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CA}?LEY FORT'Ui\E

assured us she'd. con're back, and rve had no choice but to be-

lieve him.

As soon as the rain tapered to a drizzle, we we-re kicked out-

side. Without N{om to patientiy comb out the tangles, my hair

was a ratty mass. I was still wearing my nightgown, but Darwin

made sure I put on my rubber boots and yellorn, raincoat. Moby

ferched the basketbalX.

I warrted to play but my brothers wouldn't pass to me. Thev

never passed to me. I yelled and stomped in puddles, but the;r

kept chucking the ball over my head. Fed up, I grabbed the

green butterfly net from the mudroom and set about trying to

capture a creature in the thici<et at the edge of the field. A worm,

a grasshopper, maybe even a frog.

Instead, I found something far more exciting-a pale brown

rabbit sitting in the fresh blades of grass. It had long velvety ears

and a twitching pink nose. I was going to catch it, and oh, how

jealous Darwin and Mobywould be.

But patience had always ehrded me. I charged after the rab-

bit, twigs cracking beneath my feet, and off it went, bounding

across the field. I chased it all the wa)/ to the cedar hedge that

bordered the neighboring property. The rabbit didn't know

what I did: The woman who lived in the Big House next door

was a rn,itch. And witches had all sorts of uses for rabbits. I had

to save rt.

I followed the der-ise wall of evertreen to a gap.vide enou€lh

to slip through. I peered through the branches and gasped when

I saw a pair of dark blue eyes sqriinting at me from tl're other

side.

I'd never seen the boy befbre. Fie was rvinter pale with
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round, rosy cheeks and

short. Freckles dotted hi
as me. He was nothingt

"Hello, I'm Francesc

me. "But you can call me

The boy blinked, an<

then his hand shot out s
"I'm George."

Hands on hips, I gar

no rubber boots, no rai

knee. All he had to keel

with a stain on the sleevr

"Were you watching

"No." He blushed- "\
"What are you doiq

place for a boy, especiall

ne-ed defending. May,be

thrill of it.

"I live here now," he:

I gaped at him. "You

stone house behind him-

"She's not awitch. Sh

"I hate to tellyouthis,

"but your grandmother i
How did he not krro

old greenhouse was full
outside, and she was a-h*

Darwin swore he'd seen

one night when he wern I
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CARLEY FORTUNE

"She is not," George said.

I narrowed my eyes. "Prove it," I said. "Take me inside, and

if there's no cauldron or lizard tails or newt eyes, I'11 believe

you."

"There are none of those things. It's just a normal house."

My ciisappointment was swift. "Oh."

"But there's a black cat," he said quickly. "His name is Barysh-

nikov."

"Really?"

"Yeah, but that's it. I've never seen anything witchy."

George might thinkthe Big House was normal, but there had

to be secrets lurking inside, waiting to be uncovered.

"Can you show me?"

"You want to come over?" I could tell he couldn't believe

it-that he thought I might change my mind.

"Yes[" I said. "l've been waiting agesfor something interesting

to hapDen."

"l'm not interesting." His blush ripened like summer berries.

"I'll be the judge of that," I said. "Please. I'm utterly desperate

for an adventure."

He laughed-a bright, bursting sound, Iike bubble gum

popping. "Yolr're utterly desperate for an adventttre?" he asked.

"Yes," I told him.'Aren't yort?"

He Iooked at me, considering, and nodded. "Come on, then.

Follow me."

So I did. I followed George into the Big House, and nothing

was ever the same.

For either of us.

TH]



V 7\I uoNgHJ

Surqtou pue 'emog 819 a

'ueq]'uo arrro]z'PePPou

'pe{sE eq .,zarnlua^PB rrB

urn8 alqqnq a{_rl 'punos

aleradsap dpeun u,1 'aseq

'sarrJaq rarrrurns qrl PUJ

Surlsara uI Surrrtaruos JqI r

'puruI

e^_ellaq tuPlnor ar{ IIJI P

' 'PeJaaorrR eq I

PBq erar{t }nq'[EuJou sEfl

,,,{qalyn 8qrp,(uu

-qsdreg sI arueu sIH,,-{fTJ

-l
,,'esnor{ IerrrJou e rm[1.

a^arlaq 11,1 'sada l,rteu ro

PUB'eplsul aur a{EL,'Pls



'3urppa,n puof,as ,tur aroS

-aq s,(ep o/yu 'ure I arJq 1a.( 'pat:;eru la3 p,1 i,.{3noqi ralau I
'ar{iBarq }/uEJ I a{ll IaaJ

1 rnq '1zdo ue sB parlsriod su ur,l 'o] pasn ta8 ot atull per{ t,ua^eq

I puoruerp lr.o11a,( aled lessoloJ B sr pu?r{ r3a1,(ru ug 'an8ur.raur

se rq8rl sE IIIS au8udtueqr uror1 epBru st ssarp .{ur pue 'palq8rl

-q8rq,{1qsa{ sr rier{ puolq-lauoq.{ru 'pap13 a:e spilala 1141

'sariroad qll/( urrJq IELI] suJn ssuJq Jql ur uortJaueJ

Surra>prg Jraqt r-{rtB^\ I 'oieL{ 3ur.,'ro13 e ur pa8utr qJBe 'salpuul

alrlol Jo surzop pue {raltnc uap1o3 'sueurl qruai{ q}l^\ plei

sr aur aJolaq alqBl ar{I'Jou?ur,(rrunor Jrro}srq BJo ruooJ Sururp

tuz8ala aqt ur 'stralqns raq Suouru uaanb ? a{rl pa]?as 'sraqruatu

,(11urug puE spuer{ par{srrar{J lsoru ,{ru ,,(q papunorrns ru,l

'alu uaAE 'ePlslno seeJl eql

ur 8un:]s stq8rl,(rre,r aq1 'sdorp;uat Surraruurrqs rraqt qlr/(

srarlapusqJ letsr{rr atBuro aq1 "rqSruor srartrlS 3urqt.,("raa

gNO dgJdVHS



CARLEY FORTUNE

Not that the first one counted.

A pianist in a tuxedo and bow tie is playing something gentle

on the Steinway, but for a moment, all of it falls away. Time slips,

and I'm at that first wedding under the apple tree.

\A,/e recited our vows beneath its branches, a confetti of fallen

fruit at our feet. Ir4y gow"n: fashioned from an old curtain as if I

were a von Trapp child. My bouquet: a posy of violets plucked

from the garden, stems tied with l<itchen twine. There was a

thumbprint-sized stain on his sweater from my mother's apple-

berry crisp-he was always eating and always making a mess of

himself. I remember studying that tiny purple splotch before he

started speaking.

Franl<ie,Ipromise...

A cool hand settles on my wrist.

"Frankie?"

I blink back to the present. I feel the scaffolding of bobby

pins digging into my skull as they hold my lion's mane in a po-

lite French t'rvist. Taste the sticky cotton candy flavor of my lip

gloss. Feel the slide of silk over my thighs. Sense my brides-

maid's concerned gaze.

"Frankie?" Aurora says again, her espresso eyes narrowed

on rne. 'Are you all right?" Her fingers are like five tiny icicles

against my skin. I swear she's half li721d-5hs's always cold.

Her braids are swept off her face on one srde, a waterfali of'

black morphing to purple and then pastel pink. Her lips are

painted in a blush similar to her one-shouldered dress. Aside

from the tattoos that cover one arm, she looks like woodland

creatures and a fairy godmother helped her dress this evening.

OUR PI

"I'm fine," I say. My gz

knots in my stomach tight

I don't wait for her rer

way. I find a dark nook ur

him. It goes straight to voit

cade wallpaper and leave a

"It's me. Again. The frc

in. Please tell me you'll be l
I can do this without you."

I shut my eyes and tal

dread.

I return to my seat-r
one side and my fianc6 on r

his hand as he kisses my cL

Tonight's six-course we

wedding festivities, and I v

to the degree I would have

ties, but enjoy myselfin a m

year-old woman about to

professor.

Nate's sixteen years old

ger hair makes him look

swirling hazel eyes, and ald

ding, he's often sporting a J

effortlessly and often. Tonj

it's easier to picture him ir
Highiands, than teaching p

I look around the roor
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George's grandmother, Mimi. I never dreamed of beine a bride,

but if I had, I wouldn't have envisioned a wedding this elabo-

iate. Darlington Manor and its estate sprawl over one hundred

acres of forest and meadows an hour east of Toronto. For the

next few days, its antiques-appointed guest rooms, immacu-

lateiy iandscaped gardens, Michelin-starred restaurant, and sce-

nic hiking traiis are at our disposal.

Nate was a broke grad student when he got married the first

time-he and his ex had a city hall ceremony and met their

friends at a pub afterward. The bride wore jeans. That sounded

pretty great to me, but Nate wanted to go big. Celebrate. Feast.

He'd said that last word with a fair brow cocked, knou.ing ex-

actly how to capture my interest.

I've thrown myseif into planning the menus with the chef,

discussing each dish, tasting every morsel. Tomorrow, as more

guests arrive, there will be a nurnber of experiences to choose

from, with good food at the center of each. They can hunt for

morels, wild leeks, and fiddleheads with an expert forager or

take a horseback ride into the woods for a picnic lunch cooked

over an open fire. There's a wine-tasting session in the estate's

stunning one-hundred-year-old cellar, accompanied by artisanal

cheeses and preserves. In the evening, a smaller group will gather

for the wedding rehearsal, followed by a dinner for all of our

friends.

The crescendo is, of course, Saturday's ceremony and recep-

tion. Our guest list is one hundred and twenty people deep. My

dress was the price of a small car. For the processional, a string

quartet has learned "Orchard House," the theme from 1994's
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Little Womerz-the greatesr

ments to the contrary)

I've always related to Jr

and independent. I neverv

particularly vain, except wh

the part in the movie whenJ

thought Professor Bhaer w

up, and I met Nate.

He caught me checking

recently quit my job as a so

out, and I was two weeks il

anced routine when i saw h

face followed. The corners

mouth. It was like watchi

blooming. He struck up a (

and sent a text an hour later

Have dinnerwithme Satu

The period at the end o

impressed by how direct he

he wanted. There were no g

lines. Nate was a man. Andl
Aurora thinks all the t

Women were something of i

for a serious relationship, ar

just likeJo.

"He's probably the one,'
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