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Where flowers bloom unfading


And leaves are ever green


Fortune’s winds are shifting


By fairy touch unseen


—Folk song





WHEN THE MADISON Railroad laid the tracks at the base of Prospect Hill, there were no roads cleaving the thickly forested slopes and no houses overlooking the distant river. A few farmsteads were nestled into the beech woods on the other side of the crest, out of view of the rail workers driving spikes through oak ties into untouched clay. Horatio Canner was one of those rail workers, and when he looked up into the tapestry of boughs, he thought it was the most beautiful place he’d ever seen.


He took his lunch breaks at the edge of the clearing for the railway, shorn saplings and ragged trunks of great oaks and walnuts crowding the space where sunlight ended and the shade of the forest began. Horatio sat on a walnut stump, feeling a bit like a trespasser. And then he heard a soft rustle and saw a shimmer of light in the shadows of the branches.


A girl. Not a girl, exactly, he amended, as he stood hastily and swept his hat off his close-cropped hair. A young woman, hovering on the edge of adolescence, eyes wide and thin lips parted to speak. Instead she turned and slipped between the trunks. After a moment’s hesitation, he followed. It seemed almost as though she led him on purpose, slowing when he lost the pale form of her white dress through the trees, hastening again when he came too close, until she stopped beneath a linden tree in full blossom.


Horatio Canner was not a country boy, or he might have paused to wonder why a linden tree was blooming in the first fits of spring warmth. He had been born out east, and had never pressed into the thick forests and still-wild places beyond the mountain ranges until he took work with the railroads. He could be forgiven, then, too, for assuming that the plain white dress the girl had on was what country folk wore, so unlike any fashion he’d seen back home or in the outlying towns along the river as the steamboat chugged past. Horatio Canner didn’t consider any of these things as the girl met his eyes, held out her hand, and finally spoke.


“What do you offer, and what do you ask?”


Horatio blinked. “I reckon I—that is, I don’t quite know what you mean,” he said.


She cocked her head. Her neck was as slender as a swan’s, Horatio thought, and the plain dress skimmed a figure that could have been one of the saplings circling the tree. “You followed me to the gate, but you don’t mean to ask for anything? Well.” Her smile was sharp and tight. “Perhaps, still, you’ve something to offer, and I could tell you what it’s worth.”


Horatio still didn’t understand, but he dug into his pockets anyway. “I’ve got a bag of tobacco, and the pipe for it,” he began, and she winced and pulled away. It stood to figure a young lady wouldn’t be interested in smoking, he chided himself. “And this kerchief.” He dug out the red printed cotton and held it out.


Her eyes shone. “You’d part with it, then?”


“I suppose.” He took a step closer, but she held up a hand.


“It’s dear enough,” she murmured, eyes still on it. “A true red.” She scanned him up and down, and he felt read for the simple man he was. “If you could ask for anything, what would you want?”


“A parcel of Prospect Hill, I suppose,” he said with a laugh. “Fifty acres. I’ve the will to tend it.”


She plucked the kerchief from his hand. In her pale fingers it looked somehow more real, more solid. “A most unorthodox transaction,” she said, amused. “But as you will.”


The girl stepped into the tree and disappeared, leaving Horatio Canner gaping at nothing.
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“And that is how Orchard Crest came into our family,” Papa Horatio finished with a flourish, tipping back his coupe of sparkling wine made with the grapes from the north slope.


“I didn’t realize I was marrying into a fairy-favored family until we’d said the vows,” Jack Fairborn said with a wink at his wife.


“You ought to have guessed,” Alaine replied, playfully swatting his arm. “After all, how do you think you managed to end up on my dance card for the waltz every ball of the season the year we got engaged?”


Alaine Fairborn had heard the story of her grandfather’s encounter with the Fae a hundred times if she’d heard it once. He’d never seen the pale woman again, and no one else in the family had ever seen one of the Fae. Still, the fairy-woman kept her end of the bargain. Within two months, he bought a farmstead at the crest of Prospect Hill for a song, the seller shaving fifty acres off a sprawling tract of land to pay off a gambling debt. It was a stroke of luck of a magnitude Horatio had never had before and hadn’t had since.


The other story she’d heard a hundred times if once was how a disoriented Horatio, wandering away from the blooming linden tree between the Fae and human worlds, had stumbled upon the Riley family farmstead and met a plump, tanned, very human girl feeding a flock of ruddy chickens. Gran had always laughed at this when she told her side of the story, that she knew that her husband had perfection on his mind from that Fae woman and she could never live up to it. And then Papa Horatio would flush red and protest that Lilabeth was the loveliest woman in the world, in any world, and that he’d never been happier than their wedding day.


“That’s enough, Papa,” Alaine’s mother said with a sigh, swiping his glass before he could refill it. “You have to leave us a few bottles for the wedding. I’ve been wearing my fingers to the bone for two weeks, getting the garden ready. I won’t have a last-minute wine shortage to account for, too.”


“Having it in the garden—I never heard of such a thing. Me and Lilabeth got married in the church, proper,” Papa Horatio said with a sly twinkle in his eyes. “And so did you and my son, Iris. And now my granddaughter gets married in the garden?”


“It’s fashionable to be married at home!” Delphine protested. “Besides, is there anyplace in the world I love better than Orchard Crest?”


“Hardly,” Papa Horatio said. “But it doesn’t rain inside the church.”


“It won’t rain,” Del replied. “Alaine will see to that.”


“She paid the best attention to Lilabeth,” he agreed. “Still, no guarantee like a roof over your head.”


“When will the Graftons be here on Saturday?” Mother asked for the fifteenth time.


“At eight o’clock in the morning,” Delphine replied. “And the ladies in the wedding party can get ready in my room, and the fellows in the study.”


“Is Emily allowed in with you?” Alaine asked. “She’s talked of nothing but her flower girl dress since last week.”


“Of course!” Delphine said, a genuine smile breaking the tension in her jaw. “She’s my best niece.”


“Only niece,” Mother corrected.


“So she’s clearly the best.” Delphine grinned. “The judge will be here at ten so we can begin by eleven. And then luncheon at noon.”


“Judge!” Papa Horatio shook his head. “The Graftons have some pull, getting the damn judge to officiate.”


“You might forget that we have some pull now, too, Papa.” Mother stood, her silk taffeta skirt rustling as though punctuating her point.


“Some pull,” he said. “Hardly Grafton pull. Oh, Alaine, I keep getting mail delivered up here for the farm—something came from the bank.” He rifled in his jacket pocket and produced a rumpled envelope.


“The bank!” Mother chided. “That’s hardly after-dinner talk.”


“Is this the Waldorf-Astoria? Are we at a formal dinner party? Have we had the sorbet course already? Here I thought I was in my own dining room, Iris.” Papa Horatio laughed. “I’m sure it’s nothing to worry over, but—”


“But I’ll worry about it if it is,” Alaine said, taking the papers. She traced the sealed envelope fretfully. Probably another notice. “We should go soon.” Alaine laid a hand on Jack’s in a silent signal. No letting Papa Horatio draw them into one more story, no letting Mother finagle Jack into looking at a leaky pipe in the kitchen. His glance went from her hand to the envelope in her lap. He gave her a barely perceptible nod, understanding. “It’s almost past Em’s bedtime as it is.”


“Is she still out in the garden?” Delphine turned to look out the bay window, lithe neck encased in a high collar of lace. Alaine could have been jealous of her sister’s fashionable gown and the filmy white lace if it hadn’t looked so mercilessly scratchy at the seams. She smoothed her own practical wool skirt, the plum color hiding several jam stains.


“She would spend the night there if we let her,” Alaine said. “But not tonight.”


“Not any night!” Mother said, appalled until she realized that Alaine was joking—at least, mostly. Mother had always reined in Alaine’s penchant for the woods and wilds, trying to teach her flower arranging and piano and, one disastrous summer, watercolors. Alaine took the opposite tack with Em, indulging her preference for an open afternoon of exploring the forest, tattered hems and muddy shoes notwithstanding.


Alaine followed Delphine’s gaze out the window. Emily was hanging upside down from the low-hanging branches of a crab apple. Delphine fought back a grin. “I’ll call her in.”


Alaine watched her sister go with an odd tightness in her throat—even crossing the family dining room of Orchard Crest, where they’d eaten thousands of breakfasts and dinners, played thousands of games of checkers in the hollow of the bay window, spent thousands of afternoons reading in its long swaths of sunlight, Del was graceful. Alaine’s little sister wasn’t just grown up—she was an accomplished lady who had mastered all the genteel arts their mother had tried to impart on them. Flower arranging, piano, and especially watercolors. Alaine had long ago stopped begrudging her that.


Delphine brought Emily in by the hand, the six-year-old’s face beaming with admiration for her aunt. She had once told Alaine that Aunt Del must be a princess. Alaine had very little argument to the contrary.


“Time to go, love. Say good night to Grandmother and Papa Horatio.”


Jack and Alaine let Em skip in front of them on the dirt road that wound through the orchard on one side and the woods on the other, linking Orchard Crest to their cottage, tucked away near the back ridge of the hill. Papa Horatio and Grandma Lilabeth had built a small cabin on their fifty acres when they were first married, a rustic square of hewn logs and mortar. It still stood where the trees thinned near the ridge, but even Alaine, with her staunch loyalty to every piece of the family farm’s history and especially anything Papa Horatio had made, had to admit it was cramped and dark. When the orchard had made its first profits, Papa Horatio built the house facing Prospect Hill and named it Orchard Crest. He raised a family there, and Alaine and Del had grown up there, too.


When Papa Horatio had offered the strip of land along the ridge to her and Jack, she knew she could never tear down the cabin, but they had built nearby, a lavender Queen Anne with white gingerbread trim and windows tucked into sloping eaves that, as they approached from the lane, even now gleamed with the lamps inside.


If she was honest with herself, Alaine had always assumed that Delphine would do the same when she was married—take the offer of a parcel of land, build a cottage as fashionable and pretty as she was, and keep the little world that was Orchard Crest spinning along as it always had. Then Pierce Grafton had come along and knocked the perfect balance off-kilter. Alaine wasn’t sure how to right it again, how to imagine the family farm without part of her family.


“You’re thinking deep thoughts,” Jack teased softly as they rounded the curve in the road and Emily ran ahead to catch up with the chickens foraging in a tangle of blooming multiflora rose.


She snorted. “Hardly.” She held back a sigh, and it stuck in her throat, tight and painful. “No, the opposite. I was thinking about the wedding and—well, I suppose anything I could say sounds petty or childish.”


“What? Don’t you like Pierce Grafton?” Jack’s blue eyes pinched at the corners, half laughing but not entirely.


“Oh, it’s not that.” Alaine caught herself. “Not that I don’t like him, of course.” It was an open secret between her and Jack that she didn’t care for the Perrysburg glass magnate, with his impeccable manners and his thin moustache and his bellowing laugh, but she still never said it out loud. “It’s that she’s going away. Doesn’t that sound silly? Like something Em would say.”


She pushed back a sudden urge to cry, the feeling gumming up the back of her throat.


“I don’t think it’s silly at all.” Jack caught Alaine’s hand and slowed their pace, turning to face her as they stopped. “You’ve both lived at Orchard Crest your whole lives. I thought you must have some sort of secret sisterhood blood pact to never leave,” he teased lightly, but the furrow between his eyes deepened. He sensed her fears, her griefs, even if she hadn’t articulated them.


“Maybe we should have.” Not, Alaine thought with a flash of anger, that Delphine wouldn’t have broken it anyway. For Pierce Grafton, for the new house in Perrysburg’s best neighborhood, for the chance to be the wife of the sort of person who had season tickets to the opera and invited the mayor for dinner parties. Alaine felt her ears getting hot, and she clamped down on her runaway thoughts, shamed by her selfishness. There was nothing wrong with Delphine wanting any of that, she reminded herself, even if Alaine couldn’t see why. But she couldn’t shake a feeling that, somehow, Delphine was turning her back on something more important than both of them. Especially now, with the bank sending notices every other week.


Jack squeezed her hand. “It’s only Perrysburg. Hardly anything on the train. Maybe we’ll get you one of those electric motorcars that so many ladies seem to favor.”


“I don’t want an electric motorcar, thank you very much.” Alaine sighed. “Del’s really leaving the farm,” she added in a whisper.


Alaine stopped herself, but she knew what she meant, at its core—that she had thought the farm was as important to Delphine as it was to her. That, just like her, Delphine felt the rhythm of the orchard pulsing in her blood, that she would do anything for the fifty acres on the slopes of Prospect Hill. And now Delphine was leaving, without a glance behind her. Alaine felt the sting of deep betrayal.


Jack settled an arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer. “It’s a hard change for us. We’re used to Delphine at dinner and Delphine helping in the orchard on harvest days and Delphine’s jam thumbprint cookies for teatime.”


“And now someone else gets to have Delphine at dinner, and Delphine’s tea cookies,” Alaine said, fully aware that she sounded petulant, but unable to tell even Jack what she really thought. “But one thing is sure—Delphine is still going to help at harvest.”


“Was that the blood pact?”


“No, but try keeping her away.” Alaine smiled, pretending for the moment that she believed Delphine would come back for the autumn harvest. “Listen,” she said, reining in the tremor in her voice, “I’ve got one more thing to do before we turn in. There’s the election tomorrow for the Agricultural Society to think of.”


Jack grinned. “First woman to run in the county.”


“In the lower half of the whole state,” Alaine retorted. “Howard Olson is running the organization into the ground, and Acton Willis right along with him. The two of them are businessmen, not farmers—preying on farmers, more like.”


Though Olson managed a granary and Willis owned a transport company that catered to farmers, they weren’t truly integrated into the community. And, after last year’s dismal harvests and Olson’s lukewarm response, it was clear that the Agricultural Society needed better leadership. When Alaine looked around the stuffy fellowship hall of the Free Methodist Church and didn’t see anyone else raising their hand, she couldn’t stop herself. Someone had to push the Society out of the slump Olson had driven it into, and if no one else would volunteer, she’d be damned if she’d sit idly by.


“It did have to come right at the same time as the wedding,” Jack joked. “I’m sure Olson is running the old campaign wagon around town, and you’re tied to the house, making macaroons for the reception.”


Alaine laughed, but she tasted bitterness in the joke. Her sister’s wedding was a trump card over her plans. The oncoming cherry harvest, the bank’s demands on the mortgage, the health of the Agricultural Society—these were more important than the cake or the flowers or the dress for the wedding, but Alaine found her attention dragged time and again back to this one day, this pretty picture Delphine was painting. She didn’t want to resent Delphine, but there were other things in her life to tend to.


“I think I still have a good shot at it. Olson sunk himself raising prices at the granary in the middle of the worst harvest we’ve had in a decade.” She raised a conspiratorial eyebrow. “Besides, I’ve got another plan.”


“A bargain.” Jack’s mouth pursed, the way it always did when he was thinking. Usually when it pinched shut, it was over a legal contract or a political editorial in the paper, and Alaine knew he had a thesis-length torrent of thoughts percolating on the subject. “I don’t recall one for local elections.”


“It’s not for elections, specifically. Lands, imagine if it worked that way, picking a side to win!” Terrifying, actually—thank goodness bargains didn’t work like that, or the political parties would have commandeered them long ago. “It’s just an extra pinch of good luck. It may or may not work—I haven’t tried it before.” Her hand hesitated over her pocket, grazing the black soutache trim along the opening. “I’ll only be a moment.”


Jack gave her a curious look, but didn’t press. Unlike most Prospect Hill newcomers, he didn’t tease her about bargains or question their efficacy—he’d seen enough for himself. But he considered them her domain, just as much as she considered the law firm where he was primed to make junior partner his territory. Respected, but foreign.


She fished out a length of scarlet ribbon and another of white weighty silk pooling like liquid in her palm. She threaded both through a pair of silver rings so that when she spun the rings the ribbon alternated white and red, red and white. A bargain for change, for switches, for reshuffling the cards. As Gran had said, it would take the first and make him last, and the last, first—and more efficiently than the preacher at their white clapboard church ever had.


Alaine stopped at the garden gate, hanging the ribbon and rings in a loop over the latch. Then she slipped a paper copy of the ballot into the latch, too, the Agricultural Society seal partially hidden by the silk ribbons.


“Silk and silver,” she whispered, remembering the words Gran had taught her, though she’d never used them, “chance and curse, favored and spurned, now reverse.”


Alaine left the bargain wedged in the creaky latch of the garden gate. It was a less clear-cut bargain than she’d employed before—it didn’t ask specifically for no rain or an averted snowstorm or more eggs in the chicken coop, but something intangible, applying a bit of reversed luck to her particular circumstance. She hoped her meaning was clear enough. Gran had instilled in her a healthy distrust of Fae logic, warning her that they’d use a bargain to their own ends whenever they could. Still, this was one of Gran’s bargains, tested and safe. She let the gate swing closed behind her.
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Coin in the door for a visitor welcome


Bit of old leather for a welcome farewell


—Traditional bargain




“HAND ME ANOTHER rose—no, not the white, the pink,” Mother said, the color rising in her cheeks and her voice clipped. Delphine stripped the thorns from another pink rose and handed it to her mother. She assessed the vase of flowers silently, eyeing the flush of color from deep pink to pale. It needed more white to balance the colors, but it wasn’t worth arguing. She probably, Delphine thought with a smile, wanted to highlight the fussy centifolias that were the pride of her garden.


“There we are. Another vase, and we’ll have the flowers quite settled.” Mother smiled, painting over the nerves Delphine knew she harbored about the wedding. Delphine didn’t demand perfection from her wedding day, but Mother did. She didn’t remember her being this fractious over Alaine’s wedding, but then again, Alaine hadn’t married into one of the richest families in the county.


The Perrysburg society pages didn’t write it up when Alaine Canner married Jack Fairborn, just another boy from another Prospect Hill family, and not even an old family at that. A respectable family, a well-liked family—but not the family that owned the largest glass factory in the state like the Graftons.


And, Delphine allowed, Alaine wasn’t her mother’s baby. It wasn’t that Mother didn’t love both of her daughters, but while Alaine had tagged after Father and Papa Horatio in the orchard and copied every one of Grandma Lilabeth’s charms, Delphine had taken to her mother’s tutelage, soaking up all the beautiful things she knew how to do. It was clear, early, that there would be no boy to take over the family farm, so Alaine willingly filled the role, one replete with torn skirt hems and muddy stockings. Delphine lingered closer to home—and closer to Mother.


“Now, I’m going to clean this up. You should freshen up before Pierce arrives.” Mother swept loose leaves and clipped stems into her hand. Delphine picked up the dustpan to help and promptly gouged her hand with a stripped thorn. “Oh, dear! Don’t go bleeding on your dress! You needn’t bother with this—I can do it.” Delphine let Mother shoo her out of the kitchen, dabbing the blood from her thumb with her apron.


She caught her reflection in the hall mirror and smoothed a few loose hairs. In only four more days, she would be Mrs. Pierce Grafton. The thought sent a shiver running though her limbs, right down to her bleeding thumb.


Marrying Pierce Grafton. She could never have imagined it when she’d first been introduced on a visit with her friend Mary Porter. He’d swept like the west wind into the parlor, upsetting everything she’d assumed about herself with his generous smile and his expansive presence. He was outside her sphere then, a wealthy man from a wealthy family in a city she visited only sparingly—and yet by luck contrived from fairy bargains and some inscrutable magic of the universe, here they were. Delphine still couldn’t quite believe her good fortune, that a man like Pierce Grafton could want to marry a farm girl like her.


And wrapped entirely with marrying Pierce, another desire, to move to Perrysburg, to stretch and reach and taste and see more than Moore’s Ferry could offer. She loved Prospect Hill and Orchard Crest nestled into its ridges, but she had memorized it like a piece of piano music, its details practiced until her fingers knew the positions on the keys by rote and she didn’t have to think. Perrysburg was like a stack of new sonatas and concertos ready to be studied. And perhaps she could find more purpose there than Moore’s Ferry and even her family home could offer. If Alaine was the queen of the orchard, Mother was chatelaine of the estate, and Delphine was left the bored spinster in a tower.


That would change in Perrysburg. She would have a place there, and a role that she could excel at. There would be charitable societies to helm, art exhibitions and music series to sponsor, the game of local politics to play—and the not insubstantial job of managing her husband’s social calendar and home. Pierce had built a new house for them, the height of style in the most fashionable neighborhood, three stories of limestone with nods to the new “Prairie School” of architecture. Pierce had hesitated over that, unsure if it was too daring or too modish, as Delphine had showed him photographs and sketches, but the resulting symmetry of pillars and piazzas and windows was striking yet still classic. Now he beamed when he showed it to friends, complimenting his fiancée’s good taste and keen eye. They would host dinners in the expansive dining room, teas in the parlor, parties on the piazza. She could imagine carriages and automobiles lining up beneath the porte cochere and laughter wafting from the gardens.


A new life, her life, that she would build. But it meant leaving Orchard Crest behind.


It would have been easy to fall into dime novel dramatics over it, imagining that she hated farm life, that she was desperate to escape a horrible fate, but the truth was, she loved her family and her home. Still, as much as she would miss quiet winter evenings in the parlor and languid summer afternoons in the garden, she wanted more than Prospect Hill, craved it like cool water on a hot day. It was why she spent so much time on watercolors and sketching; she could explore something more, express something new. She had never been content with the rhythm of farm life, the repetitive tasks in an endless cycle, looping year after year.


Her sister loved it. She always had. She loved the feel of dirt on her hands, the confidence of knowing what chore came next and exactly how to execute it. Alaine could see the harvest in the spring bloom and calculate how many barrels of cider were ripening on the trees. Delphine’s interest in the orchard ran in contrary currents.


Watching the trees bloom in a riot of pink clouds in spring, the red-gold sunrise in the skin of an apple, the shadows mingling on the moss, the moments of novelty and beauty hidden in the repetition—this was the orchard that captured Delphine. She tried to catch its movement in sketches and coax its colors into painted landscapes. And she knew, intuited it from the quietest, deepest part of herself, that there was more of that novelty and beauty waiting to be discovered. Waiting for her.


In any case, even if she had wanted to stay on Prospect Hill, there wasn’t any room for her. Not really, despite Alaine’s hopeful nods to running the orchard together. There could be no equanimity, no real partnership with Alaine, through no fault of her sister’s or her own. Alaine not only breathed and bled the orchard, she covered it, enveloped it, her ambition and surefooted strategies overtaking even the need for Papa Horatio’s oversight. But while Papa Horatio could slide into an easy retirement, the country sage in the rocking chair, there was no room for Delphine except in her sister’s shadow.


A knock at the door startled her, and she quickly stripped her apron and balled it into the umbrella stand in the foyer as she swung the door wide.


“Delphine, you look lovely! My sister was a wreck the whole month before her wedding, but here you are, looking as fresh as a daisy.” Pierce planted a chaste kiss on her cheek. She closed her eyes, briefly, inhaling cologne water and relishing the fleeting touch of his fresh-shaven cheek. His gray eyes, set deep under studious brows, caught hers as he pulled away, and she tamped down the sudden heady nerves that still accompanied his every touch.


“Mother has things well in hand.” She ushered Pierce into the parlor, the afternoon sunlight spilling in from the bay window. Orchard Crest may not have been as fine a home as the Grafton mansion in Perrysburg, but the light—the light was incomparable.


“I’ve brought the last of my things for the wedding—those shoes needed a good polish. Now. Are we quite alone?” He dropped his voice and leaned toward her, brushing her lips with his. The sudden intimacy made Delphine flush warm. It strained against propriety, but she leaned into his neatly pressed suit and felt the steady rise and fall of his chest under her hand as he kissed her.


He brought out a bold desire in her, had ever since the first time she had met him on that trip with Mary. He was the center of every room, the dominant voice in every debate, a commanding presence that left Delphine speechless, but he made room for her. He softened his voice to ask her thoughts, he left the orbiting crowd and sought her out. He was important, and his mere attention made her feel important, too.


“I brought something for you, too.” He pulled a folded bit of newsprint from his jacket pocket. “There’s an art studio opening downtown that’s going to offer lessons. I thought you might enjoy that—you seem to like painting here at Orchard Crest.”


Delphine took the advertisement, torn from the Perrysburg Gazette, a grainy image of a spacious loft full of windows and bold type promising expert instruction to students of all ages. “I think I would,” she said slowly. “I’ve never done much but watercolors, but I’d love to try oils someday.”


“My mother says a young lady needs a hobby or two. Even after children come along, to give her something to talk about with the other ladies at parties.” He laughed, the expansive bellow filling the parlor. She loved how it took over a room, how his jovial mood could enliven even the dourest of parties. “I’ll look up the particulars after the move.”


“The move—is the furniture all in?”


“Quite nearly. The dining room set is still on the way from Chicago, but we shan’t really need it right away, do you think?”


Delphine shook her head. There was a breakfast room upstairs, already outfitted with a fine maple table and chairs, small and comfortably intimate for lunches and suppers, just the two of them, for the first few weeks. “I can’t imagine wanting to host a dinner party until well after the honeymoon.”


“My father wants us to host the board before fall. I think he sees it as a sort of a signal that I’m taking over as executive officer.” Pierce grew somber, his gray eyes narrowing, almost troubled. “Can’t disappoint the old man, can we?”


Delphine rushed to reassure him. “Late summer shouldn’t be any trouble. We’ll be well established by then, won’t we?” She smiled, and Pierce’s cheerful demeanor returned. “And plenty of time to get settled after getting back from our trip.”


“About the honeymoon—I know we’d planned on Chicago and I’d ordered theater tickets already, but I’ve got a bit of business I need to manage for the glassworks.” Delphine tried to keep her face neutral to erase any sign of disappointment. When they’d first become engaged, Pierce had suggested first a tour of the continent for their honeymoon bookended by voyages on a luxury liner, then a train trip to the West Coast, then a trip to Niagara Falls and New York City, his plans drawing ever more abbreviated and closer to home before settling on a week in Chicago. “Father wants me to take care of it, as the new face of the business, you know. There’s a copperworks in Kentucky that wants to partner with us to— Well, I needn’t bore you with the details.”


“I see,” Delphine said, measured. She swallowed. “It’s important to—”


“Now, I’m not giving up on the idea of a honeymoon completely. There’s French Lick down in the hills near the Ohio River—one of those places folks go to take the waters, you know?” Delphine nodded. “I could arrange to meet them there, and we could spend the rest of the week as we please.” He hesitated, catching her hand in his. He pressed on the fresh cut on her thumb, and she bit back a wince. “It could be nice, I think, not having to travel as far?”


He watched her, waiting, she could tell, for reassurance that she wasn’t disappointed despite the hard edges of his family’s and the glassworks’ expectations already wedging themselves into their lives. He was making the best of the situation, Delphine told herself, and she couldn’t fault him, though she wondered how his father could even suggest he abandon his honeymoon to tend to brokering a new deal for the glassworks. There were plenty of others who could have handled it—but no, it must be very important for Pierce, for his career. This was part of her new life. Her husband’s career would come first.


She pasted on a smile. “Of course! It sounds like a lovely place.”


“And first, a wedding.” He leaned forward, clapping his hands on his knees as though he had just closed a business deal, any unpleasantness of negotiation or disappointment now in the past. “Mother is quite worried about rain, suggested we rent a pavilion of some kind when I told her it was too late to move the wedding indoors. She’s still miffed we didn’t hold it in Perrysburg—I think she wanted to show off their renovated ballroom.” Delphine began to apologize, but Pierce stopped her. “No, no—I told her that the bride and her family get to make the decisions about the wedding, and that’s all there is to it. Goodness knows she orchestrated everything about Stella’s wedding. But…” He hesitated. “What about rain, Del? Your folks’ place isn’t big enough to hold that many people.”


“It won’t rain,” she said confidently, even though she knew Pierce didn’t—couldn’t—share her conviction. The veil was thin on Prospect Hill—it allowed bargaining that wasn’t possible in Perrysburg, or even in most of Moore’s Ferry, for that matter. How to explain it to an outsider, she asked herself for the hundredth time if the first? That it was so simple, that she and Alaine would put a charm in the garden gate, and that was all there was to it? It wasn’t mechanics and it wasn’t science, but it was a bit like business—a transaction with the Fae, well established. But she found that, under the scrutiny of his earnest, intelligent gray eyes, she couldn’t explain it. “I promise. Papa Horatio knows the weather patterns around here inside and out, and he says it won’t rain,” she said instead.


“If you say so,” said Pierce, unconvinced. “I suppose if worse comes to worst, we’ll all cram into the parlor, by hook or by crook. Now, how about some tea?”


Mother would be hovering in the kitchen, waiting to put the kettle on, so Delphine agreed quickly, pushing down a vague annoyance with herself that she couldn’t acknowledge fairy bargains with her future husband.
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A coin given to the Fae is ten saved on misfortune.


—Folk saying




“WELL,” JACK SAID as he dried the last of the supper dishes. “Are you going to open that letter Papa Horatio gave you two days ago, or are you going to leave it in the desk, hoping it grows feet and runs off?”


“I prefer the latter,” Alaine replied, letting the weak joke cover her fears. She hung up her apron and rifled through the desk drawer where she had stashed the envelope. Between the wedding preparations and the elections at the Agricultural Society meeting, she had managed to pretend the letter didn’t exist, even as it nagged the perimeters of her thoughts. Even when Maisie Freeman tallied and reported the results of the election, Alaine winning by a wide margin over Howard Olson, and as the fellowship hall of the Free Methodist Church erupted in applause for her, she pasted a congenial smile over the simmering anxiety. She was quietly thrilled to discover that the unusually ambiguous bargain Gran had passed on had worked—or did the Society just really want to oust Olson? But even these victories were dampened by the presence of that damn letter in the rolltop desk. After all, what kind of Agricultural Society president would she be if they lost the farm—or even if they had to sell off part of it?


“I don’t need to open it. I know what it is.”


She pulled the papers from the already-wrinkled envelope and scanned. She trapped the letter in a closed hand, the Madison Bank and Trust seal visible between her thumb and forefinger, ink smudged under the heat of her hand.


“I can deal with it, if you’d rather,” Jack offered kindly.


Alaine shook her head. While the rest of the family was occupied with Delphine’s wedding, she knew she couldn’t sour the celebration by bringing up overdue mortgage payments and fears over the cherry harvest. Still, every time Mother spent an hour going over the menu for the umpteenth time or fussed over the hem of Emily’s dress, Alaine buried a bit more frustration. It only served to remind her that the orchard was her responsibility, and hers alone.


“The money is still on the trees, Jack. We won’t have it until harvest—but the apples will cover almost a year of payments on their own.”


“A mortgage is a mortgage.” Jack took a few steps toward her, then stopped as she shot him a stony glare. He pressed his lips together, the familiar comfort of legalese centering him. “Technically, we are in default. Even if we did manage to make payments on time until the last one.”


He was right, of course. How he could parse it out in simple, legal terms, not shot through with a torrent of emotions, she could never understand. Alaine bit her lip before she could say anything. Jack didn’t deserve the tongue-lashing she wanted to dole out to someone, anyone.


The money wasn’t there. They’d scraped together what they could from Jack’s earnings and Mother’s savings, but the farm itself was taking greater losses than either of those sources could sustain. Last year’s harvest had been bad—bad for everyone in the state, and all the fairy bargains in the world couldn’t change a cold spring and a summer drought. The Agricultural Society had been a flurry of emergency meetings and fund drives and pitching in to help one another with harvests so they wouldn’t have to hire more workers with money they didn’t have. Alaine had pitched that idea—a labor share—and it had saved, she was assured, more than one farm from going into default already.


She had tied their hopes to this year’s cherries, but spring had been slow and cold despite successful bargains against late snowstorms. The harvest might be smaller, after too many freezes and thaws through the spring, but Alaine was more concerned that the trees might just drop the unripe fruit altogether—and with it, their mortgage payments—left to rot under the branches.


“I know the apples will have a good year, I just know it,” Alaine whispered, heavy desperation flattening her voice. “We’ll pay. The money is there—it’s just not ripe yet.”


“I know that, and you know that, but the law is on the bank’s side.” Jack sighed. “We could sell off some equipment, maybe, or think about selling off a few acres—”


Alaine flared, heat spreading across her cheeks and fingernails digging into sweating palms. “No. I’m not selling any of Orchard Crest. None of it.”


The farm with its orderly rows of trees and grapevines was more than her home; it was her life. Its past was her past, its future was her future. To her, everything about the orchard fit together, seamlessly, all its intersections of seasons and income and soil and sun and industry. She had learned the whole of it at Papa Horatio’s elbow, year after year, season after season, his tutelage affirming a birthright. The thought of someone else pruning her trees or harvesting her grapes pinched her stomach so tightly she thought she might be sick.


Jack hesitated. “I suppose you’re right. Besides, we can’t sell if we have a lien against the place.”


“Optimism, that’s what I like about you, Jack Fairborn.” Alaine exhaled through her nose, pinched and grudging. “The cherries have to bring in enough money. That’s all there is to it.” She tapped the paper, eliciting a hollow rattle. “Or we could lose the farm.”


“I wish I could do more to handle this, but—”


“Why in the world should you handle it? I know the bank would rather talk to a man, but no. No, the farm is mine.” She had planted, pruned, bargained, and bled for those trees, and she would find a way to save the orchard. Alaine pressed her lips together, letting the bank’s unyielding seal stare back at her from the paper. She swallowed and remembered she was talking to Jack, not the Madison Bank and Trust.


Jack pulled the paper away from Alaine’s stiff fingers, folding it into thirds. “You’re right. I know the law, but not the farm—feels like a law degree is a damn waste anywhere but my office.”


“Hardly. You’ve gotten us out of more than one bad contract.” Alaine didn’t add that she’d known they were bad without the law degree, just by knowing labor and transport and sales. But Jack knew how to ply the language itself to work in their favor. She chewed on her lip. Between the two of them, they had to be able to come up with some solution.


“Maybe we sell Barnaby,” Jack said softly. “The Overmayer brothers were asking after him, they need a draft horse for the new ice wagon. They’re good folks, I trust them with livestock.”


“Jack Fairborn!” Alaine shot up like a spark roused from a smoldering fire, then dropped her voice, remembering Emily asleep in her room. “Absolutely not. Not my Percherons, we won’t. Barnaby and Bruno are a team. They’re a matched pair. No one but a right fool would split them up—” She leveled her voice as Jack’s expression grew stony. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean that you’re a fool—I can’t believe the Overmayers would suggest it, they know horses too well. But either way, the real point is, we need them. Both of them, if we want to get the harvest off the trees and into market.”


“There really isn’t anything left to sell.” Jack’s voice slipped to a whisper. “I could ask my parents for a loan. Or Esther.”


“Your sister and Fred don’t have the money,” Alaine countered, ignoring the idea of asking anything from her in-laws. Jack’s parents had some money, but not much, and Esther and Fred were only just married, with barely any savings. No, this was her problem, not her in-laws’. She’d find a way to solve it without dragging anyone else into it.


“Alaine…” Jack hesitated. “I know none of the options are good. But you have to consider either letting something go or asking for help. It’s only going to get more complicated.” Jack pinched his lips together, a look Alaine knew meant he was trying to say something diplomatically and would likely fail. “I’ve been thinking. With the wedding—and the orchard shares—well, Pierce is technically going to be part owner, too. What with Del having a share.”


“That’s how Father set it up in his will,” Alaine replied, defensive pride in her father flaring. “And how else would it be divided? Mother deserves her widow’s portion, and it’s not as though Father was going to play favorites between me and Del.”


Jack ran a hand through his hair. It was beginning to silver at the temples, just slightly, which Alaine thought suited him. “That’s not what I meant— It’s that Pierce is a businessman. I don’t know what kinds of designs he has on this place, on its operations and productivity. You know how the glassworks runs—all modern, highest efficiency.”


“At the expense of anything else, yes, I do.” She’d read the editorials in the papers chastising the Grafton Glassworks, among others, for failing to adopt shorter workdays and for lobbying against child labor laws. She didn’t know how Pierce Grafton himself felt—he was only one of the Graftons, after all, and his father was head of operations. Besides, he’d never talked business with her, and she doubted he ever would.


Jack watched her carefully. “It’s just that I don’t know how much profit he wants to squeeze out of his shares. If this place is in default… he might be in mind to divest himself.”


“Delphine would never—”


“Legally, he might be able to without her, once they’re married.”


“Well.” Alaine thought quickly, around the growing pit in her stomach. Orchard Crest wasn’t just a piece in an investment portfolio—it was home. She doubted Pierce saw it that way, and she was sure Jack was right when it came to the law. “Maybe he would be inclined to invest in the operations if he wants to see additional profit.”


Jack paused. “That is an angle I hadn’t considered.” He smiled slowly. “Quite mercenary, here on the eve of your sister’s wedding, assessing the leverage of your new alliance—”


Alaine laughed and slapped his arm. “Stop! I’m no robber baron!” She sobered quickly, reality chasing away the brief moment of levity. “I won’t fail the farm.” She wouldn’t let the orchard falter, even a little, on her watch—not selling land, not selling the horses, and certainly not being beholden to anyone on account of a loan. “The cherries will come ripe within the month, and then we’ll have the money.”


She could tell that Jack wanted to do more, to offer some comforting platitude or an arm around her shoulders, but she didn’t want idle comfort. She wanted action, dirt under her nails, burning muscles that said she’d worked hard and solved a problem. Except this wasn’t the sort of problem that elbow grease alone could fix. Lacking that, she could at least walk the rows of trees and reassure herself that they were upholding their end of the bargain just fine.


Bargains. She considered, for a moment, the usual bargains she’d already plied for the harvest, and the success of Gran’s silk-and-silver change-of-fortune bargain. Perhaps there was something she could do, even if it was only making herself feel better. She rummaged in a drawer and then slipped out the kitchen door. She inhaled, chest still tight, as she passed from under the eaves of Lavender Cottage to the overhanging boughs of the forest. The cherry orchard lay just over the rise in the hill, but she couldn’t bring herself to go inspect the fruit yet again. They would either come ripe or die off. Instead, she veered deeper into the forest, following a path she knew by heart even as the setting sun cast long shadows across it and the light faded pale and purple.


The linden tree. It stood unchanged since the first time Papa Horatio had seen it, all those years ago—unchanged, Alaine thought, for perhaps centuries. Always green, always blooming, even in the middle of winter. Now, at the cresting of summer, it almost blended into the deep green of the forest, except for the perfect circle of velvet green surrounding it. That, and the scent. Ebbing like a tide on the gentle breeze that stirred the linden’s leaves, the perfume mingled the ordinary golden florals of linden bloom with strange notes of vanilla and cedar and incense.


Alaine inhaled, more deeply now than she could before, confidence buoyed by the familiar scent of the fairy ring. She dug into her pocket. A silver chain strung with mother-of-pearl buttons. The old bargain for a good harvest, laced with a sprig of the plant she hoped would thrive—cherry leaves, green and waxy. Gran had taught her to leave the bargains in a doorjamb or a window, a garden gate, even wedged into the barn latch, saying that the Fae liked doorways. But Alaine had seen bargains laid here, too, at the roots of the linden tree, other old Prospect Hill families coming right to the door of Fae itself.


Gran had scared her half to death when she was a child with stories of girls who wandered into Fae circles and never returned, or emerged from the woods decades later looking like feral things, or came home and seemed all right, at first, but then went slowly and surely mad. Even so, by the time Alaine was ten, she had discovered the linden tree with its verdant circle of never-fading grass. She was fascinated by the everblooming tree, by the otherworldly scent. Obeying her promise to Grandma Lilabeth, she’d never gone into the ring itself. Now she wondered if the bargains would be more certain, more powerful if she left them here in the fairy circle. Clearly others had done so. And, as far as she knew, no Prospect Hill families harbored cousins gone feral or driven mad from going inside the ring.


No time like the present to try it out.


She felt bolder, after trying the bargain for reversal of fortune and winning the election, less worried that there were shadows in the hidden corners of fairy bargains that she didn’t know. She was a Prospect Hill girl, born and raised—she could wield bargains without worrying. Legal matters could stay Jack’s domain, and God knew her mother and Delphine were more accomplished in the sphere of decorous femininity than she ever would be. The bargains didn’t care if her hair was dressed in the latest fashion or if her skirt hem was crooked. She knew how to bargain, and bargains wouldn’t fail her.


She pulled the chain from her pocket and let the silver hang over her fingers, the weight of the buttons sending it into a gentle sway. The buttons swung back and forth, and then, to her surprise, crept out of sync, setting themselves spinning in a circle that tugged, she was sure, toward the tree. She clenched her hand around them, her head beginning to spin, too. Taking a steadying breath, she stepped into the fairy ring.


Nothing happened; maybe the scent grew stronger or the breeze settled, but Alaine couldn’t be sure. Everything felt gentle, still, but a strange unspent energy thrummed just under the surface. Alaine whispered the rhyme and nestled the chain and buttons into a mossy nook of the linden’s roots as quickly as she could. Then she retreated back toward Lavender Cottage, gooseflesh prickling her arms as she turned her back on the tree.















4







[image: image]










To prevent fire: Tie a nosegay of roses or other scented flowers with a white ribband and hang inside the chimney.


—The Compleat Book of Bargaining Works, by A Lady, 1767




DELPHINE FUSSED WITH the flowers in the parlor of Orchard Crest, avoiding the mirror over the cold fireplace. She didn’t want to see how nerves had etched new furrows in her face. Tomorrow. The wedding was tomorrow, and then everything would change. She told herself she was ready.


“All ready?” Alaine leaned against the doorframe, the stained walnut catching the last of the late-afternoon light.


Delphine forced a smile. She hadn’t eaten more than a few bites of anything all day, and what Mother had called the “jitters” swirled her stomach to knots. “As ready as I can be. Everything’s been checked and checked again.” Alaine returned her smile, but Delphine could tell that something was wrong. “Did you forget something, or is Mother fretting over the cake again?”


“No, nothing like that.” Alaine drummed her fingers on the top of the piano; the anxious staccato made Delphine wince. “I—I hate to bring up business right before your wedding, but since you own a third share of the orchard, too, I—”


“In name only, Alaine. I haven’t the slightest idea how you run it.” She tried not to sound rude, but there was a bite to the words. Delphine quashed the impulse to snap at her sister—she should hate to bring up business today of all days.


“Well, I just—there’s a little trouble making payments on the mortgage. Jack’s talking of selling Barnaby—I won’t let that happen, but that’s how difficult things are.”


“I’m sure you’ll do whatever you think is best.” Delphine had always been on the periphery of the family business, both before and after Father died. She didn’t have a good handle on the nuances of the work, the finely tuned schedules and minute adaptations Alaine deployed on the orchard’s rows of trees. Now she was leaving, as clear a signal as any that the orchard was solely her sister’s domain.


“I didn’t realize, at first, how delicate the money situation was,” Alaine said as she perched on the arm of the settee next to Delphine. No shaking her now. Delphine sighed, then nodded, encouraging her sister to continue. “The banking crisis back in the nineties did a number on the farm, and between the two of them, Father and Papa Horatio kept us afloat. But it’s still eating us.”


Despite herself, Delphine was a little intrigued. “What do you mean?”


“We had taken out loans—completely normal, of course!—to expand back in the late eighties. But after the Panic hit in ninety-three, our rates shot up, and we’re still a bit behind. Father never told us just how much we owed.”


“You had to learn about that as well as how to manage the orchard when he died,” Delphine said quietly. “I didn’t realize.” In the three years since Father had died, Delphine had drifted ever further away from the farm, toward church socials and dances in town and eventually Perrysburg. That was part of dealing with her grief, she accepted now; she didn’t want to see the empty spaces in the rows of trees Father used to occupy. And she felt, once Alaine took over managing the farm, that she didn’t have a proper place at Orchard Crest. Like she was just in the way, at best an extra pair of hands to assist if Alaine needed it. “I’m sorry, Alaine, that must have been difficult.”


“It’s not so very bad,” Alaine rushed to say. “It’s just—there’s more debt than I thought. With more interest.” She ticked off a few unspoken ciphers on her fingers. “At any rate, our margins are a little tighter than I would have guessed this year, so I’m shoring things up. The fall harvest will bring everything right again,” she added, as though it was a forgone conclusion, but Delphine knew better. The lines between her sister’s eyes, twin to the furrows Delphine knew spelled worry on own brow, were deep, and Alaine couldn’t hold still. She always fidgeted when she was anxious.


“I didn’t realize—that is, I suppose I knew that managing the farm was more than timing the pruning and the harvest, but I hadn’t considered how difficult the money part might be,” Delphine said. “The business side of it.”


“It will be all right.” Alaine squared her shoulders in a posture Delphine knew was defensive—no one could hurt her, Alaine seemed to think, if she faced them head-on and stood tall. “I’ve learned the ropes, mostly. I’d gotten through the worst of it, I thought, right after Father died. Everyone expected to deal with Jack, not me. The bank tossed me out once,” she said with a hollow laugh.


“No!” Delphine covered an indecorous laugh, imagining her earnest sister, in that shoddy hat with the imitation cherries on it, escorted from the venerable columned façade of the Madison Bank and Trust. “I had no idea, you never told me.”


“Yes, they thought my name on the deeds must have been a mistake. You should have seen Jack giving them what for—I wouldn’t want to be on the opposing counsel in a trial, that’s for sure!” The laugh was real, this time. “And of course Olson is a bear to deal with at the granary—pretends not to see anything that comes from me unless Jack signs it, too.” She shrugged, and Delphine knew she was pretending nonchalance. “Most of the other farmers are all right, they know it takes a family to run a farm, and that means the women are invested, too. But not all of them. I sometimes think—” Her voice cracked slightly. “I sometimes think some of them want me to fail, because it bothers them that a woman can do the same job they can.”


“I imagine some of them aren’t so happy about you being the new president of the Society,” Delphine said. Yet another place where Alaine not only belonged, but thrived. Delphine admitted she begrudged her sister that victory a little, but assuaged any mild envy with thoughts of sliding comfortably into the Perrysburg elite.


“I wish—I wish there was more I could do.” Delphine caught Alaine’s hand in what she hoped was a reassuring grip.


“I know, Del. And I’m sorry to even bring it up, but—well. I thought you ought to know. And—well.” Alaine toyed with the edge of the sofa; several threads were coming loose, and Delphine resisted the impulse to stop Alaine from making it worse. “I wondered if maybe you could ask Pierce about investing in the farm. We need the money, Del.”


Delphine’s brow creased. She didn’t have the orchard deep in her blood like Alaine did, but she was, on paper, part owner. Still, asking Pierce—this was untested ground. They had never discussed her role, if any, in her family business, and she had the suspicion that Pierce expected her to fold herself entirely into his affairs. And right before the wedding! She could have been frustrated with Alaine’s pragmatic disregard for the timing and lack of romantic instincts, if only her sister didn’t look half sick with worry. “Maybe I—I could ask Pierce after the wedding if there’s any way we could put a little money into the orchard. Why, it’s his business now, too,” she added, trying to lessen the tension with a laugh. “Community property laws might as well cut both ways, don’t you think?”


Alaine’s brow constricted tighter, as though she was torn. Then she softened, forcing a nod. “I’d appreciate that, Del,” Alaine admitted. “Don’t let it ruin your honeymoon.”


“Of course not. I’m sure you’ve got it well in hand,” Delphine reassured her. “And Papa Horatio, of course, too. He knows this place better than anyone.”


“He certainly does. And he knows business, even if he doesn’t like to admit it. Looking at the numbers now, we’re lucky we didn’t go under completely during the Panic.”


“Plenty of farms did,” Delphine said softly, remembering tense conversations over suppers and hushed arguments when their parents had assumed she and Alaine were in bed. “I think Grandma Lilabeth made bargains,” she added with a smile.


Alaine laughed. “She must have pulled out every bargain she had—the chickens never laid like that before! And no caterpillars in the orchard, and fair weather every time we needed it.”


Now Alaine crafted the small bargains that bought them a little luck when they needed it. Mother had lived steeped in fairy lore since she’d married into the Canner family almost thirty years ago, just as Moore’s Ferry was beginning to blossom around the railroad junction. Still, Mother had never learned to bargain like Del and Alaine had, at Lilabeth’s knee. Delphine had the impression, though Mother had never said as much, that she felt bargaining was tasteless, a relic of backwoods roots and not seemly for a lady of Prospect Hill. Delphine had wondered the same, herself. It was a question she wouldn’t have to worry over now—the veil was certainly closed off in Perrysburg, the Fae world beyond her reach.


“Speaking of,” Alaine said. “We should probably take care of tomorrow’s bit of good luck, shouldn’t we?” The tightly wound nerves in Alaine’s gut were beginning to unspool, just a little; asking her sister was the hardest part, no matter what the answer might be. Saying those words—that they needed money, that they could use Pierce’s help—felt like admitting failure. The one thing she’d always been confident in was her ability to run the farm, even while she stumbled through every polite gathering she was invited to and Delphine sailed through social functions like a well-spoken butterfly. If Alaine failed now, who was she?


“I’ve got the coin,” Delphine said with a grin. They hurried out the back door together, almost running into Mother in the kitchen hallway.


“The pair of you run around like a couple of schoolgirls! Mind you don’t trample the peonies,” Mother called after them.


Alaine wasn’t sure how anyone could manage to trample Mother’s peonies; they were colossal shrubs almost to her shoulder and drooping under the weight of thickly perfumed pink and white blooms. She held her skirt back from the thorns in the rose arbor spanning the opening in the garden fence and shook her sleeve free of a stray climbing rose. “All right, do you remember the words?”


Delphine held up in her hand in mock dismay. “Do I remember the words? You wound me. ‘A penny and sheaf to hold off rain, a dime and bloom bring it back again.’ Now where’s the greenery?”


Alaine laughed, properly chastised. Delphine might be a Perrysburg socialite after tomorrow, but she was still a Prospect Hill girl, too. “All right, all right. I pulled a fern from the wedding bouquets. I thought it fitting.”


“Do the Fae appreciate that kind of poetic creativity?” Delphine laughed.


“I don’t know that they care about much of anything besides the gift.” Alaine put the penny and the fern in the latch of the garden gate. It stuck; no one used it anyway. She would have to send Jack up to fix it sometime. “I think it’s the coin that does the trick, in any case.”


“I suppose neither one of us has made a detailed study of fairy culture.” Delphine touched the fern lightly.


“A bit disconcerting, isn’t it,” Alaine murmured as she shut the gate and trapped the penny inside. She repeated the rhyme over the gate. “That we don’t know, really, what these trades mean to them. I wonder why they like the things they like. There must be some reason for it, don’t you think?”


“I suppose.” Delphine shrugged. “As long as it works.”


“It works. It’s worked every time I’ve done it,” Alaine reminded her. “Remember the garden party last summer, when the whole town got a storm and nary a cloudburst here?”


“I know, I know.” Del scanned the cloudless sky, lines pulling taut between her eyebrows. “I wish we could do something about the heat—it’s bound to be hot tomorrow. And humid—what if Mother’s cake frosting beads?”


“Then Mother’s cake frosting beads,” Alaine replied with a laugh. “I don’t have any bargains to keep the frosting from beading. Or the sun from baking the wedding party, either.”


“Maybe we should have gotten married in the church,” Delphine said.


“Then it would have been stuffy and hot and smelled like too many people’s sweat.”


“Alaine!”


“It’s true.” Alaine caught her sister’s hand. Delphine had learned painting and piano from their mother, and the fine art of fretting as well. “Del, it’s going to be lovely. As lovely as we can make it.”


Alaine had her doubts that her encouraging speech had much effect. Delphine circled the garden again, as though taking stock of each blossom. She glanced at the penny wedged in the gate one more time. “I’m sure you’re right. As for my part, I’m exhausted, so unless you want the bride falling asleep at the altar, I’m going to bed early.”


Alaine watched her sister walk toward the house, the hem of her gored skirt sweeping softly against the grass. She stayed in the garden as the first bats emerged, frantic shadows against the faded dusk. There was more she wanted to say to Delphine, that she would miss her, that she would always have a place on Prospect Hill. That she loved her. The words didn’t come when she tried to say them. Maybe it was better that way. Her sister was happy, and she was happy her sister was happy. Already stacks of boxes and a steamer trunk large enough to smuggle a pony waited in Delphine’s room, ready to move her sister to Perrysburg, twenty miles away.


Twenty miles was nothing. There was a train station in Perrysburg, just a short walk from the imposing new house Pierce Grafton had built, with the silk-covered walls, and the mural on the ceiling of the parlor, and the ballroom on the third floor. There was a guest room waiting, Delphine had promised—a whole guest suite with a bedroom and a morning room, even a water closet with its own commode. There was nothing but excitement and novelty for Delphine, but for Alaine, there was loss.


“If you watch for fairies, they never show up.” Jack stood by a blushing peony bush, arms crossed and a knowing smile spreading wide.


“I know better than to watch for fairies,” Alaine retorted. “No one really wants to see a fairy. Tricky creatures. Papa Horatio got lucky.” She watched a bat’s kinetic swoop and dive. “Just thinking about tomorrow.”


“Worried about rain, then.”


“Hardly,” she said with a laugh.


Jack looped an arm under hers, and she softened in his embrace. She wanted to melt into his arms—she remembered when she felt as though being held by Jack could fix anything. Now she felt more as though they were fighting, back to back, against the bank and anyone else who threatened them. He lifted her chin and kissed her, but her mind was elsewhere. The farm.


She thought of the trinkets she left in the chicken coop for better layers, in the orchard to keep away worms, of the scarlet silk and cheap silver wedged in the garden gate to secure her the vote for president of the Agricultural Society. Why wasn’t there a bargain to keep the farm solvent? She knew bargains for planting and harvest, lame horses and broody chickens and finding lost things. There had to be something she could use, maybe change it, just a little. Maybe, she thought with a dangerous spark, there was. Ribbons and glass beads around a contract was an old bargain for honest dealings. Maybe she could wrap their mortgage agreement in copper wire, or shove silver pins through it, or—


She stopped herself, heart racing. Who knew what that would be asking the Fae to do? Wire might mean some kind of unbreakable binding she didn’t want. Stabbing the contract might bring harm to someone—and it wasn’t as though the bankers at the Madison Bank and Trust had been intentionally malicious to Orchard Crest. Besides, Grandma Lilabeth had warned a thousand times never to tamper with bargains. It was impossible to know how the Fae would interpret a change in the bits and bobs left for them, what they’d deliver in return.


A new bargain, then. Maybe there was a way to invent a new bargain. And yet even as the thought took form, she recoiled from it. There was a promise she’d made long before she vowed to care for Orchard Crest—she had promised Grandma Lilabeth to never, ever meddle with the unknown when it came to the Fae.


No—she had to count on more prosaic forms of help, even if it meant relying on her glass magnate soon-to-be brother-in-law. She looped an arm through Jack’s. “Best get home and rest up for tomorrow,” she said with a forced joviality that she could tell Jack saw right through, but had the decency not to mention.
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With the exception of the singular Compleat Book of Bargaining Works published anonymously in the eighteenth century, very few fairy bargaining cultures enshrine their bargains in written documents; instead, rhymes and songs serve as devices to commit bargains to memory.


—A Ribbon, A Ring, A Rhyme: Cohesion of Folk Poetry Tradition, doctoral dissertation of Edith L. Showalter




DELPHINE WATCHED THE moon rise over the orchard from her window on the second floor of Orchard Crest, sleep elusive. There was a finality to it, this last night in her old bedroom. She anticipated returning many times, of course, first with Pierce, and later with children—a small circus of them, even. But she would—she was determined on this—return different. She wouldn’t be the little sister in Alaine’s shadow, or even the perfect imitation of her mother. She would have her own place. And this was her last night before everything would change, the way the shift in seasons changed the whole landscape or the river’s floods rewrote the banks. She wanted change, wanted to change—but it meant leaving something she loved behind.


Her reflection in the gilt-flowered mirror across the room looked back at her with the tacit understanding that she was edging closer to making herself cry. She twisted her emerald engagement ring on her finger. Once, twice, thrice. Everything in threes, wasn’t that the way Lilabeth had taught her and Alaine to bargain?


Delphine wondered, briefly, what the fairies would trade her for the stone on her left hand.


Probably nothing. The Fae never seemed to value things the same way she would have. A length of red silk thread over a new gown. A scrap of glass over a bottle of perfume. An old key over an automobile—though how they would spirit a motorcar into Fae, she didn’t know. That would be some trick.


That silly thought chased away the lump of tears gathering in her throat. Delphine stood and opened the closet door, where the white froth of her wedding gown hung by itself. With the rest of her clothes packed and ready to move to Perrysburg, the effect of the white satin and lace was all the more dramatic. She traced the sleeve, the cuffs fastened with tiny pearl buttons.


Everything was settled. The flowers had been cut and arranged, the luncheon prepared, the silver polished. Right down to the pearl buttons, set in perfect symmetry. And yet, there was still something she could do, should do.


The moonlight spread across the quilt Grandma Lilabeth had made her, the pinks and greens of old cotton scraps lovingly reimagined as interlocking rings. She had thought of asking to take it with her, the way Alaine had taken her quilt from Lilabeth, but she knew it wouldn’t fit in the grand Perrysburg house. She’d ordered new coverlets, white work embroidery and lace and crisp cotton, beautiful and expensive and entirely impersonal.


It felt as though Alaine should have been there. Delphine didn’t particularly want company tonight, especially her sister with her pragmatic worries about the farm, but she felt the absence, a hollow place where a person would have been, a silence where Alaine’s voice should have been. They had shared this room when they were children, and it was full of old secrets whispered in the dark and loud rows when afternoons stretched too long and their patience with each other wore thin.


It was Alaine who never laughed when Delphine said she wanted to paint pictures like the ones they saw in the exhibition at the county fair, or that she wanted to visit Paris and Venice and Cairo one day, or that she wanted to marry this boy or that boy and they would have a big house on a hill. When Delphine fell for the son of one of the field hands they hired one autumn, following him around with a plate of crullers and eyes like saucers, Mother had intervened, making it quite clear that a Prospect Hill girl couldn’t be tangling herself up with the hired help. Alaine had held her while she’d sobbed, her sense of tragedy inflated by adolescence, but real shame branding a deep lesson.


There were proper and improper ways of navigating the world. That much Mother had made clear. Delphine twisted her engagement ring again. She wasn’t sure if fairy bargains were proper or not, but they could be secret, and they were certainly pragmatic. She opened the trunk at the foot of her bed and lifted the nightdresses and morning jackets out of the way. At the bottom she uncovered several volumes of poetry, a bundle of old letters, and box of photographs. They were mostly from school friends. There was a portrait of Pierce, of course. Emily’s baby portrait. Her sister’s wedding photograph, a crown of flowers in her fair hair. She put the pictures on top of the stack of hatboxes.


There, underneath the poetry. The things Lilabeth had given her. She opened the repurposed gift box, Ayres Department Store trailing in gilt script across the lid. There—thread wound around wooden crosshatches, glass beads in various colors, bits of printed cotton and bright scrap wool, a few feathers and shriveled nuts and pressed flowers, carefully laid between layers of tissue. Wood shavings and flakes of soap. A tiny vial of rainwater.


She sat back on her heels. She could almost hear her grandmother’s patient voice showing her how to tie a slipknot with a bit of silk ribbon.


“It’s a language,” she said, her hands moving confidently as she tied the ribbon, untied it, and passed it to Delphine. “Each piece, each way it’s presented, it means something. Like words mean something, and might mean something different depending on how you string them together.”


Delphine struggled with the slippery ends, the knot coming out uneven and loose. “Is that why it’s got to be the same every time?”


Lilabeth showed her again. “That’s right. So the bargain is the same every time. We know these trades; we’ve learned them. Once a fairy makes a bargain, they can’t change it.”


“But if we change it, we don’t get what we asked for?”


“No, you don’t. And it certainly wouldn’t be wise. Or safe.” Lilabeth untied the ribbon and tied it into a bow. “That’s the thing with fairy bargains—you always know, when you make one, exactly what you want to get. So often people ask for what we don’t really understand, but you can’t do that with a bargain.” She handed the ribbon back to Del, who dutifully struggled with the slippery silk. “But it’s a good lesson—for any time, not just bargains—to know what you want, really want, before you go asking. There, that’s a better knot! We’ll put some more ribbons in your box to practice with.”


“And the brighter the color, the better?”


“That’s right.” Lilabeth had stocked her little box with scraps of scarlet and cerulean and emerald-green ribbon.


Delphine had used all of them save one roll of brilliant purple ribbon. That ribbon was meant for one kind of bargain only, one she’d never made before. And, as Lilabeth had said, she knew exactly what she wanted to ask for. The part Lilabeth hadn’t explained, but that Delphine and Alaine had learned later, was that the small bits of fairy fortune they could extract from a bargain allowed them to set their luck in motion on a broader scale. Alaine had used the bargain against rain to make sure she had a romantic afternoon with Jack before they started courting. Delphine had used plenty of little bargains to maneuver herself into Pierce’s notice. And now she would use one more bargain to ensure that she could establish herself among Perrysburg society before she had any maternal responsibilities.


She lifted the purple ribbon from the box, and then counted twelve silver beads from the carefully folded packet at the bottom of the box. She threaded her needle with silk thread, Lilabeth’s instructions echoing in her memory so fresh she could hear her hills-inflected voice. “Like with like—sew cotton with cotton thread and silk with silk.” She tacked each bead to the ribbon with three stitches. Once, twice, thrice. When each was in its place, she turned the needle on her own fingertip and produced a single drop of blood. It sank into the center of the ribbon.


The bargain, with the beads tacked in a deliberate row and the uneven stain of scarlet, was strange and familiar, eerie and comforting, tangled together. Under the modern gaslight, it seemed almost foreign, an artifact from another place, another time. Not something that belonged to the new money of Perrysburg, to the fastidiously designed house, to the future. Not something, Delphine thought, as she held this, the last bargain Lilabeth had taught her, that ought to belong to her.


But it did.


Her fingertip grazed the beads, willing the bargain to be true. Placed in freshly turned soil, in the garden, under a new moon, the trinket of silk and silver would be transformed into a request for a certain kind of luck, a certain bend of fate. It would let her put something off until she was ready, giving her time to learn how to be a wife, to navigate the social landscape of Perrysburg, perhaps even to establish herself as a known figure before taking on the work of learning to be a mother. “Not that you shouldn’t still be prudent,” Lilabeth had cautioned Delphine with a wink. She had wondered then what her mother would think of Lilabeth letting her in on this secret and now, grown and on the eve of her wedding, she knew—Mother would have been appalled. “But far as I can tell, it works every time. Just have to remember to put out a new one every month. Purple ribbon, don’t forget.”
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