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        * * *

      

      About the Scarborough Fair Trilogy

      Book 1 (Impossible) and Book 2 (Extraordinary) are standalone tales set in the same world—one much like our own, but adjacent to Faerie. Those books can be read in any order. The two stories are then brought together in Book 3 (Unthinkable).
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        * * *

      

      Here in the first book, you will meet a girl, a song, a family, a villain, a lover … and a faerie curse.
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      Are you going to Scarborough Fair?

      Parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme

      Remember me to one who lives there

      She must be a true love of mine

      

      Tell her she’ll sleep in a goose-feather bed

      Parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme

      Tell her I swear she’ll have nothing to dread

      She must be a true love of mine

      

      Tell her tomorrow her answer make known

      Parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme

      What e’er she may say I’ll not leave her alone

      She must be a true love of mine

      

      Her answer it came in a week and a day

      Parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme

      I’m sorry, good sir, I must answer thee nay

      I’ll not be a true love of thine

      

      From the sting of my curse she can never be free

      Parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme

      Unless she unravels my riddlings three

      She will be a true love of mine

      

      Tell her to make me a magical shirt

      Parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme

      Without any seam or needlework

      Else she’ll be a true love of mine

      

      Tell her to find me an acre of land

      Parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme

      Between the salt water and the sea strand

      Else she’ll be a true love of mine

      

      Tell her to plow it with just a goat’s horn

      Parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme

      And sow it all over with one grain of corn

      Else she’ll be a true love of mine

      

      And her daughters forever possessions of mine
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      On the evening of Lucy Scarborough’s seventh birthday, after the biggest party the neighborhood had seen since, well, Lucy’s sixth birthday, Lucy got one last unexpected gift. It was a handwritten letter from her mother—her birth mother, Miranda. It was not a birthday letter, or at least, not one in the usual sense. It was a letter from the past, written by Miranda to her daughter before Lucy was born, and it had been hidden in the hope that Lucy would find it in time for it to help her.

      It would be many years, however, before Lucy would have a prayer of understanding this. It was typical of Miranda Scarborough’s terrible luck that her daughter would discover much too early the letter she had left for her. At seven, Lucy barely knew of Miranda’s existence and didn’t miss even the idea of her, because she had a perfectly wonderful substitute mother, and father too. She did not even know that, once upon a time before she was born, her mother had slept for a few months in the same bedroom that today belonged to Lucy.

      So, when Lucy found the hidden letter, she was not capable of recognizing who it was from or that it was a letter at all.

      Lucy had been in the process of taking possession of the bottom shelf of the built-in bookcase in her bedroom. Previously, the shelf had been crammed tight with books belonging to her foster mother. “Overflow storage,” Soledad Markowitz called it. And recently, she had said to Lucy, “I stuffed my college books in there when we first moved into this house, when your bedroom was a spare room. One day soon I’ll move them down to the basement office so you can have that space for your things.”

      One day soon had not yet arrived, however, and so Lucy had decided to take care of it herself. Her birthday— although it had not included the longed-for present of a little black poodle puppy—had brought her many books, including Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone and a complete set of The Chronicles of Narnia, and she wanted to arrange them all perfectly to wait for the day when she would be old enough to read them by herself.

      It was only after Lucy had gotten all of Soledad’s books out of the bookshelf that she noticed the bottom shelf was not quite steady. A moment later, she discovered it could be lifted completely away to reveal three shallow inches of dusty, secret space between the bottom shelf and the floor.

      At seventeen, rediscovering the secret space, Lucy would see what she did not see at seven: The nails that originally held the shelf in place had been painstakingly pried out. Then she would understand that Miranda had done this. But at seven, all Lucy knew or cared about was that she had found a secret compartment. An actual secret compartment!

      Lucy leaned in to see better, and then felt around inside with both hands. The only thing she found, besides dust, was a sheaf of yellowing paper covered with tiny handwriting.

      She pulled the pages out and fanned them in her hands. They were not very exciting to her, although the pages did have a ragged edge, as if they had been ripped out of a book, which was somewhat interesting. But the handwriting on the pages was faded, and it was also so small and cramped and tight that it would have been hard to read no matter what.

      She had a moment of frustration. Why couldn’t whoever had written the words on the pages have typed them on a computer and printed them out, like a sensible person?

      Then she had an idea. It could be that the pages were really old. They might even be from before there were computers. Maybe the pages were ancient, and maybe also the words on them were magical spells. That would explain why they had been hidden. And it would mean that she had found a treasure in her secret compartment after all.

      She wanted this to be true for good reason. If Lucy really did have a secret compartment, and magical spells, she already knew what she wanted to do with them.

      In fact, it almost felt like an emergency.

      Lucy sorted through her pile of birthday presents until she found the one from her oldest friend, Zach Greenfield, who lived next door. It was a Red Sox T-shirt that he had claimed, today at the party, to have bought for her with his own money. On the back, above the number eight, it said “Yastrzemski.” Every Red Sox fan in Boston knew the name, even if they weren’t sure how to spell it. Lucy had been touched at first with the gift. Yaz was one of the players from the past that Zach just loved.

      The problem was that the T-shirt was an adult medium, too big for Lucy to wear, which meant Zach wasn’t really paying attention to her, only pretending to. Or even, possibly, that he had gotten it for himself (Zach wore his T-shirts large), and decided to give it to Lucy at the last minute, because he’d forgotten about her birthday.

      Lucy, despite her willingness to believe in magic spells, was mostly a realistic child, so she believed this was probably the case. Lately, Zach had been busy with his other friends, the ones who were closer to his age, which was nine and a half. He had not played with Lucy much at all, and at school, he hardly even said hello.

      Which hurt.

      Filled with a sense of magical possibility, Lucy folded the T-shirt carefully and laid it down on the floor inside the secret compartment. Then she picked up the sheaf of pages with the cramped writing on them, and, by concentrating, managed to sound out a sentence located about halfway down the first page. The ink in which this sentence had been written was a little darker than the rest, as if the person writing had pressed down hard with the pen. Lucy decided that this sentence would be enough to start the magic. It would have to be, because she wasn’t up to reading more. And, she told herself, it wasn’t cheating to include only one sentence, because it wasn’t as if it was a short sentence.

      She read it out loud, softly, not sure she was pronouncing all the words correctly, and quite sure she didn’t understand them.

      “I look in the mirror now and see my mother and I am so afraid you will end like us: doomed, cursed … all sorts of melodramatic, ridiculous, but true things.”

      Saying the sentence out loud gave Lucy a distinctly unpleasant feeling. She had an impulse to call her foster parents to look at the pages and the secret compartment.

      Everything would have been different if Lucy had done that.

      Or possibly not.

      She didn’t, in the end. She wanted the magic too badly. Instead, Lucy added her own magic word: “Yastrzemski!”

      She tucked the handwritten pages into a fold of the T-shirt inside the secret compartment. Then she put the shelf back in place on top, and arranged her new books on the shelf just as she had originally planned.

      The magic spell would work, she knew it. Even if she had not said it right, or had selected the wrong sentence to read out loud, the magical pages were inside the T-shirt, touching it, so they would do their job. Plus, she would be patient. She would not expect Zach to change back overnight. But once she was old enough to wear the T-shirt he had given her, Zach would remember to be her friend again.

      She planned how she would check the magic compartment on her next birthday. She would try on the shirt. Maybe by then, she would be able to read the entire magical spell.

      But by the time her eighth birthday arrived, Lucy had forgotten all about the secret compartment and the T-shirt, and about the mysterious papers with the faded, tight, urgent handwriting.

      She would be seventeen, and in deep trouble, before she remembered.
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      Ten minutes after the last class of the day, Lucy got a text message from her best friend, Sarah Hebert. “Need you,” it said.

      “2 minutes,” Lucy texted back. She sighed. Then she hefted her backpack and headed to the girls’ locker room, where, she knew, Sarah would be. Nothing and nobody, not even Jeff Mundy, got in the way of track practice.

      Because of course this problem of Sarah’s would be about Jeff. Lucy had seen him at lunch period, leaning flirtatiously over an adorable freshman girl. Maybe this time Sarah would have had it with him for good. Lucy hoped so.

      But still, it was delicate. And it wasn’t like Lucy had a lot of experience to guide her friend with. Or any, really, if you didn’t count Gray Spencer, which you couldn’t, not yet, anyway. No, she didn’t have experience, Lucy thought fiercely, but she did have years of understanding about who, exactly, Sarah was and what made her happy. And also, frankly, some basic common sense.

      Which Sarah had totally lost.

      Lucy found Sarah already changed and sitting on a bench by Lucy’s locker. “Are you all right?” Lucy asked.

      “Yeah. It’s just—it’s not Jeff, it’s me. I’m the one with the problem.” Sarah made a little motion with her hand. “But now we have to go to practice.”

      Lucy put an arm around her and squeezed. “There’ll be plenty of time to talk later if you want.”

      Sarah nodded and tried to smile.

      Lucy turned to change. Then they walked out together toward the school’s track, moving to the infield to stretch. Lucy’s practice routine as a hurdler was different from Sarah’s distance training, but they always did as much together as they could.

      When they were side by side doing leg stretches, Sarah was finally able to talk. Lucy listened patiently to all of it, even the parts she’d heard many times before. But when Sarah said, “We both agreed from the start that we weren’t serious and Jeff’s right that it truly is my problem that I’m so jealous, not his, because he’s not doing anything wrong,” Lucy couldn’t help herself. She cut in.

      “Sarah, please. It’s not a problem that you want something more serious than Jeff does. There’s nothing wrong with you that you want that! And there’s also nothing wrong that he doesn’t. Can’t you see? It’s just that you’re fundamentally incompatible. You should just say so and move on.”

      “But I don’t want to move on! He’s such fun and so smart and good-looking and I just love him and if I could only control the way I feel when⁠—”

      “Then be his friend. But that’s it. For more, look around for somebody who’s not going to hurt you all the time. Even if Jeff doesn’t mean to hurt you, it’s still pain, right?” Lucy grabbed one foot, and, standing on the other leg, pulled the foot behind her to stretch her quad muscles. She decided not to say that Jeff knew perfectly well he was hurting Sarah, and didn’t care, so long as he got to do what he wanted to do, which included being with Sarah whenever he felt like it.

      Sarah was silent for a minute, concentrating on her own quad stretch. Then she said, “Lucy, I don’t think you understand. I can’t really control how I feel. I can’t just look around for somebody else. I want what I want. Who I want.”

      Lucy switched legs. She chose her words carefully. “But this is hurting you so much. It can’t be right.”

      “Love hurts,” said Sarah simply. “That’s okay. It’s supposed to.”

      “I don’t believe it,” Lucy said. “Look at Soledad and Leo.”

      “People who’ve been married umpteen years like your foster parents are different,” said Sarah impatiently. “When you first fall in love, it’s supposed to be awful. Awful, uncertain, scary, wonderful, confusing, all at once. That’s how you know it’s real. You have to care deeply. Passionately. That hurts.”

      Lucy got down on the ground, stretched her legs to each side, and began pressing her head and torso out to the left. “I don’t know.” As she switched to the right side, she found that Sarah had gotten down too, and was looking her in the face from three inches away.

      “Lucy, look. You can’t just make a list of what qualities would be compatible for you and pick somebody based on that. You have to, well, consult your heart. And if love doesn’t hurt sometimes, well, then.” Sarah actually put a hand over her heart. “Then maybe you don’t truly care.”

      “Oh, please!” Lucy sat up. “Can’t you consult both your heart and your head? Shouldn’t they be in agreement? And, also, I’m telling you, I continue to not like the pain thing. Continued pain is a signal to the body that there’s something wrong, not right.”

      “But we’re talking about the heart, not the body.”

      “Why should that be different? Pain is to be avoided.”

      At this, Sarah laughed. “Really? That’s your philosophy? Tell me that after practice today.”

      Lucy went to the left on her stretch again. “I don’t like interval training! I just do it. Anyway, that’s not the same kind of pain, and you know it.”

      It was good to hear Sarah laugh, she thought, even though she knew that the abrupt change of subject meant that Sarah was done, wanted no more advice, and would, no doubt, go right on breaking her heart over Jeff Mundy.

      Well, all right. Lucy had said what she had to say. And she would say it again if and when she was asked.

      Or possibly even if she wasn’t asked.

      Sarah, who was done with her stretching, stood up.

      “Listen, Lucy. Now that you’ve got this kind-of-sort-of-maybe dating thing about to happen with Gray Spencer, with the prom and all, I’m thinking that pretty soon you’ll start to see what I’m talking about.”

      Lucy snorted. “I like Gray, but hello? Were you listening to me at all? About pain?”

      “If you’re expecting a walk in the park⁠—”

      They were interrupted by the coach calling the track team around and assigning them their workouts. “Call me later,” Sarah said. Lucy nodded, and Sarah went off on her run. Lucy and the other two hurdlers began doing drills with tightly spaced hurdles, practicing alternating their lead legs.

      Lucy worked out hard. She always did; it was her strongest point as an athlete. She was good, but she didn’t have any truly extraordinary level of talent, and she knew it. What she did have was will and determination. And next year, if she kept it up and was lucky, she thought she might have a shot at going to states and maybe also at some college scholarship money, which would be a big help to her foster parents. That was her real goal. Even though her parents had told her not to worry about college costs, that they would figure it out, she wanted to help all she could. Wonderful as they were, and loved as Lucy had always felt, she never lost a certain consciousness that she was indebted to them. She tried her best to be perfect for Soledad and Leo Markowitz.

      Here it was really no problem, though. She loved hurdling. When it went well, when she got her stride length and her pace and her hurdles just right, there was nothing like it. Nothing like how competent and powerful and whole it made her feel.

      Lucy didn’t know exactly what made her lose her focus during that practice. A prickly feeling on the back of her neck? The creeping conviction that she was being watched?

      But suddenly she lost her rhythm and messed up her hurdle. She landed hard on the track on one knee, with the hurdle coming down beside her. And she looked up to see her mother. Not her foster mother, Soledad, but her birth mother, Miranda.

      It was unmistakably her.

      Miranda had materialized on the other side of the track, right near the bleachers. She was wearing a thin purple gauze skirt and a red T-shirt that was far too big for her. She was pushing a supermarket shopping cart that was laden with returnable plastic and glass bottles and other trash.

      “Lucy, you okay?” It was Cynthia Gillespie, the best hurdler on the team, helping Lucy up.

      “Sure.” Lucy got up slowly, trying to figure out what to do. What was right? Should she interrupt practice and go try to talk to Miranda? Or would that be the same exercise in futility it had always been?

      Miranda had never come to Lucy’s school before. Always, in the past, on those rare occasions she showed up, she had come to Soledad and Leo’s house, and caused the entire family endless grief and anguish.

      Cynthia Gillespie was following Lucy’s gaze. Miranda had stopped walking now and was staring right at Lucy with her big, brown—and quite insane—eyes.

      “Have you seen that crazy bag lady before?” Cynthia asked Lucy. “I have. I saw her yesterday just outside the cafeteria. She was going through the trash and eating stuff. And she was singing! Poor thing, but still, ick.”

      “No,” Lucy lied. “I’ve never seen her before.” She immediately felt guilty. And she felt a little stir of curiosity too. “What was she singing, Cynthia?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Oh.” Lucy bit her lip, containing her impulse to sing a few bars of a particular song and ask if that was it. But she knew it was. Miranda had been singing one song, a version of an old folk ballad, every time she showed up in Lucy’s life. Lucy was sick of it.

      But the ballad still haunted her. Twined itself unexpectedly in her mind and inner ear, which was where it was now.

      
        
        
        Are you going to Scarborough Fair?

        Parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme

        Remember me to one who lives there

        She must be a true love of mine.

      

      

      

      As Lucy and Cynthia watched, Miranda parked her cart and sat down on the bottom bleacher. She pulled her legs up before her, under her skirt, and sat with her thin, muscular arms tightly corded around them. Her lips moved, though no sound came out.

      “She’s looking right at us!” said Cynthia. “And I think she’s singing again too.”

      “I know,” said Lucy tersely. “Let’s ignore her.”

      “Yeah. We need to get back to it anyway.”

      What would Cynthia think, Lucy thought, if she excused herself and went over? Or what if she said: “I do know her. That’s my mother.”

      But she didn’t. Instead, she continued to practice, if badly. It wasn’t just Miranda’s gaze. The rhythm of the song in her inner ear also interfered with the rhythm of Lucy’s strides, and she couldn’t get it right.

      When practice ended and she finally looked again, Miranda was gone.
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      The first indication Zach Greenfield had that his friend and next-door neighbor Lucy was kind-of-maybe-sort-of dating a boy came during a phone call he made to Lucy’s foster mother, Soledad Markowitz. It was the end of spring finals week in his freshman year at Williams College, and Zach’s mind was turning toward his summer plans, in which Lucy’s family figured prominently.

      “Oh, and it turns out Lucy’s going to junior prom with a boy,” Soledad said.

      “Yeah?” Zach found himself leaning forward, diverted from the original purpose of his call. He could spare some time for gossip, especially if it was about Lucy. “Who’s she going with? Another junior? Or a senior?” Since Lucy was only two and a half years younger than Zach, and he’d gone to the same high school, he still knew a lot of the kids there.

      “We haven’t met him,” Soledad Markowitz said. “His name is Gray Spencer.”

      “Spencer. Huh. Spence—oh, wait. Band geek? Plays drums? Kind of a skinny guy, glasses? Quiet?”

      “Well, I don’t know!” Now Zach picked up on a slight note of annoyance in Soledad’s voice. “Lucy hasn’t brought him home. And I don’t know if she will! Really, she’s too young to date. Don’t you agree?”

      Zach suppressed a grin. This was Soledad for you. “Uh, do you remember back when I was seeing my first girlfriend, in ninth grade? I was fourteen.”

      Soledad sighed. “Right, but⁠—”

      “Lucy’s seventeen,” said Zach.

      “I know.”

      “So, are you maybe being a little sexist here? What’s okay for a boy isn’t okay for a girl?” There was a long silence from the other end of the phone. Zach knew he’d scored. “Besides, if this Gray Spencer is who I think he is, you don’t have to worry. Nice guy, a little shy. Also, if this is the first you’ve heard of him, I’d guess this is just a prom thing. Luce will get all dressed up and go, and have a good time, and he’ll give her a hug afterward. In fact, I bet they’re going with a group of friends. Not really a date-date, just a prom group. Lots of kids do that.”

      Zach found that he liked this theory himself. A prom group. Yes. Perfect for his old pal Lucy.

      More silence. Then Soledad said, “I hope you’re right, Zach. Actually, I know you’re right, and I’ll try to stop fretting. I won’t get in Lucy’s way. It’s just that I worry. You know.”

      Zach knew. It wasn’t about Lucy, not really. It was about Miranda, Lucy’s birth mother. And about Soledad’s past with Miranda.

      Miranda the ghost, who was actually very much alive.

      Alive, but haunted, and haunting, and beyond anyone’s reach. Beyond anyone’s ability to help. Even Soledad, who loved her like a sister.

      Zach found himself thinking, suddenly, about Lucy and her foster parents. All at once, he caught a glimpse of something he hadn’t realized even last year, when he was living with the Markowitzes while finishing high school. And what he saw was that Soledad’s continuing sorrow and anxiety over Miranda was seriously unfair to Lucy. Also, he knew: If Soledad Markowitz wasn’t careful, her fears were only going to get worse, now that Lucy was showing a more-than-theoretical interest in boys. And they, apparently, in her.

      Even sweet, geeky boys like Gray Spencer would loom like terrors to Soledad Markowitz, a lioness in defense of her girl-cub.

      Lucy needed Zach to help her. Even if she’d never admit it.

      He tried to think of what he might say. He couldn’t exactly blurt it all out: Soledad. You have got to get a grip. Lucy is not her mother. She is not a teenager alone and scavenging on the streets of Boston. She’s not going to have a baby at eighteen and lose her mind with grief and fear like Miranda did. Not Lucy. Lucy has a family and a home and a place in the world. She’s smart and she’s beautiful, and frankly, she’s as grounded as a piece of granite. She has everything going for her, and you ought to know it, because it was you and Leo who made sure she did. You made sure she grew up safe and secure in your home.

      Lucy is nothing like her mother.

      But Zach didn’t say any of this.

      In the summer, maybe, he’d try to find the right words. Or maybe he could talk to Leo about it, since it turned out he was going to be back in Waltham and living with the Markowitzes after all, and not in Europe.

      But what he said now was, “It’s just prom. Oh, and Soledad? There was another reason I called.”

      “Yes?”

      “Is Leo there too? I have something to ask both of you. It’s about this summer.”
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      Lucy trudged home after practice. As she walked, she wondered if Miranda had left school only to head to Leo and Soledad’s and unsettle them too.

      This made Lucy look around carefully as she got home. But the neighborhood seemed serene, and the only person around was Mrs. Angelakis across the street, who was taking in her mail. She waved at Lucy, and Lucy waved back. Feeling like she was crossing a finish line, Lucy sprinted up the back steps to her big untidy house. As she got to the top step and reached for the door, she heard Pierre start to bark. That was her reward. Involuntarily, she smiled. She opened the door and her big black poodle all but leaped into her arms in his absolutely normal tremendous fit of excitement at her return.

      If Miranda was coming here, she hadn’t yet.

      “Hello!” Lucy called out to Soledad and Leo as she stooped to hug and laugh at Pierre.

      “Hello!” Leo called back from the family room. “We’re in the family room discussing dinner. Need your opinion.”

      “Okay, just a second.” Lucy kicked off her shoes, dumped her book bag under the kitchen table, and then spent a few minutes petting and crooning to Pierre, and promising him his dinner soon. She opened the refrigerator and popped open a can of her favorite raspberry-lime seltzer.

      With the poodle at her sock-clad heels, she finally headed on into the family room and found Leo sitting on the arm of the sofa, next to Soledad, who was crocheting. The oversized shawl she was working on, in a mix of deep blue and turquoise and white silk ribbon yarn, was nearly done, and it flowed over her knees in lacy folds, draping almost to the floor.

      “First the news,” Leo said to Lucy. “Zach has decided not to go backpacking through Europe with his buddies this summer. Instead”—he rapped a little drum-roll on his own knee—“he’s coming back here. He has a summer job. In fact, he’ll be here this weekend.”

      Lucy stared. “That really is great! Wow.” She was a little astonished at the gladness that poured through her. Zach! For a second, she wished he were here right now. She’d have taken him aside and told him about Miranda showing up today. She’d have asked him if she should tell her parents now, or just wait to see what happened. Even if she didn’t agree with him, it was always good to talk with Zach. Always good to run things by him. She’d missed him this year. He was practically like a brother. Or no, a cousin. Or—or something.

      Zach knew all about Miranda. All the humiliating, weird stuff Lucy hadn’t dared tell even to Sarah. Of course he did. He was not only Lucy’s oldest friend, but he’d lived right here in this house all last year.

      He’d understand because he too had seen how it had nearly destroyed them, the last time Miranda had shown up. Three weeks of hell, it had been, and Soledad hadn’t relaxed for months afterward.

      And so, suddenly, out of nowhere, Lucy decided. She would keep the secret of Miranda’s reappearance until Zach was home. She would tell him. Ask his opinion. He wouldn’t freak out like Soledad or, more quietly, Leo. Zach knew the situation; he knew her foster parents; she could trust him.

      Maybe she would even call him tonight.

      Except this was a discussion she wanted to have in person. She wanted to look into Zach’s face while they talked. She wanted to be able to read his expression and his body language, and to judge for herself those things he might not say out loud.

      “It is terrific, huh?” Soledad was saying. “Although I know Nate and Carrie will be sad that Zach’s not willing to go spend the summer with them in Phoenix.”

      “Zach doesn’t feel any ties to Phoenix,” said Leo, reasonably, to his wife. “They knew that was probably going to happen when they decided to move. They must have come to terms with it, or why did they agree when he asked to live with us last year and finish high school here? And you know they’d rather he was with us than wandering around Europe with a bunch of other kids.”

      “Cheaper too,” Soledad said, and laughed.

      “Yeah.” Leo kissed his wife’s nose and looked at Lucy. “Lucy? I was thinking, with both you and Zach here this summer, maybe we should plan a vacation. Soledad, what do you think? If we ask now, we can probably get the same days off.” Leo and Soledad both worked at Brigham and Women’s Hospital in Boston, and had done so for more than twenty years, Soledad as a nurse-midwife and Leo as a part-time aide, to support his real career as a musician. It was where they had met.

      “Great idea,” said Soledad.

      “Lucy?”

      “Sure.” Lucy pushed one of the floor cushions closer and eased herself down onto it. Pierre crowded in right beside her. “Did you guys say something about dinner, though?”

      “It’s not my turn,” said Soledad.

      Leo waved a hand vaguely in the direction of the kitchen. “I guess it’s mine. But I was working on the chording for a song and I forgot. Well, so what do you vote? There’s leftover chili. Or we could call for Chinese. Or just eat ice cream. We have some kind of green ice cream for you, Lucy.”

      “Pistachio or mint chocolate chip?”

      “Pistachio, I think.”

      Soledad leaned a little closer to Lucy. “How are you, sweetie? How was your day?”

      “Oh, fine.” Lucy hunched a shoulder. Then she looked up, grinning ruefully. “I didn’t have such a great practice, that’s all. If the school has to buy new hurdles, it’ll be because I destroyed them.”

      “That bad, huh?” asked Leo.

      “That bad,” said Lucy. She bent again to play with Pierre’s ears, and if she broke eye contact with her father a little more quickly than usual, the evasion was too subtle for Leo to notice.

      Beneath the shame she felt about Miranda, there was so much more going on for Lucy. All the questions, for one thing. The terrible ones that neither she nor her foster parents asked out loud anymore, and that she wished she could push out of her mind. Where did Miranda go? How did she live? Was she hungry? Cold? Of course she must be, sometimes. Did she sleep on the street? In a shelter? Wasn’t she unsafe, every day? Why were they all so helpless to help her?

      It was terrible. It felt unendurable.

      But they were all helpless and they had to endure.

      Lucy was so tired of it, though. Tired of how Miranda kept popping up. Sometimes she just wanted a normal life. Was that so wrong?

      She said abruptly, “Dad? Are you home tonight, or out on a gig?”

      “Home. Why?”

      “I was wondering if we could sing. Just for a while.” Leo smiled. “What’re you in the mood for?”

      “Some folk stuff,” said Lucy promptly. She hesitated. “I’ve been thinking about ‘Scarborough Fair’ all day. You know, hearing it in my head. I don’t know why, but I have.” She ducked her head at the lie.

      Predictably, Leo had already reached for his guitar and sat down in a chair with it. “Do you want Miranda’s version? Or Simon and Garfunkel? Or one of the other versions? Hey, we could do a whole bunch of them.” For Leo, the song had never seemed to be as loaded with meaning and weight as it felt for Lucy. Neither he nor Soledad knew that it was pure torture for Lucy to hear the song, to sing the song—but torture that sometimes Lucy sought out, as now.

      “Miranda’s,” said Lucy.

      Leo nodded. He strummed the first chords, and then sang, in his light, pleasant tenor.

      
        
        
        “Are you going to Scarborough Fair?

        Parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme

        Remember me to one who lives there

        She must be a true love of mine.”

      

      

      

      Lucy joined in on the next verse, taking over the melody in her sweet soprano, while Leo switched to harmony.

      
        
        
        “Tell her she’ll sleep in a goose-feather bed,

        Parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme,

        Tell her I swear she’ll have nothing to dread,

        She must be a true love of mine.”

      

      

      

      They sang all the verses. Soledad added her gorgeous alto on the third verse, joining Lucy on the melody.

      
        
        
        “Tell her tomorrow her answer make known,

        Parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme,

        What e’er she may say I’ll not leave her alone,

        She must be a true love of mine.”

      

      

      

      As they continued singing, the music filled Lucy with the usual sweep of torment and bewilderment. Still, singing it with her foster parents satisfied some need in her as well, and made her feel better.

      In a way, the song had been the one gift Miranda left behind for her daughter, from before she went mad, and it had been left indirectly, via Leo.

      The story was that Miranda, eight months pregnant with Lucy, had one day heard Leo singing the Simon and Garfunkel version of the ballad. She’d then sung a different one to Leo, one that fascinated him because he had never heard it before and could not find it in any book or online. Miranda had taught it to him, saying that it was a family version, from her mother—and then she had added that she would want her daughter to know it one day as well. This was the only mention she’d made about her family, ever.

      Leo had since asked other folklorists about the version, but nobody knew of it. He had made sure to teach it to Lucy, though, and to let her know where it came from, and that he felt it was a gift. “Music links us humans, heart to heart,” he had said. “Across time and space, and life and death.”

      Although they had all since heard Miranda singing it whenever she showed up—flinging the song almost defiantly into their faces—Lucy wasn’t sure that she’d know all the lyrics if Miranda hadn’t taught it to Leo when she was sane. Lucy might not have been able to listen and learn from Miranda as she had Leo. She might have stopped her ears.

      When they finished singing, there was silence for a minute. Then Lucy said, “Thanks, Leo.”

      “We can sing some other stuff after dinner,” Leo said. “Is it okay with you guys if we get Chinese takeout?”

      “If I get to pick what we order,” said Soledad.

      “No problem.”

      While Soledad called, Leo told Lucy more about Zach coming back for the summer. “He’s got a job working construction for a Boston real-estate company, so he’s going to be living with us again. Great, huh?”

      “Construction?” Lucy was incredulous. “Zach Greenfield?”

      “Construction,” affirmed Leo. “He sounded happy about it. Apparently this is a small company that buys old run-down houses and fixes them for resale. Zach said he’d always wanted to learn how to work a router and a band saw.”

      Soledad had come back. She reached down to tweak Lucy’s ponytail. “Sweetie? Has Pierre eaten?”

      “I’m on it,” said Lucy.

      Maybe it was the news about Zach. Or maybe it was the purging effect of having sung the song the whole way through. But Lucy really did feel a little bit better. Maybe this would be one of those times when Miranda made a single appearance and then disappeared again for months or a year.

      And one day, surely—and it was evil to hope for this, and Lucy hated herself for it—but one day, surely, Miranda would fail to come back at all. Then, Lucy could be completely normal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, the Brigham and Women’s Hospital human resources manager smiled at the incredible-looking man who’d just taken a seat across the desk from her. Looking at the interviewee, the manager felt almost giddy. This was odd, because three minutes ago, she hadn’t wanted to bother interviewing him and was only doing it because her boss had insisted. The interviewee, who was named Padraig Seeley, had applied specifically to work in Soledad Markowitz’s midwifery group. But the only opening there was for a midwife, a female one, and Padraig Seeley was a social worker. And, of course, a man.

      Very clearly a man.

      “Thanks for coming in, Mr. Seeley,” she said. “I’m so pleased you applied here.”

      “Call me Padraig,” said the man. He had an accent. Scottish? Irish? Whichever, it was tremendously pleasing to the ear. He leaned one elbow casually on the desk. He smiled—a flash of white teeth.

      The manager somehow tore her gaze away from him so that she could glance down at his resume. Even though she’d looked it over before he came in, she now found it hard to remember what it said exactly. That was the effect of his blue, blue eyes. Matched with his black hair, and those wide shoulders and long legs—and that smile! Oh! And the accent!—well. She was only human.

      It was no wonder her boss had told her she had to see Padraig Seeley, job opening or no opening. “We can find something for this man,” her boss had said. “Be creative. You’ll see why when you meet him. He’s so—magnetic.”

      No kidding. It was a kind of magnetism that couldn’t be easily described, though. It had to be experienced. It was not about his beauty, stunning though it was. This man— this particular man—would have almost as strong an effect on people who didn’t find him sexually attractive. In fact, the HR manager thought, fuzzily, that she had never felt anything quite like this before.

      The bottom line was that she would do whatever she could to please him. She would strain every muscle, physical and mental, to deliver whatever he needed.

      Right now, she almost felt as if she’d die if she couldn’t place him in exactly the hospital group he wanted to work for: Soledad Markowitz’s.

      With her eyes off him, she managed to regain a professional veneer, and was relieved to see that, indeed, Padraig Seeley had an interesting and relevant background. She wondered how old he was. Thirty, maybe? He looked younger than that, but he had to be at least that old, to have had the experience that his resume indicated.

      “Your background as a social worker is so impressive,” she said. “I was also looking at your language qualifications. Spanish, Portuguese, Russian, and Korean. Oh, and Chinese. How did this happen?”

      “My father was attached to the diplomatic service.” Padraig Seeley shrugged one broad shoulder. “We moved around a lot when I was growing up. Once you get used to learning languages, it’s easy to pick another one up.” The HR manager scanned the resume further. “This is some astonishing work with at-risk teenagers that you’ve done too.” Inspiration struck her. “What I’m wondering is whether we might create a new position for you, as a full-time community outreach liaison in our midwifery program.”

      “Hmm,” said Padraig Seeley. He leaned forward. “Tell me more. This is Soledad Markowitz’s group, right?” He used his large well-shaped hands when he talked. The HR woman checked them out. No wedding band.

      “Oh, yes. You’d be working directly for Soledad Markowitz. Community outreach in our nurse-midwife program is one of her areas. I totally understand why you were interested in working with her, by the way. She’s a remarkable woman. Passionate about reaching teenagers in need—almost obsessed, in a way. In a good way. She’s actually famous in certain circles for her innovations. Oh, and of course, we can pay you nicely.”

      “Ah,” said Padraig Seeley, smiling. “That does, indeed, sound perfect. When can I start work? Tomorrow, perhaps?”
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      On the same day that Padraig Seeley interviewed for a job that didn’t exist, that then was invented for him, Lucy and Soledad went shopping for Lucy’s prom dress.

      Clutching frothy skirt folds in her hands, Lucy came out of the boutique’s dressing room and stood before the three-way mirror in the main part of the shop. She dropped the skirt and twirled. She looked over her shoulder at Soledad. “Okay, Mom, what do you say? I’m thinking it should probably be between this and the short white slinky one.”

      “I love that dress on you!” the salesclerk gushed. “Perfect!”

      Lucy smiled, but her focus was on her foster mother.

      Soledad’s mouth was agape. The long, deep rose taffeta gown left Lucy’s shoulders and arms entirely bare, and its fitted bodice was practically a corset—a corset that clung desperately to Lucy’s every curve all the way down to her hips. Then the skirt fanned out in glorious swirls to the floor.

      “Wow,” Soledad finally managed. “You look gorgeous.”

      And sexy.

      Soledad held on to what she had told Zach and then, later, her husband. She would not fret. That Lucy should be dating was perfectly normal and right. She needed room to be exactly who she was: a lovely and, most importantly, fearless young woman.

      Still, Soledad wished she could meet this Gray Spencer person before the prom. However, she had in the end agreed with Leo that while they could hint, they could not insist. It was Lucy’s business, and they would meet the boy in a few days anyway, on prom night.

      “Really?” Lucy said. “You like this dress?” She rose on her bare toes and kicked playfully at the skirt. “Don’t you think it’s too, well, Princess Barbie?” She paused to consider her feet. “Although if I wore it with my high-top sneakers, that would take care of that problem.”

      Behind Soledad, the salesclerk choked. Soledad imagined Lucy’s dirty high-tops below the amazing gown and sympathized. “Don’t you want pretty shoes?” she asked. “I can picture a gold slipper with a little heel with that gown. See, there’s a hint of gold in the skirt color, and there’s also that gold embroidery on the bodice.”

      Lucy shook her head. “No. This dress needs a little irony.” Regarding herself thoughtfully in the mirror, she added, “I’d wear my hair in braids.”

      “Pinned to your head? In a crownlike thing?” asked the salesclerk with interest. “We have some ivory combs⁠—”

      “No. The braids would just dangle. Like a four-year-old.”

      “Irony, remember?” Soledad said to the salesclerk. She gestured to Lucy. “Come over here and let me look at the price tag. Uh. Okay. You’re sure we wouldn’t have to buy you new shoes?”

      Lucy grinned down at Soledad from her superior two inches of height. “No, we wouldn’t. But actually, I’m not sold on this. Let me put
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