklace, or whatever it was – had been put together carefully.
Heliotrope – the proper name for bloodstone – was for blood disorders. Mildred wondered if the ghost had been anaemic or haemophiliac. Certainly looks pale, she muttered to herself, laughing. But no. They wouldn’t affect her after death – she’d have no need of the stones. Mildred sighed. Witchy Chat was like unherded cats and she mostly stayed away, but this was exactly what it was designed for.
“What does  bloodstone mean to you? Especially in conjunction with jet and maybe garnet..?” she typed.
Then she closed the laptop before the gossip and the bad puns started. She and her cousins were basically split evenly between those who spent their whole time bickering on the chat and those who, like her, opened it, threw a question into the aether, and checked back later for answers. Oddly no-one seemed to mind – the regulars liked a good mystery, and they knew they could always tag her directly if something in her specific area of expertise came up, which it did surprisingly often. Most witches, even those like her who decided to live the quiet life a bit, had a strong sense of injustice and couldn’t help trying to put the world to rights in one way or another.
Time to distract herself, she thought, because answers weren’t going to come immediately, especially with her extended family spread around the globe. She unpacked one of her table looms. It was in a good state, but still she cleaned it thoroughly, made sure every part fitted together, ran her hands over it checking she still vibed with it, that the physicality of it still made sense to her. She thanked it for remaining in storage, and sprinkled a bit of herb water over it as a cleansing. Then she chose some threads – deep reds and purples, but also some streaks of silver, a perfect altar cloth for a young person. She threaded up the warp, checked the tension, and made some notes on the pattern she had come up with – it was just a variation on an established one, but it was good to keep track of where you were up to.
And then she started to weave.
It was a small piece that grew quickly, the interlocking geometric patterns coming together row after row, the silver sparking in the low light. She counted the rows as she worked and let the pattern emerge, both art and mathematics all at once. It was a good rhythm to get into, soothing like weaving often was, of course, but also a sense of hope and possibility. If that didn’t give one a sense of purpose then likely nothing would. Syl – who had been pretty shy lately – emerged and watched from the edge of the loom.
After an hour or so she folded the loom down the centre, project intact, and began to clean up. It was nice to be able to work on anything she chose without any real deadlines; nice to see the flow of magic from her body through her craft; nice to just be getting into rhythms and not expecting them to be turned upside down in the days and weeks to come. While the jug boiled for another cup of tea, she reopened her laptop and checked the chat again. There had apparently been some ongoing philosophical argument about a chicken which was swamping any useful answers to her question – there would be answers in there, she’d just have to read through everything to fish them out. She rolled her eyes. Maybe it was time for two Witchy Chats. A splinter group or something. She smiled. She couldn’t even really imagine it. There had been Witchy Chat since before most people knew what the internet was.
There was some value in the replies, though. She already knew that bloodstone was associated with blood disorders, or was good for the blood. She had not been aware that there was a connection between heliotrope and jet in the sense that they were both connected to venom, and specifically snakes. Surely there had never been rogue snakes here? It was interesting, but unless it was non-literal in some way it didn’t seem to be relevant. New Zealand was pretty devoid of venomous creatures as a whole. She read on.
There was a lot of nonsensical discussion, which would surprise no-one who’d actually met Mildred’s cousins, but the main thing that seemed to be emerging was to do with a Middle Ages association between bloodstone and animal husbandry. It made sense to an extent -  perhaps the ghost was wearing the beads to help her do better at it. Perhaps it was something she’d had to take up as a result of a husband’s death, or perhaps she had always done it but was finding it hard due to age or illness. 
But why in the world that would be important right now, Mildred could not guess.

      [image: image-placeholder]Mildred had been wanting to experiment more with local dyes since before she arrived back in New Zealand, and was quietly excited to give the opportunity a go. With Anneke’s encouragement she’d been building an audience with social media – something that still felt quite new for her, but her audience loved seeing colourful photos, works in progress, even interesting and pretty mistakes. Anything visual with a story behind it. And she’d had an idea.
The other artists turned up early. Mildred had made coffee and baked scones and gingerbread, and by the time they’d assembled everything on a tarp on the table, Mildred was excited. She’d collected some of the items herself, posting photos with hints, though most she’d had to buy. It was the beginning of a plan, not a fulfilment. The others were taking Instagram photos and tagging her in like it was second nature to them, and she felt like she finally understood how her audience could spiral upwards.
She’d worried she might find her voice too rusty, her knack for speaking gone. But once she got past introducing herself, and encouraged the others to do so as well, she got into the flow and it all started to come naturally.
“I’ll talk you through some of the ingredients I’ve prepared, and how we’re going to use them to start with. Once we’ve done that, there’ll be some time left in the day to experiment with them in whatever way you want as well. I’ve got some wool, pre-spun, that I’ll be dying, and there’s also some silk, some merino, and some alpaca fibre from Anneke’s farm. I know you’ll have brought a few items yourselves as well.”
The older woman in the little audience grinned, briefly showing the contents of a bag. Mildred nodded in recognition. She always brought more than she needed.
“Great. Just make sure everything gets labelled as it will be looking very different by the end of the day. We’ll be working outside a lot, aside from anything that needs boiling; there’s a line for hanging things from and several tubs.” Mildred stood up. “Right, ingredients. These daisy-like flowers, the bright yellow ones, are dyer’s chamomile. A slightly different brand to the one you make tea from, but same idea. It gives the bright yellow colour you might expect, and it’s also probably one of the easiest to work with if you want to grow it yourself. I’m going to be using it along with this madder here to produce a variegated yarn. Madder is different shades of red depending on the soil acidity and age, but this is quite young and fresh and I’m hoping for a more orangey colour from the roots. Okay, who knows what this one is.”
“Woad?”
“Yes. So you know that stunningly historically accurate movie, Braveheart?”
Suitable groans. Mildred was on the right track. 
“Right, so those bits where they’ve got all the blue dye on their faces? That’s woad. It’s an ancient source of dye, not native to New Zealand but it grows pretty well if you’re wanting to start your own garden. Of course it was the Picts who wore it, Wallace was actually about a thousand years later, but if you want a nice blue, that’s where you’ll find it. Now, I’ve brought some examples of harakeke – the seed pods in particular give some fantastic browns.”
“I’m staying in my lane here and leaving teaching that to the experts, and I’m more than happy to put you in touch for some classes or purchases. I’ve also got some easier-to-come-by sources of dyes, things you can likely find in your house, like coffee grounds and onion skins, along with some red cabbage – if you live somewhere with a farmers’ market, particularly market gardeners, you’re going to find some red cabbage there no problem, and it’s a great source of colour. As with many reds and purples, it’s worth adding a bit of acid; I usually just use lemon juice, to bring the red colour out, same as you’d do in cooking.”
Mildred’s students were moving around, smelling the ingredients, crunching or squishing them between their fingers, starting to make plans. Mildred had chosen them because they were experienced with textiles but relatively new to dying; and she’d made the right choice because they were instantly seeing so many possibilities for how to work with things, so many things they wanted to do. Once they were busy boiling up and crushing ingredients for dyes, Mildred hardly noticed the time going; things like this were always far less intimidating when they were happening than in the run up to them. Colours started to come to the surface, cloth and yarn soaked in them, some boiled up, others set with cold water then hung out on the line. Not everything would be finished today, but she'd drop off when she could - one of the attendees was in Palmy where she went at least once a week, and the another not much further. It was an excuse for a trip.
They ate mini potato-top pies and wedges and spring rolls in the sun of early spring – Mildred was honest that the catered portion of any workshop this far from a professional caterer was going to mean finger food she could put in the oven. Anneke spared a few hours to help out near silently in the background, taking buckets out to rinse them, cleaning spills, collecting rubbish, and then putting out the lunch spread on a small table outside with some spare chairs she’d brought down from her place and a couple of Mildred’s blankets. Mildred found herself smiling just knowing she was there. They’d got into easy rhythms where it was easy enough to help each other do things. She spread out carrot cake and Tim Tams on plates for afternoon tea.
And it was all going perfectly until the ghost got involved. Or at least, magic of some sort started interfering. Mildred was boiling up some logwood with a little garlic and watching the deep bluish purple starting to come through. She paused for a moment, leaving it to simmer, while she checked on some cloth soaking with coffee grounds. When she returned the white foam on the surface was bubbling and angry. She turned down the gas just a little, puzzling at how it had heated up so fast, and let the deepening blue liquid come to the fore. There was a pattern emerging, a face, and it wasn’t just that thing where people see Jesus in toast, this was a clear face, not exactly angry but certainly forceful, and it seemed to grow out of the pot, like a shape emerging...
...Mildred turned the stove off, picked up the pot, and without looking too hard at it, and calling for others to move out of the way, walked quickly outside and put it in the pathway as if it had caught fire. The blue shape leered and arced threateningly at her, and then settled back into the pan. Mildred finally managed to take a deep breath inwards, oxygen returning to her brain, blinking as if stunned from her experience. She didn’t recognise the face, could only determine it was a sign something was wrong. Then she recovered her composure – she was a professional, after all. 
“Sorry about that,” she said, turning and wiping her hands on her apron. “Unfortunately this cottage appears to be haunted.”
“I legit don’t know if you’re joking or not,” said one of the workshop participants, a non-binary person about Mildred’s age with shoulder-length black hair. They laughed uneasily.
“Nor do I, I’m afraid,” said Mildred, doing her best to make light of it. She had found over her life that the more she tried to hide magic, the more people recognised there were secrets and tried asking questions. If she treated it as an open mystery, who knows, something she wasn’t overly concerned about, others tended to follow likewise. “I love how your purples are coming through, though,” she said, and looked at the purple and red silk flapping in the growing wind.

      [image: image-placeholder]This time it was both Will and Anneke that Mildred called on. She’d told Will it was really best he didn’t bring the children, as the topic was going to create far more questions than answers. His expression when she started speaking led her to believe he hadn’t known, at that point, that she was referring to the topic in hand being ghosts.
“Okay, so let’s start with the obvious. What do we know about ghosts? What knowledge do we have that we can usefully pool to work this one out?”
“You’re saying your cottage is haunted? Oh Christ, Mildred, I’m sorry! I swear that isn’t why I let you borrow it. I mean, it makes sense in retrospect given a few people were reluctant to go near it, but I mean, I’d have told you first.”
“It’s okay, Will,” she said. “I think it’s a harmless ghost, and I know you didn’t know. Do you know much about the former owners of the farm?”
“It’s been in Kerry’s family since the 1920s, I think.”
“Right, this will be older than that. If you do have any records, it would be good to track down who this might have been, though they may well have been share milkers or something rather than the main family.”
“I’ll ask Kerry,” he said. “But I’d be surprised if anything much comes up.”
“Yeah. I wasn’t expecting too much from that angle. Never mind. We’re doing the whole put our heads together thing and working through this rationally. You in?”
“I mean, my knowledge comes from Wellington Paranormal and a few episodes of something else, but yeah, sure, let’s give it a try.”
“Ghosts often linger because they have unfinished business. Usually not as dramatic as it sounds. Sometimes they linger to watch a child graduate or marry, or until their spouse remarries. Sometimes it’s to see a wrong righted, or just until they’ve been around as long as what they consider a natural life span. It’s pretty rare that it’s to carry on a death feud – I mean... most of us don’t have death feuds in life...”
“Possibly more common in other eras.” Anneke noted.
“Possibly. But I feel lack of antibiotics was probably more the cause of early death than blood feuds. Opinions may differ. Anyway.”
“I get what you’re saying. Usually it’s something fairly mundane and doesn’t need intervention. And most of the time they’re not malicious.”
“Yes, exactly,” Mildred replied.
“But sometimes they need some help to resolve something, or to find their way back, and that’s when they start getting, well, still not necessarily harmful or malicious or whatever, but I guess you could say troublesome. Things like scratching around in one’s attic to the point people think they’re possums, for example. And then there’s the field.”
“One of my fields?” Will asked, clearly not liking where this was heading.
“No, Anneke’s. Marigold thought there was something magic and weird in the field, and Anneke said the alpaca often avoid it. We thought it was just because of the rubbish dumped there, but we found a weird necklace as well.”
“Okay, so are we seriously suggesting the alpaca are somehow magic?” Anneke interjected. “Because that might be good for tourism, but it is not what I had in mind.”
“You could get them to tell fortunes,” Will suggested, and for a moment Mildred could see a trace of his teenage prankster self, remembered why he had made her laugh so much. “Mystic scarf, crystal ball, like that octopus in Germany that could predict sports results – you could make a fortune.”
“Yeah, very funny.” Anneke was less amused. “But seriously. How did they know?”
“They picked up on something?” Mildred suggested. “Like a vibe almost? I don’t think they understood it on a deep level – luckily for you – but sometimes animals are much more attuned to these things. I don’t even think it’s about special powers so much as not having their judgement complicated by everything we know and understand and think about.”
“Hmm,” Anneke said. “This, I’ll confess this does sound a bit woo to me. But on the other hand, when you spend so much time with the creatures... there’s a lot more going on with them than you’d think. I’m not saying anything magical, mind. Just, they process things and understand them in different ways to us. I wish I knew what they were thinking – a lot of the time it would probably just be ooh grass but sometimes...”
“Yeah. Animals are important. It’s odd not really having them any more. I’ve never lived on a farm but we had a house full of cats and a few other things when I was a kid and they could do all sorts of tricks, nothing undeniably magic but things you wouldn’t have expected. Oh, and it wasn’t just the cats that were trained.”
“Just??? What on Earth did you have that was less trainable than a cat?”
“Well, a skink. A couple of spiders. Things like that. The thing with cats is that they understand what you’re saying full well, they just choose to annoy you or be obstinate or whatever. The others, well, it’s harder for them to understand to start with. Then again, strictly speaking they were all familiars rather than regular animals.”
“You knew about Mildred being a witch, right?” Will asked Anneke, and Mildred hushed him, saying that she’d been trying not to use that word, but Anneke just sat there, cool as anything, nodding.
“I know,” she said, calmly.

      [image: image-placeholder]“I wish I knew what the ghost wanted.” Mildred said the next day. She was repaying Anneke for her help with some assistance cleaning up the barn. Well. It was a mix of a barn and a shed and some sort of equipment store, so far as Mildred could tell. It definitely needed work, was the main conclusion. Anneke had already driven out everything with wheels. There was hay stacked at the far end, but aside from that Anneke wanted it cleared, then they could clean the floor and do some repairs, sort through what they wanted to keep.
“Okay, help me move this out,” she said, pointing to a contraption. Mildred had no idea what it did.
Mildred took the other side and lifted. Even between the two of them, it was ridiculously heavy. Mildred breathed in, focused, and it felt lighter. They moved awkwardly, but without too much difficulty, and deposited it outside the door.
“Did you do something to that?” Anneke asked.
“Me? Would I?”
“It seriously felt far lighter than it should have done.”
“Oh well, who knows. Do you want to just start on the sweeping and I’ll take a look at the rust? 
“There’s some spray in the...” Anneke began but Mildred didn’t need spray. She’d worked with iron before, didn’t even need potions or spells to focus her, just concentration. Bit by bit the corrugated metal began to mend, oxygen separating from iron. It didn’t replace the bits that were wholly gone, but it was a definite improvement on how it had been.
“You might just want to paint over those ends,” she said to Anneke, “They’re fine for now but protect them from the elements, y’know.”
“That’s amazing... wow, how are you not rich? Wait, are you rich?”
“Unfortunately the amount of energy it takes means it isn’t exactly viable as a commercial skill. But sometimes, when you need to fix something, it works out well.”
“Cool yeah! Wow.” Anneke reached out to touch the metal. “Actual magic. Okay, do something showy. Something that looks like magic.”
Mildred focused on a hay bale in front of them, on top of a stack of five. She edged it, and it started to shift, back and forth a little, but clearly over to the next stack. It glowed slightly, a bluish tinge, and then it was as if nothing had happened. Mildred was breathing deeply, half bent over.
“Shit, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to put pressure on you. Are you okay?”
Mildred waved a hand in dismissal. “I’m fine. Just tired.”
“Sit down, have drink,” Anneke said, and Mildred perched exhausted on some hay while Anneke poured her some hot blackcurrant out of a flask. Mildred drank it gratefully, looking round at the barn that was definitely in a better state than it had been to start with, but still reflected, she thought, a farm of two halves, one that wasn’t entirely sure where it was going, one that was stuck between two generations.
“That better?” Anneke asked, squeezing in tightly beside Mildred. She nodded.
“Yeah. Sugar. That’s better.”
All of a sudden Anneke was just so close and Mildred could appreciate every part of her; her flecked blue eyes, the way her lips looked glossy even without product. She realised she was smiling, that suddenly she was so close they could encapsulate each other, and suddenly they did, falling into each other, arms and legs entangling as if neither of them could ever have imagined wanting more.

      [image: image-placeholder]When Mildred finally untangled herself and straightened her clothes out, she could feel her cheeks were flushed. Well. That was probably the least of her problems given the breathlessness that accompanied it. She forced a laugh, forced a joke, to push her way through the embarrassment.
“Well, uh. I didn’t expect rolling around in the hay to be an actual thing that I did in real life. Certainly not in my thirties.”
“Sorry,” Anneke said, “but you’re a farm girl now. A total rural stereotype. There’ll be comments about you at the local dance.”
Mildred looked up, her eyes slightly stuffy.
“There’s a local dance?”
“Well. No. But it wouldn’t entirely surprise either of us if there was, would it, now?”
“I guess not,” Mildred said, feeling herself blush, laughing through it.”
“Stand up, let me brush you down.” 
Mildred got to her feet, still not making eye contact, and let Anneke brush hay from her clothes in a way that... maybe had some level of self interest intertwined with it. Mildred didn’t complain.
“Oh, I forgot to say, you should come round tonight. Sorry about the short notice, but Mum’s making a roast and everything and there’ll be so much food.”
“I don’t, uh...”
“Look, it’s not about meeting the parents. We don’t have to mention us being anything more than friends – in fact, it’s probably easier if we don’t for now. They’re just happy there’s another person my age who doesn’t have kids round here, I think. It’s just, well. The sort of household I grew up in the table was always extendable, y’know.”
“I don’t want to put anyone to trouble.”
“You won’t be. Seriously. We have plenty of food.”
Mildred gave in. “Okay, I’ll need to change first.”
“You really don’t. We’re used to all sorts, but sure, if you want.”
They put the last of the stuff back in the barn and began walking back up to the cars, along the edge of the fields to the private road that ran through the farm.
“I’ve got something else to report. I used your contacts,” Anneke said, beaming.
“Oh, yeah. How did it go?”
“So I’ve got three indie dyers working with me, in a way that they’ll acknowledge our farm in their labels and tag us on social media. I’ve got us accounts set up on everything, so I hope that will create some demand going for us, and be a mutually beneficial arrangement. I’m not going to be making any money from the herd, not until we expand them, but if this comes together they’ll be paying for themselves and for a bit of the initial loan I took to get them here. It’s early days, but I feel like I’m going to be proven right.”
“Wow, nice.”
“I know, right? Dad says I haven’t been focusing on the business side enough, and he’s sort of right but sort of wrong. I’ve been doing a lot of preparatory stuff, setting up systems, getting books in order, working out what assets we have and what may need to be replaced, that sort of thing, but it’s true I haven’t been thinking about the big questions. The strategy side, what defines us, that whole thing.”
“Well, it was a bit of a scramble, dealing with everything yourself.”
“I guess so. I think I’d overlooked just how much of it fell on me. I mean, Mum and Dad are still working; just cos they’ve had to slow down doesn’t mean they’re useless, and we have a couple of workers, so it’s not like I’ve been doing everything myself. But when Dad started to be able to do less this sort of big picture thinking was the first thing to go; he was just trying to keep head above water, keep us going day to day.”
“Sounds like now’s the right time, then,” Mildred said.
When she got home she listened to Anneke’s words about anything going and took them as a request not to be too fancy. Fortunately she could do that: clean, nice jeans, a hand knitted brown sweater with orange flecks, her hair brushed and replaited, her feet slipped into lace up flats, and she was ready. 
The meal was far more traditional than Mildred usually cooked, and yet she found it all the more comforting for that. She tucked in happily to chicken with crisp skin, crunchy roast potatoes, and peas with butter and mint. After the day’s hard work, she understood the value of good, filling food like that, and gratefully accepted the offer of steamed pudding afterwards, surprising herself that she was still hungry. Between the physical labour and the magic use, the world had taken a lot out of her.
She was pleasantly surprised at how easily she could make conversation with Anneke’s parents, especially after the first awkward introduction to her mother. They stuck to safe topics – where family members lived, children in the family, places they’d visited. They showed interest in following the places Mildred had visited, comparing them to a long ago trip to America before they had children, and another with said children when they were in their teens.
Anneke walked her back to her car and when she arrived home she wasn’t even thinking about hauntings.
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Jet for death and mourning, bloodstone for animal husbandry. Animal husbandry and mourning. Was the one who worked with animals the mourner? Did the animals die or did they mourn? Lord, Mildred hoped nothing was going to happen to the alpaca. There was one stone she’d thought might be a garnet but hadn’t quite confirmed – the largest of the lot. Now she looked up garnet again, and in an article about the magical properties of the stone she had her answer as to why it was included.
“Does everything turn out to be some mysterious adventure with you?” Anneke asked when she arrived, good humouredly. 
“I’m just a quiet craftsperson. Not the one running round with a flock of alpaca. Okay, so here...”
Mildred had done a quick restringing of the beads as a bracelet, repeating their meanings. Jet for death and mourning, bloodstone for animal husbandry... and garnet that goes pale when danger is near. 
“So I think there are some aspects of these fields – and yours in particular, given she was pointing in that direction, that are inhospitable and possibly dangerous to livestock. It makes sense given what Will was saying about the farm having changed use several times throughout the past hundred and fifty years or so.”
They walked through the fields on that frosty morning, greeting the alpaca in one, trying not to tread down too much corn in another. As they got closer to the rubbish pile, the garnet paled. They walked back and forth and established the boundaries of a paddock sized patch where it was noticeably pale.
Anneke looked visibly uncomfortable.
“I was thinking of opening up the rest of this area to them when I got more. When I cleared the rubbish. But I don’t think they’ll go near it even if I do.”
“So you believe it.”
“I... I don’t know, but I believe you. And I’m not taking any risks with my alpaca.”
Mildred did believe it though, and rather than relief she found her heart rate raised.

      [image: image-placeholder]Mildred helped with a couple of chores and then they had coffee at Anneke’s place. Her parents had gone up to Palmy, which made things a bit easier as both of them were far more shaken than they would have expected, and they would have had to come up with one hell of a story to explain their state.
“Where do you think you’ll go after here?” Anneke asked, her hands around a warm mug.
“I’m not sure. The world’s changed a lot over the past few years, and so have I. I was thinking of moving down to Wellington, or possibly Dunedin, where I have family, but I’m not sure that’s where I want to be, and good luck to me affording somewhere with space for a loom.”
“So you could stay here?”
“Will’s in no hurry to get the place back. I’d need to start paying him rent eventually, but I don’t think he’s going to drive a very hard bargain.”
“Ha, no. I can’t imagine that. He seems pretty happy to just have the place cared for, I think, and that’s without touching on the ghost issue. Then again, those kids of his aren’t getting any younger so it may just be holding onto things for now and not making any decisions too fast until he knows what he’s dealing with.”
“You sound like you’re saying his children... may not be human...” Mildred said.
“Ha! I suspect no children are. I was really just meaning, adjusting to everything being a bit different before he makes big changes or definitive plans. But maybe. Or maybe he's hoping to keep the cottage and send them to stay there alone when they get too difficult. Not sure his wife would be super into it, though.”
“Do you think now we know what the necklace means your ghost will leave?”
“We’ll see. She might wait till we’ve dealt with the issue. I’m not averse to living in a haunted place so long as we have an arrangement. No more being woken up at night – it’s something of a dealbreaker for me.”
“Do you need a ride back there?” 
Mildred looked out at the fields. Daylight was still a little bit on the chilly side, but there was no sign of rain.
“No, I think I’ll walk it. I’ll go round by the road. Might help me get my head ready for what I need to do next.”
She hadn’t planned to stay here – she’d had the coincidence of one friend, but otherwise she may as well have just stuck a pin in a map and taken a chance on it hitting land rather than sea. And yet now she was here everything was making sense – everything seemed to fit together pretty well. 
Perhaps she could buy the cottage – or rent it properly. If not, there were other options. She could build something, with plenty of space for her looms – she would need to pull some money together but she had some plans for that. She had options, was the main thing, and it had felt like she had had so many options before, but really she’d been pulled along from one thing to the next to the point it had exhausted her, and it was only now, now she had some breathing space, that she truly had the option to think through possibilities and make a decision.

      [image: image-placeholder]It was a full week before she saw Anneke again. They’d both been busy. Mildred had sold a pattern which required additional edits suggested by the publisher, and they wanted to do an accompanying profile of her which required her answering some interview questions, and she had some questions from her dying students to answer, who fortunately didn’t seem to have been scared off by the little incident. Mildred knew from experience that sometimes if experiences just didn’t square with people’s realities they filed them off somewhere in their brains and didn’t think of them at all. She was hoping that was the case here. If it wasn’t, well, it was good (and maybe the dye was related to the poisoning) that she at least had the situation resolved, because that would make having to explain it much easier.
So here it was, Friday night, and Anneke had had a family dinner but she’d come over for wine afterwards and brought a bottle that was pretty good actually, and after a couple of glasses each – not nearly enough to be drunk – she’d been talking about heading back, but they’d been so comfy curled up together, the curves of their bodies fitting so neatly against each other, and Mildred had paused.
She’d never been the one to take the lead like this, and she could feel a tremble in her hand, unease in her voice, but she didn’t want to stop either.
“You don’t have to go,” she said, trying not to sound like she was pleading.
“You know what?” Anneke said, looking right at her. “I don’t, do I? You have this nice comfy bed in this nice comfy completely not haunted cottage.” She threw herself back on the bed a bit. “You know, I haven’t really done anything much spontaneous since I bought a herd of alpaca.
“I can’t promise you I’ll be as exciting as that,” Mildred said, “but I don’t mind a bit of spontaneity either.”
“Well no shit. You’ve been travelling the world while I, what, got as far as Wellington, and then came back to my parent’s farm.”
“Do you really think of me like that? I’ve always been the conservative one, the boring... oh!” Anneke had her mouth over Mildred’s and was kissing her in a way that could only be described as passionate. Mildred let herself relax, let Anneke guide her body downwards until she was lying on her back on the bed, and she was enjoying every second of this.

      [image: image-placeholder]By the end of the week, Mildred had decided what she needed to do. She’d woven wards with iron nails and herbs inside, and on a frosty morning she and the ghost stepped out of the house together.
Mildred buried the wards carefully, digging with a trowel at the edge of trees or fence posts. When she was done she said a few words and the area between them glowed, flickering a few times, and then returned to normal. The same area the ghost had marked red on the map. Mildred turned to her.
“We’ll work on restoring it. But for now this will keep everyone safe.”
As Mildred watched, the woman suddenly became corporeal, real flesh and blood. She didn’t look so old fashioned now – her clothes were, for sure, but otherwise she wouldn’t have attracted a second glance from any passer-by”.
“Thank you,” she said. “Perhaps you know by now I poisoned this land. It wasn’t deliberate, but I was arrogant. Trying to increase the yield, year after year. I used spells my ancestors had written in the margins of books, spells others would not dare speak. I tried to trick gods that were never mine to interact with. I treated the land as something to play with rather than something to respect.”
“It’s easy to get carried away with magic,” Mildred said.
“You have witches in your family?”
“Many of them,” Mildred replied with a smile.
“Keep close to them. I was far away from them, had no-one to tell me I was going too far or to reign it in. I haven’t been able to move on since. But when I found there was another witch in the house I saw an opportunity that could make things right. Thank you. I can leave now.”
And then there was no-one, just Mildred in a field in the early morning sun.
“At least you felt guilty,” Mildred said, to the empty air. “Most people never do. Most people wouldn’t linger.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Weeks went by. She saw Anneke at least a couple of times most of them, and she saw the alpaca every day.
She enjoyed watching them from her window, or from around the property – she’d drawn sort of an imaginary boundary around the edge – not that it mattered for her to be exact. Sort of a space that was hers at least for now. The alpaca moved in groups, mostly, but sometimes odd ones would go off on an escapade. They were inherently ridiculous, she thought, and yet they seemed to look out for each other. Inquisitive. Sometimes one or more would poke their long necks over the fence and Mildred would cross the little almost-road to say hello to them. Other times, she’d see them from inside, slightly ridiculous ears pointing upwards on a windy day. It was only in bad weather they tended to take shelter, and the past few weeks had been near miraculously free of that, though she assumed the spring storms would be hitting some time before too long.
Things were comfortable. Things were nice. She couldn’t imagine wanting more right now. 
That didn’t mean there wasn’t plenty of work to do. Will had called in a favour to get materials and some mixed paint that was never used – it was a sort of pale blue, almost slate coloured, and whether it was what Mildred would have chosen or not it seemed to fit the era of the cottage pretty well. 
“You sure you can’t just magic the paint off?” Will asked, running a sander over the weatherboards.
“Obviously I’d have done it by now if I could. But you can see it’s coming off pretty smoothly. Let’s just say I worked a little on it yesterday. And wait till we start painting. You’ll be surprised how little plaster filling we need to do, not to mention I bet you ten dollars right now that you won’t have trouble with a single air bubble.”
“Ah, I know better than to take a wager with a witch. But that does sound very good, thank you.”
Mildred sometimes wanted to be much more demonstrative with her magic around people like Will. People who nominally believed her but thought, perhaps, that it was a little too convenient that there was so little that was absolutely, conclusively magic, who wanted to believe in it but deep down didn’t really. She wanted them to get it.
And yet she didn’t feel right putting on a show. It wasn’t a secret, but it wasn’t a performance either; it was normality for her. And she was enjoying the sense of normality this place had given her.
Exactly as she had predicted, the painting process went very smoothly for a house so old and neglected for so long. Not so smoothly that it was definitively magic – it could have been a combination of good luck and other factors leaning positively in their direction, but Mildred knew that Will knew full well it was magic and that he wouldn’t argue with her again. 
The paint went on comfortably, first an undercoat, and then they came back the next day for the first of two layers of the actual paint, and the house was beginning to look lovely. People who didn’t have to live in them saw dilapidated houses as charming, but for those who knew what they were like nothing said perfection like well-maintained weatherboards and some underfloor insulation.
And of course it gave Will a chance to ask some additional questions, which he wasn’t going to complain about.
“So you and, uh, Anneke, you are all?”
“All what?” she asked, mostly because she wasn’t sure of what the right word was herself.
“Dating?”
“Yeah. Dating’s a good word. Uh. It’s early days. But yeah.”
“You like each other?”
“Wouldn’t be dating if we weren’t, would we.”
“I knew we’d make a rural girl out of you.”
“Oh, give it a rest. We’re dating. Casually dating. Not getting married, not moving in, not making life plans. I’m having some fun while I’m here. Who knows what the future will hold?”
“And ain’t that the same for all of us?”
“Well there’s something in that, for sure. Looking forward to what comes next, that’s all I’m saying for now.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“Want to come on a road trip?” Anneke asked, leaning over the fence to call to Mildred, grinning like a child. It was spring time now, for sure, the alpaca were enjoying it, the weather was all over the place, and there were lambs in the fields on the drive through to Palmy.
“A holiday?”
“Well, we could take a night or two, but I need to collect a couple more alpaca. Two adolescents, ready for rehoming, from a farm up near Taumarunui. I could use a hand and wouldn’t mind the company.”
“Baby alpaca! Wow! I think I’ll have to have Marigold visit again; she’ll never get over it. That actually sounds really lovely; I’ll just check Will doesn’t need anything. The alpaca have names?”
“Just temporary ones. I thought you might want to help name them. When you meet them, though. You have to be sure they fit their personalities.”
A month or two ago Mildred would have expressed surprise that alpaca might have different personalities, or that it really mattered what names they were given. Now she only nodded in agreement. It seemed more or less obvious to her at this point.
“Okay. I’ll take a look at their fleeces for you.”
“That sounds like a euphemism.”
“I am a fabric artist. Literal! Alpaca! Fleeces! Okay?”
Anneke laughed. “Okay, fair enough. Literal alpaca. We have to work out exactly what kinds and how things like that can be classified in various ways. Naming schemes for alpaca.”
“How it takes dye. Its properties in weaving. Hypoallergenicness.”
“We’re such nerds.”
“Don’t you complain about it. Okay, al-pack-a bag.” Mildred conceded. 
“I aPeruve… okay, okay, you’ve herd that one before. Herd?”
“Herd. Yeah. I know. Us two in a car, it’s going to be a time, isn’t it?”
“But you’re still coming?”
“Of course. I’m looking forward to meeting your new kids.”
They set off early to beat the remaining holiday traffic. The road lay out in front of them. Two adolescent alpaca were in their future... two adolescent alpaca and a whole lot more.
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