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NOT GOOD FOR MAIDENS


“With equal measures of terror and tenderness, Tori Bovalino crafts a vivid story as alluring as the taste of goblin fruit.”


LYNDALL CLIPSTONE, AUTHOR OF LAKESEDGE AND FORESTFALL


“A spellbinding dark fantasy of generational magic and mischief. With haunting prose, this riveting tale will hold you captive like the call of the Goblin Market itself.”


ROSIEE THOR, AUTHOR OF FIRE BECOMES HER AND TARNISHED ARE THE STARS


“Even though I know the Goblin Market is full of human body parts, I still wanna visit! Not Good for Maidens was a compelling read and I would love another book set in this world.”


ERICA WATERS, AUTHOR OF THE RIVER HAS TEETH AND THE RESTLESS DARK


“A beautifully imagined examination of the bonds that tie sisters, friends, families, and lovers […] A violent and voluptuous adventure.”


KIRKUS REVIEWS


“Bovalino constantly keeps you wanting more, drawing you into this blood-drenched world where every action has consequences and everything has its price. Her writing is stunning in every way.”


THE NERD DAILY


“Not Good for Maidens is a violent and magical coming of age tale.”
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PRAISE FOR TORI BOVALINO’S


THE DEVIL MAKES THREE


“Bovalino delivers an ink-splattered love letter to old books and dark academia. Wicked and sharp as a pen stroke, this is a delight for library goths—me included. If you ever wished your school library had a forbidden wing, then you need to read this book immediately.”


A. J. HACKWITH, AUTHOR OF THE LIBRARY OF THE UNWRITTEN


“A glorious, darkly atmospheric journey into the disturbing power of books, ink and the horrors that live inside them.”


TASHA SURI, AUTHOR OF THE JASMINE THRONE


“A spine-tingling, entrancing read. The Devil Makes Three is the perfect blend of supernatural horror and contemporary gothic, with each page as heart-pounding as the next. Tori Bovalino is an absolute master at atmosphere.”


CHLOE GONG, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THESE VIOLENT DELIGHTS


“A perfect blend of gothic terror, slow-burn romance, and irreverent humor—this novel is a must-read. I loved every page and paragraph of it.”


JOSHUA PHILLIP JOHNSON, AUTHOR OF THE FOREVER SEA


“Grimoires, demons, and a creepy school library make this dark academia sure to keep readers up at night. I couldn’t put this book down.”


KRISTEN CICCARELLI, INTERNATIONALLY BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE LAST NAMSARA


“Bovalino’s debut crackles. Dripping with dark atmosphere, The Devil Makes Three is perfect for fans of Leigh Bardugo’s Ninth House. Make sure to read this with the lights on!”


ERIN A. CRAIG, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF HOUSE OF SALT AND SORROWS




[image: Not Good For Maidens]




LEAVE US A REVIEW


We hope you enjoy this book – if you did we would really appreciate it if you can write a short review. Your ratings really make a difference for the authors, helping the books you love reach more people.


You can rate this book, or leave a short review here:




Amazon.co.uk,



Goodreads,





Waterstones,


or your preferred retailer.




Not Good For Maidens


Print edition ISBN: 9781789098150


E-book edition ISBN: 9781789098167


Published by Titan Books


A division of Titan Publishing Group Ltd


144 Southwark Street, London SE1 0UP


www.titanbooks.com


First edition: September 2022


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead (except for satirical purposes), is entirely coincidental.


© 2022 Tori Bovalino. All rights reserved.


Originally published in the United States by Page Street Publishing Co.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


Not for sale within the United States of America, the Republic of the Philippines and Canada.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.




In memory of Jean, who spun her own kind of magic, and for Lex and Dana, who would always come back for me




[image: images]




“O, where are you going?” “To Scarborough fair,”


Parsley, sage, rosemary, and thyme;


“Remember me to a lass who lives there,


For once she was a true love of mine.”


—“SCARBOROUGH FAIR,” TRADITIONAL ENGLISH BALLAD


“Lie close,” Laura said,


Pricking up her golden head:


“We must not look at goblin men,


We must not buy their fruits:


Who knows upon what soil they fed


Their hungry thirsty roots?”


“Come buy,” call the goblins


Hobbling down the glen.


“Oh,” cried Lizzie, “Laura, Laura,


You should not peep at goblin men.”


—“GOBLIN MARKET,” CHRISTINA ROSSETTI




PROLOGUE


May
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Boston, Eighteen Years Earlier


May had ways of coping.


She ate. That was an improvement. She ate, and sipped the water that Laura kept pushing toward her. She looked out the window of the brownstone, watching the people down below. She kept looking for the city walls, but of course, they weren’t there. The walls, the people, the market—they were all a world away.


May coped, and she slept, and she ate. She held her tongue until her voice was rusty in her mouth, until her vowels were unfamiliar and her accent heavy against Dad’s. But silence was better than screaming, and if she opened her mouth, May was not sure what would come out.


She smiled when their father brought a new candy every day from the shop on the corner, presenting them with an endless rotation of American snacks that turned her stomach. She let Laura fret over her because it hinted at forgiveness awarded or forthcoming, even though it tugged at that deep guilt May couldn’t shake.


When she was alone—which was rare, with Laura’s fretting— she hummed to herself. She knew the songs, all of them, by heart. Backwards and forwards and all the way around.


Are you going to Scarborough Fair?


No, May thought, staring down at the street as their father rounded the corner with a shopping bag hanging from one hand. No, I’ve been to Scarborough Fair, and I’d not like to return.


Sometimes, in the moments May forgot about it all, she woke up searching for something within herself she’d lost, only to realize all over again that it was gone.


Thirty-two days after they arrived, Laura knocked softly at May’s door. “Are you in there?”


“Yes,” May said. Where else would she be?


Laura came in. She was wearing a dress, green, that she didn’t have in York. She must’ve bought it here, but May couldn’t remember her leaving to get it. Perhaps she’d gone when May was sleeping. Laura looked better now. Less thin, less tired.


“I’m going out tonight,” she said, nudging a fallen silk scarf on the floor with one foot. May had gotten it in Leeds four years before.


In their past life, in the times before, this would’ve been an enticing bit of information. May felt it tugging in her mind, that spark of something that would’ve interested her. It only lasted a moment in the current fog of her brain, the dimmest of embers in a pile of ashes.


But it was a fog she didn’t like Laura to see. “Oh?” May said, remembering that she had to say something.


Laura nodded. “With a boy. He works at that bookshop on Newbury.”


There was a pause, a pause May was probably supposed to fill. She stared at Laura blankly. Maybe she was meant to ask his name. May had never been to the bookstore on Newbury— Laura had invited her, but May didn’t like to leave. She felt the age of the city pressing against her skin. Not York old, not by a longshot, but the closest this country had.


All she could think was: Don’t stay too late, don’t seek the market, you don’t know if there’s a market.


Laura’s smile faded. May had failed, she knew. She should’ve pretended, should’ve asked something. Anything.


“Are you okay with me going?” Laura asked. “I can stay.”


Stay here, in her green dress, with Dad and his questions and haunted May? Stay here when she wanted to go, after she’d sacrificed everything for May? It would be a travesty, probably, to keep Laura inside. No matter how much she wanted to ask her to stay. No matter how much the idea of a house without Laura scared her.


She dreamt of her sometimes, in the haze of the market: Laura, brave and valiant. Standing tall, stained with the juice of cherries and shining with sweat, blood leaking out of a gash across one arm. Laura, always the stronger sister, always with the greater will; Laura, come to save her yet again.


Laura, who had given up the entire world for May.


“You go,” May said. She tried on a smile, but her teeth felt dry and the corners of her mouth cracked and Laura looked even more wary. “Go and have fun.” She turned back to the window so she didn’t have to watch Laura leave.


Coping was an odd thing, May thought, as she watched Laura flit out onto the street in her green dress, into the arms of a kind-looking brown-haired boy with a mediocre silver car. Coping was pretending to listen to Dad as he chatted over dinner and nodding in the appropriate places, and returning to her room and the window seat as soon as she was able. Coping was watching the people on the street but not seeing them, not really processing, because she was trying too hard to see the horns and warts and pale green skin glamoured to look human; not thinking of the magic she’d lost or how Laura must resent her. It was not running through the spells that were once so familiar to her she practiced them in her sleep, not calling Mum every day to see what she was missing, what she’d given up, what she’d thrown away because of May’s mistakes.


Coping was not thinking about the market, not thinking about the market, not thinking about anything other than the market.


* * *


When May slept, it felt less like she was slipping from consciousness and more like she was falling out of present time, back to somewhere else.


Well, not just anywhere else. Most times, her mind went back to the beginning. To York, her home, where the pavement smelled like rain and fog, where she knew the streets by heart. She closed her eyes and imagined standing in the shadow of the Minster with a girl by her side, unbloodied. In her imaginings, she and Eitra walked the velvet night, through misty rain and clear darkness, fingers entwined.


In her imaginings, Eitra did not die. May had that thrill of magic back, even if she could not use it. They were home, home, home, in the place where May could not return.


But in the end, May opened her eyes, like always. In the end, she was always banished, always alone, and Eitra was always dead.


* * *


An indeterminate amount of time later, long past dark, May watched the silver car pull back up to the curb. The boy got out, went around, and opened Laura’s door. They kissed on the street outside.


May tasted a rush of goblin blood in her mouth.


She swallowed it down.


Minutes later, the door opened and shut, and Laura came in silently to sit on her bed. Her cheeks were flushed and her hair askew, and there was no point telling her that the buttons of her dress were not done correctly.


It was a detail she noticed, May realized, despite the fog.


“You look like you haven’t moved,” Laura said.


May shrugged.


Laura sighed, slipped off her shoes, and shimmied out of her dress. She pulled the pins from her hair and grabbed a spare shirt from May’s drawer.


“Come to bed,” Laura said.


May nodded. She slipped under the sheets, still in her jean shorts and tank top that Laura made her put on that morning. Laura smelled of cigarette smoke and lipstick, but it was okay. In a way, it was the first time she’d smelled normal since . . . since before.


Laura ran her fingers through May’s hair, combing through the tangles. “You’re here,” she murmured. “You’re safe. You’ll never go again, May. Do you hear me? You’ll never go to the market again.”


May bit her lip. Because, though she was an ocean away from the market, though she may never see the walls again in her life, she knew the truth. She was a part of the market. Some part of her would always be there. Some part would never leave as her blood clung to Eitra’s skin, as they decayed into flowers and moss together. Maybe, in her time away, some part of her had become the goblin’s property, even if Laura had gotten her out.


When she closed her eyes every night, she fell into the same nightmare of the goblins grabbing Eitra’s arms and legs and holding her down, pushing her into the grass of the park as she struggled against them. In her dream, May never closed her eyes fast enough, or perhaps she forced herself to watch.


Maybe she watched because she hadn’t in real life, when it had really happened. She’d only heard the snick of the knife, had only imagined the hot splash of Eitra’s blood, and heard her sharp scream cut off.


But in her nightmares, her eyes were open. In her nightmares, every night at the witching hour, May watched Eitra die all over again.


She’d never left the market. She’d never leave the market. And when it was time, when it came again, the market would take her back.


That was the truth of coping: it was just delaying the inevitable.




ONE
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Boston, Present Day


On the night the market came to claim what it was owed, Louisa Wickett-Stevens was three thousand miles and five time zones away, trying to figure out how she had so many mothers who didn’t understand her.


She stood at the Do Not Walk sign, dead phone clutched in her hand, and waited for the Walk sign to flash. It was one of those weeks in Boston when the city felt buried under a layer of heat, when she could almost smell the harbor all the way in the middle of town. Every few seconds, she pressed the home button and glanced down at her phone, only to be reminded all over again that there was no point. She’d forgotten to bring her charger to Dad’s. Usually, she’d call Neela when she was walking home alone at night. Especially a night like this, when the city felt sleepy and silent, the weight of it pressing against her ears.


Lou shifted, wishing the light would just change already. Dad had offered to drive her home, but if she rode with him, there would be a guaranteed talk about how her stepmom Gen was just trying to do what was best, trying to be closer to Lou. As if closeness was what she needed.


The walk sign flipped on, and Lou jogged across. It wasn’t a far walk: a mile at best, from her dad’s place in Beacon Hill to the apartment in Back Bay where she lived with her mom and aunt May, recently inherited from her grandfather. Sometimes, Lou’s feet still dragged her to the bus route that would take them to their old place, and she had to consciously remind herself that their cramped apartment wasn’t home anymore. That they’d relocated, shifted with all of their same problems and misshaped dilemmas into the new, bigger place.


Lou took the longer route through the Gardens. Dark was falling, and it probably wasn’t the best idea, especially with her phone dead. But she wasn’t ready to go home yet.


It had started that afternoon, when Lou was at the hardware store with her mom for more Command hooks and wallpaper stripper to handle the upside-down bird wallpaper in May’s bathroom. She wished May was off work to go with them, because it felt less like a chore when May was around and more like an adventure. Lou went back for more painter’s tape and by the time she was done, Mom had found the paint section. Before Lou could intervene, Mom was having a ghastly shade of magenta mixed.


Lou raised her eyebrows, checking the paint chip in Mom’s hand. “Hot Lips. Sounds . . . inappropriate.”


Mom only rolled her eyes. She finished up and paid, and she and Lou set off for the car. “It’ll look nice in the lounge,” Mom said in her broad Yorkshire accent. It was always softer when they were out of the house, like she felt the need to hide some part of herself, even if she was only talking to her daughter.


“It’ll look terrible,” Lou responded. She was tired and sweaty and didn’t want to spend any more time painting the house. May couldn’t do it, claiming the fumes were bad for her pregnancy, and Mom was too busy with the unpacking and wallpaper stripping. So it had been up to Lou to paint the hall and the nursery in approved colors. If Neela had been there like she was every other summer, it would’ve been fun. But by herself, the whole thing was dull and annoying.


“If I spoke to my mum the way you speak to me, she would’ve left me for the fairies,” Mom said airily.


Lou rolled her eyes. Sometimes, with the way Mom, May, and Nana Tee spoke, Lou wondered if they actually did believe in fairies.


She slid into the front seat, rolling down a window as soon as Mom turned the car on to get some of the hot air out. “About Nana Tee,” Lou said, shooting a quick glance over at Mom. Though it wasn’t a great opening, the threat of being taken away, it was better than nothing. “Neela had an idea.”


Mom sighed, like she knew exactly where this was going. Neela, Mom and May’s younger half sister, was just a year older than Lou. Usually, Neela came to stay with them in Boston for her six-week summer break, but not this year—she had a wedding to attend in India in August, and she was leaving for university at the end of break.


But Lou couldn’t imagine a summer without Neela, her best friend.


“What if I go stay with them?” Lou asked, trying to keep her eyes on the road ahead. It was easier than looking at Mom, easier than seeing her quick refusal, or worse, her disappointment that Lou would even ask.


“When? Your dad has that Yosemite trip planned for August,” Mom said. Lou couldn’t miss the caution in her voice, like she was seeking an easy dismissal.


Lou picked at the frayed edge of her shorts. She’d rescued them from Neela two summers before, when Neela splattered paint on the front right side and was about to throw them away. Lou kept them; she thought the splattered paint and worn rips made the shorts look cool and edgy.


“Nee gets back August 10th. School doesn’t start until the first week of September.” Lou dug her nails into the meat of her palm. There were negotiations to be had, the same tired fight they’d struggled through Lou’s entire life. “Why can’t I go there?”


Mom’s lips were thinned into a line, her knuckles white as she clenched the wheel. “You’re with your dad then. The custody agreement includes—”


“I’m seventeen,” Lou interrupted. “I get a say in where I go. And Dad won’t care. Gen might, but Dad—”


“No, Louisa,” Mom said. It was a sharp word, cutting through any and all arguments Lou and Neela had hashed over the night before. She felt that terrible knot in her stomach, the lump in her throat. Lou leaned her head against the window.


But she didn’t want to give up, not this time. “I’ve never been to your hometown,” Lou said, trying to keep her voice steady. “I don’t know anything about where you and May are from. Don’t you think that’s a little weird?”


Mom didn’t answer. Lou couldn’t tell if she was ignoring her or not.


“Neela and Nana Tee come here every single year. That’s not fair to them, and it’s not fair to me. And it’s not fair to Neela or me that we can’t see each other because of your stupid rules.”


“It’s a lot of money to just go—”


“It can’t be about money,” Lou bit out. “Not this time.” Not since Grandpa Jack had died and left his hefty bank account and swanky apartment to Mom and May. Yes, they’d struggled for Lou’s entire life, living in the shitty one-bedroom apartment in Revere before Grandpa Jack passed away in the spring and left them the brownstone apartment that May and Mom had grown up in and everything else he owned. But money wasn’t an issue anymore.


Mom turned onto their street. As soon as they were inside, this conversation would be over. Lou couldn’t let this just slip under the rug, like every previous iteration of this conversation.


“Please,” she said. She hated revealing any vulnerability, showing any loneliness to Mom and May, who got along just fine with themselves. But at least they had each other to lean on. Lou didn’t even have Neela, not in real life. “I just want to visit for a few weeks.”


She watched as Mom looked up toward their second-floor apartment. Lou could just see the outline of a hanging pentacle in one of the windows, meant for protection of the house.


“No,” Mom said. “You’re too young to go by yourself. Money or not.”


“You were literally just a year older than me when you came here by yourself,” Lou seethed. She couldn’t stop the anger that flooded through her. “It’s been enough time. Since whatever happened to you that you refuse to tell me about.”


Let me in, she thought. Let me see who you were, why you chose this, why you left.


Mom’s eyes cut over to her, hard and emotionless. “I wasn’t alone. I came here with May to live with Dad. And look how that turned out.”


The jab smarted, even though she knew her mother didn’t mean it. When Mom and May moved to Boston as teenagers, the first thing Mom did was get pregnant.


Mom closed her eyes and pressed a hand to her forehead. The hairs along her neck had escaped from the bun on top of her head and stood out in frizzy curls. Sometimes, it felt like Mom’s dark wavy hair was the only thing Lou had inherited from her. Like they were strangers, unrelated and unknowable, besides that dark hair.


“I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t want you to go alone, not without May or me.” Her accent was thicker, just like it always was when she spoke of home.


It was finished and done. Mom would not let her go to England to see Neela and there was no debate there.


Or so Lou thought as she angrily texted Neela from her room. But then Nee said, Would your dad let you?


So off Lou went to dinner at Dad’s, where she was supposedly always welcome, even though she wasn’t a permanent fixture there like her stepbrother, Peter. Except that plan wasn’t great either, because Gen threw a whole fit about Lou even considering skipping the family vacation, and Dad had only shrugged and said, “Tough luck, Lulu. We can all go next year.”


But next year didn’t matter. It didn’t even matter that Lou had dual citizenship if her parents didn’t give her permission to go. And worst of all, Lou’s phone died before she could even call Neela to come up with a new plan.


Now, alone in the dark, Lou let the full force of her misery settle into her bones. She’d never been good at friends. She didn’t know what parts to show, what parts to keep. Maybe she’d gotten that from Mom, who held everything so close to her chest that Lou wasn’t sure anyone knew her, other than May.


She pushed her hands into her pockets and left the Gardens, turning onto Comm Ave. This, at least, was well lit. There was nothing to worry about, not a soul to bother her. Sometimes, it felt like there wasn’t another soul in the world.


The faster she got home, the faster she could call Neela. It was past midnight in York, but Neela was out with her friends. She’d be up.


Lou glanced up at the window as she approached their brownstone. Golden light filtered through the upstairs window. Mom was still up, or May had gotten home early. Lou chewed on her lip. She just had to get to her room, and she wouldn’t have to talk to them.


She jogged up the stairs to the second floor and unlocked the door, excuses already prepared on her lips. But when she went in, the living room was empty.


Mom had pushed all the furniture to the center of the room and laid drop cloths. A ladder stood against one wall, and there was a pan with the offending magenta and an abandoned paintbrush left in it.


Lou paused, listening. The place was old. If Mom was here, she’d be able to hear the creaking. If May was back, then at least Lou could complain to her. Though May was like another mother to Lou, she also filled the role of fun aunt. She knew May would understand the injustice of it all.


Nothing.


The place smelled of burnt herbs. Mom must’ve cleansed the house while Lou was out. A few drips of paint marred the drop cloth. In the shadows of the ladder, they looked like spilled blood.


Lou tried her best to shrug off her sense of unease and shut herself in her room. It used to be May’s, back when May was younger, and there was still plenty of her crap left here from nearly two decades ago for Lou to sort through and throw away before she finished unpacking.


First things first, she plugged in her phone. While she waited for it to come to life, Lou went to her windowsill and brushed away the salt—it was another of her mom’s superstitions, meant to ward the house or something like that. Lou didn’t keep track of all the weird stuff Mom and May believed it. Mom must’ve gone on a full spree earlier after cleansing. The salt looked new, and there was a new iron pentacle hanging over Lou’s window.


She changed into soft shorts and a Boston University T-shirt before settling onto the windowsill. The air conditioning was flighty and old, so Lou preferred to sit here with her window open to cool down. She pulled her phone to her as it flashed, coming back to life.


It immediately started vibrating. Lou wasn’t surprised to see the flurry of drunk messages coming in from Neela: three about someone spilling a beer on her shirt, one about a pretty girl in a bathroom. Nothing to say she’d made it home.


A few messages from Mom, too, and one from May. But Lou didn’t bother to read them.


There were two voicemails, both from Neela. They talked every day on the phone or video chat, but it wasn’t a big deal if one of them left a voicemail or WhatsApp voice memo. It was much easier than sending a million texts back and forth.


Lou pressed play on the first message.


“Oh my god—fuck. Fuck. Lou. Lou I need you to pick up, I need you to—” Neela’s voice faded for a second and Lou heard something odd in the background, like screams mixed with muffled sobbing. Something scraped along a stone floor. Neela’s voice came back, closer, like she was holding a hand over her mouth and the speaker.


“I need you. Help me. You have to get—” Neela cut off again. Something smashed, like breaking glass, and the line went dead.


Lou stared at the wall, uncomprehending. She listened to the message again, her fear deepening. What had Neela gotten herself into? And how was Lou supposed to help, all the way from Boston?


But there was another message. Her mouth tasted bitter, bile creeping up from her stomach. She didn’t want to listen. She needed to call Mom or May or Nana Tee, someone who understood what was happening. Someone who could really help Neela with whatever had happened.


She pressed play on the second message.


Gaspy, breathless sobbing crackled through her speakers. “Please,” Neela begged Lou or someone else, someone on the other side of the phone. “I didn’t mean to. You have to get me out.”


Someone shouted in the background. There was a dull roar, and above it all, a cackling sound.


“I’m out of time,” Neela said, her voice more forlorn than Lou had ever heard it. Lou’s palms were slick with sweat. “I’m at the market, Lou. When they ask you where to find me, I’m—”


Something clattered. The phone, maybe? In the distance, Lou heard someone screaming. Her heart plummeted.


Neela.


The line was silent for a second, as if all the sound in the room had been sucked out. And then, just as Lou was about to start the message over again, a very different voice took over.


“Are you coming to Scarborough Fair?” the voice whisper- sung in a rusty alto. A chill ran down Lou’s spine. Then, lower, almost inaudible, “We’re waiting for you, Louisa Wickett.”


The phone fell from Lou’s hand. It had to be a prank, she thought, scrambling for her phone. She needed to know it was a prank.


Lou called Neela.


The phone rang and rang and rang and rang. No answer. Neela didn’t pick up.


Don’t panic, she thought. It had to be an ill-considered, drunk prank. It had to be.


But Neela sounded so awful. So scared. Lou dialed her number again, listening as it rang and rang and no one answered, no one came.


She sent a quick text before trying to call again: What happened? Are you okay?


Somewhere else in the apartment, the door opened. There was a clatter of keys hitting the table, the rushed babble of two nearly identical voices arguing.


“You literally can’t,” one of them said.


“Ten years was up years ago. I’m not asking for your help . . .”


Once, Neela had complained that people calling the house could never tell her and her mother apart. Lou had never had that problem, and the mismatch of accents sometimes left an aching hole in her chest. Lou did not look like Mom and May, did not sound like them, did not have their easy relationship. How, then, could she belong to them?


If there was trouble, Mom or May would know. Lou launched off the windowsill, through her bedroom door and down the hall. Both fell silent when Lou slid into the room on her socks. May looked exhausted, as always, in her flower-patterned scrubs. She had one hand on her belly and the other pressed to her back. Mom, on the other hand, was tightly wound and closed off, with her arms crossed over her chest and a muscle in her jaw ticking.


“Have you spoken to Nana or Neela?” Lou said, the words coming out in a rush.


The silence stretched too long, long enough to realize that there were black streaks of mascara under May’s eyes. She’d been crying.


Lou’s heart thumped harder, a dark stone of fear rippling in her stomach.


“Is everything okay?” But even as she asked, she knew. It wasn’t, it wasn’t, it wasn’t.


I’m at the market, Lou, Neela had said, her voice trembling with fear. But what did that even mean?


May’s lip trembled. She pressed her hands to her face, a move both she and Mom did when they were stressed. “You decide,” May said, probably to Mom, but Lou couldn’t be sure. She wiped her nose on her arm.


“Of course I’ll decide,” Mom said quietly. “I’m her mother.”


They shared another significant look, one that Lou couldn’t even begin to interpret. Finally, Mom sighed. When she turned to face Lou, she looked infinitely more exhausted. “Something happened to Neela.”


Lou felt like she’d been removed from her body, like she was watching the scene play out from above. She could hear her heartbeat. She could see the blank look on her own face. But none of it mattered, none of it was real.


I need you. Help me.


No. She couldn’t get carried away. Everything was going to be fine. Of course Neela was okay. Of course she was fine. Lou could not exist in a reality where anything else was true.


Mom shook her head. “She’s been . . . taken.”


Something about the phrasing made Lou’s stomach drop. She looked again between her mother and May, both grave and hopeless. “Taken? How? By . . . a gang? Sex trafficking? Like, that Liam Neeson movie?” Her mind spun in circles, grappling for purchase, for anything. Behind her mother, the magenta wall looked even more offensive after dark.


“Louisa—” May started, but Mom shot her a look that cut her off. May bit her lip, looking down at the floor. Her shoulders were full of tension. The way they stood reminded Lou of a picture of the two of them, right after they moved to Massachusetts to live with Grandpa Jack. In it, both sisters had looked drawn and pale, and May especially looked haunted. She’d had a hard time aligning her happy, joyful aunt to that image, but now—now, she saw it.


“Taken by what?” Lou asked, dreading the answer.


“Taken by—”


“May.” Mom cut her off harshly, turning May’s name into a ragged, wretched thing. Mom shifted her attention to Lou. “I’m going to handle it. You’ll go stay with your father for a few weeks.”


There was that spinning sensation again. “You’re . . . Where are you going? To handle it?”


“York,” Mom said, biting off the hard syllable.


Lou stared at her, waiting for an explanation, waiting for the words to make sense. Neela was gone—gone where, she did not know, but gone somewhere—and Mom was leaving. Mom was leaving her here, and she wasn’t even leaving her with May.


“But Mom—”


It was too late. Mom was already gone into the kitchen where Lou could hear her talking to Dad on the phone. Lou stared at May as if the answers would come from her, but May just shook her head.


“Neela called me,” Lou said desperately to May. “She told me she needed my help.”


May’s face was carefully blank. “Laura will fix it,” May said, darting a doubtful glance at Mom’s back. “She’ll fix it.”


But that wasn’t an answer; not even close. “What happened to Neela?” Lou pleaded.


May came closer, close enough that Lou could feel her breath on the top of her head. She leaned down to kiss Lou on the forehead. Her fingers squeezed Lou’s hand once, briefly. They were ice cold.


“Be glad,” May said, stepping away, towards her room, “that you never have to know.”




TWO
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The roots of Lou’s childhood had been tangled with secrets. She did not know why, when Mom was eighteen and May was seventeen, they moved from their mother’s home in York to live with the father they barely knew. She did not know why they never went back. And most of all, she did not know why they could not explain any of these things to her.


But if Mom traded in secrecy, Lou reciprocated with a delicately crafted set of rules: She did not ask about York, not when she could fight the questions that bubbled up within her, because they would not be answered. If asked, they only put Mom in a bad mood and made May look weary and frustrated.


She did not ask Neela or Nana Tee, because they only responded with heavy silences. Lou wanted to believe that there was nothing Neela would hide from her, nothing that could come between them, but if it was not Neela’s secret, she would not share it. So it was better to leave the questions unasked rather than feeling left out of her own family even further.


She did not question May’s lines of salt and Mom’s iron protection charms. She did not ask about the scars that covered their skin—Mom had made up an excuse once, but Lou couldn’t be certain it was true. May had tried to cover them, tattooing both arms with wildflowers, but it hadn’t hidden the worst of them.


She did not tell Dad that there was anything going on, that there was anything to be worried about, that she was so frustrated with her lack of knowledge she felt it itching under her skin. She laid awake at night puzzling through what could’ve happened. Did they break the law? Were they criminals? Had someone hurt them?


A final rule, but the most important of all: she did not let the secrets hurt her. If she let herself fall into the grief of unknowing, it would be worse than the pain of looking at her mother’s face and barely understanding her at all.


* * *


In previous summers, Neela had haunted this room with her.


Lou’s room at her father’s house was small and painted dark green, and hung with framed embroidery that Gen gave her on every birthday. Lou sat on the bed, staring at the wall, listening to the voicemail on a loop.


She didn’t know what she was searching for or what she expected to find. She only knew that there had to be something more, something she could do.


Lou had forced Mom to listen to the voicemails in the car over here, but Mom’s face had been blank as May’s when Lou tried to get an answer out of her. When they were done, Mom had only sighed. She didn’t speak until they pulled up in front of Dad’s house. Her suitcase was in the back seat. She was going straight to the airport after dropping off Lou.


“I can’t expect you to understand,” Mom said finally, and Lou felt that deep sinking within her, that realization that Mom had a whole other life back in York that Lou knew nothing about. She reached out, quick like a snake, and laced her fingers through Lou’s. When she looked at Lou, her clear blue eyes were distant. “There are monsters out there. Is it so bad of me to protect you from them?”


Lou swallowed hard. “There are monsters here,” she said. “Criminals and gangs and rapists.”


Mom leaned over and kissed Lou’s forehead. Lou had the oddest feeling this wasn’t a normal goodbye. There was something terribly mournful about the way Mom looked at her now. “It’s not the same thing, duck,” she said.


Now, Mom was long gone, already halfway across the Atlantic, and Lou was no closer to answers about what could’ve happened to Neela. May wasn’t answering any of her calls. When Lou tried to call Nana Tee, it went straight to voicemail.


Something was terribly wrong, and there was nothing she could do about it.


And if Neela was—no. Lou couldn’t even think of a world without her. She squeezed her eyes shut tight. Neela was the only person who really knew Lou, the only person who’d seen the hidden parts.


She remembered how Neela tumbled into Boston the summer before, in her cornflower blue sundress that looked impossibly perfect against her brown skin. They’d spent days lazing around the bookstores near Newbury Street and hunting bubble tea, laying in the sun in the Common and watching the swan boats from the bridge. Neela had been full of stories of her antics back home; she was brave enough to sneak into pubs, to flirt with older people, to go clubbing with her friends in London, and skinny dip in the River Ouse.


“Your life just sounds so fun,” Lou sighed, shielding her face from the sun.


Neela lifted herself on one elbow. “It’ll be different when you come,” she promised. “We’ll go to uni together.”


“In Edinburgh,” Lou said, vaguely proud that she knew how to pronounce the city like Mom did.


“Or Glasgow,” Neela said, poking her ribs. “More potential for scandalous affairs in Glasgow.”


Lou was quiet for a long moment—probably too long. But she told Neela everything. Over text or in their weekly phone or FaceTime calls, through any form of social media they could wrangle to get across the ocean between them. But this felt vulnerable in a secret, hidden way that Lou didn’t know how to explain.


“I don’t think I’m interested in, um, scandalous affairs,” she said, trying to pick her words carefully.


Neela rolled over to look at her. Her hair was in a fishtail braid, artfully pulled apart, tendrils of it clinging to her neck. Lou scraped her own brown hair into a sloppy bun on top of her head, just to give her hands something to do.


“You alright, Lou? You look . . . sweaty.”


Lou grimaced. She felt sweaty, which was utterly unfair with Neela looking wonderful, as usual. The effortlessly pretty genes had skipped Lou.


“I think I’m ace,” Lou said in a rush. “Like, asexual.”


“I know what ace is, darling,” Neela said.


Of course she did. They went to many a Pride event with May and Mom and sometimes Nana Tee. May’s bisexuality was no secret, and Neela frequently wore a pan flag bathing suit when they went to the beach. She was not an outlier and there was absolutely nothing wrong with her, so why was it so scary to tell Neela?


But Neela only sat up and turned Lou around, her hands digging the hairband out of Lou’s hair. She was gentle as she redid Lou’s bun. “I’m surprised you waited so long to tell me,” she said.


Lou turned around to see her face, nearly ruining the efforts Neela was taking on her hair. “You knew?”


“Well, I wasn’t going to assume. But I had an inkling.” Because of course she had—even the things Lou couldn’t bring herself to say, Neela had already known. And it was even easier after that, like Lou hadn’t needed to hide a single thing about herself, like all of the pages in her book could be open to Neela.


That night, as they’d crammed themselves into Lou’s bed back in Mom and May’s old stuffy apartment in Revere, Neela had said, “It’s so nice to sleep with the windows open. With the breeze.”


Lou looked over at her. “Can’t you open the windows in York?”


Something odd had flashed across Neela’s face. “Old buildings, you know? We don’t have screens. Bugs get in. But anyway, tell me more about your realization.”


She thought that it was possible she could be romantically involved with someone, but she didn’t need to be. Lou was happy on her own. The idea of sex wasn’t repugnant to her or anything of the sort—God knew Neela talked about it with her enough—but Lou just didn’t have interest in it.


It had taken her a while to figure it out, skirting around the Queer Club at school and going to virtual talks with Neela and in-person events with May, but once she tried the ace label on, she felt it fit her like a well-worn T-shirt. She didn’t need a label to explain herself, but having “ace” felt like armor; it was easy to drop a word, to be somewhat understood.


And for Neela and Lou, that hadn’t changed a thing. She hadn’t yet told Mom or May, nor had she figured out all the nooks and crannies of her own identity. But Neela had known who Lou was, known before Lou even said it.


Neela always knew. Neela always understood. No matter how vulnerable Lou was, no matter how many fractions or scars she revealed, Neela did not change how she looked at or spoke to Lou. And Lou knew that if someone cut deep into her heart and searched for the pearl inside of it, the ounce of meaning, they would peel back the bloody muscle to find Neela.


And now, she was gone.


There was a feeling in Lou, a deep Unbelonging that she felt in school and at home and here, at her Dad’s house, and when held up against May and Mom and their perfect, on-the-same- page sisterhood. But she’d never felt the Unbelonging when she was with Neela. She’d only felt like herself.


Again, she listened to the voicemail. I’m at the market. Neela said it so clearly, as if she expected Lou to know what that meant. As if it was easy.


But Lou didn’t know York. She didn’t know if there was any place called the market or if that was some kind of code. If Mom knew, she hadn’t shared with Lou.


May might’ve known. After all, May and Mom shared everything. But May wasn’t talking to Lou either.


It was all so frustrating. She had the key to where Neela was, the key to something, and she was stranded here at Dad’s.


Lou called Neela’s phone again, like picking a scab. It went straight to voicemail.


She couldn’t just sit here and rot in Boston while Neela was in trouble, while Mom only chipped another inch in the distance between her and Lou. She’d have to break her own rules.


Lou slipped out of her bedroom, tiptoeing past the living room where Gen watched back episodes of Say Yes to the Dress, past Peter’s room, to her father’s office.


“What’s up, buttercup?” Dad said, glancing up from his laptop. He was a hotshot corporate lawyer, but he always looked like a primary school teacher to Lou. Maybe it was because he was her father, and though he wasn’t around as much as Mom, he was always warm and soft in the way she was sharp and resigned.


Lou wondered, when he looked at her, if he saw her as his daughter—or as her mother’s daughter.


She sat on the edge of his desk. When she was little and she did this, back when he was finishing up law school and the bags under his eyes were dark as bruises, her legs swung over the edge, unable to touch the ground. Now, she could press them flat to the floor.


“I need to ask you something about Mom.”


Lou’s tongue was dry and heavy in her mouth. What if Dad didn’t know either? She focused on a picture hanging over his head, from when they were on a road trip to Arizona and Neela tagged along. It was a little odd, having Neela and Peter in the same room together, two sides of her life merging, but it was . . . nice.


“Oh?” Dad said.


“Something happened to Neela,” Lou said. She hadn’t spoken the words out loud yet; they’d just rotated around and around in her head, one of those breaking news ribbons at the bottom of the evening news: Something happened to Neela. Neela is gone. More at 7:00. Stay tuned for updates.


Dad frowned, lines jumping into deep relief between his eyebrows. “I know. Laura said she was missing. Lou, if there’s anything I can do, anything you want to talk about—”


Lou shook her head. “It’s not like we can find her from here. But Mom . . . she acted weird about it.” She chewed on her lip. In the past, it had seemed obvious: don’t tell Dad about what Mom believes, what Mom doesn’t say. Don’t tell Dad, because what if he saw Lou differently? “Do you know why Mom and May moved here?”


The question was out. She’d never asked it before, not of her father. She’d never been brave enough.


Dad grimaced. “You know how your mother is. Everything is so close to her chest. You’d have better luck asking May.”


Lou shook her head. “She’s not answering my calls.”


Dad’s lips thinned into a line. If he had something to say about that, he kept it to himself.


“But I do have this,” Lou said, opening her phone. “Neela left me messages last night, before whatever happened, happened. Have Mom or May ever mentioned some kind of market?”


Dad’s eyes snapped to Lou’s. “The market?”


Lou played the voicemails for Dad. He stared at the wall, chewing on his lower lip, tapping the highlighter to the page. When the second voice came on, the tapping stopped, and Dad took a sharp breath.


Are you coming to Scarborough Fair?


“I don’t know the details, and what I do know was from the one time your mom was drunk with me—don’t worry, it was before you.” Dad cringed a little as he said it, as he always did when anything about him and Mom pre-Lou came up. “She told me that May had some sort of breakdown that caused them to leave York. And May—she wasn’t in a good state before you were born. She was basically comatose. I didn’t ask questions about it, not until that night. But your mom said . . .” He stared off into the distance.


Lou’s fingers gripped the edge of the desk. May, like Mom, didn’t talk about their childhood back in Yorkshire—but did that automatically mean something had happened to them? To her? “What did she say?”


Dad shook his head slowly, not to negate what Lou said, but like he was thinking something over. “She was afraid that something would come back for May. She was afraid the market would come back to take her.”


The market. Something had happened to May nearly twenty years ago back in York, and now it was happening all over again to Neela. There was no other explanation.


“I’m not saying it’s related,” Dad said, as if reading her mind—or arguing a court case. “But for May to be . . . kidnapped, and then for the same thing to happen to Neela? It seems odd, doesn’t it?”


Lou nodded, releasing a long breath. This was what had been irritating her: the idea that it was all connected, that everyone knew some lost secret that hadn’t been shared with her.


She knew better than to ask, to prod, to seek, to find the buried truth underneath. But now, she felt the weight of the secrets buckling around her. Before, they were just stories. Now, Neela was gone. Something was wrong with her. And Lou needed to know what that was.


“Do you think it’s connected?” Lou asked. “Not, like, a professional opinion. Just a personal one.”


Dad tapped his pen on his knee. “It’s too similar, Lulu. And even if they’re not connected, there’s something very weird happening there and you—” Dad frowned, his eyebrows pulling together. “You deserve to know who they are.”


The oddness of the phrasing snagged on her thoughts. Did she deserve to know who her mother was? Or May or Neela or Nana Tee?


What if none of them were the people Lou had grown up knowing?


She nodded, trying to ignore the rolling of her stomach. She couldn’t just get on a plane, not without further confirmation. And there was only one person who could tell her what may be going on with Neela, and why Mom reacted the way she had. One person who, for no apparent reason, wasn’t speaking to her.


“I guess I have to talk to May.”




THREE
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[image: image]You promise you’ll call me if you run into trouble?” Dad asked again. His face was tinted green from the dash, barely illuminated in the glow of the streetlight. They sat in the car outside the brownstone. The light was on upstairs, so May was home from her shift.


“It’s my house,” Lou said, unclipping her seatbelt. “I won’t get into trouble.”


Dad kept frowning anyway. “Are you sure you don’t want me to wait? I don’t like the idea of you being here alone.”


“The light’s on,” Lou said. “May’s there.”


This didn’t make Dad look any happier.


Lou offered a half-hearted smile. “I’ll be fine, okay? But if you really want to stick around, at least go around the block. I don’t want May thinking this is some sort of stakeout.”


Dad sighed. Mom, May, Neela, Nana Tee—the true Wickett women, as Lou saw them—were all stubborn and independent. Lou didn’t have that same bite, that sharpness, but she often wished she did. And yet, there was still time. Lou wondered if that scared him, if he expected her to grow up lonely and hardened. Not for the first time, she puzzled over how her parents had been as a couple. They’d split before Lou was born—barely even been together, really—and co-parented well, but they were always separate entities. Mom and May, then Dad and Gen. Never “parents.” She’d spoken of it with Neela, of their separate parents and traditions, of not being a child of divorce or a former couple so much as they were a child of two totally independent people.
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