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			This book is for Florida.

			Florida knows why.

		

	
		
		
			
			1.

			Lily Horne was dying.

			Literally dying.

			Okay, maybe not literally.

			But very, very theatrically.

			“This is the end!” she gasped, swooning as much as her seat belt would allow. “World…going dark. Can’t breathe…”

			She took a moment to try out various moaning and gagging sounds, making sure she had the absolute attention of her audience, before naturally pivoting into the dramatic death that always made her cry.

			“I was aiming for the sky,” she sang, low and questioning, following it up with a sputter.

			“Oh God, no more Hamilton,” her mom moaned.

			With a final gasp, Lily went rigid, eyes flown wide in shock and terror, then exhaled and let her bones melt so that her body went limp and unnaturally twisted, held up only by the constricting seat belt. Waiting for a reaction, she kept her breaths completely silent, her chest barely moving—a trick she’d learned from a video by a corpse actor on YouTube—a guy who actually got paid to pretend to be dead. A little morbid, maybe, but it helped her land the part of Juliet last summer—and gave her a new possible career goal.

			
			“You’re fine,” her dad said, pretending to be cheerful despite the fact that he was talking with his teeth clenched together. He glanced at her mom, who was quietly crocheting in the passenger seat, her head studiously down as she tried to avoid having this argument. Again. “Right, Laura?”

			Mom looked up. “It’s going to be great,” she recited woodenly. “A new beginning.”

			When Dad sighed, it was understood that he was disappointed in everyone—in Lily for being Lily, and in her mom for putting her in that first preschool production of Peter Pan and awakening her overly dramatic nature.

			Would they respond this way, Lily wondered, if she were actually dying? Having a panic attack? Or a heart attack? If she just curled up and expired in the backseat without any of her telltale theatrics?

			If so, they’d be sorry they hadn’t paid more attention.

			As it was, she’d been sighing and flouncing and swooning and groaning around the house in obvious misery for weeks, ever since Dad had announced that they’d be moving to Florida. Lily didn’t want to move to Florida because it was an awful place and her new school probably wouldn’t have a drama club, or even a stage. Her internet searches had revealed that there wasn’t a local theater in their new town.

			
			She’d loved everything about Boulder, Colorado, from the audaciously wide skies and tall mountains to the startlingly sudden snowstorms and the fields full of popcorning prairie dogs. She’d especially loved their local playhouse—which was an actual Quonset hut, according to the many informational placards she’d read in the hallways over the years while in line to audition. She’d never wanted to leave—until she departed for New York or Hollywood. Now the deeper south they drove, leaving her entire world behind, the worse she felt. Colorado was full of bright surprises, but Florida seemed so old and withered. Everything here was too hot and shriveled to do anything but make swampy fart sounds.

			Lily wouldn’t even let herself think about the reason they’d had to leave. Her dad kept insisting Florida was a chance to start over, so when she saw the blue Florida sign with the oranges on it, she closed her eyes and lifted her feet to jump into her new life. She felt it, the exact moment they crossed that invisible border. It was as if a barrier resisted her slightly, as if the hot summer sun rejected exactly who she was, or at least wanted to punish her for rejecting it first. When she put her feet down, she felt no victory.

			The miles rolled by and the car inched along the cracked, lonely highway, deeper and deeper into central Florida, an adventurer crawling toward death in a desert while vultures circled overhead. Unlike the rush of stage jitters, this panic sat in her belly, heavy as a lump of cafeteria pizza that should’ve been good but was actually terrible.

			
			“Just a few more miles,” Dad said, even though it was perfectly obvious, thanks to the map app on his phone in its stand on the dashboard.

			The setting sun slashed viciously through the car windows, and Lily tried to shrink away, as her pale skin sunburned easily. But with the rest of the backseat packed so tightly with bags and boxes, there was nowhere to hide. She was stuck. All the things she wanted—comfort, choice, freedom, the ability to be her overly dramatic self—had been taken away.

			The motion sickness medicine they’d given her every four hours had worn off, and her cell phone was almost out of battery. She couldn’t even text her best friend, CJ, back in Colorado. The only thing she wanted more than for the car to stop was for Dad to just turn the old sedan around and head straight back to their empty house, the house where she’d grown up, where she knew and loved every brick, and where she’d arranged her big walk-in closet into a stage. But she knew better than to say that out loud. Every time she brought up Colorado, her dad’s face went red, and his mouth pinched down, and he looked away. She couldn’t remember the last time he’d genuinely smiled at her.

			
			“Are you excited back there?” he asked with the forced cheerfulness of a mall Santa. He’d been that way ever since he’d accepted the new job in Tampa, as if saying that this was a good move for the family a hundred times a day could make it true. His acting skills were extremely subpar.

			“No. I told you: I’m dying,” Lily answered. “My heart—”

			“You’re not dying. You’ve got to stop being so melodramatic. We talked about this.”

			But…Lily’s entire life revolved around being dramatic, and…well, the panic wasn’t too far from the truth. She was out of Colorado for the first time ever, destined to die of an exploded heart in the state that—to her—only existed because of Disney World. She didn’t know anyone here, her parents were always angry at each other, her dad was always annoyed with her, and she had an entire summer to sit around, worrying about what would happen when she started eighth grade at a school that probably had no drama club and no fall musical.

			And although she’d asked to see pictures of the new house, her parents had only shown her one—of the outside. Which meant there was something wrong with it. Her room was probably super tiny and didn’t have a closet.

			Finally they turned off the highway, cruising past palm trees and plants that looked like giant pineapples.

			“This is Land O’ Lakes,” her mom said—the first thing she’d spontaneously offered in hours. She couldn’t even pretend to sound excited. “Our new home.”

			
			They passed stores and chain restaurants and, surprisingly, cows. The sun began to set, fiery orange and pink against a sky gone the soft purple of milk left in a bowl after eating marshmallow cereal. The streetlights came on as the car entered a residential area, and Lily noticed that most of the homes here hid behind high wrought-iron fences and heavy stone walls, like medieval citadels constantly under fire. Beyond the black bars, she sometimes caught a glimpse of kids riding bikes or swimming in pools surrounded by weird cages made out of screens.

			But her dad didn’t turn the car into any of these comfortable, walled-off communities. He put on his blinker and slowed to turn down a mangy dirt road flanked by sharp bushes nestled in sand. Scrubby forest hid what lay beyond, and the headlights flashed over low branches dripping with grotesque gray moss that looked like witch hair.

			“Don’t touch that stuff,” her mom said. “It’s full of lice.”

			“Mites,” Lily corrected. She’d Googled all the ways to die in Florida so that she’d be prepared.

			Mom’s voice quavered like she was going to cry. “Just don’t touch it.”

			Up ahead, a shape appeared amid the trees, and Lily recognized the building she’d seen in that one picture on Dad’s phone. The house was brown and angular and strange, with sloping roofs and big windows—it almost looked like it was half buried underground. Just in front of it, a bright blue dumpster sat, the only hard, colorful object in a sea of rustling shadows.

			
			But the house didn’t quite match that picture she’d seen, either. It looked…sadder. The gutters were stuffed with leaves and the sprouts of baby trees, the fence was falling down, weeds were growing knee-high, and an old recliner sat out front with stuffing exploding out of squirrel-chewed holes. The car rolled to a halt, and Lily realized that the house didn’t look like it was all shined up for sale—it looked like it had been abandoned years ago.

			“What’s wrong with it?” she asked.

			Her mom sighed, and her dad quietly but firmly said, “It just needs a little TLC.”

			“Tender loving care,” her mom said, glancing at Lily’s confused face. “It was a bank sale. We have to clean it out.”

			“Hence the dumpster,” Lily finished with great gravitas. “We bought a dumpster house.”

			Dad ignored that and got out first, leaving the headlights on and his door open. Mom sniffled as if sucking down a sob, picked up her purse and yarn bag, and got out, too. When Lily didn’t budge, her dad opened the back door for her and said tightly, “Stop this moody nonsense and get out of the car. It’s not that bad. You just always have to make everything into such a big production.”

			Lily flinched. He always talked to her now as if she did everything specifically to annoy him. He used to smile at her, eyes twinkling, like he didn’t quite understand her but was still fond of her. But not anymore, not after the night last winter when…

			
			Nope. Lily wouldn’t let herself think about it.

			She raised her chin, undid her seat belt, and scanned the darkness out beyond the house, where tall trees and pointy-leaved bushes crowded close, their shadows shifting restlessly beyond reach of the car’s headlights. Two green sparks flashed and disappeared into the brush.

			Eyes.

			Lily had read that the animals in Florida were somehow wilder than elsewhere, like they hadn’t changed much since the time of the dinosaurs. Burmese pythons and other big snakes bred in the wild here and terrorized the swamps, and the trees were drooping with big cats and murderous birds. She wondered what kind of strange creature lived out there, one foot on her property and the other in the wilderness.

			She stepped out of the car. The heat settled on her like a wet, suffocating blanket, and a drop of sweat trickled down her face. Her long dark hair felt heavy on her neck. Thunder rumbled threateningly, shaking the ground, and the sounds of the night bore down on her, a chorus of hums and peeps and screeches unlike anything she’d ever known in Colorado. It sounded like a pet store. She couldn’t see a single neighboring house from here, and yet somehow this place felt too hot, too crowded, too heavy, too loud, pressing in on all sides. When she looked at the building before her, an odd numbness crept down her arms. It just felt…wrong. Every instinct urged her to unleash a stage scream, the kind that would rattle down her throat and make adults finally take notice.

			
			But she didn’t, in part because she didn’t want to give those green eyes any indication that she was a frightened prey animal, and in part because her dad was already mad and, like the night, just looking for a reason to boil over.

			Lily had the distinct feeling the house was going to open its mouth and swallow her whole. She felt tiny and helpless, and she hated that. The fear turned to bubbling anger—at her parents for bringing her here, at herself for what she’d done to start this chain of events, and at Florida for being…Florida. She threw herself back into the car, slamming the door shut and crossing her arms.

			“I wish I was dead,” she growled.

			She didn’t really, not quite.

			She just didn’t want to be here.

		

	
		
		
			
			2.

			Her parents didn’t even try to sweet-talk her into getting out of the car. In fact, they completely ignored her protests, no matter how obviously she fumed. Without AC, the car swiftly became a sweatbox, and Lily finally got out, slung her backpack over her shoulder, and stuck her phone in the back pocket of her jean shorts.

			The driveway was gravel, but the walkway to the house crunched strangely beneath her Converse—gritty like sand but sharp like shells. The air was so hot and wet that it was like standing in the bathroom after someone took a long shower. Lily noticed a lake out back, the water flat and black. The sound from that direction was an eerie chorus of humming and buzzing. She felt a strange tickle, and looked down to see a huge mosquito brazenly drinking from her hand. Fascinated, she watched it for a moment before smacking it, leaving behind a gray smear and a trickle of blood.

			
			“Got it!” Dad crowed, holding up a ring of keys. He had been struggling to get the front door open while her mother played some farm game on her phone with nervous intensity, her usual way of avoiding conflict.

			The door creaked open, and a thick, rotten smell rolled out with a puff of hot, dry air, as if the house was an old man who’d been holding his breath. When a light clicked on, Lily’s jaw dropped, and she finally understood everything—why there had been no pictures, how they’d been able to afford a house at all after her dad had been out of work for so long.

			It was a hoarder’s house.

			A hoarder’s house…that had been abandoned.

			And now it was their house.

			“Oh my God,” she said, holding her nose. “I’m going to puke.”

			Towers of newspapers and magazines and catalogs and old mail and black garbage bags wobbled just inside the door, blocking the overhead light. Dirt and hairballs and crusted brown socks dusted the wood floor. It was a big room, an open sort of den that led into a small kitchen, but it was claustrophobically cluttered with a mountain of trash.

			“You promised it wouldn’t be this bad,” Mom muttered.

			“Jack said it wouldn’t be,” her dad said, desperately trying to cling to his fake optimism. “The house itself is in good condition. Good bones. There’s nothing wrong with it structurally. We just have to do some cleaning up.”

			
			“We?” Lily growled, her throat tight. “How much can we do before you start your jobs? You guys get to go to work all day, and I have to stay home alone all summer in this…this…stanky trash heap!” She wished there was a convenient couch she could throw herself on, but the couch was buried in garbage bags and looked as wet and soft as a mushroom, so she just fluttered her hands around in annoyance and tried to breathe through her mouth.

			“We don’t get to go to work.” Her dad turned to glare at her, his shoulder knocking into a pile of boxes, causing it to tumble over and making Lily dance back. “We have to go to work. And this negative attitude is only going to make it harder for everyone.”

			Mom pulled Lily to her side and squeezed her shoulders. “I have a few weeks off and then a part-time schedule at the urgent care at first, remember? I wouldn’t leave you alone with…this.”

			As Lily looked around at the deluge of garbage, she saw her summer disappear before her eyes. She was twelve, and school was out, which meant that she was free labor. And there was nothing she could do about it. And her dad’s last dig at her attitude was a good reminder that if she had any hope of getting what she wanted—theater camp, some kind of pet, the chance to go back to Colorado—she had to play nice.

			Luckily, she’d seen Mary Poppins so many times that she could easily paste on a chipper smile and can-do attitude, even if she felt horrible on the inside.

			
			“Where’s my room?” she asked.

			“You get the whole upstairs to yourself,” Dad said. “Although maybe it’s more of a loft than an entire floor. The realtor told me it was the cleanest part of the house. Should be some stairs around here. Just let me hit some more lights.”

			He fiddled with the switches, and Lily’s mom said a bad word when the full horror of the house was revealed. No surface was clean or empty. There was clearly furniture somewhere under there, but it was hidden by dust and cobwebs and…stuff. Greasy pizza boxes were piled to the ceiling in one corner, magazines moldered in limp towers, and Amazon boxes were stacked haphazardly everywhere—hundreds, maybe thousands of them.

			“We passed that hotel by the highway—” Mom started, soft and tentative.

			“There’s the stairs,” Dad said firmly, having already shot down the idea when they passed said hotel, claiming that now every dollar counted as he glared at Lily in the rearview mirror.

			Lily knew there was no hope, so she stepped around a pile of newspapers—who even read newspapers anymore?—and over a black-stained towel glued to the floor. The wooden stairs, amazingly, were empty. Not clean, of course, but not being used to store more junk. She hurried upstairs, noting that the air, at least, felt cleaner up there. At the top of the stairs, she looked down in disgust at the mounds of stuff on the first floor that she’d have to start moving tomorrow, at the piles of polo shirts and pants still on hangers and the leaning towers of bottled waters. Her parents stood amid the garbage like strangers lost in some new city with odd customs. Her mother went back to her phone, and her father just rubbed his beard and shrugged like it was someone else’s problem. Which, Lily understood, it now was—hers and her mom’s.

			
			She turned away. Whatever was up here had to be better than what her parents had to deal with down there. If the master bedroom was anything like the den, it wasn’t going to be fun finding a spot big enough and clean enough to let them both lie down and get some sleep without touching literal garbage.

			Opening the door at the top of the stairs and flicking on the overhead light, Lily was pleasantly surprised: The room was free from hoarder junk. There was an old daybed with rumpled covers and a collection of meticulously placed stuffed animals, a stand with a small TV and a gaming system, some bookshelves, and a dresser. Much to her horror, the dresser held a glass terrarium with a screen top, and within it lay a dead snake, curled in a spiral of bones and rot.

			Once her initial shock wore off, she edged closer and peered inside. She wasn’t squeamish, and she thought snakes were interesting, if a bit inconvenient, as long as they weren’t out in the yard and trying to kill her. The sight was strange and beautiful, in its way, the snake coiled on its back, ragged bits of scaled orange skin rippling over visible bones. The poor thing. Left here, trapped without water or food or a way out. Her eyes traced the edges of the room, considering how long the house must’ve sat empty. And wondering why anyone would leave it that way, as if they’d just closed the door and walked away.

			
			She decided it had to be years. Which meant that the sheets on “her” bed were years beyond detergent, which wasn’t okay. She opened the small closet and quickly closed it again when all she found were dirty clothes and old, broken toys. There was nothing upstairs but a small landing and her room, definitely no linen closet, so she had to find her parents and ask about sheets, a blanket—even a garbage bag, at this point. Anything to keep her skin from touching those pee-yellow pillows and sheets. She was halfway down the stairs and just about to yell out to her mom when she heard her parents arguing again.

			“Look, this was a good deal. An investment. We’re lucky Jack found it—” Dad was saying.

			“And what kind of commission did your frat brother make on this garbage heap?” Mom sighed. “You promised me it wouldn’t be a money pit.” Her voice was ragged, exhausted.

			“It’s not,” Dad snapped. “This is all cosmetic. The dumpster is already here. We’ve just got to make it work. All our savings—”

			
			“I know. But we didn’t look upstairs first. Do you think there’s any sign of…what happened?”

			The pause sat so heavily that Lily could hear the dust settle.

			“It happened downstairs,” Dad said firmly. “It was natural. Jack said the upstairs was fine.”

			Lily couldn’t take it anymore.

			“Mom? Do we have any sheets? This bed is super gross.”

			Her mom appeared at the bottom of the stairs, looking lost and a little apologetic. “Somewhere in the car…I just need to…maybe there’s a closet?” She waved her hands, pantomiming that her brain was so overwhelmed that she’d forgotten how to find sheets.

			Lily went downstairs. Since she knew there was nothing in the den, she passed right by her mom and into a narrow hallway. Underneath all her theatrics, Lily was a logical person, and logic suggested that the best place to find blankets would be a closet near the master bedroom, or possibly shelves in the laundry room. But of course when she found the closet, everything in it was old and smelled like mildew. As she rummaged between some threadbare towels that had once been white, something fat and dark dropped on her hand, heavy as a grape. Lily screamed and jerked her hand back. The biggest roach she’d ever seen plopped off onto a towel and skittered back into the shadows as if she’d offended it.

			“What’s wrong?” her mom called—without coming any closer.

			
			“It’s raining giant, gross roaches!” she shouted back. “This place is awful!”

			“That’s enough of that attitude!” her dad boomed with, she noted, an awful lot of attitude.

			Lily wanted to get out of his line of fire and had to wash her hands, so she opened the door to what she hoped was the downstairs bathroom. She was right, and it was relatively clean, aside from a stack of old Prevention magazines and a scuzzy black comb. The water sputtered brown when she turned on the faucet and the old soap dispenser was cloudy with a clogged pump, but she managed to wash her hands, grateful at least that the water was hot enough to scour off the feeling of roach feet.

			But when she glanced into the toilet bowl, she found something she didn’t understand. It was full of wet ashes and the remains of photographs. Dozens of them, mounded together, their edges burned black and the water glistening among flashes of shoulders and hands, of what looked like a woman and child—but no faces.

			The faces had all been burned away.

			Lily backed away from the toilet, shivering, her breath coming in real gasps, her heart stuttering in her chest. Whatever this was, it wasn’t normal.

			She thought about telling her parents, but she could hear them arguing elsewhere in the house, trying to keep it quiet so they wouldn’t worry her. Funny how they always said that—that they didn’t want to worry her—but when she was really worried, they either told her she was being melodramatic or ignored her completely, like now.

			
			The last leg of the car trip had been a long one, and now that she was here, she had to pee. At least it seemed like there were no bodily fluids already in the bowl. She held her breath and reached into the toilet with both hands, pulling out the photos and dumping them into an old metal trash can, which was half full of used tissues and other garbage. When the bowl was empty, she washed her hands again. After she’d done her business and washed her hands a third time, she stared at the garbage can, noting that water was leaking out of its rusted bottom. The photos were just too creepy; she felt an urge to get them out of the house.

			Even though she was terrified of more roaches, she picked up the garbage can between two fingers, hurried to the front door without a glimpse of her parents, fiddled with the outside lights, and walked fast to the dumpster. It seemed much taller now than it had when they’d first pulled up, and she almost dumped the photos in the dirt yard to deal with tomorrow. But something about them—they needed to be out of sight.

			Taking a deep breath, Lily climbed a few rungs of the ladder built into the side of the dumpster and upended the trash can, letting the wet photos splatter against the metal far below. Then, on second thought, she chucked the trash can in, too. It landed with a heavy clank, and something down there rustled like it was alive and mad. Lily jumped off the ladder and ran back to the open front door, holding her breath the entire time.

			
			A soft whine caught her attention, and she spun to stare into the woods, right where she’d seen the green flash of eyes earlier. Something moved, and she squinted as a shadow detached itself from the forest and took a few halting steps toward her. It was taller than a raccoon or possum, more upright than a gator, and bigger than a cat. Was it…maybe…a dog?

			“Here, boy,” she called, and the creature paused.

			“Lily, what are you doing?” her dad asked from inside.

			The shape slunk back into the forest, and she went inside and closed the door.

			“Just tossing some junk,” she said. “That’s what I’m supposed to be doing, right?”

			His lips pressed together; he hated it when she walked the fine line between polite and talking back, but sometimes she couldn’t stop her mouth. “Look, I’ve had enough with—” He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, fighting for control of his temper. “It’s late. You’ll have plenty of time to clean tomorrow.”

			She nodded and scurried upstairs without a word. When Dad got mad, it was better to just stay out of his way—he had one of those voices that only had two modes, soft and reasonable or a dominating, furious shout, and lately it had all been shouting. She’d found no blankets or towels that she was willing to touch, and she would have to get past her dad to find her mom, so she curled up on the floor with her head pillowed on her backpack, miserable and uncomfortable and willing herself not to cry.

			
			Only later, when she woke up in absolute silence and utter darkness, did it occur to her that if the house had been closed up for years or even months, all those photos should’ve been a dingy gray mass of waterlogged pulp, their images long faded away.

			But no—they’d been as bright and crisp as if they’d been printed that day.

			Aside from the burned bits.

			The burned faces.

		

	OEBPS/9780593373248_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Contents


						Dedication


						Chapter 1


						Chapter 2


						Chapter 3


						Chapter 4


						Chapter 5


						Chapter 6


						Chapter 7


						Chapter 8


						Chapter 9


						Chapter 10


						Chapter 11


						Chapter 12


						Chapter 13


						Chapter 14


						Chapter 15


						Chapter 16


						Chapter 17


						Chapter 18


						Chapter 19


						Chapter 20


						Chapter 21


						Chapter 22


						Chapter 23


						Chapter 24


						Chapter 25


						Chapter 26


						Chapter 27


						Chapter 28


						Chapter 29


						Chapter 30


						Chapter 31


						Acknowledgments


						About the Author


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Contents


						Start


						Copyright


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						iii


						iv


						v


						1


						2


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						182


						183


						184


						185


						186


						187


						188


						189


						190


						191


						192


						193


						194


						195


						196


						197


						198


						199


						200


						201


						202


						203


						204


						205


						206


						207


						208


						209


						210


						211


						212


						213


						214


						215


						216


						217


						218


						219


						220


						221


						222


						223


						224


						225


						226


						227


						228


						229


						230


						231


						232


						233


						234


						235


						236


						237


						238


						239


						240


						241


						243


						244


						245


			


		
	

OEBPS/images/9780593373248_cover.jpg












OEBPS/images/9780593373248_title_page.jpg
vrULAH 3 PRS0y

DELACORTE PRESS





