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CHAPTER 1

LILA 2019

There was blood in the water—a dull pink bloom—the morning Lila Sawyer heard about the first missing girl. Macie had sent her a screenshot, and the picture showed a girl only slightly younger than they were—twelve, or a mature eleven—with lank, dark hair and deep-set eyes the color of pond water. Lila glanced at her phone as she balanced one slippery leg on the edge of the tub, her mother’s forbidden razor in her hand. The cut on her ankle stung as she splashed water over it.

Holy shit. Have you seen this?

Lila set the razor down and wiped her hands on the towel hanging from the rack before grabbing her phone to pull up the picture. She recognized the girl, the plain angles of her face, how she’d hidden behind a veil of hair as she hurried through the hallways of East Pritchard Middle. Invisible as Lila had been before Macie lifted her into something that resembled popularity.

What happened to her? she typed, and then swiped the blade over her legs again, hoping that this time she’d managed to avoid cutting herself. If she came out of the bathroom looking like a horror show, her mother would know she’d been shaving—a full year before she was technically allowed, even though every other girl she knew had been shaving since ten or eleven. She’d begged when she turned thirteen, but her mother refused to budge. Shaving was something women did and never above the knee unless she wanted people to think she wasn’t a good girl. Lila was tired of feeling like a yeti every time she wanted to wear shorts or a skirt. Her phone chimed again.

Dunno. Her legs were all torn up. Cops are on the news saying she probs got lost in the woods, and coyotes got to her or something. My mom says there’s no way an animal could do all that, and that it’s definitely a murder. It’s freaky.

Lila’s stomach turned over as she stared down at the girl’s eyes, thinking of what she would have seen and felt in her last moments. Teeth? Pressure and pain colliding in the deeper parts of her before bursting outward like a terrible, darker growth, and then the knowledge there would be no more breath to draw. No more sun.

Lila typed out a reply, but there was nothing to say that didn’t sound hollow, so she set the phone on the floor, blinking away the threat of tears. She ran the razor over her legs again without caution. The story had given her goosebumps, her prickled flesh easy to nick. Her leg opened up in three places, small entrances that allowed her blood to cascade into the water.

“Shit,” she said because her mother wasn’t in the room to yell at her for using unladylike language. The word felt good in her mouth. Heavy and exciting and right. Nothing at all like her boring mush of a life inside the tiny apartment her mother had found in Acworth. She’d wanted to get Lila out of the city and had read some article about how it was an “up-and-coming” Metro Atlanta town, only it had never really up and gone anywhere. There were a few restaurants—including Hank’s Cajun Grill, which her mother said was close enough to the New Orleans cuisine she grew up on—and a Target, and a beach on Lake Allatoona that wasn’t really a beach at all but a tiny stretch of dirty sand where kids in soggy diapers dribbled apple juice while tired-looking moms stared out over the unmoving water, as if just looking could change their entire lives into something that wasn’t this. At the very least, Lila wished they lived closer to Atlanta, where her mother taught Art Theory and Sculpture I– IV. Her mom constantly reminded her that the city wasn’t a good place to raise a kid, and she needed to be able to see the sky and stars and take a breath that didn’t feel choked. It was better for her art and better for Lila, and they were staying in Acworth. End of discussion. Still, Lila daydreamed about who she would have become if they’d stayed in Midtown. Some cooler version of herself with neon hair and a nose ring and maybe an illicit tattoo she’d have had done in Little Five by some dude nicknamed something ridiculous like Bone or Animus.

She hurried and finished, then stepped out of the tub, dripping onto the tile, to replace her mother’s razor in the little caddy hanging on the wall of the shower. Using a wad of toilet paper, she swiped at the blood on her legs and then tacked a few pieces onto the nicks, willing herself to heal more quickly. School started in forty-five minutes, and her mother wasn’t the kind of mom who would write her an excuse if she were tardy.

“Come on,” she muttered, but she was still bleeding when she tugged on a pair of dark leggings and then pulled her favorite dress over them. It was the color of an emerald with fabric delicate as a moth’s wing that fluttered around her when she moved. Once she got to school, she’d take the leggings off. If her mother saw her chewed-up legs, she’d be able to tell Lila had shaved them, so she put the leggings on even if it meant she was stifling in the late-spring heat. Sweat pooled against her lower back, and she fanned the dress away from her, already imagining what Macie would say when she saw her bare legs. If her eyes would go wide, a smile curling at the edges of her lips in the way that made her look dangerous and beautiful at the same time.

Lila scanned her face in the mirror and wondered if there was anything hiding there that would betray her feelings about Macie. What had started as awe over this girl who’d offered Lila her friendship had become a kind of agony; a need that had evolved into something larger than calling Macie her best friend. But she knew how Macie saw her. A passion project or a plaything she could hold up and examine like an insect pinned in place before nodding in approval. Yes, hadn’t she done a good job with what she’d created? Hadn’t she taken something drab and made it beautiful? Made it better? But Lila was still the same person her mother had given birth to: the squirming, awkward girl who was treated as if she were five instead of thirteen. No matter how she tried to find the right clothes or the right makeup or the right hairstyle, Lila couldn’t change that.

Lila’s bedroom was painted baby pink with a ballerina border—a leftover from whoever had lived in the apartment before that the leasing company hadn’t bothered to change before they moved in. She hated it. Wished her mom would let her paint it bright teal with a canopied bed and tulle curtains she could close at night and feel like she was sleeping in the middle of the clouds. Maybe some twinkle lights. Or at least some posters. Anything that would belong only to her. But her mom said she didn’t have the money, even though it wouldn’t be that much, so Lila had never asked Macie to sleep over. She’d rather die than have Macie see her room before their friendship had gone any further.

Everyone already talked constantly about Lila’s mom. Caroline Sawyer didn’t bring orange slices to soccer games, or go to PTSA meetings, or talk to any of the other moms if there was a recital or a concert or a potluck, or gossip about whatever someone named Susan said on Facebook that week. Instead, her mother hovered at the back of everything like something you could see through. Like some painfully lovely ghost wearing the skin of something alive. But they all talked about Caroline. All the other moms chattered on and on about the artist who was semi-famous and known in the city, who made those disturbing sculptures that looked like something you’d see in a scary movie or in a haunted house. How strange to think that Caroline with her impeccable makeup, her shining hair, her toned body, which made the other mothers narrow their eyes whenever their husbands made no secret of staring at her, was capable of making such awful things. Tucked inside their voices was the discordant combination of awe and disgust, and whenever they started up their babbling, Lila would shrink further and further into herself, willing herself invisible, but of course, they always saw her, were forever asking in their syrupy-sweet voices what Caroline was working on now? Or marveling aloud how they would have never guessed that Lila was Caroline’s daughter since they looked nothing alike. “Your mother is so pretty! Funny how genes work out sometimes.” And there was Lila shrugging her shoulders before excusing herself, the inside of her mouth aching from biting down on her cheeks.

Every morning, Lila hoped she would wake up magically transformed into the kind of girl who looked or behaved like her mother’s daughter. Effortlessly beautiful. Talented or athletic or intelligent. Or even just one of those things. Anything to set her apart. Instead, every day was a reminder of exactly how average she was. Her plain face, devoid of her mother’s high cheekbones and full lips and large eyes. The constant parade of Bs and Cs on her report cards. The complete lack of any artistic talent—her childish attempts relegated to the trash can before anyone could see them. If she hadn’t seen her own birth certificate, she would have wondered if she’d been adopted.

Lila grabbed her strawberry lip gloss and swiped it over her mouth and then dragged a brush through her hair and hoped it would dry straight instead of the frizzy mess it normally was. She’d inherited her dad’s curly, dark strands, and it was yet another thing to resent him for. Knowing her luck, her hair would go crazy the second she stepped outside, and Macie would sigh and tell her she should try harder or at least get up earlier and straighten it before school; Lila was so lucky because her skin was fucking flawless, but she had to do something with her hair.

She left her bedroom without glancing at the mirror again. It was pointless to imagine she was going to look like anyone other than herself, and anyway, she was already cutting it too close with the time. Soon enough, her mother would come barging in, hurrying her along. In fact, Lila was surprised she hadn’t done exactly that already, but her mother’s bedroom door was closed, and the voice leaking from beneath was the kind of hush that didn’t want to be heard. Lila crept closer, pausing after each footstep, and then pressed her ear to the door.

“It’s just like before,” her mother said. “There were bite marks on her thighs. And there was a woman on the news who said she saw the girl with a man. Tall and wearing a dark coat. That doesn’t strike you as too similar to be a coincidence?”

Lila’s heart leapt into her throat. Her mother was talking about the girl whose body had been found. That much was normal. Probably that’s all anyone was going to be talking about for a while. But it was the before and similar that made Lila hold her breath so she could hear more clearly.

“I know there are terrible people everywhere, Daniel, but it’s just . . . eerie. Something about it doesn’t feel right . . .” Her mother paused and let out a loud sigh. “Well, you don’t have to be an asshole about it.” Lila pictured her father on the other end, a frown dominating his face, his forehead creased in frustration. “I’m perfectly aware of what you’re going through, and I understand how difficult it is, but you have another daughter, too. Or have you forgotten again?”

Lila withdrew quickly, tiptoeing down the hallway and into the kitchen to search for a granola bar or another distraction. She didn’t want to hear the rest, didn’t want to hear that same argument rehashed for the hundredth time.

Before. Her mind snagged on the word like something thorned. Her mother never spoke of her past, of her life in New Orleans, where she’d met Lila’s father. All Lila knew was it hadn’t worked out, and Caroline had moved to Atlanta shortly before Hurricane Katrina to finish art school. Now, she taught at the same university, and life had fallen into a comfortable rhythm. Whenever Lila brought up her mother’s past or asked about it, her mother only shrugged and said it had been a long time ago, and it hurt too much to think about. Leaving her father had been messy and left more emotional baggage than she cared to unpack.

There were the rows of orange pill bottles in the medicine cabinet, and the days when her mother could not get out of bed and ignored her artwork, and the hours Lila had spent in a waiting room, flipping through the same Highlights magazines while her mother offered up her secrets to her psychiatrist. Eventually, Lila had learned to stop asking. But now, that word, that before, had brought forward an unrecognizable piece of her mother, and Lila unwrapped a granola bar and bit down. It was stale.

“Morning,” her mother said, and Lila turned, waited for her mother to spill out everything Lila had ever wanted to know, to explain how this missing girl was similar to something her mother had once known, but her mother didn’t say anything more, the dark circles under her eyes she’d tried to cover with concealer evidence of her lack of sleep. But that was how it had always been. Always busy. Always working. A never-ending line of classes to teach or students to advise or projects to finish or galleries to visit.

“You ready? We’re going to be late if we don’t get a move on,” her mother said, and Lila waited another beat—to give her mother the chance to explain, to say anything that might be real—and then she nodded.

Once they were in the car and buckled, her mother brought her fingers to her eyes and patted at the dark circles as if she could get the blood there moving to lessen the appearance of fatigue.

“I talked to your dad this morning.”

Lila tucked her hands underneath her thighs to keep them from fidgeting. Her mother would tell her now, about before, and there would be no more mystery. “Yeah?”

“He said you weren’t returning any of his calls. He wants to see you, Lila. It’s been months since you were out there. He misses you.”

Lila let her breath hiss out of her. So that’s what this conversation was going to be. A continued silence about her mother’s secret past and a reminder of something Lila would prefer to forget.

“Misses me so much he said maybe five words to me the last time I was there.”

Her mother sighed. “Rebecca had just had Brina. Having a preemie with a heart condition is a lot to deal with.”

Lila stared straight ahead, her lips pursed tight. It wasn’t just that her dad and stepmother had been distracted or concerned about the health of their new baby. It was like Lila had actually been invisible. He was so completely absorbed by his new daughter that he was four hours late picking Lila up from the airport. The attendant, with her pinched face and sad, drooping eyes, had led her away from the crowds streaming to their cars and into a tiny room that smelled of reheated food and coffee, so she could call and remind Daniel of his forgotten daughter. After that trip, her mother had finally caved and bought Lila a cell phone.

Even after her father finally picked her up, he didn’t apologize but spent the car ride in silence, drumming his fingers against the wheel as he sped back to the house, where he dropped Lila off with instructions for how to find the spare key.

“I’ll be home later. There’s a pizza in the freezer. Call my cell if you need me. Reception isn’t great in the hospital, but you can call the NICU if you have to. You can look the number up online,” he said as he popped the trunk so she could grab her suitcase. He didn’t even get out of the car but lifted his hand in a wave as he backed down the driveway.

For the rest of the trip, she’d stayed inside the extra bedroom they kept for her, with the plain white walls, and the plain navy sheets, and the boring dresser that held extra pillowcases for when guests came to visit. It had never been her room. Even with her clothes hanging in the closet and her books scattered next to the bed, her dad and Rebecca had never kept it for her. Not really.

She’d stayed in the room and read her books and came out at night like some nocturnal creature to watch television and eat the takeout her father brought home, and Rebecca would stare around her with bleary eyes as if seeing Lila for the first time. Her father would sometimes ask Lila how her day had been, and then Rebecca would ask for something or mention something about Brina, and her father would stop listening to anything Lila had to say.

The week passed, and when her father dropped her off at the airport, he didn’t walk her to security like he normally did. “Love you, kiddo,” he said, and then left her standing there at the automatic doors.

She did not cry until she got onto the flight and then covered her face with a blanket so no one would see.

“You should call him, Lila,” her mother said. Lila felt her face growing hot, and she bit down on her tongue. She would not cry. Not now.

“Why are you taking his side? You were mad at him, too,” she said.

“I’m not taking his side. I’m just saying he wants to talk to you.” Caroline dropped her voice to a whisper. “Even if he is being a jerk.”

Lila smirked, and Caroline nudged her with an elbow. “I’m not going to force you to call him if you don’t want to. Just passing along the message. I don’t blame you for being angry with him. Just try to give him a little bit of a break. He’s under a lot of stress.”

Her mother went quiet then—no further mention of the other thing she and Lila’s father had talked about—and Lila stared out the window. Everything growing green and lush and humid and thick. She wanted to tug off her leggings and let the air run over her skin. Instead, she fidgeted against the seat and pretended that the silence hanging between her and her mother wasn’t at all like a blade pushed deep inside her gut. There was something else to know, and she wished her mother would just tell her what it was.

“You heard about the girl they found? The one who’d been missing?” Lila asked, turning to Caroline so she could watch her mother’s face, watch for the twitching of a muscle, a slight frown, anything that would indicate there was an actual person behind this bland mask of calm.

“I heard.”

“You heard how they found her?” Her mother winced then, and Lila pressed on. “All torn up?”

“Stop it, Lila. I don’t want to talk about that.”

“You think they know how he did it? Like with a knife or something? Or maybe it was worse than that. His teeth or his fingernails.” She felt sick with her own words, unable to keep her need to talk about what happened from bubbling out of her, but she couldn’t stop. She needed her mother to tell her about before, something to fill out the hurt she felt over her father, but her mother set her jaw.

“I said stop it.”

They both went quiet then, Lila’s fist pushed against her stomach to keep everything she wanted to say contained.

Only when they pulled up to the front entrance of the school did her mother speak again. “Look at me,” she said, but Lila was already pulling her backpack over her shoulder, her weight pushing against the door.

“Lila, look at me.”

Lila paused and turned to stare at her mother. Tell me. Tell me about before.

“What happened to that girl is terrible. It’s disgusting, and the thought of it makes me sick and angry, and I don’t know what I would do if something like that happened to you.” Her mother’s breath caught and hitched, her eyes going glassy, and Lila wished she could pull everything she said back inside of her, swallow it back down and bury it so her mother would not hurt like this.

“I worry so much. How I can’t be there to protect you, and you’re older now, and I can’t . . . I can’t . . .” Her mother dissolved into tears then, and Lila leaned over the console, the gearshift jabbing against her ribs, and hugged her mother. Her hair smelled of mint and rosemary. The way a mother’s hair should smell. A smell that reminded Lila of how her mother used to carry her, to sing her to sleep, to sit beside her when she had a nightmare until they both drifted off.

“I’m sorry,” she mumbled, and her mother nodded into her shoulder.

“I love you, my girl.” Her mother’s hands fluttered against her back and then her shoulders, pushing her away as she dashed the tears from her eyes. “Now go or you’ll be late. I’ll be right here to pick you up after school. Only early classes today and no advisement sessions,” she said, and Lila climbed out of the car.

Only when she knew her mother was gone did she realize she had not responded. “Love you, too,” she mumbled, already guilty over not saying it when her mother was still there.

“Where the hell have you been? We were supposed to meet early so I could do your makeup.” Macie appeared at Lila’s elbow, her golden hair shining in perfect spirals.

“Nowhere. Running late,” Lila said, trying, without success, to hide the thickness in her voice. Macie rolled her eyes and reached out to fluff Lila’s hair.

“I guess it’s fine. You need some eyeliner though. Andrew would die if he saw you with eyeliner. Super sexy. And ditch the leggings. It looks weird. We can tell Ms. Shakib you’re on your period and do it in the restroom real quick.”

Lila cringed at the mention of her period. Here was another thing Macie had that she didn’t. Another reason Lila felt like a kid instead of a teenager. “She’ll never buy that. I haven’t even gotten my period yet. And I don’t like Andrew that way.”

“Um, she can’t tell us we can’t go to the bathroom if we’re bleeding all over ourselves. And how’s she going to know you haven’t gotten it yet? Plus, Andrew’s got the mega hots for you. Trust me.”

Lila let Macie tug her forward. Somehow Macie never got in trouble for being in the hallway after the bell. She’d bat her eyes and say she’d forgotten an essay on her desk at home or she was running an errand for a teacher, and the administrator on hall duty would smile back at her and do nothing. Macie lived in a world where everything was uncomplicated, and Lila envied her for it. Macie never questioned herself, never doubted whether or not she would get exactly what she wanted, and Lila understood it was because Macie was conventionally pretty. No one ever imagined the pretty girl doing anything wrong.

When they got into the bathroom, Macie took Lila by the shoulders and turned her this way and that. “Okay,” she said. “Close your eyes. I can do this quick.”

Lila held her breath as Macie leaned into her. She smelled of cinnamon gum and cotton candy body lotion, her mouth so close Lila wanted to press her own to it and let whatever would happen unfold, but she could not bring herself to do it.

“Don’t make it too thick, okay?” she said, and Macie huffed.

“Just hold still,” Macie said, and then pulled Lila’s eyelid taut. “Listen, my mom said you could stay over tomorrow night. So we can finish the poetry project.”

“On a school night? At your house?” Lila’s heart pounded. She and Macie hung out at school and texted and followed each other on every form of social media, but there’d never been a sleepover or one-on-one hangout. Never the chance of isolated hours together spinning outward.

Lila could practically hear Macie roll her eyes. “We’re working on school stuff. It’s completely fine.”

“No way will my mom let me go. Not with everything that’s happened with that girl.”

Macie sighed and pulled Lila’s eyelid tighter. “Your mom’s kind of lame, you know?”

Something sharp twisted inside of Lila, and there was a terrible feeling building in her mouth, pushing her tongue against her teeth, but she didn’t say anything at all. She understood her silence was a kind of betrayal of her mother. She should have defended her, but she would not argue against Macie.

Macie continued. “The cops will find whoever did it. It’s, like, their job. Besides, we’ll be in my house, behind a locked door, with an alarm system. Plus my mom has a gun in her bedside table. Keeps it loaded.”

“I’ll ask,” she finally said, and Macie tapped her on the forehead.

“Okay. All done. Andrew’s going to love it,” Macie said, and Lila turned to face this new girl in the mirror. This girl with kohl-smudged eyes who looked sleepy and mysterious at the same time. This girl who was not Lila. It wasn’t a bad thing. Not at all.

Lila grinned, her mouth filled with slightly crooked teeth, and the sight of this normal part of her ruined everything. Ran a crack through the beautiful thing she was trying to be.

“Get rid of the leggings and let’s go,” Macie said. Before Lila could respond, Macie rushed out of the bathroom. She would never be anything other than Lila Sawyer. Forever the embodiment of almost but not quite.

Lila let Macie do the talking when they walked into the classroom, kept her head down and headed to her seat while Macie whispered to Ms. Shakib. Andrew was already in his desk. He stared at her as she passed, but it wasn’t his gaze Lila was concerned with.

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

For an hour Lila practiced breathing in small sips and curled her fingers against her wrists. Anything to keep from screaming because Macie couldn’t even see what was right in front of her. Lila didn’t want Andrew. Not at all. She wanted Macie. Sweat clung between her thighs. She’d forgotten to take off her leggings.

When the bell rang, she gathered her things slowly.

“Andrew definitely looked at you,” Macie said as they left.

“No, he didn’t.”

“Shut up. He totally did. Ask your mom about tomorrow. Don’t forget!” Macie said, and then the crowd swallowed her as they separated for second period.

Lila spent her classes swiping at her eyes, leaving her fingers stained and her skin raw. She probably looked like a freak, but it didn’t really matter. She could never tell Macie how she felt. How when she closed her eyes at night, she thought of Macie beside her, their breath rising in ragged peaks as they stared at each other, their fingers skimming over each other’s shoulders and collarbones, everything lit up and electric in the need for more. But she knew Macie. How she would never talk to Lila ever again; how she would call her a dyke behind her back and then in front of her. She’d done that exact thing three months ago when Cassidy Truman cut her hair into a pixie cut that was less pixie and more troll. If Macie knew how Lila really felt, she’d let Lila drop away. Used and disposed of. And if that happened, Lila’s heart would shatter.

She passed the rest of the day listening to everyone talk about the girl, their fear dropping out of them like hard stones. Hours of hoping her mother would say she could stay at Macie’s, hoping that for once, her mother would allow Lila this one thing. Just this once.

After the final bell, Lila wiped off what remained of the eyeliner in the restroom and drifted outside, but Macie was already gone. Some days her mom would pick her up, but most days Macie rode the bus or walked home so she could pass the high school with its horde of older boys who had their own cars. Lila checked her phone, but it was empty. No messages. No notifications. Her mother was already at the curb, the ancient, forest green Saturn idling blue smoke.

“Good day?” her mother asked.

“Yeah. Nothing new,” she said, but there were two questions burning inside of her, two things she wanted so deeply they deleted everything else: there was the dead girl, and the secret her mother was so obviously keeping about the murder, but more important was Macie’s invitation. She would wait until they got home, her mother focused on the new sculpture she was working on, to ask her about staying over at Macie’s. After dinner. While her mother was working. That would be the best time. Her mother’s mind would be elsewhere, and maybe she would forget about the dead girl and just say yes.

Through a dinner of flavorless chicken and frozen vegetables, Lila stayed quiet, nodding or saying “yes” or “no” to her mother’s questions as she poked at her phone, desperate for something from Macie. A text message. An Instagram comment. Anything.

“Something major happening inside that thing?” Caroline said as she took a delicate bite of her chicken.

“Sorry.” Lila slid the phone across the table and focused on pushing her food around her plate until enough time had passed for her to dump what remained in the garbage. Almost every night was like this. The silence stretching between them as they pecked at her mother’s best approximation of a healthy, balanced dinner. Caroline’s reasonable portions a reminder of the calories Lila shouldn’t consume.

“I’m going to work for a bit, if that’s okay. Want to finish this piece before the month is out. Brenda will have my ass if it takes much longer,” Caroline said.

Lila nodded. “I have homework anyway,” she said, but it was a lie. She’d finished everything in that afternoon’s study hall, so she paced the length of her bedroom, listening to the distant sound of her mother pulling out the old tackle box where she kept her materials. The twigs and leaves and pebbles and other shredded portions of nature that made up her artwork. Once, Lila had gone through the tackle box and found the fully preserved body of a stag beetle. At the time, she hadn’t known to think it was strange. At the time, it was only an odd, beautiful thing her mother would use to make another odd, beautiful thing.

For forty-five minutes, Lila sat in her bedroom counting the seconds until she knew her mother would be distracted enough to say yes. Her phone pinged once ten minutes in. Macie asking if she could come. She forced herself to wait the full forty-five minutes even though she wanted to leap up right then and tell her mother she was going whether Caroline said yes or not.

Finally, she wandered out of her bedroom and stood behind Caroline, watching as her mother bent a thin, transparent wire into a hook. Going slowly, she pierced a magnolia leaf with the wire and then threaded it through. The sculpture was a woman, but her legs were transparent, vanishing into nothing, and her mouth . . . Lila didn’t like to look at the mouth. It gaped and seemed to be forever locked in a scream. The lips looked like the legs of large insects dyed scarlet. Probably they were.

“Mom?” she began, and then stopped, waiting for her mother to look up. It was better if she didn’t, but she did.

“Hmm?” Caroline’s hands continued to work automatically, and her eyes were distant, glazed.

“So Macie and I have this project in English. Poetry. It’s due next week, and she asked if I could go over there tomorrow to work on it, and then, you know, stay the night? Since we’d be working on the project,” Lila said. Her mother flicked her eyes back down to her hands.

“Absolutely not. It’s a school night, Lila,” her mother said.

“We’re working on a project, for school. You want me to get a good grade, don’t you?”

“You can get a good grade without staying at your friend’s house on a school night.”

“We’re going to be working the whole night. I promise. We’ll just be in Macie’s house, and her mom will be there, and they have a security system. It’s super safe,” Lila said, leaving out the part about Macie’s mother’s gun.

Caroline sighed, and set down the wire, the leaf. Not good.

“I’m in the middle of something, Lila. You know about not interrupting me. And I said no.”

“Please? It’s for school.”

“Jesus Christ, I guess I won’t be finishing this tonight.” Her mother’s hand brushed against the leaf, and it went skittering across the table. “There’s too much happening now. The police don’t even know what really happened to that girl, or what it is they’re dealing with. This just isn’t a good idea.”

“We’ll stay inside, I promise. It’s just Macie’s house. Please, Mom? Please?” Lila hated the girlish whining in her voice and how like a child it made her feel. Like she was incapable of finding the correct, adult words. Yes, there was a girl who’d been killed, but that wasn’t going to be Lila, not tucked away in Macie’s bedroom with music and popcorn and pajamas.

Her mother’s face tightened, and again Lila thought of the before her mother had talked about, but there was Macie and an entire night together, and in the face of that possibility, so little else mattered.

Her mother sighed.

“Fine,” she said. Lila squealed, and her mother held up her hand. “Conditions first. I drop you off at the door. No riding home with Macie or walking to her house from the school. You’ll call me twice. Once at six, and again before you go to bed. And then I’ll be the one to pick you up for school in the morning. Seven o’clock sharp.”

“Yes! Sure, I can do that. No problem,” Lila said, unable to control the stupid grin on her face.

Sighing again, her mother stared down at the sculpture. “Help me clean this mess up at least. Since you distracted me. No way I’ll be able to get back into the zone tonight.”

“Sorry,” Lila said, and she truly meant it. Her mother smiled so infrequently except for when she was working. Then her mother became a different person altogether, lit up and glowing.

They cleaned up, Lila still avoiding looking at the sculpture’s mouth, and then they watched television together, their bodies uncomfortable on the lumpy green couch her mother had bought thirdhand at a yard sale. Some old sitcom with jokes that were less than funny. Lila had already started to doze when the late news came on, the bleach-blond newscaster grimly staring into the camera as she recounted the top story. The screen flashed to a police officer surrounded by microphones as reporters shouted questions.

“We have no reason to think this is anything other than an isolated incident at this time,” he said before pointing into the audience at a reporter the camera didn’t pan to.

“And what about similarities to other killings? The ones attributed to The Cur?”

“Again, we have no reason to suspect this case has any connections to anything else at this time, but we are closely examining all leads,” the officer said. Her mother shifted beside her, her hands scrambling for the remote.

“It’s late, Lila. Time for bed,” she said as she clicked off the television, and Lila pretended not to notice the tremor in her mother’s voice. She slid across the couch and hugged her mother. She did not pull away when the hug lasted longer than normal.

“Love you. Good night,” she said.

“You too, my girl. Sleep tight.”

When Lila finally pulled away, there was no denying the fear in her mother’s eyes.
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CHAPTER 2

LILA 2019

[image: img]I still can’t believe your mom let you come.” Macie was draped across her bed, her hair fanned out behind her so it looked like a halo. Lila’s fingers itched with the need to touch those curls, to slip her fingers through the heavy strands, but she kept her hands still, her fingernails pressing half-moons into her palms.

They’d spent the afternoon and evening talking about the project without actually doing anything. They’d made their own dinner—some pasta and a half-empty jar of marinara Macie found in the door of the refrigerator. Five times they’d sneaked into the kitchen to take long pulls from one of the many bottles of wine Macie’s mother had in the refrigerator and then tiptoed giggling back to Macie’s bedroom. Macie’s mother was late getting home from work, and when she did, she’d poured her own glass of wine and gone straight into her bedroom, Macie directing a middle finger at the woman’s retreating back.

Forever the dutiful daughter, Lila had called her mother as instructed, Macie making a point to roll her eyes as she chatted with her mom, reassuring her that yes, they were working, and no, they weren’t doing anything else. At ten, she’d called to tell her they were going to bed, but of course, they didn’t. Instead, Macie had poured more wine into a plastic cup before hustling Lila off the phone and back up to her bedroom.

At midnight, they were tipsy, giggling and falling over each other as Macie tried to teach Lila some dance move that involved complicated, quick steps, and Lila never wanted the night to end, wished she could will the sun to stay dark and cocoon herself in this moment until her breath stopped coming. At some point, Macie had reached under her T-shirt and stripped off her bra because the underwire was cutting into her. As Macie pressed her body to Lila’s to show her the dance, Lila’s heart was a raw, aching thing, and she wondered if this was what approaching the shimmering edge of love felt like.

Macie had finally collapsed on the bed, her chest rising and falling with their efforts, and Lila had followed her down, their bodies touching but featherlight so it almost wasn’t physical connection at all.

“I’m bored. We should do something.” Macie sat up and scooted off the edge of the bed, and Lila willed her to come back, to never leave that spot again.

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. Sneak out or something. My mom always takes a sleeping pill at night. Trust me, she’s out cold. She wouldn’t even hear us leave.”

“And go where?”

Macie groaned. “I don’t know, Lila. Does it matter? It sucks just sitting around. Maybe I’ll text Cameron. See if he wants to meet us.”

“As in Andrew’s older brother, Cameron?”

Macie bounced forward to grab her cell phone. “I’ll see if Andrew wants to come, too. Like a double date!”

Lila shook her head. Her tongue suddenly felt heavy, her limbs dead things she couldn’t lift. Outside, the world was painted in dark. She didn’t want to go out there into all of that terrible, moonless black, out there where something or someone had taken a girl apart and left her in pieces.

“My mom,” Lila said, but her brain was fuzzy, her skin hot. “She wouldn’t let me.”

“It’s done!” Macie tugged on her hand. “And your mom isn’t here, is she? She won’t know. Put your shoes on and let’s go. I told him to meet us at the end of the street if he wants. No response yet, but I bet he’ll come.”

Slowly, Lila pulled on her black ballet flats and stood. Her mother would be furious if she found out, but Macie’s mom was asleep and would stay asleep. She’d seen before how sleeping pills worked on her own mother. Lila could have screamed in her ear for hours, and her mother would have kept snoring.

“I can’t believe you have Cameron’s number. It’s kind of weird, don’t you think? Why would he want to talk to somebody in eighth grade if he’s a junior?” Lila flexed her legs, her neck, but still she felt disconnected from everything that was happening. Like the world had slipped behind a darker veil. It was exciting and scary at the same time, and she pushed against the butterflies forming in her stomach. Never before had she dared to step outside the prescribed life her mother had placed over her. A bell jar meant to stifle and display. She was going to do this because it was Macie, and she wanted Macie to think she was daring: the kind of girl who did crazy things and then laughed about them later. But there was her fear rising, and her skin was clammy and cold. Outside, there were teeth and pain and ghosts who were once girls. In the dark, they would whisper of what happened to them.

“I’ve been texting him for like two weeks now. We talked at a basketball game for a little while. He said I was mature for my age. And how cute is it if you date Andrew, and I date Cameron? Best friends and brothers. We can have a double wedding.” Macie pursed her lips. “Plus he has a car. Let’s go already. Jesus, you’re slow!”

Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked. Lila jumped, her heart hammering in her ears.

“It’s just a dog,” Macie said. Lila swiped her damp palms against her shirt. Her mother was terrified of dogs, and that anxiety had seeded in Lila as well. From her earliest memory, she understood that running underneath those growls and barks was a thread of violence. The dog barked again, lower this time and more guttural, and Lila squeezed her eyes shut.

“Come on,” Macie said, and Lila shivered. There was no reason for her to feel so afraid. It was just a dog. And they were just going outside. There was nothing to worry about, but her armpits had gone damp, and panic fought in her belly. If they went outside, something terrible would happen.

Since she was little, she’d had small moments like this. Dread squeezing at her heart as she lay panting on the floor and imagining there was a monster at the door or lurking under her bed. But she’d learned to force herself through these episodes and breathe until her alarm subsided. She’d never told her mom or dad. Already, there were the psychiatrist appointments and the medication, and Lila didn’t want to add to her mother’s burden. And her dad would blow it out of proportion the way he always did.

She hadn’t realized until she was older why her father seemed to watch her so carefully at times or to question her on particular points that didn’t seem to be important. As if he was always waiting for some damaged thing inside Lila to finally reveal itself. For him to finally see that she was, in fact, her mother’s daughter not only in blood but also in brokenness. So she kept herself as quiet as she could and hid in the bathroom with a towel stuffed in her mouth if the panic overwhelmed her while she was at her dad’s house. Because she understood her father’s belief that the darkness coiled deep in her mother’s brain could infect Lila as well. But more important was the need for her silence. To be his “best girl.” Even if he hadn’t called her that in years.

Lila let her eyes open and glanced over at Macie, her hair golden and hanging down her back. She took a deep breath and let it out, imagining it would stain the air with her weakness. A sulfurous yellow mist.

“Cameron still hasn’t said anything back.” Macie frowned and slid her phone into her back pocket.

“Maybe he’s sleeping.”

“I guess.” Macie turned toward the window. There were no blinds, only two sheer panels. Framed by that murky square, she looked not real. A girl drawn in miniature.

“He’s probably sleeping,” Lila said again, desperate to keep Macie focused on her instead of on the outside, slumbering world. On her, instead of Cameron.

Macie let her head tip back, her neck pale and smooth, and closed her eyes. It hurt Lila to see how beautiful she was.

“Are you ready yet?” Macie said. Lila bit down on her tongue, but she wasn’t brave enough to do it hard enough to draw blood. To make it hurt enough to force the words she didn’t want to say up and out.

“My mom would be so pissed.” Better to blame her mom than to have Macie know the truth. That she was afraid of whatever unknowable monster lurked outside.

“Oh my God. Don’t be such a fucking baby.”

“I’m not,” Lila said, stung by the severity in Macie’s voice. Lila looked down at her hands. It didn’t matter if it had only been a dog barking. The night had grown strange, as if somehow she’d momentarily shed her skin, and she wished she’d never come to Macie’s house, wished she was home and safe in her own bed. Tears pricked at the corners of her eyes, and she didn’t bother to wipe them away.

“I can’t,” she said, louder this time, and Macie’s face went hard.

“No fucking way. I already texted Cameron. If he comes, and we’re not there, he’ll probably never talk to me again.” Macie paused and took a step forward. “Jesus. Are you actually crying?”

“No. Don’t be mad,” Lila said, but her voice was thick.

“I swear to God, Lila, if you mess this up, I’ll never talk to you again. You can go back to being the weirdo sitting alone in the corner.”

Lila curled into herself. She sank onto Macie’s bed and hugged her arms over her abdomen as if she could somehow hold in the hurt of what Macie had said.

“Sorry,” she said, but there were other things raging inside of her. Harder, sharper things that could wound, but she couldn’t say them even if the desire to do so burned in the deeper parts of her. She couldn’t go back to being completely alone. Macie wasn’t the most popular girl in school, but most people liked her, and when she’d sat next to Lila at lunch at the start of the year, Lila’s entire world had changed. And now there was that deeper feeling that turned her heart liquid. If she lost Macie now, Lila imagined the blood moving through her would solidify, her heart useless in its breaking.

“You are the literal worst. If he texts, I’m going without you. And if Andrew’s there, I’m telling him what a bitch you are.” She flopped onto her bed. “Just go to sleep then. I’m waiting to see if he texts back.”

Lila paused, considering if she would be allowed to sleep next to Macie. She purposely hadn’t brought a sleeping bag, hoping . . . for what, she couldn’t be sure. Had she actually thought Macie would let Lila sleep in her bed? It had been stupid to hope. Stupid to imagine she could bring herself to confess her feelings to Macie. Stupid to think there would be something more than the disappointment the night had become.

“There’s an extra blanket and pillow in the closet since you didn’t bring anything,” Macie said, and Lila ducked her head even though there was no way for Macie to see the flush of shame creeping over her neck.

“Thanks,” she said, going to the closet.

“Whatever,” Macie said, and then the girls were quiet.

From her spot on the floor, Lila watched as Macie stared at her phone. Lila’s own phone remained quiet beside her, and finally, at one thirty, Macie rose and switched off the light.

So Cameron had never responded. A bitter victory for Lila.

Eventually, Macie’s breathing evened, but Lila could not sleep. Her skin felt too tight, the air around her too thick, the sensation of inherent wrongness pressing into her as if it could invade her lungs. She turned onto her side and forced her eyes closed.

At first the sound was small. An animal come awake in the night and scurrying through fallen leaves. Something without teeth and claws. Something safe. But it grew louder as if whatever it was had come close to the house.

Lila sat up, her breath catching in her throat as she peered at the window. Again, the sound rippled through the dark, but it had changed. It had grown quieter, more elusive. Like the moment before something draws breath.

Looking through the window, Lila could see the dim outline of the tree line across the street, how the shadows bent toward each other, tangling into a nightmarish landscape. The sound crested, and outside, among the trees, something shook itself loose. Yellow eyes winked back and then vanished.

Lila clutched at the blanket, but she could not speak. From the darkness, those yellow eyes flashed again. They were too high off the ground to be a dog. Maybe an owl? Lila crept forward, her palms slick against the carpet. She pressed her face to the window as fear grew hot in her throat.

Outside, something howled, and Lila pushed away from the window and back toward her makeshift bed. She wrapped herself in the blanket as if she could hide herself, as if something so flimsy could keep her safe. Just a dog. It’s just a dog. She repeated the words to herself again and again as if they could calm her.

Eventually, she dropped into a fitful sleep, and she dreamed of yellow eyes, of Macie leering over her with a mouth full of sharp teeth.

When morning came, the room lit in a soft glow, Lila rose and showered, embarrassed to face Macie, and angry, too. So frequently now, she was angry at herself, angry for her own silence, for her own limited ability to say exactly how she felt. She was brushing her teeth, Macie still asleep in her room, when the doorbell rang, and Lila jerked, the toothbrush jabbing her gums.

She waited for someone to stir, Macie or her mother, someone who belonged here, unlike Lila, who imagined she belonged nowhere. The doorbell rang again, and the house remained silent. Lila padded down the stairs, the doorbell sounding a third time. There was no way both Macie and her mother had slept through the bell, but still no one appeared, so Lila made her way to the door, standing on tiptoe to peer through the peephole. Her mother stood on the porch, bleary-eyed, her fist raised to hammer against the wood.

Lila went to open the door, then paused, remembering she didn’t know the alarm code. She pressed her mouth to the door, hoping her mother would be able to hear her through the thick wood.

“Mom? I don’t know the code, and everyone else is asleep. What are you doing here? You’re super early.”

“Get your things, Lila. Right now. We’re going.”

Lila’s skin went cold. It wasn’t possible for her mother to know Macie had texted Cameron. No way.

“What’s wrong?” she said, and behind her, a bedroom door opened.

“Everything okay?” Macie’s mother stood at the top of the stairs, her hair slicked against one side of her head.

“It’s my mom,” Lila said.

“Could have at least called first,” she mumbled as she shuffled down the stairs, her fingers punching in the code before pulling the door open and blinking into the sunlight.

Lila’s mother stepped forward and grabbed Lila into a bear hug. “Jesus,” she said as she folded Lila against her. Her mother smelled of sour sweat, and Lila wondered if she’d even bothered with showering that morning. This was not the flawless version of her mother she knew.

“Is something wrong?” Macie’s mother stood off to the side, wrapping her arms around herself.

“Go and get your things, Lila,” her mother said, and when Lila didn’t move, she snapped. “Now.”

Lila took the stairs quickly, listening as the two women talked in low, hurried voices. Something was wrong, and Lila thought of her father and immediately felt sick. If anything had happened to him or to Brina, she would never be able to forgive herself for the resentment she felt toward them. It wasn’t exactly Brina’s fault, but it was her birth that had led to her father’s absolute disregard of Lila.

Macie had woken up but made no movements as Lila gathered her few things and then crept back to the top of the stairs, pausing to listen to her mother’s lowered voice.

“She was just like the first one,” her mother said, and Macie’s mother murmured something that sounded like alarm. “Found her three streets over. I was terrified and came straight here. I’m so sorry to have woken you.”

“Don’t even think of it. I completely understand.”

Lila descended the stairs, making enough noise so the women would know she was coming. Another girl. She thought of those yellow eyes staring back at her from the woods and wondered if the howling she had heard was the sound of that girl being torn apart. She stared at her feet to keep herself from falling. Around her, the house felt too small, as if she were tucked inside the contracting stomach of some beast.
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