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EARLY PRAISE FOR DELICIOUS MONSTERS



“One part breathtaking ghost horror, one part gripping thriller, and an all-round absorbing read, Delicious Monsters turns an unflinching light onto the cycles of trauma and the ghosts that follow.”

—CHLOE GONG, #1 New York Times bestselling author of the These Violent Delights Duet

“A haunted house thriller packed with cryptic mystery, dark humor, and bone-chilling twists. Sambury approaches the grim recesses of intergenerational trauma with diligence and bravery. The odd ghosts, fearless prose, and raw character dynamics make this an absolute page-turner and a win for psychic fiction.”

—RYAN DOUGLASS, New York Times bestselling author of The Taking of Jake Livingston

“Full of eerie ghosts and secrets most sinister, Delicious Monsters is the perfect read for a dark and stormy night. I read most of it from behind the safety of my fingers and was left thoroughly haunted.”

—ERIN A. CRAIG, New York Times bestselling author of House of Salt and Sorrows and Small Favors

“On one page, this book sings a lullaby, and on the next, it throws you into a whirlwind you never could’ve seen coming. At its core, Delicious Monsters is a screaming declaration to the world that Black girls are complex and flawed, capable of everything, and that we matter. I’ll be putting Delicious Monsters into the hands of everyone I know with a pulse.”

—BRITTNEY MORRIS, author of Slay and The Cost of Knowing

“Scary, complex, emotional, lived-in, ambitious, Liselle Sambury’s Delicious Monsters is a can’t-miss. A Canadian gothic epic (northern gothic?) that has a lot to say about the stories and lies we tell ourselves about our own families. Oh, and did I mention it’s scary?”

—ADAM CESARE, author of Clown in a Cornfield and Video Night

“Delicious Monsters grabs you by the throat in the first chapter and refuses to let go until the very end. I was on the edge of my seat for this whole book. Sambury’s chillingly beautiful prose will stay with you for ages.”

—VICTORIA LEE, author of A Lesson in Vengeance

“Delicious Monsters drew me in with its complex, compelling characters and richly layered secrets. A powerful story of mothers and daughters, trauma and healing, with a truly frightening haunted house at its center.”

—KATE ALICE MARSHALL, author of Rules for Vanishing and These Fleeting Shadows








[image: Delicious Monsters, by Liselle Sambury, Margaret K. McElderry Books]






TO MY MOM.

I AM SO PROUD AND GRATEFUL TO BE YOUR DAUGHTER.
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AUTHOR NOTE

The first time I realized what happened to me also happened to other children, I was reading a book. I had never talked about my experience with anyone. And still didn’t for a while after.

The feelings that the character had were struggles I’d reckoned with for years, alone, because I was too afraid and ashamed to tell even one person in my life. I never forgot the impact of that moment.

Not all of us can speak about the things we’ve gone through, and that doesn’t make us worth less than those who do. Everyone survives in their own way. But it’s my hope that for those who need it, this novel will help show that you aren’t alone. The same way that book did for me when I needed it.

That being said, this novel does include topics that may be triggering, and it’s important to me to provide a list of these for readers. I have tried to be as thorough as possible here, but you can also check my website for the most up-to-date list of content warnings.



Content warnings: childhood sexual assault (off page, some details discussed), childhood physical abuse (corporal punishment, off page, described), childhood physical abuse (confinement punishment), childhood neglect, gaslighting, grooming, suicide (off page, mention), killing of a goat (off page, described), discussions of fatphobia, body horror/gore, violence, death
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CHAPTER ONE DAISY


There were two stories of how I was named. One was what Mom told people. Never casually. Only if they asked.

It was a dream of a drive long enough that you strain not to doze off, mingled with the extra-sweet tang of wild blueberries.

All of Ontario seemed to be built along rough gray roads stretching seemingly forever into the distance, where rolling down your window meant breathing in the sharp smell of burned rubber and stinging asphalt. The sort of tar-black road that scorched your feet with its heat and left the scent on your heels, smoky and stained, lingering in the air.

In this dream, Mom pulled onto the shoulder, bright emergency blinkers flashing on an empty highway. When I was little, growing up in a city, it was hard to picture a place I knew to be packed and busy, suddenly devoid. Like a ghost town. Abandoned. With Mom as its only inhabitant.

She stepped over the squat metal barrier between expressway and earth, careful with the swollen bump of her belly. She walked into the wreckage of fallen trees, burnt branches crumbling to white ash that stuck to her fingers and still smelled of fire. That’s where she found the blueberries. They grew in patches, short, small, and wild, alive in a field of death.

You could find the best blueberries after a burn, she’d say.

And there, in the midst of gathering the sweet fruit into the hem of her car-sweaty T-shirt, her tongue stained purple with juice, she found something else.

A daisy.

Inexplicably. In a place where only one plant seemed to grow was this other thing that shouldn’t have survived.

That was where my name came from.

Now, the second story.

The one where Grandma whispered that of course a sixteen-year-old would name her kid after a flower. Which meant that the second story wasn’t a story at all. Because that was the point, that there wasn’t one.

That my name was nothing more than a pretty tattoo: permanent and meaningless.






CHAPTER TWO

Seeing dead people was the worst.

They shuffled from one place to another, mouths gaping wide even though most of them didn’t talk. Meaning they couldn’t tell me anything useful like what Noah was doing when he wasn’t texting me. Mostly, they were distracting and annoying. And I seemed to be the only one cursed to notice them. I had seen them walk through people who didn’t even give the tiniest shiver of subconscious recognition.

There must have been someone suffering inside the breakfast place across the street because they were clustering around it. Pressing their translucent cheeks against the window, desperate to be close to someone’s tragedy. The only reason they weren’t going inside was to avoid the rest of the customers, who I assumed were overjoyed to stuff homemade pancakes down their throats.

Happiness was not something the dead appreciated.

They would wait there, like the vultures they were, until the person they wanted came out, then follow them around all day while their subject was none the wiser. That was how the dead were.

They weren’t even sad. They were pathetic.

And during the three hours I’d spent sitting here and scrolling through my phone to look busy, they’d been one of the few sights to look at. I had a cold coffee I didn’t want and a flaky croissant I ate piece by piece to stretch out how long the server let me stay. The pastry was about half-done and now it was the early afternoon.

When I’d first gotten to the café, it was morning. The coffee aroma that had, at that time, been rich and rejuvenating now made me feel just on the edge of puking in my mouth. I was on the patio in an uncomfortable lawn-style chair, and the server had basically forgotten about me as better-paying adults made their way in. But thankfully, there weren’t enough people for her to kick me out.

Which was good because I was still waiting.

The sun was on the edge of too warm—that in-between moment that at any time could switch from comfortable to an overbearing heat that left you exhausted and sweaty. And the street was flooded with weekend crowds strolling leisurely down the sidewalks. Every one of them unhindered by the translucent dead that moved among them. Eventually, those clinging leeches would fade and disappear—it was just a matter of being around long enough. Unless they were trying hard to stay. Then someone would have to make them leave.

My fingers trembled, and I curled them into fists to stop it. I didn’t like to think about those resistant ones.

I shifted on the metal chair and contemplated taking a sip of cold coffee. “Daisy” was scrawled across the side so messily that it looked like “Dazy.”

Noah called me “Daze.” It was equal parts cute pet name and a poke at how “in the clouds” people thought I was. He knew I spent time in my head because there were thoughts there deeper than other kids my age had. “Daze” was to mock people who didn’t get that.

Across the street, at the breakfast place too cool to have their name displayed, the dead remained glued to the huge glass windows—likely designed that way so living people could peer at you as they walked by and mentally salivate over whatever you were eating. On Instagram, the restaurant had hundreds of photos of stacked pancakes with thick blueberry sauce and house-made whipped cream. The sort of thing Noah would hate. He didn’t want to go to places everyone else went.

I liked that. Always going somewhere brand-new that no one had heard of. No social media likes to tell us whether it would be good or shit. We were deciding our tastes for ourselves and sharing an unfiltered and uninfluenced account. That was his favorite part—giving the full review to his friends.

I pulled a bobby pin out of my pocket and used it to scratch my head, trying to think of the last time I washed my hair. I used to be on top of it. Notes in my phone to remind me of when to get my hair relaxed. “Creamy crack,” Mom called it. Not that I needed the reminders. The instant I saw a curl peep out, I wanted to snuff the life out of it. Once every two months like clockwork. I would do it more often, but Mom didn’t want me to. So I had to settle for using the flat iron to stretch out the style between relaxers.

Now I had curls growing out an inch from my head that gave way to straight ends. The straight bits were lank and lifeless in comparison. A memory of when I cared more. I’d stuffed my hair under a hat before I’d gone out. I guess that was part of being in a committed relationship for a while—you got lazy.

Noah hadn’t seemed to care until now.

The door to the breakfast place swung open, and I tugged my body to attention. I went from a state of limp ivy to a snake plant, my leaves shoved up high and rigid.

The couple who walked out were so mismatched it was ridiculous. He towered over her, dressed in a faded band T-shirt, his oak-brown hair tousled in just the right way, wire-rimmed glasses perched on his nose, pale for a white guy but not pasty. The girl was small, like a kid, her head barely reaching his shoulder. She was in a patterned body-con dress that clung to her tiny frame and made her look even smaller.

She was white too. But I already knew that. I’d done my research.

All I wanted to do last weekend was check in on Noah. See if I could get him to talk to me. Then she appeared, and obviously I had to know more. I preferred not to think about the amount of effort said research had taken given Noah’s stance against an online presence. But internet stalking wasn’t much different from what I was doing now, so it was too late to feel ashamed.

Probably it didn’t matter. That she was white. But it stuck in my head and prodded me like a toddler discovering a dead thing for the first time. Poked, and poked, and poked. I had done that too. Pushed my fingers against a cold, stiff body. A squirrel, if you want to get specific. I’d been bewildered and excited all at once. Dead things used to have more novelty. I hadn’t known to be afraid early on.

How old was she?

Noah’s voice, smooth and low, reverberated in my head: Why is everyone so obsessed with age?

She looked younger than me, anyway. Maybe sixteen to my seventeen, or younger?

I couldn’t believe he went to this Instagram place with her. He hated this shit. We hated this shit.

He tugged her close to his side and laughed at something. They both did. That was me just the other day. That was my spot. He held me there while we walked, and I lay there whenever I hung out at his place. I couldn’t sleep over because my mom would worry. His words. He didn’t know that Mom wouldn’t. The memory of being the one pulled against his body was fresh enough that I could smell the mint of his deodorant and the spicy clove scent of the gel he carefully raked through his hair.

The metal legs of my chair scraped against the ground as I pushed it aside, craning my neck, eyes following them as they walked.

Mom wouldn’t have liked Noah. She thought people should date within their age zones. High schoolers with high schoolers. University-aged with university-aged. Professional working people with professional working people. And never should any mix. She was strict about the differences between girls and women, and boys and men. Girls with boys and women with men. Or girls with girls, and boys with boys, etc., she had added after a pause. How she decided when a girl was a girl and when she was a woman wasn’t something she shared with me.

Noah wouldn’t date a girl.

Girls were immature, no matter their age. Women were different.

But still. The idea of mentioning him to Mom in any capacity made a chill hang over my shoulders. It happened to me every so often. A shiver would work through my body, twitches and muscle spasms, without so much as a cold breeze. And after, I would feel like I was walking on the edge of something for the rest of the day.

It usually meant that one of them had gotten too close.

Normal people had no idea how lucky they were to never feel it.

To never hunch their shoulders and have the hair on their arms ripped to attention.

Searching.

Shaking.

And then seeing someone who shouldn’t exist but did.

Staring right at you.

That was what it would be like to mention Noah to Mom.

And now after catching him like this, I was glad I hadn’t said anything to her.

I scratched at my head with the bobby pin so hard that I winced. My tender scalp crying out from the metal abuse, stinging long after I stopped.

They were getting too far. I stood and shuffled away from my chair. For a moment they turned, seemingly in my direction. I curled in on myself and dropped back into my seat, ducking under the shade of the bistro table umbrella like I had delicate leaves prone to scorching in the sunlight.

I could still see them.

Watching the girl made me hyperaware of the baggy shorts and oversized sleeveless hoodie I was in. When Noah and I started dating, I was like her. Clothes that fit tight to my body, makeup done to perfection, and bone-straight hair just past my shoulders.

Noah would finger the strands and smile. He never outright said he preferred women with long hair, but I picked up on it. I was good at that with him. I noticed that the celebrities he liked had hair down to their butts. I borrowed one of Mom’s wigs to get the effect.

But he didn’t seem to like that much.

That girl, Stephanie—no point in acting like I didn’t know her name, where she went to school, her Starbucks order, and her closest friends. Research. Besides, her Instagram was public. Her hair, blond from a professional stylist’s bottle, hit right above her butt. I guess it was all hers.

They made their way to the corner and turned where I couldn’t see them anymore. I should have gotten up and followed. That was the plan.

I watched the dead move out of their path. Sneering soundlessly. Translucent noses wrinkled. Pressing themselves away.

That was how fucking happy a couple they were.

I stayed sitting.

I picked at my croissant. Shoved big pieces into my mouth without wiping away the flakes that stuck to my lips, savored the way the pieces almost melted and flowed down my throat.

My bobby pin found its way to my scalp again. I fingered the curled roots of my hair. I’d let it go too long. That was comfort. That was feeling secure with Noah.

I was going to lose sight of them soon. I gnawed on my lip.

The last time Noah and I hung out, we’d gone to his place first. We always did. He liked to “spend time together” before we went anywhere. It was just code for sex. Which was fine. Before or after, it was all the same. It was good. I didn’t have anything to compare it to, but I figured I could tell good from bad.

It was going to be a fun, chill night. Until we got to the party. Until I fucked up.

He was mad. I knew he was. But couples fought.

I didn’t think it would end up like this.

There was no conversation. No working through it. Not even a formal breakup. Just silence.

Now he was out here with this white girl. It didn’t really matter that she was white. I needed to stop thinking about that.

I shoved the last piece of croissant into my mouth and chugged my coffee. The liquid was cold, and the milk felt thick and gunky as it hit my tongue. I gagged and spat back into the cup. Over my shoulder, someone cringed, watching me.

They weren’t important, I knew that. And no one else had seen. Or cared. But my face still burned as my eyes tracked the path where Noah and Stephanie had disappeared around the corner.

This had gone on too long. Me watching them, and the person who cringed watching me. Maybe that person was no one. Probably they were alive. But I didn’t have the luxury of assuming.

For me, none of the dead were harmless, but some were worse than others.

Some were dangerous.

They blended in with the living, solid and opaque, and cast none of the warning cool breezes.

They did not want to fade.

And noticing what they were too late was not something you wanted to do. Especially once they’d noticed that you’d noticed them.

I had already learned that the hard way.

Dazy.

Dazy.

Dazy.

I stood abruptly from my chair.

My scalp stung.

I needed to wash my hair.

And my tongue tasted like stomach bile and sour milk.
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CHAPTER THREE BRITTNEY


10 years later…

The thing about having a name like Brittney is that it creates a certain image. An impression. People have thoughts about a name like Brittney.

Picture a Brittney. Right now. Think of who that might be.

I bet you’re not imagining me.

That’s the best part about my name. People never see me coming.

I stride through the office, towering over the other interns at my full 5’11” height, taking up space with a Yeah, I’m fat, get over it attitude, black-and-lilac-colored braids swinging above my shoulders, and my laptop tucked under my arm. The thing about confidence is that it doesn’t matter if you really have it or not, so long as you pretend well enough. And at Torte, presenting anything less than what I’m bringing would get me eaten alive.

Torte used to be the sort of media company synonymous with those videos you saw on Facebook where disembodied hands showed you how to make quick meals on a hot plate as if they didn’t have an entire studio kitchen. Like you didn’t have an entire kitchen too. “Brownies 5 Ways,” “Six 5-Ingredient Chicken Dinners You Won’t Believe,” shit like that. One day, someone had the bright idea to film interns trying some of the more outlandish recipes. Literally called “Interns Try Our Most-Hated Recipes,” and it blew the lid off the internet as far as food-niche videos were concerned. That was only a few years ago, and I’m really fucking glad that I wasn’t an intern then.

Today it’s a company filled with talented young people making viral videos for its various affiliated YouTube channels and also people like Kevin, relics of early marketing who got their management jobs via distant uncles who themselves got to be important by being born into the right families.

From across the room, Kevin shrinks in his seat, trying to pretend like he doesn’t know I’m coming for him.

That’s the thing about implementing a work policy like “no closed doors” in an effort to make the workplace seem more fun and liberal than it is. It means people like Kevin, my manager and an altogether-mediocre white man who makes more than triple the basic intern wage they give my Black ass, doesn’t have anywhere to hide.

We literally work in a giant warehouse that exists on a single floor where the only privacy comes from either the bathroom or the meeting and filming rooms that border the entire perimeter of the space.

Part of me knows I shouldn’t bitch. Most of the other students in my film production program struggled to find internships during the summer, and of those who did, precisely all had duties that included coffee runs. A chore I have been spared from. I’m a rare case in that I not only get to make content, I also get paid in more than “experience.” Except it’s still barely above minimum wage. And I continue to be rejected for every government grant and loan for students because my mom’s income is too high.

Once again, she’s made my life more difficult than it needed to be.

I stop in front of Kevin’s desk. He has three screens arranged in a semicircle around him, presumably to hide how little work he actually does. It’s also completely bare. Kevin is generally uninspired. He came from a huge tech company that some family member founded and is about forty in a company where everyone is either in their early twenties, or like me, late teens, which got him a position of authority that he has yet to prove he deserves.

“Ready for our meeting?” I say, forcing my voice to adopt a chipper “Brittney” tone.

He nods and jerks to his feet, sloppily unhooking his laptop from its desk setup. “Yup, we’re in the Ocean Room…. Did I not put that in the invite?”

“I saw, but I looked over and noticed you here and figured we could make our way there together.” I grin at him, and he forces a smile back. No way am I gonna let him catch me sitting in that room twiddling my fucking thumbs while he plays his weak-ass power move and comes in late. Nah.

On our way to the Ocean Room, we pass the communal bookshelf, which I purposely look away from. It was one of those ideas proposed by a committee of people who take bonding with everyone at work too seriously. Somewhere on there is a book featuring a black dust jacket with a photo of my mom smiling proudly. Meanwhile, within the pages, she details every time she let me go hungry, every boyfriend she let shout abuse at me just for existing, and the multiple instances in which she explained what a burden I had put on her. All in the name of transparency so that she can say how she was “saved” and how much she’s “grown.” Every bit of my business now available for anyone to read. A New York Times bestseller for eight years alongside the four self-help books she published, the massively successful annual speaking tour, and the soon-to-be-greenlit film adaptation of her life.

People love the trauma. They adore a chance to tell a Black woman how strong she is. More than that, she represents an out. A way for people to cleanse themselves of their past and come out shiny and new. People fall over themselves chasing the same experience she claims to have had and come back with their own reports of how much they’ve developed.

Once the do-gooders in the office realized who I was, they set a fifteen-minute meeting to ask me if it was all right for them to have the book on the shelf because “even though we know you have a better relationship with your mom these days, it does contain painful memories.” I wasn’t about to say no and have them send sad-puppy-dog glances my way. What did it matter? They would read it anyway.

And how could I say a bad word about the reformed woman who I needed as cosigner for my bank loan for school and my rental lease? I realized pretty quickly that when you’re eighteen, people don’t want to give you much without a real adult to vouch for you. Turning nineteen didn’t change anything either. I didn’t want her help. But what was the alternative? Housing in Toronto is competitive. Other kids showed up with their parents, a credit check, multiple cosigners, and the cash on hand for first and last month’s rent. I had spent so long suffering, it felt like this bit of freedom being away from her was worth it, even if I needed her to get it.

But it also makes it feel like I haven’t left at all.

I’m still in her suffocating embrace.

Until I have the stability to carry myself, she’s the only thing keeping me afloat. And she’s made it very clear that my expressing to anyone that our relationship is less than ideal would mean that well running dry.

I force myself not to think of it as we enter the Ocean Room. Jayden is already inside with his laptop open, scrolling through his phone. It makes me think immediately of us in our first year at Toronto Film School. We both got the texts from our other group project teammates bailing at the same time. I was in the doorway, and he was inside our meeting room. I would have left. I’d planned to. I’d had these grand ideas of reinventing myself in college. I wouldn’t be the quiet, wounded girl in the corner that I was in elementary school, too shy and scared to talk to anyone. But I also wouldn’t be the completely hostile bitch that I was in high school, too furious and jaded to let anyone in. There would be a balance. I would be personable. I would make friends. And Mom wouldn’t be around to ruin it just because she could.

But in that moment, staring at my first chance to reach out, I froze. My head was crowded with all the reasons I had to hate myself. The ones Mom had said outright and the ones she’d said without speaking a word. How was I supposed to ask someone to like me when I was only just starting to like me?

I couldn’t do it.

So Jayden did it for me.

He grinned and said, “Hey, do you believe in ghosts?”

I didn’t. Still don’t. But I love to pick apart what people think is supernatural. We spent hours going back and forth with our theories. And Haunted was born. Our little YouTube show that we poured months into. Jayden’s strength was the research and, despite his spiritual beliefs, a commitment to objective fact. Mine was crafting an emotional connection to the people involved and making the audience care about them.

We launched the first season and hit a million views in a month. The week after, Torte came to us with a deal. We would sell them the rights and then get to intern there in the summer after our first year of college, working on the second season. Another smash hit.

At the time, I don’t think either of us had really understood what giving over our series meant beyond a check. Or even what working at Torte would actually be like. Sure, we got amazing equipment, always-accessible studio space, all the stock photos and video we could want, and an actual budget.

But we also got Kevin.

He takes a seat in a chair with an aggressively vibrant tropical-fish print. Right beside the door, as if he needs to be close to an exit. I let him settle in before I sit down. Even seated, I tower over him. This guy in his ridiculous plain black T-shirt and too-loose chinos would be the one assessing the monetary success of Haunted, and if it failed to outperform both its previous seasons, he would be the one to make an extra-sad face at us while he suggested bringing in some help. Which would mean having full-time producers effectively colonize what we started. Contractually they couldn’t push us out, but they could make sure that none of our contributions were approved until we got frustrated enough to leave.

Back to being two ordinary college students, fighting for prospects as graduation looms. Our show, gone.

I grit my teeth, and Jayden gives me a warning look. “New laptop sticker?” he says in a friendly voice, pointing to Kevin’s MacBook decorated with, I shit you not, the branding decals we get from sponsors. Most of the other managers leave their laptops clean, but of course Kevin has to “fit in” with us and somehow thought logos was the way to do it.

Kevin beams. “Yeah, just had a meeting with Airbnb. We’re trying to work something out with them.”

Fuck, I hate office small talk.

“For Haunted?”

“Not right now, but we could consider that. Speaking of,” Kevin says in the world’s worst transition, “I wanted to chat with you two about your proposal.”

Jayden throws me a sidelong glance as if to say, Told you.

I purposely don’t look back at him. “What about it?”

“Unfortunately, it was turned down.”

“Oh?” I ask, my voice going so high-pitched that it’s somehow on the edge of aggressive.

Kevin squirms. “The stakeholders feel that ‘Forgotten Black Girls’ as a theme is a bit isolating and niche. And they wonder if we’ll have enough material by sticking to ghost stories with such specific parameters. It’s a really important topic, but it feels like one part of something bigger. They would love to see you open it up wider. Everyone believes that you two can really push the limits with this season.”

Push the limits? That’s exactly what that theme is doing. But apparently, we have very different understandings of what that means. It’s just a bunch of corporate runaround to say that no one cares about forgotten Black girls.

I think of sitting in our apartment when I was seven. Picking at the carpet. Mom had gone across the border to shop with a boyfriend. She hadn’t told me, though.

No one checked in on me.

“What would you like us to do for next steps?” Jayden says without missing a beat. He adapts smoothly while I twist myself into every sort of shape to avoid being told what to do.

Kevin gives him an indulgent smile that makes me want to slap it off his face. “You’ll need to redo the proposal by the end of the day. If you have trouble coming up with a concept, the stakeholders have agreed that it would be a great option to open up the floor. There are a ton of people who have let me know they have some ideas for the show, and if there’s one that works, they can join you two on the project. It may be better, even. I know you guys take the summer semester off school for this. It could give you more time to better balance your work here and your schoolwork.”

I bet there have been people whispering in his ear trying to get involved in our shit. What he means is, if we can’t come up with something perfect by the end of the day, they’ll let all the rodents have a turn picking at our meat. He couldn’t care less about our coursework.

I throw Kevin the same shit-eating smile he gave us and say, “I don’t think that will be necessary. We’ll have something ready for the end of the day. You can forward their ideas to us to consider for future seasons if you like. We’re always open to suggestions.”

“Okay, well, I look forward to reading it.” He gets up from his chair, itching to flee. “There’s another twenty minutes on the room, so feel free to stay here and brainstorm.”

“Thanks.”

He leaves and speed-walks back to his desk.

“I hate him,” I say with a glower.

Jayden sighs and runs a hand through his short, curled hair. It’s dyed gold. He uses a bunch of temporary dyes. The product colors and styles his hair at the same time. “Obviously. But we knew they would turn it down.”

“We have their highest-viewed show. Highest-viewed!”

“Yes, and what were our other seasons? First one, ‘Vengeful Spirits,’ and the second one was ‘Love Gone Wrong.’ Super-general themes. Now straight to ‘Forgotten Black Girls’? Have you seen how many Black people work here? It was never going to happen.”

Precisely four Black employees work at Torte. All interns. And of us, Jayden is the only openly gay person.

He’s right, though I wish he wasn’t. “So, what next?”

“What about that email we got?”

“No.”

“Britt, come on. We’ll have an inside source.”

“An anonymous source.”

“They said they would tell us who they were later. That doesn’t even matter. The contacts they gave us check out.”

My eyebrows climb. “Oh, so you checked them?”

Jayden has enough shame to look sheepish. “Just doing my due diligence.” He continues, “But think about it. We could pump this up big. Do our usual research and stuff but even more than that. Organize interviews with the people involved. Get on location. Do a real investigation.” From the way he’s talking faster, I can tell that Jayden is getting excited. This isn’t something he thought of on the fly—he’s been thinking about it, even though he agreed to go with my idea of “Forgotten Black Girls.”

Our usual show on Haunted involves us doing a huge amount of research—his always more thorough and less biased than mine—and then we both chat about the theories, pull together existing interview and podcast clips, get a liberal use of Getty images to show on-screen, and have a playful banter about what could have happened. We both agreed from the start that touring haunted locations at night was the shit we did not want to participate in, but even going during the day was out of the question because we didn’t have the budget. Now the success of our last two seasons has significantly increased the amount of spending we could do. Traveling on-site isn’t unrealistic anymore.

“Britt?” Jayden says, voice softer now. “Look, I would love to do this, but I know that house is personal for you. If you really don’t want to, we won’t. We’ll think of something else. But this story embodies ‘Forgotten Black Girls’ without saying it.”

“Personal.” It’s a good word.

It feels like that. Me. Her. And her house.

I swallow.

The email we got was about the mystery in a house that spawned hundreds of fan theories when the story first broke. It captivated people. Though lately all that had been overshadowed by the narrative my mom had started.

A haunted house turned Miracle Mansion. The one that she says changed her for the better. In the years since her memoir hit the bestseller lists, people have booked stays at that mansion feverishly, each of them hoping to have their problems solved by the supposed power within its walls. A cult of them forming around my mom: her, their messiah, and that fucking book, their Bible.

And the house. The house is salvation.

Except the email heavily suggested that many people missed the full story. That there was something more sinister there. And they had contacts who would tell us things they hadn’t shared with others.

We could re-expose the house’s dark history that had been conveniently forgotten. Relegated to true crime forums that were eventually overrun by believers who wanted to tell their stories of positive change.

If we did this right, we could bring to light the sort of pain that my mom excelled at covering up and rebranding. We could break open the walls of her house and show what it really represents.

But that would also mean digging into it. Even if it isn’t my story, I would have to be reminded of that connection every step of the way. Of that house whose story, her story, keeps us tethered together. That house made me need her.

“Trust me on this,” Jayden says as if sensing my indecision. “You know that you can, right? Trust me? We’re a team. I’ve said that from jump. This is our show. No matter what rights bullshit exists. Haunted belongs to us.”

I clench my hands into fists on my lap. We’ve only known each other for a couple of years, but Jayden’s become a constant in my life. We talk every single day. For all intents and purposes, he’s my best friend. If I can’t trust him, then she’s won.

“If I say no, you’ll drop it?” I ask.

He nods. “Yes.”

At the end of the day, we hand in our proposal for the third season of Haunted: “Houses That Kill.” We’ll go on location to a series of known haunted homes, do our own interviews with the people involved, tour the spots (during the day, thank you), and catalog our experiences. Our first stop will be the Miracle Mansion and the mystery of Grace and Daisy Odlin—including how the house racked up a body count. The very same place that my mom, in her bestselling book, claims changed her from an abusive and neglectful parent to a completely reformed woman.

Kevin basically creams his pants reading over it.

If we succeed with this, if this third season blows up even bigger, not only will we get to keep our show, but I can negotiate for the sort of pay that will let me be truly independent. A real salary during summers and a guaranteed job after graduation. No more of this intern bullshit.

I can say goodbye to my mom forever.

And I can show that her beloved house of miracles is a thin cover-up for a house of horrors.

A sham, just like her.
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CHAPTER FOUR DAISY


Our apartment was as open-concept as an apartment could get. In the basement of someone’s Leslieville house, shaped like a rectangle, brand-new sleek fixtures and appliances, but overall, uninspired. But when you were competing against shitty run-down rentals, it was good enough. The best part being that the landlords upstairs had both a happy toddler and an unhappy marriage. Between those dead who were repelled from the home by innocent childhood glee and those that braved the child to stick themselves to the agony of long-lasting marital strife, I was ignored. I also slept to the saccharine sounds of Kidz Bop playing in my earbuds, which was surprisingly, but thankfully, effective.

Sure, it wasn’t ideal.

But it was better than waking screaming to translucent eyes glowing in the dark, squatting at eye level. Better than lying under the covers night after night, forcing yourself to repeat every joyful thought you’ve ever had. A list you know is shorter than it should be. Technically, unless they were corporeal, they couldn’t hurt me. But it was hard to be logical in the middle of the night, shivering as a dead thing dragged its fingertip along your arm, staring into your eyes as your flesh goose-pimpled. So, Kidz Bop it was.

It was livable. A strong bare minimum. Like our apartment.

The space consisted of two twin beds squeezed into the corner with a bookcase between them, a tiny living area in the middle, and a kitchen and bathroom crowded on the opposite end. We always rented bachelor apartments. Two bedrooms, or even one, would have meant accepting something a lot more run-down for the same price, which Mom refused to do.

My plants were the only real source of inspiration in the dark space. I kept them on a shelf by the biggest window beside the door. Spiked aloe vera that I got at a farmers’ market sat alongside my monstera with its thick, cut-out leaves, at least a dozen succulents, and a peace lily that Noah got me for my seventeenth birthday in a pot he bought from a friend who casually did pottery.

It was a flower, but I forgave him for not knowing that I didn’t like them.

I hadn’t ever said anything to him about it.

It wasn’t a big deal.

Being named Daisy, I felt like everyone expected me to love the flora of the world. Mom gave me enough expectations. Not liking flowers was one of the few I could afford not to live up to.

Mom was arguing with Grandma on the phone when I walked inside.

Her voice dropped when she spied me. Not to hide the conversation, but to hide how upset Grandma had already gotten her. I could always tell when she was talking to her mom. She adopted a certain stance. Hunched shoulders, a strained neck, and twitching fingers. Grandma could be… a lot.

“She doesn’t want the house,” Mom muttered, glancing at me as I toed off my tennis shoes and yanked the hat off my head. “I don’t even know if I’ll take it.”

I froze in the doorway.

House?

Mom’s hair was done in its usual twists, long enough to fall past her shoulders, and she had on the glasses she was supposed to wear on a regular basis but that she often seemed only to wear on a whim. The huge round frames, instead of looking ridiculous, came off as effortlessly cool. Mom was like that.

I worked to look good.

She worked too but didn’t look like she did, which was what mattered.

My scalp burned, but I stayed rooted to the spot, staring at her on the phone. I wanted to ask if it was the house. The one that everything had been leading up to. The beacon of hope that my entire life seemed to revolve around.

Once we have the house, we won’t need to struggle so much.

Once we have the house, you and I will be able to do whatever we want.

Once we have the house, you’ll see how much better things will be.

Mom raised her hand and twitched it away from her. Her nonverbal sign for Go do something somewhere else.

It was rare to see her actually bother to continue a conversation with Grandma instead of hanging up in a rage.

“What’s happening?” I said. “Which house?”

She shook her head and took the phone away from her ear. “I’m dealing with this. Go do something.”

“Dealing with what?”

“Go. Do. Something,” she said. “We’ll talk later.”

I knew I couldn’t stand there forever, and the tightness of her jaw showed she was only getting more agitated with me by the minute. An annoyed Mom was a silent Mom. Which meant the more I pestered her, the less she would bother to tell me later.

“I’m going to shower,” I announced so that she would know I was listening to her.

Relief flooded her face, and she nodded.

Her voice stayed at a mutter level even as I closed the bathroom door behind me. The room was squished behind our kitchen without more than a foot of floor space to walk between the vanity, shower, and toilet. I glanced back at the closed door.

They could be talking about any house. I didn’t know why I was getting caught up in it. In all the years that Mom ranted and raved about this house, we’d never once been to it. Why would it be any different now? Probably it was another argument about money and us buying property. Grandma, who lived in Hamilton, would badger Mom to stop wasting her money renting in the city and move away like she did. Which would inevitably lead to an argument about how Mom didn’t have savings for a down payment on a house out there, and anyway, Daisy loved living in the city.

Not her. Me.

I mean, I did. I loved going to new restaurants and art galleries with Noah. I loved going to Allen Gardens and posing while he took photos of me with his DSLR. I loved hanging out with his university friends and occasionally impressing them with the odd random horticulture fact. I loved being Noah’s girlfriend.

Who was I now? The girl Noah had played.

The house. The house. The house. I couldn’t get it out of my head. Noah and that fucking house swirled through my thoughts. If we lived in this place, this literal and figurative symbol of financial freedom, Mom wouldn’t need me anymore. She wouldn’t keep falling into the emotional pits that came with a constant sense of never having enough, wouldn’t keep needing me to dig her out and tend to her. And she would give me a cut. That was her promise. I could do anything with it once I was eighteen. Instead of only being able to do what she wanted. I would be free.

The house, she said, was the solution to all our problems.

As long as I didn’t mess it up for us.

I stared into the mirror at my grown-out hair, makeup-less and oily face, bulky clothes, and dull eyes. With Noah, I’d known exactly who I was.

Now it was a girl I saw staring back at me. Not a woman. And I didn’t recognize her.

Mom was still chattering beyond the door. I would have expected the conversation to be over by now, but it kept going. Her words were indistinguishable but forming their own sort of tone. A murmur that was obliterated when I turned on the tap and let the shower go. It spluttered at first before flaring into a steady stream.

I shrugged off my clothes and stepped in. The heat burned my already-stinging head. I didn’t waste any time reaching for the shampoo and working the suds into my scalp. I tried to reserve wash days for Sundays, but I was too desperate to wait until tomorrow. My fingers scraped against the tender flesh. I dug my nails in, scratching with abandon, wild with a fever of digging up the product residue and dead skin. A sharp sting made me wince as I dug in too hard. Still, I kept going.

After rinsing it out, I went in with the conditioner. My fingers slipped through the slick curls at my scalp and tangled in the now-stringy straight ends. Again, and again, and again. I dragged them through to separate the strands, always catching on those straight ends.

Turning off the water, I stepped out and wrapped a towel around my body, using another to try to soak up some of the water in my hair. Mom’s voice filtered through the door. She was still talking. I grabbed a wide-tooth comb off the bathroom counter and attempted to drag it through my hair as I strained to hear, then winced as, again, it flowed through my newly grown curls and tangled in my straight ends. Adding leave-in conditioner barely helped. I tossed the comb. The clattering of it in the sink basin echoed through the room. I waited, but Mom didn’t pause in her conversation.

I should just straighten it again.

I would look more like I did before.

More like when Noah and I started dating.

That was over now, I reminded myself.

When my fingers moved toward the vanity drawer, it was like something out-of-body. I was watching them without any connection to them. They curled around the clippers, and the cool metal felt right in my hands, the way it felt to plunge my fingers into fresh soil. Mom trimmed her wigs with these clippers. I hadn’t even used them before.

I plugged the device in and listened to the rhythmic hum that filled the space. It reminded me of Noah’s apartment. It was this dive at Dundas and Parliament that he shared with three other people. There was a radiator that hummed day and night. I would listen to it while we lay in bed. A constant hum like standing outside at night, grasshoppers, and cicadas, and any other insect that wanted to join in.

When I made the first cut, I jumped a bit. The wet strands of hair fell onto the countertop, and I was looking at a girl with a chunk of entirely curly hair.

My hand continued to move. From chunk to chunk, I worked, sheering off the straight ends and leaving only the grown-out curls. The buzz sounded in my ears, growing duller, closer to that background hum I remembered.

A distant part of me was horrified. A closer part was delighted.

Why not? What did it matter? What did anything matter?

All because of one mistake. A tiny error in judgment that blew up into a big deal.

I didn’t usually drink. Noah didn’t like drunk girls. He liked women who sipped Merlot and got a little tipsy. But I hated the taste of wine. Especially reds. Tara pulled me into the kitchen and made “porn stars.” I didn’t know what was in it, but it looked like it was blue raspberry–flavored and tasted like it too. Sitting on a couch in that room with Noah, Tara, and the rest of his friends, felt like what my life should be.

Then I fucked up.

I was talking about something Megan said earlier that day in world history class. Everyone wanted to know why I was taking that when I was a biology major. Noah’s grip tightened on my thigh, but it was a blip on my radar. I was lost in the haze brought on by the sweet electric-blue drink I was sipping.

Dazy Daisy.

Noah saved me. He pulled me up, and we went outside to get air. We walked around the block a few times until I sobered up enough for him to get an Uber to drop me off at home. He was going to tell everyone I was sick and had to leave.

But it was too late. Tara was suspicious and looked me up online. I made sure not to have my age anywhere when I started dating Noah, but she figured it out anyway. What sort of university student only has friends in high school, after all? And when Noah went back to the party after sending me home, she let him know what she thought about it.

She DMed me, too, on Instagram, to say what she had done. I saw the messages the next day when I woke up. Tara had the nerve to say it was “for my own good,” and that she was “trying to help me.”

I blocked her.

Then I sent a total of twenty-seven texts to Noah.

He never answered any.

Mom screamed.

The clipper jerked in my hand and sliced my eyebrow. Blood bloomed and pooled in the wound. I set the tool down and pressed a towel against the cut. Some of the blood slipped into my mouth, and I spat it out in the sink, crimson flowing down the drain.

Mom rushed in from where she’d been standing in the doorway and started fussing around for a bandage, though she didn’t know where they were. I was the one who’d organized the cabinets. “Let me see.” She pawed at my hand. I released the towel from my eye, and she squinted at it.

I nudged her aside and pulled open the right drawer. She grabbed the Polysporin and spread it over the cut before pressing a Band-Aid to the skin. I blinked and examined the damage. The patch covered up the middle of my right eyebrow. Probably I was missing some hair there too.

“You could have just used jelly from the aloe vera plant,” I said. “Instead of the Polysporin.”

Mom exhaled and sagged against the counter. “What the hell did you do to your hair?”

The girl in the mirror didn’t have straight hair anymore. Nor did she have a mix of the two textures. All that was left was half an inch of puff around her head.

My head.

My hair.

I ran my fingers through the strands. “It’s pretty short, eh?”

The deadpan look that Mom shot me was answer enough.

“Was that about the house?” I said. “The house?”

She frowned at me for a moment, but the slight upward twitch at the side of her lips gave her away.

Delighted. Absolutely delighted.

She breathed out, “Yes.”






CHAPTER FIVE

On my knees, I gathered the last of the fallen hair on the bathroom floor with a wet piece of toilet paper. I wasn’t exactly paying attention when I was buzzing it off, and most of the strands ended up on the white tiles. The humidity from the shower still hung in the air along with the lingering fruity scent of conditioner.

I couldn’t stop running my fingers through my hair. Over and over, I dragged them through the curls, soft from the leave-in conditioner that Mom insisted I spread over my head.

Part of me wanted to claw at my scalp. To scream, The house! It’s the house! Years of promises coming together in this moment.

Maybe to some people, property wasn’t a big deal. But Mom had struggled through jobs our entire lives, the money she made bleeding into bachelor apartment rentals and expensive wigs with barely anything left over. For food and essentials, sure. But nothing more. “I can’t be expected to live on nothing, Daisy” was the line she often used.

Besides, to me, it was a lot more than property. It was freedom in every sense of the word.

Because whenever things fell apart with her, I would have to be there, putting everything neatly back together. I owed it to Mom after everything she had done for me.

Stable Daisy.

Reliable Daisy.

And yet, at the same time, unstable Daisy. Unreliable Daisy. Crazy Daisy.

I remember the exact feel of Mom’s fingers wrapping around my small shoulders, shaking me. Us tucked into a corner away from the teacher and the other girl’s parents. Her voice low and sharp: “What is wrong with you?”

Tossing the piece of toilet paper into a plastic bag with the rest of my hair, I tied the ends into a knot and left the bathroom. Mom, now seated in the living room, trailed me with her eyes the whole way to the kitchen garbage.

She was on the couch with her toenails out in front of her, painting them a peach color that I hadn’t seen before. Must have been new.

When I went back into the bathroom to grab my phone from the vanity, it was vibrating, lit up with “Dad.” I stared at it. This was the worst time for this. Mom was going to tell me about the house. I had better things to do.

“Who is it?” Mom asked, not looking up. I was about to lie and say “No one” when she added, “Is that your dad? He usually calls today. You should get that.”

With a sigh, I closed the bathroom door, grabbed my phone, and sat on the edge of the tub.

“Yeah?” I said, finally answering it.

“Your grandma called me.”

Fucking Grandma. I didn’t even know how she got his number in the first place. Whenever she called him, it was to complain about me or Mom. “Okay.”

“Please tell your mom that I would prefer if you didn’t go live in that house.”

Asking why he didn’t want that was a waste of time. Dad didn’t live by “why.” He lived by “I would prefer you” and “please respect my wishes.” He was like Mom in that way. Shuttered closed like an abandoned storefront that was still trying to sell you its products.

“Who says we’re going to live there?”

“Don’t be contrary.”

I gritted my teeth. “Why don’t you tell her yourself?”

He was silent.

Dad didn’t like to talk to Mom. Maybe that was just separated parents for you. But his avoidance was so polite. Less baby-mama drama, more of a deep disinterest in connecting in any way.

“Dazy?”

“Hmm?”

I could tell by his tone that I’d missed something he’d said. It was funny how I could always tell when people meant “Daisy” and when they meant “Dazy.” They were the same sound objectively. But they came out different. “Daisy” made me feel nothing. “Dazy”… “Dazy” made me feel more than nothing—or maybe less than nothing, I didn’t know.

I’m sure in Dad’s head, he was saying “Daisy.” But that’s not how it sounded.

In my defense, he said a lot on these phone calls. If I didn’t tune out some things, I wouldn’t be able to make it through them. These once-a-week calls, like clockwork. But never in-person visits. He used to. When I was four, he decided that he wanted to know me after a lifetime of silence. I got about two years of infrequent visits that I could barely remember. Then, abruptly, they stopped. Work was too busy, and Vancouver was too far.

The last time I saw him, on that visit that I didn’t know would be the final one, what I did remember was his hand reaching out to touch me. Then flinching back. Then forcing itself forward to stroke my head. It dropped to his side right after.

Did he feel proud about making himself do it? Like he probably felt proud of calling every week.

I never forgot. Couldn’t. I tried.

“I wish you would consider what I’m saying to you,” he said, followed by the sound of someone calling his name. I noticed then the background chatter, the rhythmic key strokes. Working on a weekend again. “I have to go. I love you. Bye.”

I hung up.

When I came out of the bathroom, Mom was staring at me. Her face said to take a seat on the couch with her. There wasn’t anywhere else to go, so I obliged.

“I didn’t even realize you were transitioning your hair, and now you’re all the way to a big chop.” She didn’t bother asking about Dad. She knew I didn’t like to talk about him with her.

Her eyes raked over my little fro as surely as if she were running her sharp shellacked nails through it. Mom’s relationship to her natural hair was to keep it in a constant state of protection—tied up in twists and braids or tucked under wigs and crochet hair. And here I was, sitting with mine exposed and vulnerable.

I shrugged by way of an answer. “What did Grandma say about the house?” I was shocked that I had made it even the couple of minutes I had before asking her. I didn’t know what Grandma or Dad had against it, and I didn’t care. I cared what Mom had to say about it.

Mom gave me side-eye, but this one was different. Not assessing my hair but something else.

I wanted to push again, to pose the question one more time. But the more you prodded Mom, the faster and harder she closed up.

Usually, I would check my phone during the space of silence when Mom decided what she did or didn’t want me to know. Messaging back and forth with Noah. Gushing to Megan about him. Scrolling through whatever I felt like checking out at that moment. Now it was just the thing that sold me out—my accounts giving Tara everything she needed to expose me as the underage one of their group.

I didn’t want to check anymore.

Mom fixed her eyes on the TV, where the latest episode of some reality show was playing. “She was upset with me for being given something she feels rightly belongs to my sister. She’s being dramatic.”

Grandma was the definition of dramatic. When I was in fifth grade, they decided to give out awards to each kid when we “graduated” so that we could feel special going into middle school. None of them mattered. Mom let me know that. “You get awards when you work hard and achieve something. You know that, right?” I didn’t, but I learned.

I got an award for taking care of our class’s pot of basil. Mom came to the small daytime ceremony and hung my certificate of Plant Power Warrior—I’m not making this shit up—on the fridge. Despite what she said, she still chose to display it. But when Grandma saw it and found out she hadn’t been invited to the ceremony, she burst into tears.

Mom declared that she wasn’t going to put up anything on the fridge anymore, and so now ours was devoid of even a single magnet. I ended up tossing my school awards in the garbage. I didn’t get many anyway.

“Because you got the house? Who’s giving it to us?” I asked now. I had always known about it, but the details of how we got it and from whom were not things Mom shared with me.

She swiped the polish brush over her baby toe with short and precise strokes. “Your uncle Peter died a couple years ago.” She moved on to the next foot, starting with the big toe. “There was a lot of paperwork caught up in his estate, so it took this long for his lawyer to actually finalize everything and reach out.”

The name “Uncle Peter” rang no bells, sparked no memory, left no impression.

“Funny,” she mused. “I always thought I would have to do more to earn this. But sometimes these things just work out on their own.”

Saliva slid down my throat. It made me think of rainwater slipping down thick palm leaves. Slow. Measured. Except this felt more like choking.

She took the time to finish up two more toes before speaking again. I wanted to grab the polish and throw it across the room so that she could focus solely on talking. “He decided to leave us a property up north. Your grandma feels like he should have given it to my sister, since they were married. But he hasn’t. He’s given it to us.” Her voice drops to the barest hint of a whisper. “Just like I thought he would.”

“Aunt Dione’s husband?”

Mom sat still on the couch. Not just sitting. Positioned. Like a statue at the park, fixed and waiting for a pigeon to shit on her. “Ex-husband.” The word rang hollow and singular.

Aunt Dione was a ghost. Not dead, just absent. My memories of her were of brief touches on my cheek, a hand slipping through mine, and the occasional glance from afar. But those were fake, of course. I had never actually met her. It was an idea of what I thought she might be like. Picturing her was like remembering someone long gone. Her image slipped through the corners of my mind and flowed away somewhere I couldn’t follow.

Mom didn’t speak of her. Except at the odd drunken Christmas dinner where she would make a cutting remark about “her.” We were forced to spend them with Grandma because it was more trouble to avoid them than to go. But Aunt Dione never came.

Mom had no photos of her sister. No videos, either. Nothing.

Grandma was different. She had tons of memorabilia of both her children together and apart. Aunt Dione was her too-early accidental baby, and Mom came thirteen years down the line, the fixer-upper baby. The one meant to help Grandma hold on to Grandpa despite their daily arguments. It hadn’t worked.

I was reminded of a wedding photo with Aunt Dione, her hair silk-pressed and tucked into a bun, secured to a flowing chiffon veil. There was a man on her arm. The only thing I could remember about him was that he was white.

That was the man who left us a house. The house.

“Why did he leave it to us instead of Aunt Dione?”

“We all used to be very close. Your uncle Peter was like a father to me.” The words were something that should be fond, but she ground them out between her teeth. “He considered me his child, and Dione never wanted the house, and they didn’t have any kids of their own, so it’s mine. Ours.”

It was so like her. That this man—this Uncle Peter, who was her father figure—would be someone I had never even heard of. Mom was like that. Everything had to be found out. Never told. “What about his family?”

“He was estranged from them. He didn’t leave them anything.”

I licked my lips. “When are we going?”

Mom set the cap on the nail polish bottle and held it tightly. “I don’t know. Maybe we won’t.”

“What?” I blurted out.

I couldn’t make myself understand what she was saying. She had spent years obsessing over this house. Why was she suddenly hesitant now?

“You love Toronto, don’t you?” she said. “Do you really want to move out of the city?”

This was the house. Freedom. There was never a thought in my mind that we might not take it, but I also hadn’t imagined that it might not be in the city where I grew up. That we would have to abandon my hometown.

I would be leaving behind memories of places I’d walked with Noah, laughed with Noah, slept with Noah. If I left, what would happen to them? Would they become ghosts like Aunt Dione? Wisps of a time when life was better that called to me with sighs and gazes off into the distance, like a TV medium summoning spirits.

Though to be technical, in real life you never needed to summon them. They were always there. Flocking. Like pigeons.

“Well, do you want to go?” Mom said. She blinked at me in the ensuing silence and then let out something between a snort and a laugh. Not the sort of snorty laugh filled with mirth. Something closer to disbelief.

If this was a test, I’d already failed. Like always.

“Of course” should have flown from my lips like a furious thunderstorm, crackling and sharp. And the hesitation wasn’t because of what Dad had said. I couldn’t stop thinking of Noah walking with that white girl.

It was ridiculous. This was the house.

Mom rubbed the glass of the polish bottle still gripped in one hand, as if the friction would solve something for her.

“What’s the house like?” I asked.

“It’s beautiful. On a lake. Boat access only. Tons of wild blueberries to pick.” She shook her head. “High-class too. Every single amenity you could want. And huge. It was a vacation home originally. Your uncle Peter was the first family member to live there full-time.” The same stillness came over Mom’s face. I couldn’t tell what it meant because I hadn’t ever seen that look from her before.

Talking about Aunt Dione made her normally pouty lips form a thin, hard line. Speaking about Grandma sent her eyes into fits of rolling everywhere possible. Chatting about work made her shoulders hunch.

This complete stillness was new.

Because however much she had talked about the house before this, she hadn’t really said anything. I didn’t know what it looked like. I definitely hadn’t known where it was or who had owned it before us. And not because I never asked. This was just the most she had ever decided to share.

“Can’t we rent it out?” I asked. “Use the money to pay for stuff here? Visit occasionally?” I ran my fingers through my hair again because I couldn’t stop wanting to.

“No, it’s in the conditions of the will. It needs to be our permanent residence for us to keep it. Otherwise it goes to Aunt Dione, who already said she doesn’t want it. And so then it’ll go to the government. Auctioned off.” Mom stood and placed the nail polish bottle on the IKEA dark brown coffee table. “If you want to go, we’ll go. You decide. We only have a few more days to accept or decline.”

Sometimes Mom would do this. Let me choose. Which was less a show of her trust in me and more a show of her unwillingness to make difficult decisions.

But this was the house.

She walked to our small entryway area, not much more than a mat for shoes and a few hooks and baskets on the wall for keys and mail.

“Why am I deciding?” I didn’t usually push back, but this felt too big. “You’re the one with a job.”

You’re the one who wanted this. Who planned for it. Meticulously. Feverishly. Obsessively.

Except I wanted it too. Of course I did. Freedom was a single “yes” away. So why couldn’t I just say it?

Mom took in a deep breath before settling back into that stillness. Her eyes met mine across the room. Perfect matches. The same too-light-to-be-black-and-too-dark-to-be-plain-brown shade. Eyes that would get lost in the night and found as it turned to day. “Because I can’t be impartial. Besides, this only works if you want it to work. You need to keep everything under control.”

Sometimes she acted like I was a wild animal instead of her child. A thing to be caged and monitored.

She opened the door. “You want anything from the store?”

My throat was so dry it itched. Screamed to be scratched. I wanted to tug apart the skin and rake my nails along the delicate muscle until it fell away in strips. I wouldn’t have to talk then. Wouldn’t have to answer.

“Dazy?”

“What?” I choked out.

“Daiii-syyy,” Mom said, dragging the syllables out. “Do you want anything from the store?”

“We need milk.”

“Will do.” Mom stepped out of the apartment, shutting the door behind her.

There was nowhere to escape each other in the cramped space. That was why the store was ideal. It was away but not too far away, and when you went, you could focus on the task of retrieving something and bringing it back.

I ran my fingers through my hair over and over.

Away.

We could go at my word.

Up north was vague, but it would be hours out of Toronto at least. Hours along black asphalt with strip-mall views that eventually gave way to flat greenery. There would be more plants there than I could ever populate the apartment with. Maybe I could have a real garden. Not this poor excuse for one.

And once Mom was settled. Finances stable. Independent. She wouldn’t need me anymore. I wouldn’t have to worry about leaving her alone. She wouldn’t watch me with those eyes that screamed of abandonment. I wouldn’t owe her anything. And I would have the means to live my own life the way I wanted.

Probably I would never see Noah again outside of my phone screen.

I didn’t know if I wanted that or not.

Besides, this only works if you want it to work.






CHAPTER SIX

Megan wanted to know everything about my hair. Why did I cut it? How was I going to style it? Would it grow back? Was I going to wear wigs all the time now? Did I hate it? Was I having a mental breakdown?

I shoved a maple syrup–soaked piece of French toast into my mouth and chewed. The day after Mom dropped the house bombshell, Megan and I were tucked into a booth against the huge glass windows of the breakfast place, which wouldn’t have been my first choice. The dead crowded around it, pressing their faces up as close to mine as they could get as I worked to ignore them. Maybe I was today’s sad soul that they couldn’t wait to get close to. I didn’t gamble. I listened to Kidz Bop the whole way here.

In movies, ghosts look like they did when they died. Bullet wounds, guts spilling out, that sort of thing. In reality, they look just like everyday people. That was why it was so easy to mistake them for the living if they were strong enough not to be translucent.

The restaurant itself was brightly lit with high ceilings and glass everywhere. Even the kitchen had glass walls so you could peer in at the staff as they fried your locally farmed bacon and cooked house-made blueberry preserves. Not jam. Not jelly. Preserves.

Megan loved it. Megan loved everything generally. That was the great thing about her. She was easy to be around because she delighted in all that life had to give. And she didn’t care that kids who knew me from grade school insisted I was crazy. Which was important.

Her mom and dad had spent their childhoods in strict Korean households where their parents had expected their kids to become doctors or lawyers, and each of them abided. Once her doctor mom and lawyer dad had their own kids, they wanted to avoid the sort of standards imposed on them and had the money to let their children do whatever they wanted.

Megan’s brother was regularly busted for tagging city walls yet praised by his family for his artistic spirit. My friend, meanwhile, spent hours every day dancing. Pliés and pirouettes came as naturally to her as her desire to try every Frappuccino that Starbucks offered. She sat across from me with her thick black hair tied meticulously into a ballet bun at the top of her head, still spouting out questions. “Okay, but like, are you gonna grow a big afro, or…?”

I pulled the hat on my head down lower, as if hiding my hair would stop Megan’s onslaught. “I don’t know.”

“You have to do something. You can’t just wear a hat forever. I bet your hair looks cute.”

Not true. I could, technically, wear a hat for the rest of my life. I shrugged instead and took another bite of French toast. Stephanie would have ordered the blueberry pancakes yesterday. No, she did. I knew she did. I saw it on Instagram. Her and Noah smushed together on the same side of the booth with the pancakes in front of her. The server must have taken the picture for them.

Noah’s voice carried into my head, a vision of us sitting in a booth—across from each other, not beside—and him watching a table across the restaurant where the server was taking several shots of the group there. “Why do people always need to ruin the moment with photos? Just enjoy it. Experience it.”

I agreed with Noah. We were living in the moment. He didn’t want to be distracted by things like snapping pictures for clout. He wanted to focus on me. I wanted to focus on him. It was perfect.

“Hello?” Megan drew her voice out long, and I snapped back to attention.

“What?”

She grinned. “Classic Daisy.” Megan never sounded like she was saying “Dazy,” even when it would have been appropriate. “What are you going to do this summer? I’m off to camp, like, tomorrow for the last month before school. Wish I could have gone for more than just August, but whatever. Are you just going to hang around with Noah?”

I hadn’t told her about Noah. When Megan went away for camp in the summer, it tended to swallow up bad things. If we had a fight at the end of the year, she would go to camp, and when she came back, there would be no more fighting. Something about that lapse in time when we were away from each other, her singing campfire songs while I kicked around the city, made our relationship better.

That meant, right now, she didn’t need to know. Otherwise she would ask questions.

And I didn’t want to answer any.

Didn’t want to explain that, apparently, my boyfriend had broken up with me and was now dating this white girl. Didn’t matter that she was white. Whatever.

“I might move up north.” The words slipped out between bites.

Megan balked. “Wait, what? We’ve been here for a half an hour! How are you only telling me this now? Like, move out of Toronto? Why?”

These were better questions than her other ones. “We may have a free house.”

“Just rent it out, make money, and stay here.”

“We’re not allowed to rent it out because of how the guy who’s giving it to us wrote his will. If we don’t take it, it goes to the government.”

Her eyes got wide. “Are you sure that’s right? Do you want my dad to take a look at the will?”

Megan was always offering her parents’ services for free. As if her dad didn’t charge over a hundred dollars an hour, and her mom wasn’t doing thousand-dollar cosmetic procedures daily. All those fees cut down to an off-the-cuff offer from their daughter. I got the intent. It was to be nice because that was how she was. But I didn’t want it. “No, it’s okay.”

“It’s not okay! You’re seriously just going to go? I’m not even going to get to hang out with you a bunch before you leave because of camp.”

Maybe it shouldn’t have been shocking that Megan was upset. But she was my only friend. Not the other way around. She had more than enough other people to hang out with. I guess I didn’t think losing me would make an impact.

I didn’t know if I could include Noah in the count of people that would miss me, but at least Megan would.

“But you’ll be back after school finishes, won’t you?” she asked.

I blinked at her. “What do you mean?”

“Aren’t you going to apply to universities back here?” Megan tucked her hands under her chin and frowned at me. “You’re not going to stay there forever, right?”

Everyone at school was obsessed with these huge dreams that only 1 percent of them would ever achieve. Megan would probably spend years training as a dancer and competing against people only to land somewhere in the middle as far as professional dancers went. Eventually, her parents would pick up that slack, and she would do whatever sustained their wealth long enough for her to make use of it. She could do nothing and still end up with that future. Which wasn’t me hating on her. She was literally my only friend. It was just reality.

Going to university thinking you can work your way into a dream was a waste of time. It was an expensive exercise that, in the end, came down to whatever you’d had since you were born, according to Noah. I agreed. He went to university because he loved learning about new things, not because he thought it would help him achieve anything. It wasn’t his fault that his parents had money. At least he was upfront about his privilege.

Mom worked hard for years to get us our shoebox apartment, only to be offered a huge house for free. She could have done nothing. Could have avoided struggling at all, and this still would have come her way.

That was how life was. Nothing you did really mattered. You couldn’t actually control most of your future.

We were like plants that way. Each of us working hard to grow and survive. But it was all about the soil you were planted in from the beginning and whether someone chose to water you or not water you. To offer you new pots when you grew out of the old ones or release you from water as it pooled around your roots and threatened to drown you. You could only get so far on your own.

My pot was just there. Existing.

Moving wouldn’t change any of my plans because I didn’t have any.

Not before Noah anyway.

After meeting Noah, I had thoughts of going to university. Of learning biology and specializing in something to do with plants. Probably I would just end up working minimum wage at a garden store, but it didn’t matter. I liked being around him and his friends. It felt like I had something to contribute. Something to say. And people wanted to listen.

Now I had Mom with her stillness and Megan with her questions. And our friends who were really her friends. More kids with long-shot dreams and rich parents. I wasn’t like them. I could go somewhere new. Maybe kids in small towns would have less suffocating ambitions.

Unless I fixed things with Noah. Then I could have everything back.

“I don’t really care about school,” I said.

Megan raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t your mom really strict about you studying? Doesn’t that mean you kind of have to care about it?”

I almost laughed. Right. Mom’s study sessions. Evenings where I couldn’t hang out with Megan or her friends and instead had to spend a night with Mom. Learning. Her trying to form me into that picture of perfection that I could never fit. Shoving square-pegged me into a round hole. It was just as painful as it sounded.

It was easier to lie and call them “study sessions” than to say what really happened on those nights.

“I don’t care about her, either,” I said, lying again.

Megan caught on to the insincerity without any effort. “You pretend that you don’t care about anything, but really I think you spend so much time caring about other people that you don’t have room for what you want. Like, you do care but feel like you can’t, you know? Do you actually want to move?”

I pushed another syrup-soaked bit of bread past my lips and forced myself to chew.

“What did your dad say?”

“He said that he would prefer I not go.”

“Because it would interrupt school?”

I shrugged. “He didn’t give a reason.”

Megan pressed her lips into a line.

I wanted to shrug again, but it felt too much like acting as if I didn’t care instead of me really not caring. Which I didn’t. It was a lot better than what Dad did, which was pretend to care when he didn’t.

Silence stretched between us until finally she pouted and said, “You’ll miss our prom next year.”

I laughed. The sound was so sharp from my chest that it was almost painful.

“I’m serious! You can’t go to a prom with a bunch of country kids. It’ll be so shitty.”

That was why I liked Megan. Everything was so simple. Easy. That was what life should be. Struggling didn’t get you anywhere anyway, so why bother?

Megan put down her mug of coffee. “Are you really going to go?”

I wasn’t sure what to say. Because what should have been a “yes” had first become an “I don’t know” and now felt a lot like a “maybe.”

I couldn’t control much, but maybe I could control this.

Maybe I could leave the city.

Maybe I could leave Noah.

Maybe it would be better to chase the freedom I always wanted even if that meant being without him.

I didn’t know. Not until I spoke to Noah.

And we would speak, whether he wanted to or not.



Noah’s apartment low-key looked like a drug den. Partly because it was on Parliament Street just off Dundas, and if you walked a block without seeing someone high, then gentrification had gotten too wild. Or the city had finally started giving a shit about the people who lived in it that didn’t have money. The former was a lot more likely. The building towered up by several floors and always had a group of people hanging around in front.

I stood off to the side and ignored one of the guys on the stoop calling to me. Things like that barely clocked on my radar. There were more pressing matters. Like the translucent bodies that dragged themselves down sidewalks or lay in the grass twitching. Some of them liked to do that, especially if they were fresh—reenact their deaths. They’d lie on their backs and scream soundlessly, mime being stabbed or foam at the mouth. Chills crawled over my neck.

Fuck them.

All of them.

I left Megan after brunch with a tight hug that was uncomfortably comforting and a promise to text lots if I ended up going. I expected her to ask about what would happen with Noah if I moved, but she didn’t. Part of me felt like maybe she understood that was a question I wouldn’t want to answer. Sometimes I felt like she could see every layer of me, stripped bare, but chose not to mention it.

I peered down the street. Noah had no social media, but today he was hanging out with Dave, who absolutely did. Dave had a photography studio space that his parents paid for, where he invited girls for photo shoots in neon-colored string bikinis with their eyebrows drawn three times thicker than necessary. He was the sort of guy who documented his entire life on the internet and thrived on the court of public opinion.

It was how I knew Noah was planning to visit his studio today. He usually only spent an hour there because, apparently, Dave was “insufferable,” even though they were supposed to be friends. He should be getting home about now. I hoped, anyway.

I scuffed the toe of my tennis shoe against the sidewalk and pressed myself farther into the shadows. I didn’t want him to see me until I wanted him to see me. It wasn’t like he would run away. Probably.

Noah hopped off the streetcar at Dundas just as I was considering checking Dave’s Instagram again. He was wearing my favorite jeans. Not my jeans, obviously. His. But my favorite pair of his. They had that light-wash look that screamed vintage, and he’d rolled up the hems just enough to show his ankles. He looked like he was fresh off a shoot for a band’s album cover.

My face flushed. I was wearing sweatpants. Paired with a ratty crop top, a zip-up sleeveless hoodie, and this shitty hat.

Fuck.

Why didn’t I dress up more?

I could have done something.

I shifted on the spot as Noah walked closer.

Closer and closer.

Then gone.

Straight past me.

Instinctively I grabbed on to his arm. He reeled back with wide eyes, and I dropped my hand like it burned to touch him.

Noah blinked at me, then his eyes flared wide. “Daisy?”

He hadn’t recognized me. Of course he hadn’t. I looked terrible. I had a knit hat on my head in summer, and besides that, when had I ever worn hats? I swallowed. “Hey.”

I wanted to say so much more. How could you do this to me? What’s up with you and Stephanie? How old is she? Do you not love me anymore? What did I do?

I’m sorry.

It felt wrong for me to apologize, but I wanted to do it anyway. I wanted to fix this.

But my mouth wouldn’t move beyond “Hey.”

Noah looked around and dug his hands into his pockets. “What are you doing here?”

“Schnitzel,” I said as an explanation, pointing my finger down the street. Schnitzel Queen was only a few blocks away. It was one of the first places we’d gone together. He’d talked about how people were afraid to hang out in his neighborhood, so that’s what we’d done. Hung out there.

“Right,” he said, like he knew it was an excuse. “Look, I gotta go—”

“I’m sorry that Tara freaked out or whatever. Over my age. And that we fought.” The words flowed free and loosened the painful tightness in my stomach a bit. “Did it bug people? I’m not even that young. Like, soon I’ll be eight—”

“Look, Daisy…” Noah ran his hands through his hair and exhaled. “We really just shouldn’t have hung out. Tara was pissed at me about you being so young, and she was right.”

What?

Tara was right?

We shouldn’t have hung out?

What did “hung out” mean?

We were dating.

“But you always said that age didn’t matter.” The words ran out of my mouth. Timid. Meek. Like a soft piece of shit. I hated myself for saying them.

Noah shrugged. “It’s just like, it’s a big chore. I know you’re mature for your age. I really do, Daze, but other people don’t get it.”

I felt the exact way his nickname for me sounded. Like I was floating. Aloft. Untethered. Drifting in the breeze, up and up into the frigid air, my head popping from the pressure. Raining blood and carnage onto the streets.

“How old is Stephanie?” I asked because I couldn’t stop myself from saying it. “I saw you with her.”

Noah’s eyes narrowed. “How—never mind, she’s eighteen.”

“Actually eighteen?” Or eighteen like how I used to say I was eighteen?

“Of course actually eighteen. Age of consent is sixteen, by the way, which I know you know.” Noah shook his head at me. “So what, did you follow me out here to ask how old Stephanie is? Social-media stalking us or something since you know her name?” His eyes flitted to my hat, then back to my face. “You need to get over yourself and grow up.”

He turned away from me, still shaking his head, and started walking toward his apartment.
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