

[image: image]





[image: image]







This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the authors’ imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Copyright © 2024 by Mikaella Clements and Onjuli Datta

Cover design by Caitlin Sacks

Cover photo by Stocksy

Cover copyright © 2024 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Grand Central Publishing

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

grandcentralpublishing.com

@grandcentralpub

First Edition: October 2024

Grand Central Publishing is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Grand Central Publishing name and logo is a registered trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Grand Central Publishing books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

Print book interior design by Taylor Navis

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for.

ISBN: 9781538742259 (hardcover), 9781538742273 (ebook)

E3-20240731-JV-NF-ORI






Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	I

	II

	III

	IV

	V

	VI

	VII

	VIII

	IX

	X

	XI

	XII

	XIII

	XIV

	XV

	XVI

	XVII

	XVIII

	XIX

	XX

	XXI

	XXII

	XXIII

	XXIV

	XXV

	XXVI

	XXVII

	XXVIII

	XXIX

	XXX

	XXXI

	XXXII

	XXXIII

	XXXIV

	XXXV

	XXXVI

	XXXVII

	XXXVIII

	XXXIX

	The Future

	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	About the Authors

	Also by Mikaella Clements & Onjuli Datta






	Cover

	Table of Contents





Page List


	iii

	iv

	v

	vi

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	ii








Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.





Tap here to learn more.




[image: Grand Central Publishing logo]








I

Look for Angelina right in the middle, grinning and dissatisfied. Part of her wondering where her derelict older brother is, and what the guilty note in his voice meant when he told her he’d be late. Part of her longing to be back in Cadenze’s main square, where thirty minutes ago the last tourist bus of the summer had trundled in, bearing Angelina’s last chance to get laid for the year. And part of her cheerful right here at this family party, drinking wine from a mug because they’d long since run out of glasses, hazily conscious of disco music on the stereo and the sharp tang of woodsmoke in the air.

Her uncle Franco’s farm was not impressive in grandeur or beauty, but it was abundantly rugged, strewn with chicken wire and fig trees, and it smelled like home. It fit all the Siccos, just about: the older generation playing cards, aunts and uncles trading gossip, the cousins on parade with their pretty wives all dolled up for the occasion in lipstick and flowery dresses, the children yowling through the crowd and rolling in the vegetable garden smeared in mud and overripe tomatoes, the farmyard cats ganging up on Angelina’s dog. Their long shadows stretched out in the late summer dusk and the mountains crowded around them. In the center stood Angelina, in her own flowery dress and lipstick, her hair running riot and her mouth running more riot. To her right, her uncle Sam pinching her cheek. To her left, somebody’s shy girlfriend wondering where Angelina’s brother was. Before her, the ominous sight of her mother moving through the crowd, looking for her. Nothing behind her because everyone was always grabbing her elbow, turning her toward them, begging for her attention.

It wasn’t that Angelina didn’t want to be here; she wanted to be everywhere. It annoyed her to miss anything in Cadenze, the tiny ugly town that she privately believed belonged to her. She didn’t want to be only a queen among her family, celebrated and beloved, glittering at the heart of the night. She wanted omniscience. She wanted to be a god stretching out the fingers of her influence everywhere, all-seeing eyes peering into every cranny. At least she had envoys. And here came Gemma now.

Gemma was not a Sicco, but she was a born-and-bred Cadenze local with no outstanding family feuds, welcomed by Angelina’s clan as a favored albeit second-class citizen. She slyly elbowed Angelina’s mother out of the way—good woman—and launched herself at Angelina, kiss on each cheek, strong smell of neroli, pink lipstick cracked at the corners of her mouth.

“Well?” Angelina demanded.

“Oh my godddd, I’m not as good at spotting lesbians as you,” Gemma moaned. “Okay, let me think. There were two women with leather jackets. Three with short hair, but two of them were at least fifty. I dunno if that matters to you or not.” She leered at Angelina affectionately. “I think I saw one girl with a nose piercing? Or maybe it was her septum? Or?”

Shaky intel at best, but it wasn’t really Gemma’s fault. She made a valiant effort, scouting crowds for Angelina’s potential flings. Gemma simply did not have the discerning eye that Angelina required, and even when looking for leather jackets, short hair, facial jewelry, pins and badges, T-shirts flashing Ani DiFranco or Sleater-Kinney, loose jeans riding low and the like, she could not see beyond them. She could not spot an anxious spine nor a loping swagger; she would not catch a woman’s gaze and wait to see if that gaze was pleased to be caught. But she tried her best, and she’d more than earned the brimming cup of wine that Angelina handed her.

“Nice work,” Angelina said.

“There’s something else, too,” Gemma said, cheeks pink with excitement. “It’s really good.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“It’s really good,” Gemma said, which meant she had a secret. Gemma with a secret was unbearable. She’d spend the next hour lingering joyfully on its juiciness, assuring Angelina that she would not believe what Gemma was about to tell her, before sharing some insight that inevitably fizzled upon its revelation. Gemma had divorced her husband young, and Angelina suspected that Gemma considered the divorce worth the heartache for the secret she possessed before the news leaked. It had been a brutal breakup that left her an outcast among their generation’s set of Cadenze married women. Misfortune begets misfortune, after all, and nobody wanted Gemma’s marital affliction to contaminate their own. Angelina was the only one among their peers who had no fear of Gemma’s bad luck with men rubbing off on her. As friends they had plenty in common: both twenty-five, unmarried, and defiantly happy that way, still loyal to their beloved shithole hometown, two fallen angels busy building an ugly paradise.

“Nini,” Angelina’s mother, Caro, said, finding her way through at last. Caro looked stressed, fine lines deepening around her mouth. Threads of silver glinted in her long blond hair, which she always wore down, tumbling girlishly over her shoulders. “Your grandmother wants to say hello.”

“Where is the old witch?” Angelina asked, and then, spotting her a few paces behind: “Nonna!”

She stooped to give her shriveled grandmother a kiss, ignoring Caro’s troubled sigh. Nonna always seemed on the verge of winking at her, eyes bright with secret affection, like they were two friends caught by accident on opposite enemy lines. Caro avoided her mother when she could, complaining of childhood mistreatment (“Nothing I did was good enough, I could never please them! You can’t imagine what it’s like to grow up with five brothers and not one is on your side!”), but the three women were usually dragged together for a photo at every family event.

As a rule, the Sicco family bore boys. In terms of blood relatives, Angelina had five great-uncles (four deceased), five uncles (one deceased), nineteen male cousins (two deceased), and a brother, Patrick. There was one exception in every generation. Angelina and her mother and her grandmother formed the lineage of Sicco women, a cluster of anomalies with a reputation for wildness. Sicco women made up their own minds and flouted convention, and when they married, which was not often, they did not take their husbands’ names. Angelina’s grandmother had been a partisan in the war, seducing Nazis and harboring fugitives. Her great-grandmother had been known for a protective streak and extremely good night vision; she had lived nocturnally, patrolling Cadenze’s farms, sometimes felling a wolf with a well-aimed stone to his forehead. Angelina’s mother had run away from Cadenze at seventeen, only to return pregnant, penniless, and heartbroken (more stupid than wild, her uncle Sam said, but that was Caro all over). Patrick’s father was a married man from San Michele who wanted nothing to do with them, and Caro spent nearly two years raising Pat alone in stricken obsession, writing letters that came back unopened, sequestering herself in a crumbling house, and (as Nonna told it) screaming down all attempts at help or advice, until she met Angelina’s father: an itinerant worker who nobody knew much about, except for the fact that, judging by Angelina, he was not white. He disappeared before anyone even knew that Caro was pregnant. Contrary to Patrick’s father, Caro was not lovesick over him, did not rue raising her next born alone. She was fond of telling Angelina, “You’re all mine, baby.” But Angelina’s skin said differently.

Long before Angelina had committed any real deviance, the Sicco family decided Angelina’s foreign appearance and mysterious father were proof enough of her own wild nature. Then she’d surprised them again when she was twenty-one, by coming out.

“Hair’s getting so long,” Angelina’s nonna remarked. “You look like a Spanish dancer.”

Angelina gave a lackluster clap of her hands above her head, and her nonna giggled. Despite Caro’s persistent suspicion that Nonna was trying to steal Angelina’s loyalty, the old woman was essentially harmless, even if she did have a collection of vintage rifles mounted to the wall above her bed. She clutched Angelina’s wrist with a wrinkled claw. “Going to stay the night, baby?”

“Nini has her own house, Mama,” Caro said.

Nonna shot her daughter an acidic look. “She knows she’s welcome here.”

“I’ll see how drunk I get,” Angelina said, appeasing them both.

“It’s a good party,” Gemma chimed in, doing her best to defuse the tension. “Your auntie’s doing tarot readings, did you see?”

“I already got mine,” Angelina said. “Knight of Pentacles. Same as always.”

Caro laughed. “Well, Jethro brought a girl who reads palms.”

Gemma nudged Angelina’s ribs. “Literally everyone’s trying to tell your future.”

“You’re looking at it,” Angelina said cheerfully. The party sprawled before them. Dusk now but light everywhere, the streaking sunset in fiery orange cream across the mountain-cut horizon, the candlelight flickering against her family’s gathered faces, the firepit spitting sparks, the porch lights swaying in their heady cloud of moths and mosquitoes.

“I’ve got a little something-something to add,” Gemma said, beaming. “Just a pinch of seasoning for the next few days, a morsel of news, if you will—”

“San Rocco save us,” Angelina’s nonna said. “The Valenti girl has a secret.”

Gemma looked abashed. Caro said, “Nini, where is your brother?”

“On his way.” Angelina had no idea whether this was true, but she moved instinctively to obscure Patrick from their mother’s appraisal, smiling wide when Caro turned a narrow-eyed look on her.

“When you see him, tell him I need to discuss something with him.”

Angelina doubted this. What Caro actually needed was to put her arm through her tall son’s and trot him around the yard to demonstrate to her brothers that she had a handsome and devoted young man at her beck and call. Angelina would protect Patrick from this indignity, if she could, but she still wished he would materialize. His absence tripped her up. There were plenty of people to talk to and a big pot of rabbit stew in the kitchen beside a stack of buttered white bread. There was her idiot dog, coming up to butt her mournful mongrel head against Angelina’s leg. Angelina didn’t need her big brother, but it was strange not to see him among the men, catching her eye as he howled along to the chorus of whatever seventies ballad their uncles had put on.

Gemma pulled her aside. “So you’re not gonna even try and guess?”

“What if I accidentally get it right,” Angelina said, “and ruin your whole night?”

“There’s no way you’ll get it.”

Angelina laughed, squinting out over the crowd. For one final moment, the Sicco family and the rich finale of a Cadenze summer evening belonged to her, her control and confidence uninterrupted. Then her brother appeared, long hair freshly washed and tied back, faded jeans and a Morbid Angel tour shirt, climbing up the hilly path to join them, and Angelina guessed Gemma’s secret. She knew it exactly, from the relaxed set of Patrick’s shoulders and his smile that revealed both anxiety and relief. He held himself like he knew exactly who he was, and who he was worried him a little. And he only looked like that around one person.

That person arrived behind him a split second later, cresting the hill to stand at Patrick’s side. Behind her shoulders, all the light in the evening stilled and then began to sink.
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