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Praise for

MONSTERA

“Monstera is my kind of botanical cocktail, equal parts sinister, sexy, and sweet—and one hundred percent delicious.”

JENNIFER THORNE, author of Diavola

“Compelling, sexy and overall just heaps of fun, Monstera is the perfect book for those who’ve always felt that cottagecore would be more enjoyable if it included gore and female rage. After reading this novella, I will certainly never look at seedlings the same way again.”

JOHANNA VAN VEEN, author of My Darling Dreadful Thing

“Monstera will crawl over your skin and envelope you like ivy. A dark sapphic romance that’s as sinister as it is surprising.”

JENNY KIEFER, author of This Wretched Valley

“Dawson writes of brutality and tender first loves with the same sure, graceful hand. Monstera’s roots run deep and bloody.”

KEITH ROSSON, author of Coffin Moon

“Lush, sensual, and brimming with rage, Monstera coils around you like a living thing—rooted in longing, blooming in terror.”

LINDY RYAN, USA Today bestselling author of Dollface and Bless Your Heart

“Fragile like a bomb in all its sapphic glory. Dawson once again gleefully drags the reader into the darkness—and you’ll follow willingly, oh yes, you will. With Monstera Delilah S. Dawson shows yet again that she can and does just keep getting better.”

ANGELA “A.G.” SLATTER, award-winning author of The Cold House

“Monstera is a botanical beauty. Lean forward and inhale Delilah S. Dawson’s fragrant bouquet of sapphic depravity. One whiff and this nightshade novella will wrap its tendrils right around the reader.”

CLAY MCLEOD CHAPMAN, author of Devil Inside

“Horror that is meticulous, intricate, and intimate. Truly an exemplary work of the horror novella format and serves too as an excellent companion piece to the (also excellent!) Bloom.”

CHUCK WENDIG, New York Times bestselling author of The Staircase in the Woods
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This is for everyone who read Bloom
and wanted more baking, plants, and sapphic romance.
And, uh, death.
God forbid a girl have hobbies.
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There is a difference between a house and a home. A house is just a place with rooms and beds that exists in physical space, but a home has a beating heart of its own. A home can be a house, or it can be a very good dog or a grandmother’s bready-smelling kitchen or a person or a whole family. Some people live in dozens of houses without ever finding a home. Some people can live anywhere, can create a home from anything. Some people will never understand the difference.

Lucy Haskell, only twenty-four and feeling even younger, grew up in a house with the requisite number of walls and beds and not a single beating heart, other than her own. She’s fairly certain that if her grandfather ever possessed a heart, it shrunk and ossified and blackened like the dinosaur feces she saw at a museum on a school field trip in third grade. Her mother had a beating heart once, but she fell into a hole filled with white powders and couldn’t crawl back out. And then she disappeared, and Lucy’s house became an empty shell. Lucy tried to find some comfort there, but she couldn’t make it a home. She understands now that it was always a prison.

And so, Lucy has lived in a house.

But this place, Lucy thinks.

This could be a home.

She stands before a towering Victorian near downtown Savannah, Georgia. Sunbeams burst through the spreading oaks, dappling a cracked sidewalk that has buckled over fat, juicy tree roots older than sliced bread. The house is not new or well kept, but it wears its faded grandeur like an aging prima donna draped in rubbed silks and dusty pearls. It was beautiful once, and its bones are beautiful still, even if its paint could use a retouch.

She drinks in salmon pink siding with burgundy frills, two stacked bay windows, and a swaybacked porch with two neat doors sitting side by side, one obviously added at a much later date and lacking the details of an older generation that still cared about the carver’s marks. 361A and 361B. The house has been divided in two, and Lucy thrills to the thought of having half a house all to herself. She has never known such luxury, such languor. Such calm. Such quiet.

Well, except for the occasional slams that echo from somewhere behind the house. Metallic, she thinks. Something heavy. Perhaps someone else is moving in nearby? And yet there’s almost a rhythmic cadence to the clanking. Hopefully that won’t be a constant. The ad she found online promised it would be quiet.

“Lucy baby?” says an older man who has just appeared on the sidewalk like Rumpelstiltskin alighting in the straw. He’s in his later sixties, maybe, short and compact with wisps of dyed black hair trailing sadly over his pink pate like Spanish moss.

“I’m Lucy,” she says, because she’s no one’s baby. Not anymore.

He looks her up and down and grins, showing dentures that could take off a finger. “I’m Roger. I’m your new landlord. Now c’mon, I’ll show you the place, and if you like it, we can get you all signed up. But trust me—you’re gonna like it.”

He heads up to the porch at a sprightly pace, and Lucy scurries behind him. There’s a key loop attached to a retractable wire on his belt, along with a phone holster, and he sorts through dozens of keys before opening the younger, cheaper-looking door to 361B. Lucy is immediately met with a small vestibule and a spiral staircase.

“Tight fit, but you’re not a big girl,” Roger says, starting up the stairs. “This is why the apartment is furnished only. Too hard to get shit up and down. But it’s nice stuff. I get no complaints.”

Lucy follows him, her nose wrinkling at the odor of cigarette smoke and drugstore cologne soaked into Roger’s every atom. There is nothing in the vestibule but the staircase, nothing to see until the last step gives way to a bright room with tall ceilings, sunlight streaming in through luxuriously tall windows. It smells like cookies, but she knows it’s just a vanilla plug-in.

“You got the whole upstairs,” Roger says grandly. The kitchen has been pieced together from discarded cupboards and counters all painted a uniform cream, the same color that coats the floor like old milk, thick and heavy. “Stove is pretty new. You can bring in a microwave if you like, but I don’t supply those. They give you cancer.” He points at a worn velvet sofa on the other side of the open floorplan room. “Nice couch. No idea how the guy got it up those stairs. Good to nap on.” He winks. “Ask me how I know.”

Lucy does not ask.

She already loves this place, and she does not wish to think about this… this crinkled goblin curled up on her proposed sofa. There’s even a window seat with a thin pad on it, and she can imagine sitting there and staring down at the street out front, watching life pass by while she hides like a chipmunk in a nest, out of sight and untouchable. A delicious proposition. She does not particularly wish to be perceived. Not yet. She isn’t quite ready for that.

“It seems nice,” she says. All the articles online said she shouldn’t seem too eager, even if she is. Seeming eager apparently encourages people to take advantage.

“It is nice.” His head jerks back like she said the opposite. “Look, it’s not perfect, but this is a good deal. You got electricity and water included—that’s special. I got over twenty renters in town, and they’re all happy. You only get this one at such a deal because the last guy ran off without paying. Now you can bring in a TV, see? Cable plug is right there. Lots of good outlets. I know you kids like your outlets.” He walks to a door and opens it. “And here’s the bedroom. Bed’s comfy, too. Gotta have a comfy bed, right?” He grins again, and she promises herself that she will flip the mattress and put one of those protective pads on it. Anything that has seeped from his skin and into the fabric will be prevented from ever reaching her.

Roger moves aside, and Lucy stands in the doorway to the bedroom. The bed is old and brass, maybe as old as the house, but the mattress and box spring look clean. The windows here are just as tall, just as sunny, as the ones in the living room. So much light. So much air. So much freedom.

“Bathroom,” Roger says, calling her back from her daydreams.

He inclines his head toward the open door, and Lucy walks over but does not get close enough to touch him. She sees an old toilet, an all-pink shower with a low tub, cracked tiles with little seashell designs. It is not luxurious, but it could be hers and therein lies the luxury.

Things just so.

Exactly as she wants them.

Kept as she likes them.

Never used by another body.

She can’t wait to purchase towels for the first time.

Roger shows her a tiny laundry room with a stacked washer and dryer with rust around the edges and a locked door that leads to a falling-down deck that she can’t use because it would cost too much to fix.

“So that’s it,” Roger says, fidgeting. “You got a closet in the bedroom, and some shelves in the laundry room for storage. There’s no smoking. No burning trash or setting off fireworks.” He looks her up and down again as if searching for contraband. “You seem like a good girl to me. Not the fireworks type. But don’t bring some guy here unless you talk to me. This is a special deal for a special little lady, not a cathouse. No moochers. You got it?”

“Of course,” she says, as if all this is obvious, even though she has never signed a lease in her life and has no idea what the rules are. She doesn’t know which is more unlikely, that she might suddenly decide to set off fireworks amid the live oaks or that she might bring a man back to her home.

Roger reaches into the back pocket of his cuffed jeans and pulls out a single piece of folded paper that looks like a copy of a copy. He lays it flat on the round kitchen table and smooths it out with the side of his hand, then plunks a hotel pen on top.

“Give it a good read, and if it sounds like a plan, all you got to do is sign,” he tells her. “I’m old school. I don’t do online payments. I don’t take credit cards. I want cash or check in my mailbox on the first of the month, and if I don’t get it, I’ll make myself a problem. You understand?”

She nods and sits down at one of the two mismatched chairs to read the lease.

“I live two blocks over,” he adds. “And I got a temper on me. You don’t want to get on my bad side.”

“Of course not.” Lucy never wants to be on anyone’s bad side. Not again.

She reads the lease, and it seems simple enough, not that she knows what to look for. All the online warnings she read focused on long, purposefully confusing contracts, on big companies trying to screw over the little guy, but this is a bare-bones agreement. Thirty days warning to move out. First and last month’s rent, plus a deposit. No pets under any circumstances, up to and including a goldfish. No roommates. And she cannot turn off or otherwise disturb the security cameras.

“Where are the security cameras?” Lucy asks, glancing nervously around the room.

“You probably saw the fancy doorbell on the way in. I got a right to know who’s going in and out. Only way to protect my property. This city’s full of thieves.” He sneers at a window as if people with crowbars are waiting on the other side. “And you got space for one car in the drive,” he adds. “Anybody who comes to visit will have to park in the street.”

“Oh, I don’t have a car,” she tells him.

One wiry eyebrow goes up. “A homebody, huh?”

“I have a bicycle.”

He nods. “Well, chain it up. If anything gets stolen, that’s not my problem.” He jerks his chin down. “It’s all in the lease.”

Lucy holds the pen, her hand shaking like a first-time surgeon clutching a scalpel.

She needs a new place immediately. She needs a home of her own. She does not want to live in a bland white and gray apartment, packed into a little box with hundreds of other identical little boxes, all filled with curious, squirming, noisy humanity. She does not wish to be known, to have doormen and custodial staff and the same neighbors waving at the mailboxes, so many eyes, staring at her, judging her. She wants to hide. She wants—

Clunk-thud. Clunk-thud.

“What’s that noise?” she asks.

Roger walks over to the window over the kitchen sink and stares down at the backyard. “That’s your neighbor. Saskia. She’ll be done soon.”

“Is it always like this?”

He cocks his head. “The noise? Nah, just an hour a day, maybe. She’s a good tenant. Quiet. Always pays on time. Been here since before Covid. Keeps to herself. You’ll get used to her.”

He moseys over and puts a hand on Lucy’s shoulder, and her body tenses.

“Now are you gonna sign or what?” He gives her shoulder a familiar squeeze. “I got two more girls who want this place. And somebody’s looking at another one of my units in fifteen, so if we’re doing this, let’s do it.”

Lucy stares at the paper. So many words. So much she doesn’t understand. But if he has that many tenants, it must be okay. It must be normal. It’s not like he would cook up a special, weird lease just to take advantage of her naïvete. He doesn’t even know her or her situation. He doesn’t know—

Her hands shaking, Lucy signs the lease.

“That’s my girl,” Roger says. He snatches the pen from her fingers and signs on his own line, then whips the paper away. “I’ll put a copy in the mailbox for you later today. That is, if you got a check for me. First and last months’ rent, plus the deposit. And if it bounces, I’ll throw you out the window.” He winks and gives her the total, and she reaches into her purse and pulls out cash, large bills, counting it out on the table in front of him. She does not miss the widening of his eyes, the craftiness there. Maybe she should’ve brought a check.

Oh, well.

Too late. Another lesson learned.

What’s done is done.

“Can I move in now?” she asks him.

He tucks the cash into a beat-up leather wallet and places a single key on the table.

“It’s all yours, baby doll.”

When he is finally gone, taking his pinched, probing eyes and rank, briny scent with him, Lucy clutches the key to her chest and looks out the kitchen window. There’s a carriage house back there in even worse shape, but the brick patio is a riot of greenery, more plants than she’s ever seen in her life. Some are bushes and vegetables and flowers planted in the ground, but there is also a mismatched army of cracked pots and bowls spilling with vines and exploding with wide, emerald-green leaves that spread like they’re yawning after a good stretch. A screen of magenta flowers covers a pergola, almost hiding the patio below from view. It is like a little Eden, all hidden away.

And through the leaves, Lucy sees something—flesh.

A sweaty, muscular body lifting a black barbell like an old-timey circus strong man, throwing it overhead and then dropping it on rubber mats.

Clank-thud.

Clank-thud.

This is the noise she’s been hearing.

This is her new neighbor, Saskia.
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Lucy has never moved into a new apartment before, and thus Lucy is at a loss. Apparently ‘fully furnished’ means a few sad pieces of furniture, not plates and bowls and blankets. She has two suitcases—old, leather things without wheels, which she hid in some bushes around the side of the house before Roger showed up. Although she told him she has a bike, she doesn’t—yet. She needs to buy one. She needs to buy lots of things. It was a very long walk here, carrying the suitcases, with lots of stops to rest her aching hands. But she won’t go back. She is determined to never go back.

Tugging her suitcases up the spiral staircase is no easy task. This is the most exercise she’s gotten in years. By the time everything is upstairs, her arms are numb, and her fingers are red and frozen into claws. She briefly lies down on the floor in a sunbeam, starfished, staring up at the ceiling, her ceiling. The noise outside continues. Clank-thump. Clank-thump. There is something almost meditative about it now. It has the halting organic cadence of a bird call.

When she’s caught her breath, Lucy drags her suitcases over to the dresser in the bedroom and begins to unload her clothes. Most of what she owns would be considered pajamas: shapeless sweatpants and hoodies and oversized tees in men’s sizes. She wore her only jeans today, with a crisp white shirt that once belonged to her mother. She is not fit to be seen outside; she was not meant to be. Opening her new phone, she fumbles to the Notes app and begins a shopping list, adding coat hangers to the long collection of goods she has never purchased before. She could order things online, but why deny herself the pleasure of shopping? She has not been in a store in years.

Outside, there is one final thump, and the noise stops. Curious, Lucy hurries to the window and looks down. She can’t see the woman’s face, just flashes through the wall of flowers. Dark hair pulled up into a bun, tan skin sweating in the morning sun, a black shirt with the sleeves cut off. A door opens and closes, and there is nothing more to see, or try to see. She is gifted only a small glimpse of someone else’s world.

Lucy’s new life is so small that it can be contained by two old leather suitcases. It strikes her in this moment that she once had so much more. She went to school, she had friends, she went to sleepovers, she walked the neighbors’ dogs. That was before her grandfather put locks on all the doors except for the door to her room, which he took off the hinges. Everything was fine until her mom disappeared. And then nothing was fine ever again.

This little house of hers was carefully chosen. It’s only a
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