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      Bloodstains are the hardest to remove.

      I scrubbed the floor until my shoulders screamed with pain. Heat from the desk lamp fried my back like a white-hot sun. I studied the brown splatters over my bed and blew an inky strand of hair away from my face. "Eff my life."

      After the floor, the wall was next. Not that I was a neat freak or anything, but this stain had to go. This was war: Ava Nolan versus the spot.

      As I paused to dab my sweaty temple, it occurred to me I could be doing better things on a Saturday night. In Santa Monica, life was one drunken party after another. There were no parties in Eckhart. Unless you counted the pulse-pounding bingo tournament held every afternoon at the senior center. Most of the locals were in bed long before the ten o'clock evening news.

      I had no friends in this fog-choked town. No homework. And thanks to my expulsion from school three months ago, no diploma or future. Scrubbing a sixty-year-old homicide off my bedroom floor was the highlight of my night.

      I dunked the brush into the bucket, flinching as my raw knuckles made contact with a brew of bleach and lye. A ribbon of blood trickled down the back of my hand. I wiped the cut on my jeans, slapped the brush to the floor and got back to work. What's a little blood in times of war?

      "Just one more."

      One more scrub should do it.

      A clean slate. We could be happy.

      You can't start a new life in a new house with the former occupant still splattered everywhere. My dad bought the abandoned Hopkins' farm at a steal. Sometime during the '50s, Old Man Hopkins slaughtered his entire family before training his shotgun on himself. I got eight-year-old Mary Hopkins' room and judging by the size of the stain, I'd say her short life came to a particularly gruesome end.

      Despite the stigma of moving into a murder house, I was determined to make a fresh start. Sure my dad, brother, and I weren't living in the most sanitary surroundings, but here in Eckhart we were hundreds of miles north of Los Angeles and ten years away from memories of my mother.

      At the thought of Mother, fear gnawed at my stomach like a persistent rat. I dropped the brush and stared at the bucket.

      I saw a bathtub.

      Filled to the brim with soapy water.

      And Mother.

      Washing my hair.

      Scrubbing my skin pink.

      I could never be clean enough, not even when the water turned bloody.

      To stem the tide of an impending freak-out, I recited an old childhood chant, invented the day Mother disappeared.

      She was dead. The dead couldn't hurt the living.

      But as I listened to the wind whistle across the eaves and the incessant mewing of a tomcat, I wasn't so sure anymore.

      "Ava." My mother's voice clawed across the black skin of night. "Ava."

      Lifting my sweater, I pinched my abs until the skin underneath my belly button became red and angry. The pain reminded me of my mother's touch. According to her, I was born rotten and whenever I threw a tantrum, she would dig her nails into my stomach so my dad wouldn't notice the crescent-shaped marks she left behind.

      Sometimes she did this when I was already calm—just to make me howl. I believed she was testing me. When I remained unruffled even as blood dribbled down my navel, terror swarmed my mother's face like a cloud of locusts. "You have a dirty soul, my lovely. A wicked heart," she said, dragging me to the bathtub where she'd wash me as white as snow.

      I was eight years old when my mother tried to drown me.

      Mary Hopkins and I had a lot in common.

      I rose to my feet and shook the kinks from my body. Mother was gone; all my resentment over her trying to kill me had long since scabbed and crusted over. The funny thing was, as much as I feared her, I still loved her. Not even an attempted murder, committed in a moment of temporary insanity, could break the bond between mother and daughter. My love was buried deep inside the chambers of my wicked heart.

      In need of a breather, I sidestepped a fortress of moving boxes to get to my dressing table. I picked up my iPhone and checked my messages, hoping for a text, an @reply, a Like or comment on my sexy new Instagram selfie.

      There were none.

      Sighing, I lifted my eyes to the photos clustered around the mirror. While I'd yet to tackle unpacking, I'd spent the better part of this afternoon Scotch-taping each picture with care. In my sophomore Sadie Hawkins portrait, I was perched atop a paper moon and wrapped in the arms of Drake Elliott, the hottest guy in school. My attention traveled to Winter Formal. Homecoming. Senior Prom. I was the star of every event.

      Leaning over, I peered at my cell, expecting a text in the space of a second. I did get an email, but it was only the king of Nigeria trying to sell me a diamond mine. Apparently, my friends had forgotten all about me. Maybe my selfie wasn't as epic as my make-out snapshot with my friend Cindy. I needed to top that.

      I unwrapped my homecoming crown and, being careful not to bleed on the silver sparkles, propped it on my head. Lounging next to the bloodstain, I stripped off my sweater and struck a pose to show off my lilac push-up bra. I snapped the picture and typed "A Royal Bloody Mess" before posting.

      A minute later, my phone dinged. I had ten Likes and five comments.

      "Sweet."

      "Gross, whose blood?"

      "I don't get the crown???"

      "Take the bra off!"

      "I'll tap that."

      "Me too."

      The Likes poured in. Giddy from the attention, I typed, "I killed someone, bitchz!"

      Drake's comment popped up. "Hot! Let's do it next to the bloodstain."

      Leave it to Drake to post a public booty call. I smiled and replied, "I'm open."

      Cindy added to the thread, "We know ur legs are. Narcissistic slut J/K. FYI, the crown is LAME!"

      My smile vanished, especially after her comment garnered more Likes than my picture and some agreement about my sluttiness. I shut off my phone, feeling more lonely and lame than hot and popular.

      I flexed my fingers and studied the weeping cut on my hand. "A royal bloody mess," I whispered.

      The cat ceased its mewing and hissed at something or someone unseen. Setting my crown gently atop a velvet cushion, I glanced over my shoulder. Something was stirring in the air, an electric ripple that filled me with misgiving. I ran a hand across my forearm and discovered all the hairs standing on end. The ivy rustled against the wrought-iron trellis and somewhere on the lawn...

      Footsteps.

      Turning around, I listened again. Yes. Footsteps.

      Purposeful strides crunching on weeds and nettles.

      I crossed to the window to investigate. Beyond the slanted outline of our rickety fence, rows of leafless trees stretched to infinity, remnants of the old apple orchard gone to seed. My breath frosted the single-pane glass like icing.

      When the mist evaporated, I realized I had an audience.

      A tall figure leaned against the fence post, squinting at the beacon of light from my window. He tucked his hands in his jacket pocket and turned his collar up against the cold. His breath coiled about him like cigarette smoke.

      Shouldn't most pervs scurry or hide when caught? This lurker had balls. He never budged.

      I pressed my body against cool glass, trying to get a better glimpse at his face. The shadows cloaked his features, smudging out his eyes. Even so, they burned with the fanatical intensity of a traveler on a black pilgrimage. Judging by the way he was staring at me, one would think he'd found his Holy Grail.

      His staring problem sent the hackles rising on the back of my neck. What a creep. As I tugged on my sweater, an infusion of revulsion and rage coursed through my bloodstream.

      He'd seen me.

      Half naked and in a plastic crown, of all things.

      He'd probably tell his friends about the new girl at the Hopkins' farm and they'd judge and laugh. When they were done laughing, they'd return to their comfy homes and tidy lives, relieved in the fact that no matter how bad their problems were, at least they weren't as screwed-up as mine.

      As if he could read my mind, the stranger raised his hand. Slender fingers curled in the air. If this bargain basement James Dean expected to intimidate or scare me, he had another thing coming. But as I dashed to my brother's room, the memory of those ghostly fingers lingered. Perhaps this stranger was not waving at all, but beckoning me to join him on a dark adventure.
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        * * *

      

      He was a scrawny guy about my age, seventeen, maybe nineteen at the most.

      Propped against the barn, he looked as pathetic as a scarecrow. Somehow he'd seemed scarier standing outside my bedroom window, a dark prince cloaked in fog and shadow.

      His name, we learned after my brother put him in a headlock, was Ben Wolcott.

      "I don't get you, Ava." Cam scrubbed the sweat from his buzz cut. "You wanted me to talk to him and here I am"—he kicked Ben in the ribs. Ben groaned and hacked up a string of bloody spittle—"talking."

      "Stop it!" I latched on to Cam's brawny forearm and dragged him away from Ben. My brother and I had different definitions when it came to "talking."

      "He's had enough, you idiot!"

      Cam never knew when to quit. My brother's head, as our dad always said, was filled with missiles instead of brains—and it only took a spark to launch WWIII. As his sister, only I knew how to work the controls, but I wondered if I ever had control in the first place.

      Cam cursed under his breath and booted a rusty wheelbarrow instead.

      Point made, I drew my corduroy jacket closer to keep my teeth from chattering. Back in Santa Monica, I lived in tank tops and shorts, wore my bikini to the mall. Moving to NorCal was like moving to the North Pole. I was having trouble acclimatizing to Eckhart. One week in this seaside wasteland and I'd not only lost my tan, but was seriously thinking about investing in a whale hunter's jacket.

      Fog swirled around the orchard of twisted apple trees. Uphill from the barn, our clapboard farmhouse loomed against a violet sky, all windows dim except for my bedroom where a halogen lamp flickered like a bug zapper. Dad was still asleep. Good thing I had the foresight to use my indoor voice when alerting Cam. Dad would freak at the sight of all this blood, yet this was the same man who thought moving into an In Cold Blood crime scene was a good idea. Fortunately, my brother was easier to figure out.

      "Beat him up," Cam said, "No, not too much. What do you want from me?"

      "I never ordered you to beat him up. Don't put words in my mouth."

      Cam—probably still smarting over my "idiot" remark—muttered, "I was only doing it for you."

      I stepped forward to apologize, but the sentiment knotted around my tongue and left me feeling awkward and embarrassed. Saying sorry usually involved lots of bumbling, and I ended up sounding sarcastic instead of sincere.

      Taking Cam by the hand, I dragged him away from Ben. "Remember your police record," I whispered in his ear. "Does it need another assault and battery charge?"

      With a grunt, Cam jammed his hands in his pockets.

      "Control your temper. For me, okay?" I seized his chin and forced him to look into my eyes. "Don't be like Mom."

      Thanks to our mother, violence flowed through his veins like a genetic disorder. While I tried to fight this flaw in our blood, my twenty-one-year-old brother had all the makings of a sociopath. Dad and I lived in perpetual terror that Cam would kill someone and get put away for life. Murder woes aside, us Nolans were just like every American family.

      Cam lowered his head. "Whatever."

      Taking this as a sign of agreement, I pecked him on the cheek. "I'm a jerk."

      He mustered a grin. "I know."

      I looked to the boy wheezing in the weeds and debated calling the police. Negative. Dad's fear of blood took a backseat only to his fear of cops. All the interrogations they put him through after our mother's disappearance really did a number on his nerves.

      In the interest of saving Dad another breakdown, I decided to take matters into my own hands. "Did he say anything to you?"

      "He says he got the wrong window," Cam said. "He's here to see Professor Nolan."

      "Dad?" It was hard acting like a badass when you were having convulsions from the cold, but I was determined to rebuild my defenses. I pulled my tangled black hair into a messy ponytail. "What does he want with Dad?"

      Curling his hands into fists, Cam started toward Ben. "I'll find out."

      I pointed to the horse trough at the far end of the barn. "Go sit over there and let me do the talking."

      The thought occurred to me that Ben may have a gun or knife. But instead of fear, a secret thrill shimmied up my spine. Ever since my mother tried to drown me, I'd been a little in love with death.

      Lifting a gaudy bangle from Forever 21.

      Downing Ecstasy with a shot of vodka.

      Driving ninety in Drake Elliott's Ferrari and then pulling over to hump his brains out by the side of the road.

      The rush.

      The high.

      My mother and I had one thing in common: we desired all the things which would destroy us in the end.

      Kneeling in front of Ben, I listened to his labored breathing. He lolled his head against the barn and studied me through the puffy slit of a swollen eye. He'd had ample opportunity to run, yet here he remained, which made me wonder if he was a little in love with death, too.

      "You can thank me now." I dabbed his nose with my sleeve. His blood stained the corduroy a brilliant shade of red, my favorite color.

      "For what?"

      "Saving your life."

      On impulse, I traced the shattered bridge of his nose. Underneath the blood and bruises, he was all angles and sharp lines. A blade for a nose. Daggers for cheekbones. I could cut myself slapping him in the face. Naturally I was intrigued.

      Ben jerked his head away, wanting no part of my nursing. "Humility. Ever heard of it?"

      "Humility. What's that? An SAT word?"

      He snorted, then winced in pain. "Are you for real?"

      "I'm the good cop." I peeked over my shoulder to make sure Cam stayed put. Glowering at us, Cam splashed slimy trough water over his face and proceeded to clean the blood from his knuckles. He could be as mean as a pit bull when riled up, but he was always sweet and loyal to me.

      Following my gaze, Ben said, "You should keep your brother on a leash."

      Apt words. Little did he know, I was already keeping Cam on a leash. "For someone who's just been beaten into a bloody pulp, you sure have a mouth on you. Hold still..."

      As I dabbed his nose again, my sleeve slid up my wrist. Three old scars, reminders of my tenth-grade cutting days, caught the moonlight.

      "You like to play with knives?" he asked.

      I tugged down my sleeve, feeling as guilty as if I were the one caught peeping. "None of your business."

      I didn't take a razor blade to my arm because "the physical pain was the only way I could release my emotional pain" or some textbook shit like that. This was an experiment to see how fast I'd heal and the answer was: pretty damn fast. My skin melded back after an hour, a shame, too, since I thought the blood droplets mesmerizing, each one an isolated jewel. I once asked Cam if I could cut him too and he'd shrugged, "Sure, what the hell." Cam healed just as fast and his blood had been just as precious. My brother and I were single-handedly putting Band-Aids out of business while keeping psychiatrists fed.

      Ben, probably delirious from his ass-kicking, muttered, "He said you would be...good with a knife. You're exactly who we've been searching for."

      "Who the fuck is he?"

      He blinked—or winked to be more specific since he only had one working eye. "What did I say?"

      "You tell me."

      Ben opted for silence. Long, awkward silence.

      "You said you were here to see my dad," I asked before he got any weirder. "How do you know him?"

      "I was in his Occult History class last year," he said, confirming my hunch. Dad taught at UCLA until he was fired for failing to show up for lectures or stumbling in drunk when he did.

      That was over a year ago. Why would Ben try to contact Dad now? And during the middle of the night? This guy took stalking to a new level.

      "I suppose you followed him all the way up here to talk about your term paper?" I plucked a stray dandelion from the weeds, marveling at the way the moonlight turned the bulb iridescent. "My dad isn't exactly holding office hours from home. You're a long way from LA, friend."

      "Eckhart's my hometown." Ben grinned, baring straight teeth coated in blood. "I came to ask him one question. Maybe you can answer it, Ava."

      Despite our mutual hostility, I liked the way he wrapped his lips around my name. So calm. So cool. No fear. No shame.

      "Fine." With Cam watching my back, I didn't see any harm in flirting with danger. "I'll play along."

      "Come closer..."

      Discarding the dandelion stem, I crawled toward him.

      "Closer."

      "Don't push it, perv," I said, inching forward until I was practically straddling one of his thighs.

      The same tomcat raced through the brambles and the caw of a blackbird echoed through the deserted orchard.

      His clothes smelled of grass after the rain. The peppermint sting of his breath scraped my lungs and stirred the hairs on my temple. "Has he found Arabella's Curse yet?"

      A chill crawled up my forearm. No longer in a joking mood, I pulled away. "The ruby?"

      "You know of it?" Ben asked, black eyes dancing in amusement at the sudden change in my expression.

      Of course I did. No self-respecting daughter of Professor Mortimer Nolan could escape childhood without hearing about Arabella's Curse, the ruby with the power to resurrect the dead.

      Magic.

      Immortality.

      The power of God.

      Dad used to tell the best bedtime stories. There was the one about an ancient set of scrolls that foretold the apocalypse. Or the fable about a sword forged with the venom of a sea serpent that could vanquish the undead.

      As a kid I couldn't get enough of Dad's tales of good and evil. Or stop marveling at his collection of macabre artifacts. An elixir brewed from mermaids' scales. An executioner's ax from the days of Henry VIII. His morbid cabinet of mummified cats.

      But I wasn't a kid anymore. There was no magic in the world, no prophecy in the stars. The dead stayed dead. My dad, who once loved me most of all, could no longer stand being in the same room with me. And much like Bigfoot or the Loch Ness Monster, Arabella's Curse couldn't possibly exist—especially not in a dump like Eckhart.

      "Fairy tales," I said, unable to hide my bitterness. Dad would do better chasing windmills than searching for Arabella's Curse.

      The porch light switched on, dousing the overgrown lawn in an eerie wash of green. The screen door slammed and Dad marched down the steps, navy bathrobe flapping like a cape behind him. "What the hell is going on here?"

      Cam jogged up the hill, meeting Dad halfway. Their shouting—well, mostly Dad's shouting—cleaved through the whistle of the wind. "She put you up to this, didn't she?"

      This was going to be bad.

      A drop of blood splattered my forearm. With a strained smile, Ben wiped his nose and collapsed against me.

      "Don't discount a good fairy tale," he croaked. "The best ones begin and end in blood.
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      Slamming the kitchen door behind us, Dad backhanded me across the face.

      I stumbled into the fridge, my ears ringing from the slap. I was underwater. Swimming. Happily swimming.

      Meanwhile, on land: Cam called Dad an asshole. Dad whacked Cam upside the head for having the gall to call him an asshole. The gall? He was a scholar after all, licensed to use fancy words when slapping his children around. Quite comical, really. Three Stooges silly. Ha. Ha.

      "Keep your voice down!" Dad's eyes shifted to the living room, where we'd deposited a semi-conscious Ben on the sofa.

      I probed my throbbing lip and clutched the fridge handle. The orange floor tiles swirled like a kaleidoscope of bad taste. Digging my fingernails into my palm, I reminded myself that I hadn't cried in front of an audience since my mother disappeared, and I wasn't about to start now.

      I was a black-hearted bitch, or so, that's what someone scribbled in my yearbook junior year. Okay, the note really called me the "C" word, not that it bothered me. In fact, I invented a motto to show how much it didn't bother me:

      Black hearts bruised and bled, but never felt pain.

      Black hearts couldn't be broken.

      It only took a slap for me to realize this motto was utter nonsense. This bitch's black heart was breaking.

      Dad turned on the faucet. Tasting blood, I squared my shoulders and stared at the back of his head. His lumpy skull seemed a familiar sight, especially in the kitchen. Before the memory had a chance to stir, he appeared at my side and pressed a wet dish towel to my lip.

      A frown tugged on his brows as he turned my face left and right.

      In that moment, he resembled the father who used to take me to two-dollar cinemas and whistle along to Singing in the Rain. Those were happier days, a childhood when he held my hand while we crossed the street and tried to braid my hair. One day, quite out of the blue, he stopped holding my hand and taking me to old movies. His smiles curdled into grimaces, his compliments into criticisms, his warmth cooled into a nuclear winter.

      My dad raked a hand through his hair, causing the fair strands to stick up like tuffs of straw. "I am an asshole. You have permission to hate my guts."

      Dad confused me. Sometimes it seemed he seriously hated me, then there were these rare moments of tenderness. His love was on and off, hot and cold.

      In his defense, Dad never struck us unless we deserved it. The last time Dad laid a hand on me was in May, when I'd been expelled a month shy of graduation. He'd gone apeshit after my school board hearing and did a little dance on my face. But later that night, he'd sat by my bedside and caressed my cheek. I didn't dare move or breathe. I was too afraid; if he knew I was awake, he'd stop. In the grand scheme of things, a little pain was worth it—if it meant he'd pay attention to me again.

      Laying a shy hand on his arm, I plucked the towel from his grasp. He felt so thin, like he was wasting away. I'd already forgiven him. Screw pride. Fuck dignity. Dad was the sun around which my world orbited, and I'd spent the years since my mother's death chasing after his light.

      I am still in the dark.

      "I could never hate you, Dad," I said, and waited for him to say the same in return. I could warm myself for another decade on just one kind word from him.

      As if my touch repelled him, Dad backed away and I knew, every time he went through these episodes, he was thinking of her.

      Whenever he looked at me, he saw my mother. We were look-alikes: raven-haired, gray-eyed doppelgangers. Even though their marriage was a collection of screaming matches, it seemed Dad would've preferred I'd been killed that bleak December night instead of his beloved wife.

      Alarmed by our father's strange behavior, Cam stepped forward. "Dad? Dad? What's wrong?"

      "I-I have to..." Dad scrambled to his feet. Haunted blue eyes fixed on the splotch of blood on my towel. "See to our guest."

      "What was that all about?" Cam asked after Dad vanished through the door.

      "You have to treat it so carefully." I dabbed at my lip. The imprints of his fingertips were still warm on my skin. "Handle it like a piece of fine glass. It's so fragile."

      "What?"

      "His love," I said softly.

      Seizing my chin, Cam examined my face. "That bastard shouldn't have hit you."

      "Don't call him a bastard."

      "Next time, I'll⁠—"

      "You'll what? Beat up your own father?"

      Cam punched the fridge and howled.

      Rolling my eyes, I opened the freezer and fetched an ice tray. "What did the kitchen appliance ever do to you?" I asked, chasing after him with the tray as he hobbled from corner to corner. "This is why you need to re-enroll in anger management. Gandhi never punched a fridge⁠—"

      "He didn't have a fridge. Because he never ate anything!"

      Muffled voices drifted in from the living room. Dumping the ice-wrapped towel into Cam's hands, I tiptoed to the door and cracked it open.

      Ben's spindly shadow crept along the wallpaper. "Do you remember me, Professor Nolan?"

      Slumped in his favorite armchair, Dad nursed a cup of gin. He seemed more interested in the gin than Ben. "I'm sorry, young man. I can't say I do. What did you say your name was again?"

      "Ben Wolcott."

      "Wolcott, Wolcott," Dad repeated, tapping a finger along the rim of his glass. "Doesn't ring a bell."

      "I was your best student."

      Cam tapped me on the shoulder. "What's happening?"

      I held up a hand, motioning for silence. It took me a few seconds to discern the reason for Ben's surprise visit.

      "He wants to help Dad research his book," I whispered. The same book Dad's been working on for a decade to fill the void in his life after Mother's death. I held my breath, confident Ben's visit was coming to an end. Dad was immensely private about his research and never talked to anyone about his work. Even with all of my snooping and invasive questioning, I still couldn't get Dad to let me help him. There was no way in hell he'd trust a stranger over his own daughter.

      "I appreciate your offer, Mr. Wolcott." Clearly disinterested, Dad fumbled for the remote and clicked on the TV. He flipped through channel after channel of static garble only to realize we hadn't hooked up the cable. "But I don't have the money to pay you. I don't even have money for—" Frustrated, he tossed the remote in the couch cushions. "HBO. And trust me, I'd much rather have HBO."

      "You won't have to pay me. I'll work for free. I have another job so money isn't an issue."

      "I've made my decision."

      "Let me prove to you⁠—"

      "It's late, Mr. Wolcott," Dad said with a note of finality that sent a smug curl to my lips.

      From my vantage point, I watched Ben's shoulders slump in defeat. "I'll see my way out." His footsteps receded as far as the foyer. "Professor Nolan?"

      Dad let out an impatient sigh. "What?"

      "Out of curiosity." Ben's shadow reappeared on the wall, looping toward Dad with an ungainly gait. "Who do you want to bring back from the dead?"

      Dad stood up so abruptly he dropped his drink. I strained to see Dad's expression, but I couldn't do so without revealing myself. "What did you say?"

      Standing with his back to the kitchen door, Ben blocked Dad from view. I stared at the back of Ben's head, which was cocked to the side like a chess player planning his next move. "Arabella's Curse is the reason you're in Eckhart, right?"

      I snorted. Nice try. You lost this game. My dad has a PhD, which qualifies him as too smart to believe in your bullshit.

      And then, unbelievably, Dad stumbled toward his study. "Come along, Mr. Wolcott," he said, swiping a bottle of brandy from the bar. "We have a lot to talk about."

      As Dad disappeared inside, Ben stood in the center of the living room. His eyes traveled from the pile of moving boxes in the corner to the spilled gin on the floor. Bending down on one knee, he picked up the fallen cup, found a crumpled napkin on the coffee table and dabbed at the spill.

      "What the—" I watched him clean, totally bewildered. What a freak.

      Slapping his hands together, Ben snatched up the remote and switched off the TV. Then he turned around. "The walls have ears," he said.

      Rather than shutting the door, I met his stare straight on.

      He set the remote on the side table, tweaked it so the angle was perfectly parallel to the July issue of Smithsonian. "I'll see you around, Ava."

      Gnawing on my lip, I watched him limp inside Dad's study and into my rightful place in the sun. It was so easy for him, wasn't it? He'd never spent years panting for one kind word—only to be rejected at every turn. What did he know of rejection? He'd achieved more with my father in a few minutes than I had my entire life.

      Ben Wolcott. Give me a break. He was nothing more than a stray dog skulking outside my window. He even moved like a dog, one who'd recently learned how to walk on his hind legs, every step weighed and measured as if he were studying how to be human.

      I slammed the door. My split lip had already healed, but I could still taste the blood. I remained with my back turned, so dizzy with rage I was ready to slam my head against the wall until it dawned on me: when it came to my dad that was exactly what I'd been doing. Every day. For ten fucking years.

      Perched on the countertop, Cam nursed his hand. He looked up and whistled. "Wow. If looks could kill, I'd already be dead."

      "Cam?"

      "Yes, sis?"

      "See what happens when you take in a stray? They get too comfortable and forget who's master. What that dog needs..." I turned to the window above the sink. My reflection scowled back, pretty features twisted into a sinister likeness of my mother's face. "...is a smack on the snout."
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      I clutched my cell in a white-knuckled death grip. For the first time since our move, I was grateful for Eckhart's crappy reception. It meant Drake Elliott couldn't detect the bitterness in my voice above the static.

      "Why wasn't I invited to Cindy's party?" I asked after Drake finished recounting all the fun he and our crew had last Saturday night. "I was free."

      "Cindy didn't think you'd be up for the drive," Drake said.

      "She's my friend. I would've driven down to LA for her birthday— had I known there was going to be a party." The porch swing creaked. I scraped at a patch of whitewash, biding my time for the question I really wanted answered. "Why didn't you tell me?"

      I pictured Drake stretching, scrubbing a hand over his face to keep himself awake. It was nearly noon but Drake liked to sleep in late. In high school, he was notorious for stumbling into class well after tardy sweep, if he bothered to show up at all. If I was being honest with myself, it really bothered me that Drake was starting his first semester at USC while I was stuck in a dump like Eckhart. Life was going on without me.

      "I was busy figuring out my new classes," he said after a long pause. "Must have slipped my mind."

      "Slipped your mind," I repeated. "Right."

      It was on the tip of my tongue to ask if something happened between Drake and Cindy at that party. I expected Cindy, who always coveted everything I owned, to try to sleep with Drake behind my back. As for Drake, I wondered if he tried very hard to fight off Cindy's advances.

      God. What was I so worked up about? Drake wasn't my boyfriend. He was just a friend whose bed I crawled into during those insomniac nights when even the shadows on my wall were out to get me. We had a good arrangement, convenient with none of the messiness and heartache of puppy love.

      I held the cell away from my ear. Ben and Dad's laughter echoed down the hall. I drove my nails into my palms.

      "I'll see you tomorrow, Professor Nolan," Ben called.

      Dad chuckled. "All right, Ben."

      What could Ben have possibly said that was so damn funny?

      In my ear, Drake droned on and on about Cindy's birthday party.

      "Relax, babe," Drake said. "I was too busy missing you the whole time."

      "Yeah right."

      The sun played peekaboo with the storm clouds, disappearing altogether by late morning. I hugged my legs to my chest and rubbed some warmth into my freezing limbs. I tried to remember my last encounter with Drake, how he trailed kisses down my back and licked my spine. Even that memory couldn't crowd out the creeping fear that Ben had managed to replace me in my dad's affections.

      "Ava?"

      "Hmm?"

      "You seem distracted lately," Drake began. "What's up?"

      "It's this godforsaken place," I said.

      "That bad, is it?" Drake sounded amused.

      "Eckhart's like purgatory after high school."

      The front door creaked open and Ben strolled onto the porch, a messenger bag slung across his shoulder. He halted beside me.

      Awkward.

      Over the past three weeks, I hadn't spoken more than two words to Ben, or so much as acknowledged his existence. For all my surface indifference, I was acutely aware of his presence as I sensed he was equally aware of mine.

      "This town is a dump. The wind blows garbage straight to your doorstep, into your home..." I locked eyes with Ben. "And the trash never leaves."

      Ben's expression was cryptic beneath the mask of fading bruises. Then I detected the faintest tick in his jaw. I guess he got the message.

      With a curt nod, Ben bounded down the porch and disappeared around the corner.

      A car door slammed.

      "What are you talking about?" Drake asked.

      "Nothing." I stood up and leaned against the porch railing, eager for the next phase of my revenge plans to unfurl. "Listen, Drake, I hear my dad calling. Gotta go."

      "Ava?"

      Disconnect.

      Tossing my cell aside, I waited.

      Right on cue, Ben's car engine sputtered and choked. His tires ground against our pebbled driveway. The stench of burnt rubber seared my nostrils.

      I rounded the corner just in time to see Ben pop the hood. Leaning against his Chevy's rust-corroded side, I watched him cough and wave away a billow of smoke.

      As I inhaled the fumes, my mother's voice rang in my ears.

      Destruction is your talent, baby doll. When you grow up, you'll set the world a-burning.

      Unable to shake the feeling that I'd fulfilled my mother's crazy prophecy and grown up to become a dick, I was struck with regret.

      "Hey..." I scrambled for a non-incriminating way of saying I know what's wrong with your car—and I can fix it when Ben finally noticed me. He gave me the foulest I-know-you-are-the-Antichrist glare and I didn't feel so bad about being a dick anymore.

      In fact, I embraced it. "Car trouble?"

      Ben slammed the hood. The entire car rattled. He looked like he was about to have a stroke. "You did this?" He didn't sound surprised.

      "Now, now. How could a little girl like me do this to you? I know next to nothing about cars." Actually, I knew next to nothing until I did an extensive Google search with the key words "How to sabotage a car and make it look like an accident." Not to hog all the credit, Cam helped too.

      Ben took a threatening step toward me. I crossed my arms and stood my ground. Since his smackdown, Ben acted as normal as apple pie. And while he'd put up a filter on all the odd things he said that night, I wasn't buying his clean-cut professor's apprentice act. In a way, I saw as much of him as he'd seen of me. There were razor blades under that deceptively wholesome crust.

      He studied my face for a long time before speaking. Maybe he was thinking the same thing about me. "Professor Nolan was right about you."

      "What does my dad have to do with this?" I shifted from foot to foot. "And what do you mean he was right about me?"

      "We've met before, sort of." Ben scratched his chin. "Outside your dad's office at UCLA. You were bringing him lunch."

      I scavenged my brain for a memory of meeting a beanpole outside Dad's office and drew a blank. "As if I'd remember a loser like you."

      Ben snorted. "Of course you wouldn't. Why should you? Pretty girls like you never notice guys like me, but I remember you."

      My lips curled. "Did you like what you saw?"

      "You had an interesting face."

      I had one unique feature. "Bet you wanted to stick your finger in my chin dimple."

      "And risk catching something?"

      He rocked back on his heels as I bared my teeth in a scowl. "Anyway," he continued. "I asked Professor Nolan who you were. And you know what he said?"

      I shrugged. "'Dream on, Mr. Wolcott. My daughter's out of your league?'"

      "I believe his exact words were, 'You wouldn't be so infatuated if you knew my Ava's true nature.' I asked him what he meant. Naturally I assumed he was joking. But he just shook his head and said, 'We all have our burdens. My daughter is mine. Don't make her yours.'" Ben leaned closer and whispered in my ear, stressing every malicious syllable. "Now I see why he's ashamed of you."

      Ben was obviously making this up to get back at me.

      Dad would never talk shit about me to a stranger. He had this thing about keeping our dirty laundry in the family, and I could bet my homecoming crown that he didn't consider Ben family.

      Besides, Dad was softening. Just last week, he gave me extra cash for a warmer jacket. So put that in your pipe and smoke it, douchebag.

      A raindrop splattered the tip of my nose. I glanced up. Storm clouds rolled over the sky, blotting out the sun.

      "It's going to rain," I said, my voice more shaky than usual. "Enjoy the walk home."
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        * * *

      

      The rain pounded my windshield in sheets. Even with my headlights on, I couldn't see ten feet ahead of me. With the lack of visibility, I might risk running over Ben, which wouldn't be so bad.

      Slowing my speed to a crawl, I peered through the sweep of my windshield wipers.

      No sign of Ben. That cretin couldn't have gone far. It was a long trek back to town made longer in this weather.

      Ben's parting remarks snaked through my system like venom. In the half hour since his departure, I couldn't seem to go on with my day.

      If I was standing, I wanted to sit.

      When I sat, I wanted to lie.

      I wandered the halls, picking up random objects and sniffing them.

      Unable to stomach the guilt, I stomped outside and took a look under his hood. I attempted to repair the damage only to realize that once you took a sledgehammer to an engine it was pretty much trash. To repair what I'd broken would require more money than I could afford to spend. Now Ben's beached Chevy was a rusty brand upon my conscience. Like the Tell-Tale Heart, every time I peeked outside my window, it whispered, "You are a dick."

      I cranked up the heater and drummed my fingers against the steering wheel. "Damn him."

      With a few carefully chosen words, Ben had forced me to see the bleak reality of my relationship with my father. Dad didn't like me and there was nothing I could do about it.

      Believe me, I'd tried.

      Over the years, I'd tried on more identities than Cindy tried on boyfriends. I started freshman year as the good girl following the straight-arrow path toward an Ivy League future. When that wasn't enough, I decided popularity was the key. I should've known Dad wouldn't be impressed if I traveled with a flock of It girls or won a cheap tiara. The only time he noticed me was when I was bad, but instead of trying to save me, he seemed willing to stand back and watch me drown.

      If only Dad had a set of rules, a guideline for good behavior. If only things were that simple. There was no getting through to him, no crack in the wall he'd built around himself.

      Then I remembered Arabella's Curse.

      The mere mention of the ruby affected Dad in such a profound way that he'd disregarded his better judgment and opened up his home to a stranger.

      The ruby was the key.

      Suppose I found it and handed it over to Dad as a gift? What would he think of me then?

      You couldn't force someone to love you. But I was going to try.

      Swiping the damp hair from my face, I glanced in the rearview mirror. Red-rimmed eyes stared back at me; without my usual heavy coat of mascara, I looked like a twelve year old.

      I squinted through the curtain of rain and spotted a Ben-shaped dot trudging beside the grove of twisted apple trees. He glanced over his shoulder, shielding his eyes from my headlights' glare.

      Slowing my BMW to a crawl, I flung the passenger door open. Rain poured into the car and soaked the expensive leather seats. "Need a ride?"

      "Here to add a 'drive-by' to your to-do-list?" he shouted above the rain.

      "Don't tempt me."

      Ben marched with his head down.

      With the door open, my radio blasted Beethoven—or "Lovely Ludwig Van," as I was fond of calling him—into the storm. Ben, still walking, poked his head up. "Searching for some Ultra-Violence?"

      As a film buff, I recognized the Clockwork Orange slam. Last Halloween, I dressed up as the main character, Alex, and hit the clubs with my droogs, Cindy and Drake, twirling our canes and howling "Ode to Joy" down Hollywood Boulevard. It was on the tip of my tongue to say Clockwork O was one of my all-time favorite movies, but I wasn't going to tell Ben that. It would only affirm his belief that I was a sociopath and not, say, someone with a soft spot for the bad guys.

      "I'm not a monster," I said, finally.

      "You're just a heartless bitch."

      "Those who are heartless..." A lump formed in my throat. "Never mind," I said, reaching for the door.

      Ben halted and motioned for me to stop.

      I slammed on the brakes.

      "What were you going to say?" He tipped his head to the side. "Those who are heartless..."

      "Once cared too much." I spoke to my steering wheel, so softly I was sure he couldn't possibly hear me above the storm.

      Ben climbed into the passenger seat and shut the door. "Drive."
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        * * *

      

      The rain subsided to a drizzle but the fog—much like my passenger— was suffocating and depressing.

      I inched my BMW up the steep mountain highway. Waves smashed against the jagged cliff's face, spraying white foam as high as the rusted guardrails. "Soooooo I hear you're pre-med," I said. "What kind of doctor do you plan to be?"

      Ben stared out the window and shrugged. Oil derricks dotted the coast like silent sentinels watching over Eckhart. By now, I'd grown accustomed to his profile.

      "Okay." I puckered my lips and shifted my eyes elsewhere. Someone was taking his license to brood to the limit.

      "A cardiac surgeon." He pressed a thumb against the window, blotting out the derricks. "I like the idea of holding someone's heart in my hands."

      "Maybe one day you'll bring me back from the dead."

      "When you become a doctor, you're required to take the Hippocratic Oath. To never inflict harm on anyone." Ben released his thumb, leaving his fingerprint behind. "Why would I want to unleash you back into the world?"

      I rolled my eyes. Funny guy. "Shouldn't you be back at UCLA? The school year's started."

      In true buzzkill fashion, he pressed his forehead against the window. "I'm on academic leave."

      "For how long?"

      His shoulders tensed. "Not long."

      "When do you go back?"

      "Soon. What about you? Why are you here instead of starting college?"

      "Can't go to college without a high school diploma." I trained my eyes on the road. "I was expelled."

      His eyebrows raised in surprise. "For what?"

      "It was a month before graduation. A couple of my friends thought it would be cool to have a party on the roof of the gym. But somebody had to break into the school and make sure the coast was clear." I scratched my nose. "I volunteered."

      "Smart of you."

      I shrugged. "I was the most nimble," I said, thinking of all the nights I'd scaled the Elliotts' two-story house to get inside Drake's room. "And I never say no to a dare. It's my thing."

      "I didn't know 'crazy' was a thing."

      "Badassery is my thing."

      He snorted.

      Ignoring him, I went on, "You know the Santa Monica Ferris wheel?"

      Ben arched an eyebrow. "What about it?"

      "Once my friend Cindy dared me to jump from one pod to the next while the wheel was in mid-spin."

      "Oh," Ben said, "your friend wants to kill you."

      I sat up proudly. "I jumped three pods without a single injury. I'm hard to kill."

      "You thrive like a weed." He paused. "Or a parasite."

      "What the hell is your problem?" I whirled on him, spinning the car dangerously close to the guardrail.

      Tensing, Ben grabbed the "Oh-Shit" ceiling handle. "Eyes on the road!"

      My BMW rolled away from the cliff's edge. His insult hit a little too close to home. In fact, my mother once tucked me into bed and told me a terrifying story about how she tried to abort me with a pair of knitting needles, but I was a stubborn little fetus and just wouldn't die. I "raged to live." It wasn't until middle school, when I learned what an abortion was, that her story made sense. Seriously, the world was lucky I grew up only slightly bitchy and not, say, a rampaging serial killer. This shit will fuck you up.

      "About the gym?" Ben asked, steering me back on course.

      "I thought I could get away with it." I gripped the wheel until my knuckles turned white. "I almost did

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/images/bhrr-final.jpg
OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO





