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			​About This Book

			A magical journey of second chances, hidden mysteries, and the unexpected enchantment of a small village—where love, loss, and the fae collide in the most surprising ways.

			Elenna Kane gave her heart to Jamie, his farm, his needy rescue animals, and his rambling, impractical house. But after his death, she’s left struggling to hold on to a life that feels increasingly impossible. 

			Just when she’s ready to walk away, the village of Mullarkey Mills wraps her in its quirky embrace. As the seasons change, an old plow horse teaches her to hold on to joy. A wind phone becomes her bridge to Jamie’s memory even as she cautiously explores the possibility of new love. And the whispering woods begin to reveal their hidden truths, drawing Elenna into a shocking mystery that will open her eyes to the dark splendor of the fae living right under her nose.

			Black Annis Year is a new cozy fantasy from the author of the Valkyrie Bestiary. 

		


		
			​Dedication

			For all those who have rescued an animal in need.

		


		
			​Author’s Note

			I took inspiration for Black Annis Year from many sources—music, art, personal experience and local flavor from my home town. Some of these sources appear in the book, such as the many references to Quebecois songs. Others were more for my reference. For instance, I created maps of Equinox Farm and the layout of Kiso House so that I knew where Elenna was going in each chapter. Finally, many of the animals you’ll find in these pages are inspired by my own rescue adventures, and I have written about them in my blog over the years. 

			Visit The Fair Folk of Mullarkey page on my website if you’re interested in book extras like the maps, playlists and animal-related articles. 

			Welcome to Mullarkey Mills. I hope you enjoy your stay.​

		


		
			​Welcome to Mullarkey Mills

			If you head north on Highway 148 out of Gatineau, Quebec, wind along the beautiful Outaouais River for about an hour, then turn right at the old gold mine and trek ten clicks into the forest, you’ll come to a place unlike any other. Mullarkey Mills is an English speaking village nestled into a predominantly French province. It’s a modern village that retains the flavor of its old Irish roots—a tight-knit community of diverse individuals. 

			Some might even call it quirky.

			And really, Mullarkey Mills isn’t much of a settlement, just a cluster of centennial farm houses with Auntie Clare’s bakery and general store as its focus. Villagers can find anything from fresh pies to wine to cat food on Auntie Clare’s shelves. During the short summer, a chip wagon parks beside the store and picnic tables are set up with bright umbrellas. Everyone agrees that Frites Mullarkey has the best poutine in all of the Pontiac Region.

			The Pishogue Shop shares the same dusty parking lot and caters to those looking for more eclectic gifts than Auntie Clare provides—gem stones, dream catchers, smudge sticks and anything else a modern witch might need. 

			Across the street, tucked into a small park next to the bridge, two granite cenotaphs etched with the names of soldiers who perished during the great wars sit beside a decommissioned tank. In summers of old, children whose families cottaged along the Outaouais River would beg their parents to bring them to see the tank. Now, children would rather play with digital tanks and the village is much quieter for it. 

			If you turn right at this intersection, you’ll cross a covered bridge with red peeling paint and the Bryce River. Following that road will eventually take you to Cedar Grove Inn, a hundred-year-old rambling hotel with a history of hauntings.

			But if you turn left at Auntie Clare’s and drive just a little ways up Mill Road, you’ll find Equinox Rescue Ranch, home to three horses, one stubborn pig, two Mediterranean donkeys, three goats, four alpacas and the meanest llama this side of the Andes. Along with one retired guard dog and a clowder of barn cats. 

			Equinox Farm was once Jamie Nolan’s pride and joy, until he drove his snowmobile into a tree. That was fourteen months and twelve days ago. 

			Now the farm belongs to his wife, and she has no idea how she’s going to care for it.

			This is the story of Elenna Kane, reluctant animal rescuer, scribbler, and wannabe spinner of tales. It is the story of the year she learned all about second chances from an old plow horse. It’s also the year she discovered that fairies are real. 

		


		
			​Summer 
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			Sassy is just a nice way of saying nasty. And Sassy the sorrel mare earned her name. She stood on the other side of the fence, hoofing the ground like a bull ready to charge and glared at Elenna, daring her to open the gate.

			“Mean old horse,” Elenna muttered under her breath. Sassy’s ears flicked backward, never a good sign. 

			Elenna had a dilemma. She’d just lugged a wheelbarrow loaded with grain, hay, and jugs of water down the gravel path to the lower pasture. The wheelbarrow was heavy and the path steep. She’d nearly lost control of it twice. Now she had to wrangle the wheelbarrow into the pasture without Sassy escaping. 

			Of course, she could have avoided this complication if only she’d learned to drive the Honda ATV. That’s how Jamie had always done it. He would open the gate and the machine would block Sassy’s escape route. But Elenna had never felt the need to drive the ATV, and now she was stuck hauling a wheelbarrow. And facing off with the nasty horse—or the sassy horse.

			She squinted into the morning sun. Sassy was still pacing along the fence. The rest of the little herd watched with placid attention. Sadie, the old Belgian draft horse, looked resigned. Shin Mei, the roan gelding hid behind her like a shy toddler. The two Mediterranean donkeys, Jude and Missy, stood in the shade of the run-in shed. From behind her, Elenna heard the alpacas bleating for their own breakfast.

			Sassy ran along the fence, turned and bolted back to the gate. She let out a piercing whinny.

			“Hold on!” Geez. You’d think she hadn’t eaten in a week. 

			Elenna set down the wheelbarrow and reached for the gate. Technically, it wasn’t really a gate, just a junction where she could safely unhook the electrified fence. She grabbed the plastic handles of the grounding wires, ready to unhook them, and paused. 

			Sassy stood five feet away. Her nostrils flared. Her tail rose. 

			“Don’t you dare!” Elenna pointed a finger. Sassy blew out a huff. 

			They had this battle every morning. Somehow, Elenna had to open the gate, bring in the wheelbarrow and shut the gate, all while fending off the hungry mare. She didn’t have enough arms for the job. 

			She unhooked the fence wires and gently laid them on the ground, then turned back to the wheelbarrow. Her body blocked the exit from the pastures and the precious food. Sassy whinnied in frustration.

			Elenna hefted the handles of the wheelbarrow. Lugging hay, grain, and water built muscle and stamina. That’s what she told herself. Every day. As she was trying to make herself believe it, a shadow passed over her. The wind of a hoof whooshed by, only inches from her head. She jumped backward, fell on her butt, and scrambled up to find…Sassy prancing on the grass. Outside the pasture.

			“Did you just hurdle me? You bloody…horse!” The mare stood perfectly still, not impressed with Elenna’s flimsy insult. “Get back into there!” Elenna pointed to the other two horses and the pair of donkeys watching from inside the pasture. Sadie munched grass with the air of a disappointed parent. Sassy pranced a few paces up the hill, toward the gravel path that led to the car park and eventually to the road.

			“Sassy, get your butt back in here or you’re not getting one bite of grain!”

			Sassy scuttled another few feet up the path. She was proud to have pulled a fast one. 

			Now Elenna had another dilemma. She couldn’t leave Sassy to wander around the farm. The knucklehead mare could run into the road. But she couldn’t leave the buckets of grain unattended either. The donkeys would eat it all in seconds. 

			Screw it. She turned into the pasture, leaving the fence open and set the wheelbarrow down, then she started hooking grain buckets onto the fence hooks. Sadie and Shen Mei tucked into their feed. 

			Out in the yard, Sassy let out a nicker. She was just realizing that her act of defiance might cost her a breakfast. By the time Elenna finished setting out buckets for the donkeys, Sassy had trotted into the pasture. Elenna hid a smile. 

			Gotcha at your own game, you sassy rascal. 

			

			As Sassy stuck her nose in her bucket, Elenna dashed back to close the gate, thinking there had to be a better system to feed the beasts. 

			Jamie had never had a problem with Sassy. He’d been her savior and she would have followed him to the ends of the earth. Elenna didn’t have any such claim on Sassy’s affections or loyalty. If only she could drive the ATV. She knew she could learn, but since Jamie’s death she had only barely managed to keep the animals fed. Anything else was simply too much to consider. Grief was exhausting. It sapped all her vitality and left her with the energy of a limp dishrag. For the sake of the animals and her own sanity, she’d have to do better.

			Sassy finished her grain in seconds. Sadie took longer, as if she savored each bite as her last. Sassy sniffed Sadie’s bucket but the old plow horse put her in her place with a swift nip on the neck.

			Good for you, old girl. Sadie was nearing a quarter century in years, but she still had some mettle in her kettle.

			Elenna patted Sadie’s neck and pulled a piece of hay from her thick blond mane. Then she topped up the water trough and hauled the hay bale off the wheelbarrow. 

			The horses and donkeys were installed in this smaller north pasture while the main pasture recovered from a few weeks of their hooves churning up the mud. The grass was coming in nicely and the hay would soon be a second choice. Thank God. She’d been hauling the stuff all winter. Of course, if she learned to drive the ATV, this chore would be a lot easier. 

			And if I sold the farm and animals, life would be even easier. 

			That thought snuck up on her more frequently these days. 

			The horses finished their grain and went back to grazing. Elenna leaned against a fence post and took in the beauty of the farm. Buttery morning sun lit the dew, making the pastures sparkle. The air was filled with chick-a-dee-dee-dees and the louder squawk of blue jays, and it smelled like earth, a rich loamy scent with a hint of wildflowers. She would be sad to leave this place, but these days, sadness was as ingrained in her as the dirt under her fingernails

			Sadie nudged her shoulder. She was taller than Elenna at the withers and thick across the shoulders. Her hooves were wider than dinner plates, and she could no longer hold them up to let Elenna pick out stones and dirt. 

			Another problem she hadn’t found a solution to yet. 

			Most of the residents of Equinox Farm had health or temperament issues. There was Sassy, who refused to be broke under saddle, and Shin Mei, the failed racehorse with bad hips. The donkeys, Jude and Missy, both had foot issues and were prone to rain rot. Then there were the goats, the pig, the alpacas and Luther, the llama with anger issues. 

			Jamie had had a big heart. He’d started Equinox Farm simply to house his growing collection of castoffs—animals that nobody wanted. But last year Jamie had wrapped his snowmobile around a tree. All for the love of speed—for his need to go faster, go farther, to always go, go, go—and Elenna was left to deal with his mission.

			As always, that thought hit like a spike to the chest. Her heart seized, then reluctantly beat again. She sucked in a lungful of sweet summer air and blew it out. 

			It would get easier. It had to.

			Sadie’s nose appeared over her shoulder. She hugged the sweet, blond head and kissed her cheek. Of course, she couldn’t sell Sadie. Who would buy a geriatric ex-plow horse anyway?

			She hoisted the wheelbarrow and snuck out the gate while Sassy was busy with the hay pile. Trundling up the hill toward the barn again, with a lighter load this time, she thought about a new feeding arrangement, one that didn’t involve wheelbarrows.

			“Elenna! Elenna! Elenna!”

			The call came from beyond the pastures where a trail led into the woods. Elenna turned to spot Ruby, the local wild-child, sprinting up the hill. Ruby was only nine-years old, but she ran barefoot and loose in the village of Mullarkey and the forest around it from the day school let out in June until her mother somehow wrangled shoes back onto her feet in September. 

			And there was something a little fay about her. She was a skinny kid who seemed to be all knees and elbows, and yet she moved with the grace of a dragonfly. Her untamed red curls were usually tangled with bits of twigs and grass. And when the morning light hit her just right, Elenna could almost believe that gossamer wings trailed behind her.

			“Elenna! Elenna! Elenna!” Ruby rarely said anything just once, and she always spoke loud enough for her voice to carry across a field. She careened around the barn and ran up the gravel path, not seeming to care if stones dug into her bare feet. In her exuberance, she overshot her mark, then backtracked and bounced around the wheelbarrow.

			“You have to come! You have to. There’s a monster! I heard it!” Her words were punctuated with gasping efforts to catch her breath.

			“Come where?” 

			Ruby pointed across the little creek running below the pastures and into the forest that loomed beyond it. 

			“I can’t come now, Ruby. I have chores to do.” The goats stayed in the barn overnight to protect them from coyotes, and she needed to let them out. 

			Ruby pulled at her hand.

			“But this is really important. It’s hurt.”

			

			“What’s hurt?”

			“The monster. I could hear it crying.”

			Ruby knew how to push her buttons. Elenna would never turn her back on an injured animal. Not even a monstrous one.

			She brought the wheelbarrow to a stop at the barn and turned to the child.

			“Are you telling the truth?”

			Ruby took Elenna’s hand in her smaller, dirt-caked hands and pressed it to her cheek. She stared at her with an open expression, completely free of guile.

			“Would I lie to you?” She batted her strawberry blond eyelashes.

			Elenna had to laugh. The kid was a master manipulator.

			“Oh, come on then. Show me the monster.”

			Ruby took off at a run toward the little bridge that forded the creek. 

			Elenna sighed and followed. 

			They headed upstream, following the creek to where it met the larger Bryce River. An old water mill sat on the farm’s property at the juncture of these two streams. The mill hadn’t been in operation for over a hundred years and the building was mostly taken over by foliage. Ruby raced up the path beside the mill and disappeared into the forest. 

			“Don’t get too far ahead!” Elenna called after her. She wasn’t worried about Ruby getting lost. The girl probably knew these woods better than anyone in town, but Elenna wasn’t a lithe nine-year-old sprite who seemed to float across the ground. She was thirty-six. She earned every step up the hill, and by the time she passed the old stone shed behind the mill, she was panting. Sweat trickled down the small of her back.

			

			Ruby danced back along the path to catch her hand and pull her along. She babbled as they walked, pointing out unusual rock formations and mounds of dirt where moles tunneled near the surface.

			“Tig says that the Wild Hunt came right through here once. Not the Wild Hunt, of course. That one never leaves the old country, Tig says. But a Wild Hunt. Anyway wouldn’t that be super fantastic to see?”

			“Does your mother know you visit Tig?” 

			Ruby looked affronted. “Of course. She says Tig is an essential part of my education.”

			“Essential, huh?”

			Ruby nodded solemnly. “Essential. She said so.”

			Elenna couldn’t argue with that, but if she had a kid—she breathed past that little land-mine of a thought—if she had a kid, she wouldn’t let her run wild in the forest and she certainly wouldn’t let her visit Tig, the hedge-witch wannabe who lived in a shack that should have been condemned in 1950. Her property bordered Equinox Farm to the west and ran all the way up to the old abandoned gold mine in the north. She wasn’t a social sort, and mostly kept to herself.

			Elenna paused to dig at the stitch in her side. “Are we getting close to this monster of yours? I really do have chores.”

			“Shh!” Ruby put a finger to her lips and crouched. Her bony knees framed her face as she peered into the shadows under the trees. “There! Did you hear that?”

			Elenna squatted beside her and listened. She did hear something. A bird, maybe? The gabbling sound came again. Several gabbling sounds.

			Elenna rose, ignoring the creak of her knees. 

			“That’s not a monster.”

			

			Ruby scrunched up one eye. “You sure?”

			“I’m sure. Come on.” She touched Ruby’s shoulder to urge her forward, then left the trail and headed toward the river. Ruby slid down the bank like an otter. 

			Bryce River widened to a little pool here and the current was less fierce. It was only ankle deep near the shore but it deepened enough to swim in the middle. It was one of Elenna’s favorite spots to bring her sketchbook. She and Jamie used to come here to cool off in the hot summers too. They’d even made love on the bank once. She felt herself blush thinking about it now, and she glanced at Ruby. 

			That had been at least three years ago. Ruby would have been only six. Surely the little imp hadn’t been running loose at that age. Though her mother would have probably thought spying on her neighbors’ debauchery was essential education. 

			The wind picked up and tossed branches overhead, sending dapples of sunlight through the forest’s canopy. The light reflecting off the water confused her, so it took Elenna a few seconds to spot the flock of five ducks floating in the slow-moving river. 

			“What’s wrong with them?” Ruby asked. 

			“They’re just babies.” But Ruby’s concern was reasonable. The ducklings were clearly unhealthy. Their white feathers were burnished with yellow baby down that was matted with dirt. They watched the human interlopers with dull expressions. One of them peeped out a pitiful sound. Another wouldn’t even swim, but sat limply in the shallow water.

			“There’s your monster. Or monsters.” Elenna looked around for a mother duck, but didn’t have high hopes of finding one. These babies were starving. 

			“Sh—” She cut off the curse word before finishing it and glanced at Ruby. 

			

			“It’s okay. You can swear in front of me. Daniel does it all the time.” Daniel was Ruby’s older brother. He could add to Ruby’s vocabulary all he wanted. Elenna didn’t have to.

			“Those ducks will die if we leave them here.”

			“We can’t let them die!” Ruby’s eyes were big enough to swallow her head. 

			“We won’t. Can you run back and ask Gilly for a pet carrier from the barn? Better ask her to come back with you and bring a second one.” Ruby was already off and running. “She’ll be in the vegetable garden!” Elenna called after her, but the child had already disappeared into the trees. 

			She turned back to study the ducks. Could they fly? She didn’t think so. They might be old enough, but their feathers were in poor shape. She backed up to the path so she didn’t spook them while she waited for the girls.

			The cool wind had blown in and the new leaves on the birch trees turned silver backs outward. The sky overhead was still blue, but a cloud covered the sun, plunging the forest into shadow. 

			The hairs on Elenna’s arms lifted. She had the unpleasant feeling that someone was watching her. She glanced up the trail. It disappeared into deep shadows. Was someone up there? This was her property. No one walked these trails but her. And Ruby, of course, and sometimes Max, her neighbor, but no one she need fear.

			She shivered as the wind raised goosebumps on her skin. Before she knew what she was doing, she stepped forward along the darkening trail. Another step. Her brain told her something was really wrong, but her feet kept shuffling along the dirt path.

			“Hello?” The wind seemed to whisk her voice away. She took another few steps around a bend in the trail. She didn’t realize how far she’d walked until she spotted a familiar landmark. An oak tree had grown around a huge mossy boulder right next to the river. At some point in its long life, the trunk had bent to keep growing around the boulder, and against all odds, the mighty oak had grown crooked but strong. The tree was old now, nearing its end. Grayish vines wrapped its trunk and were tangled in its leaves. A heavy branch had fallen from its peak. Peach-colored mushrooms bloomed along this rotting limb. Beyond the tree and boulder, the ground sloped away to the river, but it was all covered in some kind of weedy gray lichen. Her overactive imagination supplied the ominous threads of horror movie music, and she shivered.

			Though she was far from home, Elenna’s property continued for another ten acres or so, almost to the edge of the old gold mine. 

			A gust of wind rattled the oak leaves. 

			“Hello?” She peered at the boulder, and more specifically at the hole under the boulder. It was black and deep, and it seemed to call to her. She imagined sticking a hand into that black hole, then an arm, then climbing down into its fathomless depths. Like a waking dream, she pictured herself walking a dark path full of magic with fairy lights dancing around her head while a brighter light lured her onward—a softly diffused light, warm and brimming with the promise of comfort. The wind howled like a sad ballad heard from far away. The music grew louder and more frantic and suddenly she was running. The dark path furled by under her feet but she never seemed to close on that promising light. A cackle sounded like the boom of thunder…

			The wind suddenly shifted and sunlight poured through the forest canopy again. 

			Elenna was startled to find herself crouched right beside the boulder, her hand reaching for the hole. 

			She scrambled backward and stood, obsessively wiping her hands on her jeans and feeling silly. She recognized that her writer’s brain sometimes went into overdrive, and where she saw bogie men, there were only shadows. When she heard howling voices, it was only the voice of the wind. Her imagination let her sculpt intriguing stories, but it could also be unsettling. 

			She stared at the hole under the boulder. It was just a den for some industrious creature. A porcupine or muskrat was probably watching her right now, waiting patiently for the invader to leave their home. 

			An oak leaf floated down and landed on the crook of her arm. She picked it up and thought of the old wives tale: if you catch a falling leaf, it’s a good luck charm from Mother Nature. 

			Except it was June. The leaves shouldn’t be falling.

			She turned the leaf over. The deep green veins were overlaid with a grungy silver and black patina. Looking around, she found more blight on a nearby alder. The rot had crawled up its trunk and covered half its leaves. She’d heard of a disease affecting birch and beech trees in the area, but not oaks or alders. Alders were indestructible. They were the first trees to grow back after a forest fire, and they grew in swampy ground no other trees could handle. And oaks? The thought of something eating her beautiful red oaks saddened her. 

			She dropped the leaf and brushed off her hands. 

			“Elenna?” Gilly’s voice came from far away. 

			“I’m coming.” She put the thought of blighted trees aside for now. There were ducks to rescue. 

			*

			​Elenna closed the computer on her lap and scratched Gado’s ears. The retired Akita guard dog was flopped on the patio stones at her feet. She lifted her face to take in the afternoon sun. She’d just finished the farm’s bookkeeping for the month of May. It wasn’t good. The price of hay had gone up again last year, and grain rose in the spring. The farm was quite literally eating through the inheritance Jamie had left her. His intention had never been to make a profit. The farm’s only income came from a few sales of fresh eggs and seasonal produce from a garden that Gilly had begged Elenna to set up. It wasn’t enough. 

			And Jamie had never told her just how bad things were. 

			She sighed and closed the computer. Why had she not been more involved in the business side of things before now? She knew the answer, even though it stuck in her craw. Because she’d been off in her own world of fantasy and fairy tales, always hoping her next story would be the one that made it big. 

			And Jamie hadn’t wanted her to worry about finances or the farm. His promise when they’d married was that he’d make a home for them, a quiet, safe place where she could finally write her masterpiece and he could pursue his many hobbies—hobbies that mostly involved driving vehicles too fast and too dangerously.

			She was staring at one of his other hobbies right now as she sat in the courtyard that cozied into the crook of their ridiculous U-shaped house. Her ridiculous U-shaped house, she amended. The courtyard’s only ornamentation were beds of gravel and sand. 

			Once these beds had been lovingly raked into flowing patterns that were meant to aid in meditation. Now, stubborn weeds pushed through the gravel as if trying to take back a piece of this hostile, anti-foliage world. 

			Jamie had been an adrenaline junkie in constant motion. If he wasn’t riding Shen Mei, his off-the-track racehorse, he was buzzing down the trails on his dirt bike or hooking up the boat for fishing. Or cycling. Or running. Or, or, or. 

			Maybe that’s why she’d put up with this zen garden for so long. To her it was nothing more than a desolation of stone and sand. But Jamie had doted on it. He’d loved to putter with his rakes, and the only time she’d ever seen him stand still was when contemplating the flowing lines in the sand beds. 

			But everything about this meditation garden irked her—the lack of foliage, the drab color scheme, and the austerity. One bed was laid with pea gravel of obsidian black. Another had larger white stones. And yet another held fine gray sand. That last one was even more offending since a stack of smooth round black stones sat in the middle of it like some bad motivational poster that expounded on the virtues of serenity or forgiveness—traits she was in short supply of right now. 

			One row of rake marks had survived the flattening snows of winter. It swelled like a wave through the gravel at her feet. In a sudden fit of pique, she reached out with her foot and smeared the gravel under her shoe, erasing the last of Jamie’s meticulously worked lines. 

			Take that, you bastard.

			Then she sat back feeling foolish. It was just a garden. And Jamie was dead. He deserved to be remembered with love. 

			She was probably redirecting sadness into rage because they’d lost two ducklings overnight. Watching the little creatures fade away had left her feeling helpless and angry. She had no idea how to care for ducks, let alone malnourished, mite-ridden ones. And Max, the local vet who made house calls, hadn’t been available. She’d searched the internet for care of baby ducks, and found only the basics: keep them warm and don’t feed them bread. Well, duh.

			She’d tried her best, staying up most of the night, coaxing the two weakest to eat the chicken feed, which was all she’d had on hand, but they’d been too frail to survive.

			Ruby had cried when they buried the little bodies this morning. Elenna didn’t have any more tears to give to ducks.

			Beside her shoe, a green stalk had pushed through the gravel. It was kind of pretty with a heavy ring of leaves topped by a white flower that was only partially open. A bee landed and stuck its head deep into the flower. Only its fat little behind and legs were visible. She watched it for a while, letting her anger drain away. There was no way to stay angry while watching bumblebee butts.

			I should turn this garden into a bee haven. 

			Maybe she could plant some bee balm and milk weed or purple coneflowers—turn the space into a refuge for pollinators. 

			She rose, stalked over to the stack of zen stones and nudged it with a toe. The top stone wobbled. A sharper kick sent the stones skittering across the gravel. 

			That was petty, but it made her feel better. 

			“That was rather aggressive,” said a voice from behind her. Gado lifted his head and woofed, then saw who it was and laid his head back on his paws. 

			Elenna turned to greet Max, her neighbor and local animal doctor. 

			“More like passive-aggressive. What I should really do is pull out all these gravel beds and plant flowers. Maybe some herbs.”

			“So why don’t you?”

			“Because…” She let the thought fade with a sigh.

			“Because you’d feel guilty destroying Jamie’s garden, but if Mother Nature does it, you’re not at fault.”

			She shot him with little finger guns. “Exacto-mundo.” She brushed the little white flower with a toe. “But weeds can be pretty too.”

			“They can. And useful. That’s bloodroot. It makes a terrible tea, but it’s supposed to be good for getting rid of plaque on your teeth.”

			“I’ll stick to my toothpaste, thanks.”

			Foraging was Max’s passion, though she didn’t know how he found time for it. He was the only vet in their area, and even though he was semi-retired, he still treated animals at several farms around Mullarkey.

			His craggy face was framed by a mane of hair that was more silver than black. He had soft eyes, the kind that put animals and people at ease. His nose was too big for conventional standards of beauty, but it gave him an air of authority. And it went well with his full silver mustache. 

			“So what’s this about some ducks?” he asked.

			“Ruby found them in the woods. Their parents must have been killed by a fox or coyote. They’re in pretty rough shape. Two died this morning, but there are three left.”

			“Let’s take a look then. I’ll get my bag and meet you in the barn.”

			Max walked away slowly and with deliberation, like a man used to the pace of country life. 

			Elenna waited for him to round the corner of the big barn, then carefully re-stacked the zen stones. 

			*  

			​Gracie, the Vietnamese potbellied pig, grunted and waggled a foot when Elenna entered the barn.

			“Good morning, Gracie.” It was always a good idea to greet the pig. She was a bit of a diva and could be ornery if she thought she was being disrespected. Gracie grunted, then turned over in her bed of hay and went back to sleep. 

			At least the ducks weren’t bothering her as they quacked and flapped in the spare stall. Elenna had heard their squabbling cacophony from out in the yard, but the noise was welcome news. It meant they were getting stronger. 

			She peered into the stall. Yes, three healthy little fluff balls. They definitely looked better than yesterday.

			Movement in the yard caught her eye. She turned, expecting to find Max coming up from the car park, but spied Henrik instead. He was bringing back the empty muck bucket. The morning was already hot and his shirt stuck to him like a second skin. 

			Henrik was over-the-top gorgeous, with a body built to fight off barbarians, blond hair that was just a touch too long and the face of a fallen angel. 

			He stopped at the hose that was curled up on the ground outside the barn.

			Oh, no. Don’t do it. 

			He picked up the hose. He was definitely going to do it. 

			His shoulders flexed. He tucked his elbows into the hem of his t-shirt and pulled it over his head. Dear God. The stretch smoothed out the ridges on his abs. Sweat frosted his perfectly sculpted chest. He tossed the t-shirt over a fence post and raised the hose, squeezing the nozzle. Water droplets danced over his face. 

			The music from a romcom montage echoed in Elenna’s head. 

			Boom, shucka-shucka, boom. 

			Time became a loose construct as Henrik slicked back his hair in slow motion. Afternoon light caught droplets of water as they shimmied down his wet torso. Wide farmer’s hands wiped downward from his shoulders to his chest and stomach, thrusting water before them. He shook his head, spraying light-kissed droplets off him like he was a fae prince robed in sparkling gems.

			In an instant they were up on horseback, Henrik in front, Elenna clinging to his damp torso. The music soared. Her legs clamped around the horse, her hands gripping his sweat-slicked shoulders as he urged the horse into a gallop…

			“Whoa there, girl. You’ll trap flies with that gaping mouth.”

			The music screeched to a stop like a needle scratched across old vinyl. Time and sense returned to normal and Elenna found Max grinning at her. 

			“Can’t say as I blame you.” Max nodded toward Henrik who, oblivious to the spectators, was now wheeling the muck bucket to its place behind the barn. “And you’re not the only one caught in Henrik the Beautiful’s vortex.” 

			Gilly stood in the vegetable garden just past the barn. She was leaning on a hoe and had a dopey expression on her face. Elenna could only hope her own expression hadn’t been so…so what? Obvious? Honest? Foolish?

			“Gilly? Don’t be silly. She’s seventeen.” Elenna snorted.

			Max had a twinkle in his eye. “Don’t you remember being seventeen?”

			She did. There was something wild about a seventeen-year-old girl, as if the promise of all those adventures to come vibrated in her bones. 

			“Still, she’s just a kid.”

			

			“You’d better hope Henrik sees her that way.”

			Great. Now she had to chaperone the farm help. At least Henrik wouldn’t be around for long. He’d arrived a week ago as a work-away laborer from Austria. He had a visa to work at Equinox for the summer in exchange for room and board in the old farm cottage. It was a win-win arrangement. Elenna got farm labor she wouldn’t have been able to afford otherwise, and Henrik got a summer in Canada. 

			Max’s warm hand touched her bare arm. 

			“It’s okay to look, you know. It’s not cheating.”

			She swallowed a sudden lump in her throat and nodded. 

			“I know.” But looking was as far as it would get. She wasn’t ready for more, and she didn’t think she ever would be.

			“All right.” Max clapped his hands. “So these are the little blighters you found?”

			Glad for the change of subject, she turned her attention back to the ducklings. 

			“There were five, but two died in the night. The others seem stronger today. Poor things, who knows how long they’ve been without their parents. Probably been too terrified to rest.”

			Max’s brows came together, making a deep crease between them.

			“What? What’s the matter?”

			“Nothing,” Max assured her. “They look healthy enough. But they weren’t abandoned by their mama.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean, these are Pekin ducks. Not native to this area. Someone dumped them in the forest.”

			“You’re kidding. Why would someone do that?” 

			

			People—and she used that term loosely—often dumped cats nearby because they saw the barn and assumed domesticated cats could survive just fine as barn cats. That was rarely the case. Pet cats are too pampered to survive on their own. Elenna usually sent them to the local animal aid to be re-adopted. 

			But ducks? Who dumped ducks?

			“It’s common enough.” Max picked up a duckling and checked its underside. “When was Easter?”

			“I don’t know.” She thought back. “It was late this year. Mid-April maybe?”

			“That sounds about right. Most likely, someone with more money than sense bought a bunch of eggs for their kids at Easter. The kids get all excited to watch them hatch. But then the ducks grow and the parents realize they’re a lot more noise and mess than they anticipated. And of course the kids lose interest the first time they have to clean the duck cage. So they get dumped.”

			Elenna shook her head. “I hate people. You really think that’s what happened?”

			“I’ve seen it before. And the timing fits. These guys are about four weeks old.” 

			“So what do I do with them?”

			“Duck eggs make great omelets.” Max gently replaced the last duckling onto the hay. Was his hand shaking? 

			“You can’t be serious. I can’t keep them.”

			He scratched the back of his head. “You could try Pontiac Animal Care, but I don’t know that they take fowl. You might post them online.”

			Elenna ground her teeth. She didn’t trust online buyers. Who knew what nefarious plans they would have for the babies. 

			She leaned her arms on the ledge of the stall and peered at the ducklings. 

			“It looks like Equinox Farm has three new residents.”

			Max nodded. “I’ll give them something for the mites. You’ll need a proper enclosure. Something with water.”

			Perfect. Another chore. Another expense. 

			Max took a wet wipe from his bag and scrubbed his hands. They were definitely shaky. 

			“While I’m here, there’s something else I wanted to talk about.”

			He wasn’t looking at her and his tone was much too serious for good news. 

			“Go on.”

			Max let out a sharp breath that whistled through his mustache. “You know I’ve been retired for a while now. I take only a few clients, you and Felix mostly.” In his fifties, Felix was the maple syrup farmer down the road who kept a small flock of sheep. 

			“And?” she prompted when Max seemed reluctant to go on.

			“And I’ve decided it’s time to make that retirement official.”

			“Official?”

			“No more farm visits. At least not as a doctor.”

			“You can’t be serious?”

			“As serious as a heart attack. Or in this case, Parkinson’s.” He lifted one hand and held his fingers flat, palm down. The tremble was obvious. 

			“I can’t trust these old hands to give needles anymore. And it’s only going to get worse.”

			“That’s why you went into the city yesterday.”

			Max nodded. “Doc confirmed it.”

			

			“Oh, Max! I’m so sorry.” She flung her arms around his neck. He let out a grunt and patted her back roughly.

			“Now don’t go getting all maudlin on me, girl. I’m not going anywhere. And if you ever need a cup of tea, you know where to find me.”

			Elenna sniffled back the tears that were always close to the surface these days. Max was more than an animal doctor. He was the first friend she’d made when she moved to Mullarkey. 

			“But you’ll need a new vet.” His voice was gruff, as if he was also fighting back emotions.

			She wiped her eyes. “That’s unlikely to happen.” 

			There were no vets in their area. It was a problem that all local farmers had to deal with. Newly graduated vet students preferred city practices where they kept normal office hours and never had to deal with anything bigger than a Great Dane. Few wanted to come out to a rural area, and in predominantly French Quebec, even fewer wanted to live in the mainly English-speaking Pontiac Region. The provincial government compounded the issue by refusing to let vets from out of the province practice here unless they passed a French language test. The result was that Max was her only hope for veterinary care.

			He took her hand. “You know I’d continue to help, if I could.”

			“I know. I’ll figure something out.” She often saw call-outs online for other farms that had spots in their horse trailers for trips to the vet in Ottawa. It was time she reached out to those farmers. She tugged on her ponytail.

			“That’s a bad habit.” Max pointed at her fingers twined in her hair. “Good way to give yourself duck mites.”

			“Ew.” Elenna let her hand drop. Max was right. It was a bad habit that left her hair dirtier than it needed to be. 

			

			Max sighed. “Don’t worry. I won’t leave you high and dry. I already found you a new vet.”

			“You what?” 

			“There’s a practice in Orleans, near Ottawa. Two of their staff doctors passed the French test to practice across the river. Two more should have their certificates by the end of the year. They plan to have one vet doing rounds in this area every week.

			“That’s amazing! Thank you so much!” She threw her arms around him again and kissed his cheek. 

			“Oh, don’t go on now,” he groused. “It was nothing. I know the clinic owner. She went ahead and booked one of their doctors to visit you next week. You can get all your vaccines done.”

			“Thank you, thank you, thank you!” It wasn’t nothing. Max had just saved her a huge amount of stress. She had a vet! 

			“But you know, I expect payment in pie.” Max packed away his medical bag. “Not one of yours, mind you. Auntie Clare’s. I hear she has a special on peach pie this week.”

			“Absolutely! One peach pie will be coming your way soon.”

			And one mite bath for the ducks. Elenna’s hand instinctively went for her ponytail and she stopped it. Maybe a disinfectant bath for herself too. Oh, the life of a farmer. 

			* 

			“​Hi, Dad.”

			“Elen…Ho…Can…ou hear me?” Her dad’s voice came over the line in bits of truncated dialogue. 

			

			“Hold on.” She stepped out of her living room and closed the paper screen behind her. This led to a long hallway that ran around the inside of the U-shaped house. The hallway was floor-to-ceiling glass to showcase the garden of stone and sand in the courtyard. She walked to the door at the end and then outside. 

			The sun reflected off all the glass and seemed to bake the garden. Her sunglasses had been perched on her head and she slid them on. 

			Gado was lazing in a bit of shade in one corner of the garden. His eyebrows twitched when she came out, but there was no reason to get excited.

			“Can you hear me now?” she asked. The tin roof made her house a dead zone for cellular connections. Outside wasn’t much better. She glanced at her phone. One bar.

			“I can hear you,” he said. “Can you hear me?” It was the game they played every time he called. She tried to get him to FaceTime instead, but he said his thumbs were too clumsy to find the right buttons.

			“I can hear you fine, Dad. You sound congested. I hope you’re getting enough bed rest.” Covid had blazed through his retirement community last month, proving that even though the pandemic was over, the illness was not gone. Her dad had been hit hard, though he was recovering now.

			“Well, I’ve spent a lot of time in bed, but I can’t say it’s been all that restful, if you know what I mean.”

			She could almost hear his eyebrows waggling, and she groaned. She did know.

			Her mother had died when she was very young. Elenna had only fleeting memories of her—the smell of her favorite hand lotion, or one verse of a song she liked to sing in the kitchen. Mom was Dad’s fourth wife and he’d been forty-two when Elenna was born. Now at seventy-eight, he spent winters in Florida as a snowbird. In the summer he lived in a retirement home in Ottawa. He said there were not enough old guys, so he was in hot demand with the ladies, just the way he liked it. 

			“Please, Dad, spare me the details.”

			“Come on, Lanie, don’t be a prude. People will think I didn’t raise you right.”

			Elenna walked over to Gado’s shaded nook, tucking her glasses on top of her head again so she could lean her forehead against the cool glass. It wasn’t even nine o’clock and the heat was already intolerable. 

			“I’m not a prude. I just don’t need to hear about my father’s sex life. It’s gross.”

			“Fair enough. When are you planning—” His voice cut off as a cough seized him. She waited a full minute before he had enough breath to continue. 

			“When do you think you’ll be out this way?” he said finally. 

			“I was thinking, maybe you should come here for a visit. Get out of the city for a bit.” She hadn’t been thinking that at all, but that cough worried her. 

			“Maybe. Are there any hot babes in your town?”

			She thought about the residents of Mullarkey. “There’s Auntie Clare. I mean Clare Mullarkey. You met her last time you were here.”

			“Awk, Lanie, she’s an old lady.”

			“She’s the same age as you.” Elenna let exasperation color her tone.

			“Exactly. Old.”

			“Well, think about it, anyway.”

			“I will, gotta go, kid. My PT is here. Gotta show off my muscles for the girls.”

			“Bye Dad. I love you.”

			“Love you too.” 

			 The line went dead. She stood in the zen garden staring at her reflection in the glass wall. What had she been thinking, inviting her dad to come and stay? There was absolutely no room for him here. Her eyes roamed up the wall and followed it around the courtyard. 

			Their house—her house—was completely impractical for receiving guests. It was impractical for a lot of other reasons too. Shaped like a giant U, it was all glass on the inner arch. The outside was painted wood siding with narrow windows up high on the walls. When she approached the front door, she couldn’t help thinking those windows looked like arrow slits and armed marksmen were waiting behind them to fend off invaders. Facing the house from the inner courtyard, the right wing of the U was one long room, separated into dining and living areas. The ceilings were vaulted and the walls serene eggshell. Their only adornments were some Japanese calligraphy and a katana hanging on the wall. The left wing housed her bedroom and a giant bathroom. Colossal. There were no words for how big this bathroom was. It had all the usual bathroom amenities, plus a separate tub room which Jamie had called the ofuro, though it didn’t conform exactly in style to the traditional Japanese soaking tubs. Secretly, she’d always thought the ofuro was a little pretentious. It filled the entire room—a room bigger than most luxury bathrooms in suburban homes—with jets distributed along the tiled sides and shower heads sprouting from the walls. And it was inconvenient as a bath because her well couldn’t fill it in one go.

			The short wing of the U was the only section with two floors. Downstairs housed the kitchen, foyer, and storage. Upstairs, there was a library where she wrote, another storage room, and a large workout space where Jamie used to burn off excess energy in the winter months. 

			The house had been Jamie’s vision. He even christened it Kiso House, named for a breed of Japanese horses. 

			After he got a degree in history that he really had no use for, Jamie had taken time off to travel and ended up in Japan for nearly a year. He fell in love with the culture and the Japanese aesthetic and when he inherited the farm, he built Kiso House in the light of those memories. 

			When she moved in, Elenna tried to love it. She really did. But lordy-lord, bachelors should never design houses. It was completely impractical. There were no guest rooms. And only the one shower and toilet. No pantry. No linen closet. No closets of any kind. She’d had to convince Jamie to buy a wardrobe for the bedroom just so she could hang up her dresses. And, oh, the best part? There were no walls on the inner sides of the rooms, only paper screens that slid open and closed and did nothing to dull the noise. 

			Even if she gave her dad her room, she’d hear him snoring while she tried to sleep on the couch in the living room. 

			Studying the house now, a little piece of her hated it, and then she hated herself for that pettiness. 

			What she really wanted to do was tear it down and build a sturdy little cottage, something that suited the brief but scorching Quebec summers and the long frigid Quebec winters.

			Her finger swiped at dirt on the glass. The two-story high windows framed the entire courtyard, and they always needed cleaning. Jamie had paid a service to do them—just another extravagance she’d learned to do without. 

			Movement in the window’s reflection caught her eye. Gado let out a quiet woof. That meant the visitor wasn’t a stranger. 

			Elenna turned to find Nina hurrying up the drive, carrying a large box. She lost a flip-flop, stumbled, hopped on one foot for a bit, backtracked to get her shoe, and then kept coming. 

			Elenna sighed. She liked Nina, but she could be…a lot.

			“Hey sister!” Nina waved her free hand. Nina wasn’t her sister. Elenna had one somewhere, the product of her dad’s first marriage, but she hadn’t seen her in over ten years. Nina called every woman sister, as if having boobs meant they were all some big happy family—a united front of womanliness.

			“What’s in the box?” Elenna shielded her eyes against the morning sun’s glare. Gado was already bored with the visit and had gone back to his busy work of sleeping on the cool gravel.

			“It’s a present.” Nina beamed. 

			Elenna felt her nose wrinkle. When she wrote her stories, she never described a character as “beaming.” It was a silly metaphor that made her think of aliens for some reason. But Nina really did beam. Her teeth were whiter than white. And she showed them off. A lot. She had round cheeks, as if she had never quite lost her baby fat, and they turned a brilliant shade of pink at the hint of embarrassment. Add in hair so blond it was almost white, and she seemed to glow with an inner energy that was never quenched. 

			Nina owned the Pishogue Shop in the village and she called herself a witch, though Elenna had never seen her perform any magic other than blinding people with her teeth. Nina assured her that modern witches were more about living united with nature than casting spells.

			“For you.” Nina held out the box and grinned. Elenna slid her sunglasses down over her eyes. The box held an old rotary phone. It was avocado green.

			“What, is 1970 calling?” 

			“Don’t be silly.” Nina’s cheeks turned pink. “It’s a wind phone.”

			

			“A what now?”

			“It’s all the rage in Japan. I read about it on a geocaching site. People come from all over to find them. There are maps online and everything.”

			“I don’t get it.”

			Nina let out an exaggerated sigh as if Elenna were seriously dimwitted. 

			“You don’t have to get it. You just need to give me permission to set it up on your property.”

			“And why would I do that?”

			“Because it’s…” Nina searched for the word that would convince her, but all she came up with was, “it’s important.” She could see Elenna’s skepticism and she rushed on. “You have that open gate farm tour next month, right?”

			Elenna nodded.

			“This will bring attention to the farm. I promise.”

			“I don’t see how.”

			“That’s because you know nothing about social media. Trust me on this, okay?”

			She looked so earnest. “Fine, but you’ll have to explain it to me.”

			“Of course. Let’s go find the perfect spot to install it. I was thinking near the old mill. There’s parking there and it’s not too far from the road.” 

			“Okay, let me put some shoes on and take care of the dog.” Poor old Gado was starting to pant even in the shade.

			“Come on, buddy. Enjoy the air conditioning for a bit.” She coaxed him inside. He flopped down on the tiles right inside the door while she shoved her feet into sneakers. 

			

			She met Nina on the path next to the barn and they headed toward the old mill.

			“Sweet mother, it’s hot.” Nina plucked at her tank top. Elenna followed the line of her gaze and found…yup. Henrik was spreading used straw around the pasture. He’d already lost his shirt and his sweat-slicked skin glistened in the sun. He worked the pitchfork in a steady beat, his shoulders flexing with each swing.

			“That’s some good forking.” Nina ran her hand up her neck to catch a droplet of sweat. 

			Elenna tugged on her arm. “Quit ogling the help. It’s bad enough that Gilly has gone all googly-eyed for him.”

			“Come on. You’re trying to tell me,” she waved a hand at the Adonis in the field, “that sight doesn’t make your loins ache just a little bit?”

			“Loins? Really? Who talks like that?”

			“Loins is a perfectly good word.”

			“If you’re roasting pork, maybe.”

			Nina huffed. “Elenna Kane, I refuse to believe that you’re really that dead inside.”

			Elenna fell silent for a few steps, then said, “Not dead, but…I don’t know. Hibernating, maybe.”

			Nina shuffled the box around so she could squeeze her arm.

			“Aw, geez. I’m sorry. I can be such a jerk sometimes.” Nina’s cheeks flared red. 

			“It’s okay. I get it.” Fourteen months seemed like a lot for somebody else, someone who’d known Jamie, but didn’t know him. To Elenna it felt like a few days, sometimes a few hours, since that QPP officer arrived at her door to give her the horrible, unalterable news. 

			By now they’d walked past the barn and the small pasture and into the gravel parking area. A short path through the grass at the side of the road brought them to the old mill. It had once been a working flour mill, serving farmers for miles around. The water wheel had been removed many years ago, and now Elenna used the building for storing winter stuff like the snowblower and shovels. 

			“So tell me about this phone.” 

			“It’s a Japanese custom, so it will fit right in here. It’s called a Shiba Inu.” Nina paused. “No wait, that’s a manga character.”

			“Actually, I think that’s a dog breed.”

			“Whatever. Something like that.”

			“What does it do, exactly?”

			“Well, you talk into it.” Nina was huffing so Elenna took the box from her. 

			“And does someone talk back?”

			“No, silly. That’s not the point.”

			“Okay.” Clearly Elenna was missing the point entirely. The point was so far out of her sight, it wasn’t even a dot on her horizon.

			“This would be a perfect spot to install it.” Nina indicated an old stone wall that ran behind the mill. It still had the remnants of a wooden gate. She rifled through the box and came out with a couple of nails and a hammer. She pounded a nail into the old fence post at face height, then hung the phone and gave it a tug. 

			“Good. Nice and secure.”

			“Now what?”

			“Now people can come and use it to call, you know, people from their past they can’t connect with. Lost loved ones…” She suddenly realized what she’d done. Her hand went to her mouth. “Oh, sister. I’m so sorry. I didn’t think.”

			

			“It’s okay.” Elenna gave her a moment to get over her embarrassment. She picked up the receiver, but didn’t put it to her ear. “So, let’s say I call Jamie. Then what?”

			Nina took a deep breath. She might have made a ginormous blunder bringing this thing into her grieving friend’s world, but now that she had, she wasn’t going to back down. Elenna had to admire her blind enthusiasm. 

			“Well, then you talk to him. Say all the things you didn’t get a chance to say.” She saw Elenna’s one raised eyebrow and looked chagrined. “People say it’s very therapeutic. Look.” She held up her phone and scrolled to an app. “These are all comments by people who’ve used wind phones in other places.” 

			Elenna eyed the hundreds of comments scrolling by with skepticism.

			“So I put this phone on that app and people will come to talk on it?”

			“Exactly. And look!” Nina pulled a small wooden box with a brass lock from the cardboard box. She pounded a second nail into the post and hung the box. There was a sign on it that Elenna leaned in to read.

			“Sponsored by Equinox Farm. All donations go to the care and feeding of rescue animals.”

			“It’s a donation box. See?” Nina slid a coin into the slot. 

			“What makes you think someone won’t break that open and steal the change?”

			Nina reared back like she’d been slapped. “Why would anybody do that?”

			“Because that’s what people do.”

			“Not the people I know.” She sniffed. 

			Clearly, Nina had more faith in humanity than Elenna did. 

			

			“Fine. We’ll give it a try. But you have to add the phone to that app. I’m not doing it.” Computers made her head hurt. The only thing she used hers for was bookkeeping and writing.

			“Of course!” She clicked a few buttons, took a picture of the phone, and clicked a few more times. “There, all done. Your wind phone is officially open for business.”

			“Great. I’m sure we’ll be beating customers off with a stick soon.” 

			Nina didn’t hear her. Something on her smart phone had caught her attention and she was typing away. 

			Elenna turned to study the path that led past the mill and into the forest, thinking she should go get a sample of that lichen she’d found, maybe take it to the local nursery to see if the forest was at risk. 

			The General marched into sight at the side of the road. A car was coming fast through the village, kicking up dust. The General lifted a hand and waved. Then he saw her and Nina and he waved again. 

			Elenna didn’t know the General’s name, no one did, except maybe Auntie Clare who’d lived in Mullarkey longer than anyone. He was called the General because every day—rain, snow or shine—he walked from his house up near the old gold mine to the village, where he’d stop at the cenotaphs and bow his head in silent prayer before giving the fallen soldiers a sharp military salute. Sometimes he would sit in the park by the bridge for a while, watching the Bryce River flow by. Then he’d walk home. But he never paused on his walks, and he waved to everyone he met. 

			Today, he paused. Elenna thought she might actually hear him speak, but he only squinted and pointed at the phone. 

			Nina waved to him. “It’s a wind phone. Do you want to try it?”

			

			The General hesitated. Another car came up the road and he turned to wave at it, seeming to forget the unexpected detour of his daily trip. 

			“Poor old guy,” Nina said. “Auntie Clare told me he was a civil engineer in the army. Saw some pretty awful things, I guess.”

			“Not in World War II?” The General was old, but he couldn’t be that old. 

			“Nah. Africa somewhere. I think she said Rwanda.”

			Elenna watched the General’s back as he walked toward the village. He lifted his hand to wave at another car.

			“It’s all about sympathetic magic,” Nina said.

			“The war?”

			“No, silly. The wind phone.” She saw Elenna’s screwed up expression of confusion and huffed out a laugh. “Sympathetic magic works on the principles of cause and effect. You can make something true simply by enacting it.”

			“So if I act out rain falling from the sky, it will rain?”

			“Sort of. There’s more to it, of course. Belief plays a big part, but essentially, yes. That’s the basic principle behind rain dances.”

			“So if I pretend to talk to Jamie on the phone, I’ll be able to really talk to him?”

			“Don’t take everything so literally!” Nina’s tone was a little sharp. She didn’t like having her witchy beliefs questioned. Then she softened. “It’s about intent. What you get out of the wind phone is what you put in. Do you want to try it?” Nina held out the phone’s receiver.

			Did she want to open that can of magic? If she could talk to Jamie—really talk to him—the first words out of her mouth would be spoken in anger not love. How could that help anyone?

			Elenna shook her head. “No, thanks.”

			

			Nina shrugged. “Suit yourself, but you might be surprised at how cathartic it is.”

			Elenna forced a smile through closed lips. Catharsis was for other people. She was glad to hold onto her rage for now. It was her only remaining tie to Jamie. 

			* 

			​The ducks were getting bigger. And louder. At seven weeks old, their adult feathers were starting to come in. They couldn’t fly, but they flapped around the small horse stall until Elenna gave them the run of the barn and closed the big Dutch doors. 

			Gracie had moved to her summer quarters in a sty next to the large pasture, so she didn’t have to worry about her, but the goats were a problem. She couldn’t leave them out at night. There were coyotes and wolves in the area. 

			Bella was an Angora goat with only one horn. The other had cracked and fallen off the week that Beezle arrived on the farm. Beezle liked to head-butt anyone and everyone, and it had taken some time for Bella to put him in his place, though it had cost her a horn. Max estimated Bella’s age at ten years, which was geriatric for her breed. Beezle was an American Pygmy goat who stood no higher than her knee. Newton, the Nubian, was tall, but he suffered from Cushing’s disease and was rail thin. Any one of them would make a good midnight snack for a coyote. So every night, Elenna brought them up to the barn. And every morning, she let them out again. Each time, she had to fight off the increasingly curious ducks. 

			She returned to the barn after her morning goat wrangling session—who needed Pilates when you had goats?—and filled the kiddie pool with fresh water for the ducks, Hewie, Louie and Dewey. No, they weren’t original names, but since she couldn’t tell them apart anyway, she didn’t bother with anything more unique. 
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