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Introduction


Out of the vast fantasy genre, it is stories about contemporary witchcraft that I like best. There is something utterly delightful in discovering that witches and wizards are ordinary people just like you and me—only with that extra magical spark. And wouldn’t it be wonderful to discover that magic is right around the corner, and perhaps even you or I might one day discover our penchant for potions, or learn to wield a magic wand?


The heroines of these five stories are in so many ways just ordinary women. Women who live in a world that is, sadly, all too often designed by men and for men, considering half of the human population an aberrant minority. Or ignoring us all together—at times I am not sure which is worse.


But the women in these stories are no helpless damsels in distress. They are the designers of their own fate, who would never dream of relying on a fickly knight in shining armour. And what better way than to take up engineering, especially in a world that is as suffused with technology as ours?


Arthur C. Clarke postulated that “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.” The converse is not necessarily true, but what if it is? Perhaps magic is simply technology that is beyond our current understanding. That makes witches the scientists and engineers of the future.


As a software developer, I am privileged to get a look behind the magic veil in my teensy tiny corner of expertise. But most of the technology I use is still as much magic to me as to the next person. And don’t even get started on nature, which gets stranger the more we advance our scientific understanding.


Behind all this shiny new world, however, lurk the muddy assumptions of centuries of patriarchal traditions. And all the nifty new inventions will do us no good if they are built on foundations of exclusion and exploitation. To the contrary, they will only cement inequalities.


That is where the witches in these stories rebel. Not in the grandiose save-the-world-in-one-great-swoop way, but in an ordinary tackle-one-niggle-at-a-time fashion. Because, frankly, a lot of things that get my hackles up, may look comparatively minor in the grand scheme of things—but their incessant daily grind gets me down and makes me tired, or all too often angry.


Whether it is maladapted tools that let smaller bodies automatically appear inept, or the threat of trolling designed to keep us toe the line, why have those obvious engineering failures not been fixed? Our technology urgently needs an update, and not just a tiny bugfix tinkering around the edges, but a major architectural overhaul.


And don’t even get me started on medieval gender role expectations! Every time I think they have been buried for good, they promptly resurrect themselves as in the worst zombie horror flick. Here is a field of social engineering that is long overdue. If this dangerous nonsense continues much longer, even I will be tempted to exchange my decades-old female identity for one of the many queer choices on the non-binary spectrum, just to ditch the patriarchal baggage. As a gen-Xer I have to admit, in this respect most of all, Millennials rock!


Plus, there are the problems that could have a technological solution today, if only we put our minds—and our resources—to it. Why do we have sensors that measure—or at least attempt to measure—all kinds of physiological aspects, but I have never in my life seen a period tracker worth its salt?


Finally, the shrinking seating space on trains and planes has long exacerbated the ugly tendency of some passengers to invade their fellow travellers’ personal space in some way or another, often but not always in the form of manspreading. As transport companies, refusing to get involved and calling unruly passengers to order, have let this issue fester for too long, the first technological solutions have already come up, such as the infamous knee defenders that prevent a plane seat from being inclined backwards into the space of the passenger behind. With a bit of magic, this concept can reach an entirely different level.


So here are five geeky witches of all ages, refusing to accept the status quo. Not content to wait for society to change at its glacial pace, they wave a magic wand at some of my personal pet hates, coming up with practical and surprising solutions. With a pinch of imagination, it is amazing what a spark of magic can achieve.


How I wish I had such magic skills of my own!


So, make a cup of tea, sit back and enjoy the ride. Above all, have fun!


Jo Appleby 
December 2021









Make it Fit!


All technowitch Violet wanted was to fix a clogged drain. That is easier said than done, though, when all available tools are not made for you. So Violet gets to work…




Make it Fit!


Violet didn’t set out to start an engineering revolution that fateful Saturday afternoon.


All she really wanted was to unblock the stupid shower drain—again—before donning one of her signature bright ankle-length satin dresses and joining her friends for a barbecue over at Melissa’s. The weather was just right for that kind of garden party, sunny and warm, but not so hot that no one in their right mind wanted to go near an open fire.


A large plate of chicken wings was already marinating in the fridge. Not great for their carbon footprints, but even a bunch of flexitarians deserved an occasional treat. And Violet believed in treating folks well, herself included.


The wings would go perfectly with Paul’s super-tasty lentil salad and the juicy veggie skewers that Melissa had promised to prepare. Violet’s mouth watered at the thought, and she was looking forward to a relaxed evening with her friends. Gareth had taken in a new kitten earlier this week, and Violet was dying to hear how he had been getting on with his latest furball—and hoping for plenty of cute cat pictures, of course.


But first she needed to finish a spot of DIY. While she loved her quirky old cottage with its crooked white walls, bright red wooden shutters and matching front door, there was nothing lovable about the drains in the tiny upstairs bathroom her great-grandmother had retrofitted when indoor plumbing became all the rage.


The shower drain kept blocking up with sickening regularity.


The so-called expert Violet had hired a while ago to investigate the issue, had come back with the verdict that drains simply were not built to handle long strands of hair. Looking down on her petite figure, wearing a short-sleeved royal blue satin dress that perfectly set off her olive skin and luscious waist-length black hair, held together with an ornate gold butterfly clasp, the idiot had the cheek to suggest the best permanent solution was for Violet to ditch her princess looks and get a practical haircut.


She had sent that arsehole packing there and then.


She didn’t need some throwback mansplaining the bloody obvious.


Of course, long hair was a challenge for the drains. Always had been. Always would be. But Violet didn’t believe in making humans work around the limitations of technology. To the contrary, in her opinion the sacred duty of every engineer was to make technology fit its human users.


Not an easy task, as Violet knew only too well. But one that she took seriously every day she went to work. Yes, this five foot nothing beauty with her large brown eyes, perfect cheekbones and contagious smile was not just a pretty face. She was an engineer herself.


A technowitch to be precise.


You know, one of those people who put the magic into all those tiny devices that make our lives so much easier.


Only the mundanes believe that it is all down to nifty electronics and clever software. A convenient illusion, nothing more. Preposterous, if you really think it through. But luckily for the magical community, the mundanes had swallowed the fib hook, line and sinker.


When people first met her, they were often surprised that such a feminine woman was deeply into hardcore spelltech. To Violet there was no contradiction. It wasn’t as if she worked on dusty building sites, or anywhere outdoors, exposed to the elements. In fact, she spent most of her time at work sitting at a neat white desk, researching obscure parts of quantum magic and subsequently trying out new spells on ever-shrinking futuristic-looking devices.


No dirt or physical labour involved. In fact, the only times she stood up from her comfy office chair was when she went to consult with a colleague. No need for protective clothing. And so what if she preferred pretty dresses to the universal geek garb of black cargo trousers and T-shirts with witty slogans?


This afternoon was different of course, since fixing drains could be messy, and Violet was dressed for the occasion. An old pair of blue jeans, a faded red T-shirt with some print made illegible by too many washes, and a scruffy pair of old running shoes, too worn to be fit for their original purpose. Her long hair was collected in a neat braid that fell down her back.


She was good at DIY. In fact, she had performed this particular unblocking spell so many times, she could easily recite it in her sleep. Backwards.


She opened the white curtain around the small shower in the corner of the beige-tiled room and eyed the tiny basin still half-filled with soapy slush from this morning’s shower. It had already begun to smell a bit ripe, all traces of her favourite mint-scented shampoo replaced by the reek of moldering sewage. Violet stepped as close to the mess as she could without getting her feet wet and lifted her wand in her right hand.


Reciting her spell in perfect received pronunciation—not that it really mattered, magic wasn’t as conceited as the stuffy teachers at the posh secondary school that had given her a scholarship—she directed the spell’s force at the offending drain hole and released the magic with a well-practised flick of her wrist.


Only to be sprayed by a surge of ice cold water.


Dammit!


What had gone wrong?


Sheltering her face from the force of the water, Violet fought to take a good look.


The spray, which was quickly threatening to flood the entire bathroom, came from a fist-sized hole in the beige-tiled wall, about chest-high. Her spell must have gone awry and hit a pipe up there.


With the drains still clogged, Violet had to act fast. There was already a slippery film of water on the entire bathroom floor. It would soon reach the threshold and spill over onto the adjacent landing.


Violet flew down the stairs, heedless of the wet footprints on her powder blue carpet, and rushed to the cupboard in the downstairs hallway that hid what little technology the old cottage held.


She found the main valve with practised ease and rapidly turned the rusty old wheel to shut off the water supply. Manually.


Because a good technowitch knows that not all problems need a magical solution. Some are best solved with mundane techniques.


And Violet was one of the most competent technowitches in the country. Her teachers had thought so, her bosses, too, and her work spoke for herself.


Not that today’s performance was exactly convincing. Which irked her more than she wanted to admit.


Violet hurried back upstairs and gingerly stepped into the flooded bathroom to assess the damage. It was as she thought. A tile in the wall was smashed, exposing a burst pipe, the one that supplied water to the shower. It could have been much worse, at least the water was clean.


But it was still an utter nuisance. An utterly wet nuisance, to be precise.


By the time the wand in her back pocket vibrated to indicate it had finished its automatic self-test after the disastrous spell, Violet had a good idea of what had happened. Barring sabotage by invisible aliens and other ridiculous hypotheses, the scene before her was consistent with only one scenario: Her wand must have slipped mid-spell and directed the force intended to blast the blockage into the wall instead.


Violet let out a stream of curses until she had exhausted her entire repertoire—an impressive collection in five different languages, one of the benefits of working in an international environment.


It wasn’t the accident itself that upset her so much. Mistakes happened, and she could easily fix the damage and still be in time for her barbecue. No sweat.


What really infuriated her, was that it wasn’t the first time her wand had slipped. Not even the tenth time, more like the hundredth, and to her irate mind it felt like the thousands. Violet hated repeating the same mistake. And this one was completely avoidable, if only she could lay her hands on a wand that was made for her size.


Ever since that incident in second year, when Violet had lost the stupid duel against that loathsome bully Sandra, she had made it her mission to find the perfect wand. Twenty-five years and an enormous wand collection later, Violet was no nearer the elusive goal than her angry seven year-old self.


Every witch knew that a wand should match the length of the distance between your elbow and the wrist, and should have the same diameter as your wand hand’s index finger. No problem there, wands were available in a large range of sizes.


But why, oh why, was the grip between the pommel and the hilt always designed for the paws of a six foot something gorilla with hands like dinner plates? Even the lovely pink one her parents gave her for her eighth birthday, the one that was so obviously designed for a little girl that her feminist father had been embarrassed to buy it.


Why didn’t wands come in different glove sizes? Or if had to be one size fits all, why make a huge size ten the norm, not something a bit closer to her size four and a half? A size seven, corresponding to women’s size XL sounded like a good compromise to her.


But guess what, that would be a men’s size S—and the world absolutely couldn’t have a norm that would inconvenience the majority of wizards. It could, however, have a norm that inconvenienced most witches—and thus once more reinforced the old prejudice that witches can’t spell.


Violet swallowed hard to keep the bile down, clenching her teeth to hold back the tears of her younger self.


Twenty-five years ago, young Violet had vowed to become a technowitch and to create technology that fit real people in all their diversity. And what exactly had she achieved? A fancy PhD and an impressive job title, but not an iota to change the real world.


Nothing symbolised this irony better than the bloody mess before her.


When she was defeated by that nasty bitch Sandra all that time ago, her gran had tried to console her by pointing out that Sandra was already in third year and so much bigger than Violet. But even back then Violet knew she was the better witch, and it was up to her to defend sweet little Michael from the school bully, particularly because at the time she’d had a major crush on him.


It wasn’t Sandra who had defeated Violet. It was the thoroughly thoughtless design of technology.


Still smarting, Violet gripped her wand hard to perform the clean-up. Her first spell gathered the water on the floor and directed it in one neat stream into the small ceramic sink next to the broken shower. She once more spoke the incantation that unblocked the shower, and this time it worked without a hitch. Finally, she wove a molecular mesh to mend the pipe and neatly reassembled the broken tile, adding a dash of fresh lemon smell as a final florish.


Wiping a lose strand of hair out of her face, Violet checked her handiwork. The bathroom was as good as new. But her heart was still beating a rapid march, and not from the exertion of her magic. She routinely performed vastly more powerful and complex spells every day at work.


It was just so unfair! And so utterly unnecessary.


Violet realised that she urgently needed a cup of tea, before she regressed to her seven year-old self, stamped her feet and threw a tantrum.




***




A few minutes later, Violet sat at the family-sized dinner table in her bright and comfortable kitchen-diner, a large, purple mug of steaming liquid cupped in both of her hands. The mug was oversized on purpose, for once. Even though Violet knew perfectly well that a good cup of tea wasn’t the antidote to all the world’s problems, in her opinion a lot of tea was the antidote to a lot of problems. And the large purple stoneware teapot on the table indicated just how serious Violet was about this one.


Blowing over the too-hot-to-drink brew, Violet gazed through the back door into her neat, flowering garden, admiring the white roses planted by her great-grandmother. Her great-grandmother, whose stern-looking black and white portrait photo hung on the wall to her right.


Violet had never met the woman, but she had grown up with the stories her gramps had told her. How his mother had been one of the most vocal suffragettes, tirelessly fighting to make the world better for everyone, women and children included. How she had never accepted the status quo as good enough. Even once gone to jail for her attempt to fix it.


That was it! Thanks to her great-grandmother Violet had the vote. She could study any spells she liked. But she still didn’t have a decent wand—how crazy was that?


She banged down her mug onto the blond wooden table, nearly spilling the dark liquid.


Violet grabbed a notepad from the kitchen drawer and opened her laptop, which was still on the table from a lazy surfing session over breakfast.


There were plenty of shrinking and expanding spells, the real issue was to get the proportions right. That needed exact input data and a sophisticated feedback loop. Techno-Magic 101, a classic problem. Couldn’t be that hard.
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