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 For my father,

who first read the fairy tales to me,

for my mother,

who told me to write her a new one,

and for my little sister, who was—

and always will be—

ungrateful.


May we all be doomed to a happy life.



 Monday’s child is fair of face,

Tuesday’s child is full of grace,

Wednesday’s child is full of woe,

Thursday’s child has far to go,

Friday’s child is loving and giving,

Saturday’s child works hard for a living,

But the child who is born on the Sabbath Day

Is blithe and bonny and good and gay.



 1. Fool’s Gold and Fairy Stones



MY NAME IS SUNDAY WOODCUTTER, and I am doomed to a happy life.



I am the seventh daughter of Jack and Seven Woodcutter, Jack a seventh son and Seven a seventh daughter hersef. Papa’s dream was to give birth to the charmed, all-powerful Seventh Son of a Seventh Son. Mama told him seven girls or seven boys, whichever came first. Jack Junior was first. Papa was elated. His dream died the morning I popped out, blithe and bonny and good and gay, seven daughters later.

Fortunately, coming first did not stop Jack Junior from being a wunderkind. I never knew my eldest sibling, but I know his legend. All of Arilland’s children grew up in Jack’s shadow, his younger siblings more than most. I have never known a time when I wasn’t surrounded by the overdramatic songs and stories of Jack Junior’s exploits. A good number of new ones continue to spring up about the countryside to this very day. I have heard them all. (Well, all but the Forbidden Tale. I’m not old enough for that one yet.)

 But I know the most important tale: the tale of his demise, while he served in the King’s Royal Guard. One day, in a fit of pique or passion (depending on the bard), he killed Prince Rumbold’s prized pup. As punishment, the prince’s evil fairy godmother witched Jack Junior into a mutt and forced him to take the pup’s place. He was never heard from again.

They say my family was never the same after that. I wish I could know my father as tales portray him then: loud, confident, and opinionated. Now he is simply a strong, quiet man, content with his place in life. It is no secret that Papa harbors no loyalty to the royal family of Arilland, but he would not say a word against them.

My second-eldest brother’s name is Peter. My third brother is Trix. Trix was a foundling child whom Papa discovered in the limbs of a tree at the edge of the Wood one winter’s workday before I was born. The way Mama tells it, Trix was a son she didn’t have to give birth to, and he made Papa happy. She already had too many children to feed, what was one more?

My sisters and I—

“What are you doing?”

Sunday’s head snapped up from her journal. She had chosen this spot for its solitude, followed the half-hidden path through the underbrush to the decaying rocks of the abandoned well, sure that she had escaped her family. And yet, the voice that had interrupted her thoughts was not familiar to her. Her eyes took a moment to adjust, slowly focusing on the mottled shadows the afternoon sun cast through dancing leaves.

 “I’m sorry?” She posed the polite query to her unknown visitor in an effort to make him reveal himself, be he real or imagined, dead or alive, fairy or—

“I said, ‘What are you doing?’ ”

—frog.

Sunday forced her gaping mouth closed. Caught off-guard, she sputtered the truth: “I’m telling myself stories.”

The frog considered her answer. He balanced himself on his spotted hind legs and blinked at her with his bulbous eyes. “Why? Do you have no one to whom you can tell them?”

Apart from his interruption, he maintained an air of polite decorum. He’s smart, too, Sunday thought. He must have been a human before being cursed. Animals of the Wood only ever spoke in wise riddles and almost-truths.

“I have quite a large family, actually, with lots of stories. Only...”

“Only what?”

“Only no one wants to hear them.”

“I do,” said the frog. “Read me your story, the story you have just written there, and I will listen.”

She liked this frog. Sunday smiled, but slowly closed her book. “You don’t want to hear this story.”

“Why not?”

“It’s not very interesting.”

“What’s it about?”


 “It’s about me. That’s why none of my family wants to hear it. They already know all about me.”

The frog stretched out on his sun-dappled rock as if he were settling into a chaise lounge. She could tell from his body language—so much more human than frog—there would be no turning him down. “I don’t know anything about you,” he said. “You may begin your story.”

It was completely absurd. Absurd that Sunday was in the middle of the Wood talking to a frog. Absurd that he wanted to learn about her. Absurd that he would care. It was so absurd that she opened her journal and started reading from the top of the page.

“‘My name is Sunday Woodcutter—’”

“Grumble,” croaked the frog.

“If you’re going to grumble through the whole thing, why did you ask me to read it in the first place?”

“You said your name was Sunday Woodcutter,” said the frog. “My name is Grumble.”

“Oh.” Her face felt hot. Sunday wondered briefly if frogs could tell that a human was blushing or if they were one of the many colorblind denizens of the forest. She bowed her head slightly. “It’s very nice to meet you, Grumble.”

“At your service,” said Grumble. “Please, carry on with your story.”

It was awkward, as Sunday had never read her musings aloud to anyone. She cleared her throat several times. More than once she had to stop after a sentence she had quickly stumbled through and start again more slowly. Her voice seemed overloud and the words felt foreign and sometimes wrong; she resisted the urge to scratch them out or change them as she went along. She was worried that this frog-who-used-to-be-a-man would hear her words and think she was silly. He would want nothing more to do with her. He would thank her for her time, and she would never see him again. Had her young life come to this? Was she so desperate for intelligent conversation that she was willing to bare her soul to a complete stranger?

 Sunday realized, as she continued to read, that it didn’t matter. She would have Grumble know her for who she was.

For as long as she had sat under the tree writing, she thought the reading of it would have taken longer, but Sunday came to the end in no time at all. “I had meant to go on about my sisters,” she apologized, “but...”

The frog was strangely silent. He stared off into the Wood.

Sunday turned her face to the sun. She was afraid of his next words. If he didn’t like the writing, then he didn’t like her, and everything she had done in her whole life would be for nothing. Which was silly, but she was silly, and absurd, and sometimes ungrateful, but she promised the gods that she would not be ungrateful now, no matter what the frog said. If he said anything at all. And then, finally:

“I remember a snowy winter’s night. It was so cold outside that your fingertips burned if you put them on the windowpane. I tried it only once.” He let out a long croak. “I remember a warm, crackling fire on a hearth so large I could have stood up in it twice. There was a puppy there, smothering me with love, as puppies are wont to do. I was his whole world. He needed me and I felt like ... like I had a purpose. I remember being happy then. Maybe the happiest I’ve been in my whole life.” The frog closed his eyes and bowed his head. “I don’t remember much of my life before. But now, just now, I remember that. Thank you.”

 Sunday clasped her shaking fingers together and swallowed the lump in her throat. He was definitely a man in a frogs body, and he was sad. She couldn’t think what in her words had moved him so, but that wasn’t the point. She had touched him. Not just him as a frog but the man he used to be. A more gracious reply Sunday could never have imagined. “I am honored,” she said, for she was.

“And then I interrupted you.” Grumble snapped out of his dreamlike tone into a more playful one. “Forgive me. As you can imagine, I don’t get many visitors. You honor me by indulging me with your words, kind lady. Do you write often?”

“Yes. Every morning and every night and every moment I can sneak in between.”

“And do you always write about your family?”

Sunday flipped the pages of her never-ending journal—her nameday gift from Fairy Godmother Joy—past her thumb. It was a nervous habit she’d had all her life. “I am afraid to write anything else.”

“Why is that?”

Maybe it was because the honesty was intoxicatingly freeing or because he was a frog and not a man, but she felt strangely comfortable with Grumble. She had already told him so much about her life, more than anyone had ever before cared to know. Why should she stop now? “Things I write ... well ... they have a tendency to come true. And not in the best way.”

 “For instance?”

“I didn’t want to gather the eggs one morning, so I wrote down that I didn’t have to. That night, a weasel got into the henhouse. No one got eggs that morning. Another time, I did not want to go with the family to market.”

“Did the wagon break a wheel?”

“I got sick with the flu and was in bed for a week,” she said with a smile. “‘Regret’ is not a strong enough word.”

“I imagine not,” said Grumble.

“And now you’re wondering what would happen if I wrote that you were free of your spell.”

“The thought had crossed my mind.”

“You might not come back as a man but as a mouse or a mule or a tiger who’d eat me alive. You might come back as a man but not the man you were. You might be missing something vital, like an arm or a leg or—”

“My mind?” Grumble joked.

“—breath,” Sunday answered seriously.

“Ah. We must always be careful what we wish for.”

“Exactly. If I write only about events that have already come to pass, there is no danger of my accidentally altering the future. No one but the gods should have power over such things.”

“A very practical decision.”


 “Yes.” She sighed. “Very practical and very boring. Very just like me.”

“On the contrary. I found your brief essay quite intriguing.”

“Really?” He was just saying that to be nice. And then she remembered he was a frog. Funny how she kept forgetting.

“Will you read to me again tomorrow?”

If her ridiculously large smile didn’t scare him off, surely nothing she wrote could. “I would love to.”

“And would you ... be my friend?” he asked tenuously.

The request was charming and humble. “Only if you will be mine in return.”

Grumble’s mouth opened wide into what Sunday took to be a froggy grin. “And ... if I may be so bold, Miss Woodcutter—”

“Please, call me Sunday.”

“Sunday ... do you think you could find it in your heart to ... kiss me?”

She had wondered how long it would take before he got around to asking. A maiden’s kiss was the usual remedy for his particular enchantment. Normally Sunday would have declined without a thought. But he had been so polite, and she was surely the only maiden he would come across for a very long time. It was the least she could do.

His skin was bumpy and slightly damp, but she tried not to think about it. After she kissed him, she straightened up quickly and backed away. She wasn’t sure what to expect. A shower of sparks? Some sort of explosion? Either way, she wanted to stand clear of whatever was involved in turning a frog back into a man.

 Sunday waited.

And waited.

Nothing happened.

They stared at each other for a long time afterward.

“I don’t have to come back, you know, in case you were offering just to be courteous.”

“Oh no,” he said quickly. “I look forward to hearing about your sisters. Please, do come back tomorrow.”

“Then I will, after I finish my chores. But I should go now, before it gets dark. Mama will be expecting me to help with dinner.” She stood and brushed what dirt she could off her skirt. “Good night, Grumble.”

“Until tomorrow, Sunday.”

***

“Sunday, where have you been?”

Mama was a woman of few words, and those she was begrudgingly willing to part with could sting enough to make eyes water. She took one look at Sunday’s skirt and answered her own question. “Dawdling in the Wood again. Well, I’m glad you decided to come back before the bugaboos made off with you. I’ll thank you to take that spoon from your brother and get to stirring the pot. He’s been at it long enough.”

“Yes, Mama.” Sunday removed the kerchief from her hair and slid her book into the pocket of her pinafore.


 “Thanks, Sunday!” Trix happily handed over the spoon and scampered off to meet Papa, Peter, and Saturday at the edge of the Wood, at the end of their workday, just like he always did.

For all that he was two years her senior, Trix looked and acted like he had stopped aging at twelve. His fey blood kept him from growing at the same rate as his foster siblings—ultimately, he’d outlive them all. His blood was also the reason he was allowed to tend the cows but never milk them. Trix had a way with animals, but milk from his bucket was always sour. And if Trix stirred a pot for too long, the stew would be ... different. The outcome was never the same. The first time, the stew tasted of the finest venison, with seasoned potatoes and wild mushrooms. The second time, it stank of vinegar. Mama never let Trix stir the pot for too long after that. She said the family didn’t have enough food to go gambling it away, no matter how delicious the end result might be. Mama only ever bet on a sure thing.

Sunday worked the spoon absent-mindedly as she dreamt, scraping the bottom after every three turns. Mama checked on the bread in the oven. Friday set the table.

Most of Friday’s dark hair was caught up into a knot, but several curls escaped, much like the halo of iron gray snakes around Mama’s head. Friday had been mending—the straight pins in a row down the length of her sleeve gave her away—and she was wearing one of the patchwork skirts Sunday loved so much. Friday was deft with her needle, her own nameday gift from Fairy Godmother Joy. The fabric stallkeepers at the market gave their rags and remnants to the church in lieu of their tithe, and the church in turn gave them to Friday, along with measurements of any newly orphaned children and what articles of clothing they needed most. In return Friday kept whatever small pieces were left. Eventually, those pieces made up Friday’s multicolored skirts. They were Sunday’s favorite not just because they were so beautiful and lively, but because they were the result of many long hours spent toiling for the love of children her sister might never know.

 “Go fetch Wednesday down from the tower,” Mama told Friday as she set down the last fork. “Your father will be home any second.”

Papa walked in the door as if on command, followed by a very weary Peter and a flushed and bright-eyed Saturday. Sunday imagined that on the verge of death, her workaholic sister would still be flushed and bright-eyed.

“Evening, my darlin’,” Papa said as he hung his hat. “Fair weather today, so there was work aplenty. Wasn’t much we left undone.”

“Good, good,” Mama said. “Go on, then, wash yourselves for dinner.” Peter was too exhausted to argue. Saturday kissed her father on the cheek and scampered after her brother.

“Hello, my Sunday.” Papa picked her up in his strong arms and spun her around. She hugged him tightly, breathing in his familiar scent of sweat and sap and fresh Wood air. “Any new stories today?”

“I wrote a little,” she told him. “I mean to do more tonight.”

“Words have power. You be careful.”


 “Yes, Mama.” She couldn’t ever mention her writing without this admonishment from her mother. Sunday tried not to be disrespectful and roll her eyes. Instead, she concentrated on Papa as he slowly lowered his large body into the chair at the head of the table. “What of your day, Papa? Did you find any new stories to tell?”

He sighed and rubbed his shoulder, which worried Sunday. Storyless days happened, when the weather was foul or the work had been troublesome. Most days, however, he brought her a little something: a tale or a trinket. His eyes would get bright, and there would be mischief and laughter in his voice. For that brief moment, Papa was happy, and he was all hers. Not that anything could dim the happiness that still shone inside her from making a new friend, but a story from Papa would have been the perfect ending to a perfect day.

Papa sat back and rested his hands on the table. He looked at Sunday thoughtfully, for a long time. And then he smiled. Sunday caught it and grinned right back at him, for in that smile was a story.

“We went deep into the Wood today.” He leaned forward to whisper the words to her, as if they were a secret between the two of them. “Deep into the Wood, where the trees are so tall and the leaves are so thick that no sunlight touches the dark ground.”

“Were you scared?” Sunday whispered back.

“A little,” he admitted. “I told Peter and Saturday to stay at the edge of the Wood.”

“You told Saturday to do something and she obeyed?” The only orders Sunday had ever seen her sister obey were Mama’s. Everyone always did what Mama said. Every time.

 “Well, no,” admitted Papa. “I gave her a very large task and told her she could join me when she’d finished.”

“Did she finish?”

“Not yet. It was a very, very large task.”

“You are a clever Papa.”

“I am a Papa with much experience keeping his mischievous children out of harm’s way,” he said. “The edge is the safest, but deep in the Wood is where one finds the best trees. The old trees. I never take more than one at a time, and I always wait several moons before I take another one. The lumber from that tree will always fetch the highest price. It will be the most beautiful, and it will last forever. No mortal fire can burn Elder Wood.”

“Did you take an Elder Wood tree today?”

“I did. I asked the gods’ permission and begged the tree’s forgiveness before I forced it to give its life. And since no one was around, I did not yell ‘timber’ before its fall.”

Sunday gasped. Anyone who had ever lived near the Wood knew the importance of yelling to announce a treefall. Silence had dangerous consequences.

“The tree came down with a spectacular crash! And when the Wood became silent again, I heard a yelping.”

“Did you hurt someone?” She was afraid to know the answer. It was clear that Mama wasn’t worried; she continued to busy herself in the kitchen as if she hadn’t heard a word of Papa’s tale.

“Very nearly. It took me a long time to get to the other side of the tree. When I did, I found a leprechaun hopping around.”

 “A leprechaun? Wasn’t that lucky,” Sunday remarked skeptically.

“Luckier for him! He was still alive to be hopping around,” Papa said. “Trapped by his beard, he was, and mighty put out about it, too.” Sunday laughed.

“I hope you asked for his gold,” Mama’s voice echoed from inside the oven as she retrieved the bread.

“Of course I did, woman! What kind of man do you take me for?”

“A fool, most days,” Mama murmured. She wiped her hands on her apron and picked up a knife to cut the loaf. “Go on, finish your story.”

“Thank you, wife.” Papa leaned forward again and took up his storytelling tone once more. “The leprechaun pleaded with me to set him free.”

“And did you?”

“I asked for his gold first.” Papa glanced at Mama, but she did not show that she had heard his comment. “He promised it all to me. Told me if I used my ax to chop him free he would lead me to it.” Mama clucked her tongue. She was listening. “Of course I didn’t believe him,” Papa said loudly. “I said I wanted proof. He told me he had three gold coins in his pocket. He would give them to me as a down payment, so if he ran away, I wouldn’t be left with nothing for my trouble.”

“And you took the gold?”

“I did indeed. Three solid pieces of bright gold, they were. I put them in my pocket.” He patted his hip. “Then I cut the leprechaun free. And do you know what he did?”

 “What?”

“He complained! Cheeky little bugger. Said I had made a wreck of his charming beard and that it would never grow back the same! I pointed out that I was a woodsman, not a barber. The vain imp! Should have been grateful just to be alive!” Sunday giggled helplessly at the thought of burly Papa as a hairdresser. “He would have none of it. Told me that since I had ruined his good looks I didn’t deserve any of his gold. He wiggled his nose and vanished right there in front of my eyes.”

“But you still had the three gold pieces?”

“I did indeed, so I don’t feel cheated in the slightest. I brought them home for you.” Sunday’s heart leapt for joy as he reached into his pocket. Whatever treasure Papa had brought would certainly go to the family, but it meant the world that he made a show of giving it to her. Mama acted as if she weren’t paying any attention, but she had stopped cutting the bread mid-slice.

“I’m afraid they’re a little worse for the wear.” Papa opened his hand and dropped the contents onto the table.

“Bah!” Mama scoffed when she saw. “Fool’s gold and fairy stones. Such has been this family’s lot in life. I should have known.”

Sunday’s treasure was three small stones. One was smooth and deep ocean blue run with lines of stark white, one was splotchy green like moss trapped in pale amber, and one was sharp-edged and milky pink. Fool’s gold or not, these stones were hers to keep, a thousand times more valuable to her than any gold ever could be. Inside these stones Papa’s story would live forever; Sunday would remember the tale every time she saw them. It was just as she’d hoped: the perfect end to a perfect day.

 “They’re beautiful,” Sunday said over the shiny stones.

“They’re yours if you want them.”

Sunday threw herself into Papa’s arms and hugged him again.

Mama set the platter of bread firmly on the table beside them. “Enough nonsense now. Sunday, mind the stew. Jack, bank the fire and call your children. It’s time for supper.”


 2. Conversing with Fairies





MY SISTERS AND I are the products of a woman with as little creativity as her mother before her, and so our naming was as clever in its simplicity as it was damning in its curses. Second born to my mother were the twins, thus securing a female majority in the household that was never again in jeopardy. Monday was indeed fair of face, but Tuesday was the dancer.

Stories describe Tuesday as a slip of a young girl, a moth at the flame, a reed in the wind, a vision of constant movement whose grace the stars and sunsets envied. Ever the Life of the Party, Tuesday garnered invitations for every occasion from Royal Balls to County Fairs (from which Monday always returned home as the belle).

Mama enjoyed the popularity but, true to form, complained about travel expenses and the cost of keeping her active daughter in shoes, which she reputedly remarked was more than enough for twelve dancing princesses. It seemed a godsend when an elfin shoemaker gave Tuesday a pair of scarlet slippers that would never wear out. Mama had her doubts, but she hoped he was right. And so he was,for Tuesday could not dance those shoes to death.

 They danced her to death instead.

Tuesday died less than a year post-Jack (my family’s history is broken up into pre—or post—Jack Junior events). There was immense sadness in the wake of her passing, but no one mourned more than Monday. Worse yet, Monday’s grief apparently amplified her fair beauty. She held her tongue to keep others’from wagging, but her silence only added to the intrigue. Songs called her the most beautiful woman in the land. Monday hated every minute. She ventured outside only to walk the many miles to the cemetery on the hill and place flowers on her twin’s grave. Every Tuesday she went, rain or shine, sleet or snow, despite our parents’ wishes.

One sickly green morning, heedless of the weather as she always was, Monday was caught in a storm sent from the bowels of Hell itself. Tossed in the merciless wind, pelted by walls of rain, and battered by fists of ice, Monday lost her way in the Wood and found herself at the doorstep of a hunting cabin. Inside were two princes on holiday—one dark and one fair—who had chosen to celebrate the storm as most men choose to celebrate everything.

As they toasted each other for the umpteenth time, the fair prince congratulated himself on his recent success at finding the perfect wife. He had given the girl a test, and she had spun three rooms full of straw into gold for him! The dark prince, upon hearing the tale, drunkenly announced that his wife would be so beautiful, so delicate, that she would not be able to sleep comfortably with a pea under the mattresses. And then Monday arrived—a bedraggled, tempest-tossed wretch on the stoop, begging asylum. They begrudgingly offered her a room and slipped a pea under the mattress there. The next morning, when my lovely sister greeted her hosts with a rash of fresh bruises, the dark prince fell to his knees and asked for her hand in marriage.

 We owe our current livelihood to Monday. Her bride gift was a tower at the edge of the Wood that had no door—

“No door?” Grumble croaked.

“It has only one high window, on the uppermost floor. The property had been handed down in some royal female line for generations, but it was never used, since there was no practical way of getting inside it,” said Sunday. “If it was ever part of a castle, the rest has long since crumbled. Not that we cared; at the time we were crawling over ourselves like rats in our little cottage. So Papa knocked a door in the tower and built the rest of our house around its base. We call it the ‘towerhouse.’”

“What once was a ‘dower house.’ Very clever.”

Sunday groaned. “Yes, I think Papa came up with that one. Unfortunately, it looks nothing like a castle. More like ... a shoe.” Oh, the years of school-age ridicule that had borne.

“A shoe.”

The way he said the word made Sunday giggle. Her cheeks ached; no friend before had made her laugh as much as Grumble. It was nice to be so happy, even for a few hours. “Between Tuesday’s fate and our house, shoes are a recurring theme in my life.”

“And what of your other sisters?”


 Having come to the end of what she’d written about Monday, Sunday folded her journal across her stomach and stretched out in a patch of fading sunlight before answering his question. “Wednesday is the poet, all prosaic and lyrical.”

“‘Wednesday’s child is full of woe,’ ” quoted Grumble. Of all things he might have forgotten, that childish nonsense rhyme about the days of the week wasn’t one of them.

“I might suggest other things she’s full of,” said Sunday, trying to find a comfortable position on the moss-covered ground. The last frost of winter had come and gone, so they’d planted beans for hours that morning. Beans were always the first to go into the garden. The afternoon sun was warm on her weary bones, and the conversation with Grumble was easy and comfortable. No one else made Sunday feel quite so peaceful. She wished she could stay like this forever.

“Thursday ran off with the Pirate King when she was a little older than me, but she still sends us letters and gifts from time to time. She always knows when we’ll be needing something. A package from Thursday is always a bit of an event at our house.”

“‘Thursday’s child has far to go.’ ” Grumble hopped back into the well to rewet his drying skin. “Is Friday ‘loving and giving,’ then?” he asked when he returned.

“Friday is the best of us all. She spends most of her days at the church helping orphans and the elderly. At night she makes clothes for them after she’s finished with the household mending. She performs miracles with cloth that should have worn out long ago; I often wonder what she could do if she had whatever material she wanted at her disposal. There are few who would not envy Friday’s talent.”

 Grumble noticed what she had left unsaid. “And you are one of those few.”

It was strange to have someone who listened to her so intently, who cared about her. Sunday liked the attention so much that it scared her a little. “If there is anything of Friday’s I would wish to have, it would be her heart. Every task that Friday performs is done with love: pure, unconditional love with no malice, no strings attached.”

“I find it very hard to believe you lack such compassion.”

“I’m just as selfish as anyone else.”

Thankfully, Grumble did not press her further. “And Saturday? Is she indeed a hard worker?”

“She works hard at being a pain in the neck, most days.” The comment coaxed a chuckling burp from Grumble. “Saturday is best when she’s kept busy. She goes into the Wood every morning and helps Papa and Peter with the cutting like a sturdy workhorse, but I think she takes after Thursday more than everyone realizes. I see it sometimes, that glint of a daydream in her eye. And mischief. Gods help us all if she’s ever left idle.”

“Which brings us to you, the doomed one.”

The laugh that burst from Sunday’s lips surprised her. It was a curious thing, having one’s words thrown back like that. “‘Blithe and bonny and good and gay.’ Who could ever live up to that? It’s not in any way realistic. I don’t want to be happy and good and dull. I want to be interesting.”


 “I assure you, my bonny friend, you are very interesting. And you are a writer, like your sister before you?”

“Well, I’m not quite so melancholy gravy as Wednesday, Our Lady of Perpetual Shadow ... but yes, a little. In my own way.”

“You have a gift for words,” said Grumble.

“A curse, more like. But perhaps it’s good that I write only about the past. Mama says I spend too much time in little fantasy worlds and not enough in this one.”

“If you did not indulge in fantasies, how else would you know if you were living an interesting life?”

“Thank you. I fully intend to argue that point with Mama next time she brings it up.” Sunday looked at the sky. “Which, if not tonight, will be tomorrow morning at the earliest. I will report back to you, Sir Frog.”

Either the gasping half-croaks that Grumble let out were a froggy laugh, or he was dying. Or both. “I can’t remember when I’ve enjoyed a conversation more, my lady. But as I can’t remember much of anything, it’s possible that’s not saying much.”

“I will take it as a compliment.”

“Please do.” He blew out his bright yellow throat and then sighed. “Would that I were a man, Sunday. If I met you tomorrow, I would probably propose.”

Lulled into comfort, Sunday answered from her heart before she had time to consult her brain. “If you met me tomorrow, I’d probably say yes.” She sat up immediately. The pool of sunlight had faded and the twilight breeze was cool on her skin. “I should be getting back home before I am missed.”


 He didn’t acknowledge her reply, but she could tell it had made him happy. She was feeling a little happy herself. “Will you come again tomorrow?” Grumble asked. “Please?”

“I will try.” Her heart fluttered in her chest, and she was sure her face was red again. She ran her fingers through her hair, dislodging bits of twigs and grass and hiding her bashfulness from her new friend, yesterday a stranger and today so much more. The bond forming between them was strong and fast; her emotions seemed entirely too powerful for something that could never happen.

Was she falling in love with this frog? Did she even know what love was? Would that she had ever been courted by a man so that she might know if her feelings were true or fleeting. She wished that she had the power to turn Grumble back into a man so that she might discover for herself.

“Sunday?”

She ceased her tidying and forced her silly brain to stop its chatter. “Yes?”

“Will you kiss me before you go?”

It was as if he’d heard her thoughts. She wanted to try again, though it hadn’t worked yesterday; there was no reason to suppose it would work today. Sunday felt terrible. But Grumble’s little heart seemed to hold more hope than most people had in a lifetime. Why couldn’t she summon that optimism so easily? At least magic would answer the question of whether her love (or whatever this was she felt) was true ... She pulled her tidied hair from her face and leaned down to kiss his back once again.


 Once again, nothing happened. Once again, she wasn’t sure how to feel.

“Good night, Grumble.”

“Good night, my Sunday.”

***

Darkness hugged the world in hazy twilight, and Sunday’s mind cartwheeled with silly thoughts, so her sister easily half scared the life right out of her. Perched atop the garden’s rock wall, Saturday leapt out of the shadows like a huge wildcat. Sunday shrieked, and then narrowed her eyes at Saturday’s anything-but-innocent smile. Sometimes she could be worse than Trix.

And odd. Saturday never had time for her lazy dreamer sister after a hard day’s work. Sunday might have expected Mama at the gate, wooden spoon in hand to rap her on the knuckles for being late. Wednesday often wandered the garden at dusk, having stared at the sky so long she’d forgotten whether she was really in this world or another (it could go either way with Wednesday). All things considered, meeting Saturday meant there was a story somewhere, so Sunday was all ears.

“You missed them, Sunday! They were both so handsome, and they wore daggers in their boots, and they finished each other’s sentences, which was a little odd, because one of them had the strangest accent. But odd in a good way, you know? A very good way.” She said “very” as if the word might stretch all the way to the moon.


 As usual, Saturday was starting her story in the wrong place. Sunday would have scolded her, but her sister’s enthusiasm was terribly contagious. “Who?” Sunday asked, half because she knew Saturday wanted her to and half because she really wanted to know. “Who was here? Who did I miss?”

“Their names were Crow and Magpie. Magpie had the funny accent. Or was it Crow? Anyway, they’ve come and gone now and you’ve missed them, but they left us a trunk from Thursday.” She took Sunday’s hand and dragged her up the walk to the door. “We had to wait for you, and you’ve dawdled a painfully long time. So hurry!”

A full head taller than Sunday already and rippling with muscles beneath her boy’s clothes, Saturday constantly underestimated her own brute strength. Sunday followed her just fast enough to keep her shoulder from being ripped out of its socket. Thursday never forgot a birthday or anniversary or nameday, but sending cards and presents at regular intervals wouldn’t have left her and her husband any time for actual pirating and would put them under constant threat of various authorities. So now and again, at random intervals, a trunk or crate would arrive, teeming with gifts.

Sunday regretted missing the illustrious Crow and Magpie. She would have to ask someone about them later, but whom? Saturday would take forever, purposefully and annoyingly, but Sunday would pry information out of her eventually. Mama would no doubt describe them as dirty rotten scoundrels with eyes on the silver. Wednesday would put together an eloquent string of seemingly unconnected adjectives that one day, months later, would make perfect sense. Papa might do them justice if he wasn’t too tired after the festivities.

 Saturday burst through the door, dragging Sunday in her wake. All heads turned except Friday’s; she was on her knees before the enormous trunk, her patchwork skirts a rainbow pool around her. Trix sat cross-legged on the lid; if anyone was going to open it, he would know about it first. Mama and Wednesday were perched on the couch. Peter slumped beside them, his heavy-lidded eyes trying their best to stay open. Papa stabbed the logs in the hearth with a poker, urging a bit more warmth out of them. Fresh, burning wood always reminded Sunday of Papa.

“Welcome home, little one. Hour got away from you while conversing with fairies again?”

Saturday came to an abrupt halt, and Sunday got a face full of cotton shirt. She shoved her giant sister forward. “They do have the best stories to tell,” Sunday said to her father.

Papa put his hand over his heart. “Better than mine? You wound me! Now, shall we see what booty my daughter the Pirate Queen has sent us?” Trix hopped off the trunk. Papa turned the latch and threw the lid back with a crash that startled Peter awake. Friday gasped and covered her mouth with her hands.

Folded inside the trunk was the most frighteningly exquisite material Sunday had ever seen. It shimmered in the firelight like silver fairy wings. “I can’t touch it,” Friday whispered. “It’s too beautiful.”


 Papa patted her on the head. “Give yourself a moment, darlin’.” He reached over her to retrieve the folded parchment that lay atop the mesmerizing cloth. While he read Thursday’s letter aloud, Sunday closed her eyes and pictured her feisty, fiery sister there in the room with them.

 


“Dear beloved family,


I hope my treasure box finds you all well—Crow and Magpie will report to me if they see otherwise. Or if they don’t see some of you at all, since I suspect Sunday will have been wandering the Wood all day, as she always does once spring warms the ground enough.


This letter will make more sense if you’ve already seen your gifts, so go ahead and upend the trunk. Papa can finish reading once you’ve hit bottom. Yes, Friday, the fabric is for you, but if you don’t touch it, how are you ever going to be able to make anything with it?”


 


Papa smiled, folded the letter, and put it in his pocket. Even oceans and continents away, Thursday knew her family all too well. Friday wiped her palms on her skirt and gingerly lifted the silver fairy fabric out of the trunk. Beneath that bolt was a scarlet one, then one of dusky rose. By the time she uncovered the layer of iridescent blue-gray, her eyes were brimming with tears.

“All my sisters will have dresses,” Friday proclaimed. “The most beautiful dresses in the world!”

“Can’t I have trousers instead?” whined Saturday.

“Dresses designed for damsels divine,” Wednesday said dreamily.


 “Woodcutters’ daughters have no need for fancy dresses,” Mama muttered.

“I want the silver one,” called Sunday.

“There’s got to be something else in that chest!” All the women in the room glared at Trix save Saturday, who crouched behind him, urging him on. Friday stuck out her tongue and lifted out a damask-covered box that had her name on a scrap of paper pinned to the top. She gasped as she opened this, too. “A proper seamstress’s kit!”

Having had enough of what would ultimately become laundry, Trix shoved Friday out of the way and dove headfirst into the trunk. Papa stopped chuckling long enough to say, “Careful, son.” As usual, it was too late.

“A bow!” Trix cried triumphantly. “And arrows! She’s sent along some arrows for you too, Peter, but no bow. Too bad.”

“A proper man-sized bow for Peter wouldn’t have fit inside that trunk.” Papa liftedTrix out of the chest with one strong arm. “You’ve had your treasures now, boy. Let your sisters have theirs.”

“I will thank you to shoot those arrows outside,” Mama said sternly. Trix was already trying on his quiver and prancing about trying to draw the bowstring.

Friday handed a no-longer-sleepy Peter the larger set of arrows. He pulled a long sheath from the quiver and examined the arrow intently. Peter had always been fascinated by how things were made.

“These books are surely for you, Wednesday.” Friday lifted out four thick, leather-bound volumes and handed them one by one to Wednesday, whose smile got bigger and bigger as the pile in her lap grew. Sunday tried not to be envious; Wednesday always let her borrow books from her library at the top of the tower.

 Mama was the just-gracious-enough recipient of a large marble rolling pin, and Papa spared Friday lifting out his new sharpening stone and a bag of dark seeds. Saturday and Sunday received small silk bags with their names written on scraps of thick paper and tied to the closing ribbons. Sunday’s contained a wealth of shiny hairpins with tiny stars and insects and mythical creatures on them. Saturday’s clutch contained a beautiful brush and mirror set. The brush had an elegant ebony handle, and the mirror was silver, with intricately carved roses that stood out in relief on the back and sides. Each piece had words etched into it that might have been French, but Saturday didn’t leave the offending items visible long enough for Sunday to tell for sure. She shoved them both back into the silk bag and then sat on it. Despite Thursday’s good intentions and omniscient magic spyglass, she still labored under the impression that Sunday was a baby ... and that Saturday was a girl.

She had also apparently forgotten that the family was a sister short. Alone at the bottom of the trunk was one last long, thin, silk bag. The scrap of paper tied to this ribbon read MONDAY.

No one made a move to touch it.

Sunday was very young when she’d last seen her eldest sister, shortly after her marriage and before the Woodcutter family had moved into the towerhouse. Mama and Monday didn’t speak at all; while Sunday didn’t know the exact reason why, she could guess. Simply put, Mama was a very hard person to love. Her work ethic prescribed sweating and bleeding and earning ones riches rather than marrying into them and moving away at the first opportunity. Mama accepted Thursday’s gifts because Thursday had always been stubborn and defiant, mishearing Mama’s petty comments and scolding as professions of love. (The girls had learned a lot from Thursday about how to deal with their mother.) This gift for the outcast sister was just a further demonstration of that defiance. Odd and uncomfortable but definitely expected.

 Monday was another story. She had traded her bride gift for her freedom and never contacted them again. The towerhouse had been the beginning and the end of Mondays generosity; Mama frowned upon charity just as she frowned upon everything else.

It was Wednesday who scooped the small bag out of the trunk. She put it in her pocket and, nice as you please, said, “Let’s hear the rest of the letter now, Papa.”

Sunday was as shocked by Wednesday’s ability to string together a coherent sentence as she was by Monday’s gift. As instructed, Papa retrieved the parchment from his pocket and resumed his reading.

 


“Every woman deserves something beautiful. My sisters are no exception. (Don’t scowl, Saturday. You might even thank me one day.) Friday, please don’t forget to make a dress for yourself.. I know how you are. Peter, I knew you would prefer to carve your own bow. Use Trix’s as a guide. Papa will help you.



 I love and miss you all and think about you every day. Don’t worry, Mama: I don’t harbor the slightest notion of giving up my perfect home on the seas, where the stars fall straight into the water and the storms are so fierce that afterward you remember what a divine privilege it is to be alive. Dream of me, my beloved family, happy in my plundering and adventuring, for when the waves rock me to sleep tonight, I will be dreaming of you.


Give Monday my love.


Your favorite daughter and sister, Thursday”





End of sample
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