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  To Inez, my beloved mother-in-law,


  whose love knew few boundaries




  





  

    

      ‘Fairy tales are more than true: not because


	  they tell us that dragons exist,


	  but because they tell us that dragons can be beaten.’




      G. K. Chesterton
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  PROLOGUE
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  Inch by inch, the strange powder sifts out of the bag behind the silent figure along the journey around the darkened house. In the distance, a neighbour’s dog wails, as

  if it senses the foul magic. Perhaps even senses the anger and the loss that brings this person here on this particular night.




  Once the circle is complete, the ritual words are spoken in a thick whisper as fingers nervously clutch the paper and eyes squint to read the faint type. Then it is done: the curse is laid. It

  was easy, just as the conjure woman had said it would be. Still trembling, the solemn figure walks into the darkness, leaving behind the legacy of bitterness that will bear ill fruit.




  Empowered, the curse stirs to life now, the powder glistening like molten silver in the moonlight. It seems to dance for a time above the withered grass, and then sinks deep into the ground,

  claiming one of those within the house as its own.




  Over the years this curse will remain vigilant, growing in strength, changing course as needed. Then, when the time is right, it will fulfil its calling. Sate its near-human desire for

  revenge.




  No mercy. No second chances. Only more tears to feed the bitterness.




  





  CHAPTER ONE
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  A prolonged bugle blast echoed across the heat-drenched field, followed by the raucous applause of over a hundred bystanders. Briar Rose sighed in relief – the

  re-enactment of the Battle of Bliss was finally over.




  Groaning, she rolled over on her back on the hard-packed earth, her head throbbing and throat parched. The Deep South July sun beat down unmercifully, and when coupled with the soaring humidity

  it was Georgia’s version of a sauna.




  The annual re-enactment of the battle between a ragtag bunch of rebels and a contingent of General Sherman’s forces always brought tourists to Bliss. Over the years, various members of

  Briar’s family had taken their turn at portraying their famous ancestor, Private Elmer Rose. This was her year to do Elmer’s ‘run’, a futile sprint across the battlefield to

  deliver a message begging for reinforcements. A message that never reached its intended recipient and resulted in Sherman’s troops sacking and burning the town on their way to Savannah.




  ‘Good job, Briar,’ one of the re-enactors called out, limping along as the final whiffs of smoke cleared over the battlefield.




  A shadow passed over her, bringing brief respite from the sun. Briar blinked up at a fellow rebel soldier. The eldest of the three Quinn brothers, Joshua had curly brown hair, which was mussed

  around the edge of his cap. His face was sweaty and his mismatched butternut-coloured uniform spotted with red clay.




  Their families had a history, as the locals would say. Some of it had begun before either of them had been born – their parents hadn’t really liked each other for as long as

  she could remember – but she and Joshua had been friends until the day they’d both nearly drowned at the mill when they were six. After that awful day her folks had told her not to go

  near him, and his had said the same. Briar had never understood exactly why, but when her mom had grounded her for a week for trying to talk to him at a softball game a few weeks after the

  accident, she’d decided Joshua Quinn was more trouble than he was worth.




  ‘Nasty people, those Quinns,’ her grandmother used to say. ‘That boy’s momma’s not right in the head, blamin’ all her troubles on us. She brought it on

  herself.’




  Because of the animosity between their families, Joshua rarely came near her, mostly because his mom had ordered him not to. When he’d broken that rule, which wasn’t often,

  he’d paid dearly. Or least that’s what Briar had heard from some of her friends. The not being near that Rose girl proved difficult since they were in the same class in high

  school and rode the same bus. Still, they’d managed to keep their distance ever since first grade.




  Until now.




  Above her, Joshua hesitated, and then offered his gloved hand to help her up.




  Briar froze. That she hadn’t expected from a Quinn.




  ‘What are you doing?’ she demanded.




  ‘Helping you up,’ he said simply.




  ‘Go away! I don’t want to get into trouble.’




  Uneasy now, Briar stood and did a quick scan of the field around them, knowing people were watching them. Some of them would be happy to call up either set of parents and deliver the news that

  the ‘kids’ were seen together.




  Briar’s head continued to pound, which meant she’d not had enough water. She really wanted to unbutton her uniform coat, but no girl wanted to be seen all sweaty and gross. Instead

  she stripped off her cap, which really didn’t help much.




  When her balance faltered, Joshua’s gloved hand touched her elbow to steady her. It quickly retreated at her glare. She made her way to the huge oak tree in the centre of the field, the

  one that had been there since before the original battle, and slumped beneath it.




  Joshua crouched down near her. ‘You OK?’ he asked, sounding genuinely concerned.




  ‘Just really hot. I’m kinda dizzy. I didn’t eat much breakfast.’




  His battered canteen came her way. When she didn’t take it, he scowled, unscrewed the cap and took a big drink. ‘See, no poison.’ Then he wiped off the rim and offered the

  canteen again.




  Briar felt her cheeks burn in embarrassment. ‘No. Sorry,’ she murmured. ‘It’s just . . . your mom is so . . .’




  ‘My mom? Yours isn’t any better,’ he came back. ‘They’re both crazy.’




  Crazy? ‘You leave my mother out of this,’ she said, defiant.




  ‘Yeah, whatever. It’s never a Rose’s fault, is it? It’s always us Quinns who are wrong.’




  Scowling, he pushed a stray curl off his face, which only made his big brown eyes more noticeable. No doubt about it, Joshua Quinn was cute, even if his family were the enemy.




  Briar looked around again, increasingly worried. ‘You should go before—’




  ‘Yeah, maybe I better,’ he said, stripping off the glove and tucking it under his belt. ‘This was just a waste of time.’ He held her eyes for a moment, like he wanted to

  say more, then hiked off, no doubt to collect his horse.




  Briar sighed in relief. Why had he done that? He’d stayed away from her for years, going to elaborate efforts so they never came near each other, even faking stomach flu to avoid

  partnering with her in gym class. Still, she’d always been aware of him watching her, but never coming close.




  Until today.




  Confused and still lightheaded, she slowly unbuttoned her uniform jacket and let the steamy air collide with her skin. It didn’t offer that much relief, not when you were in the middle of

  a dusty field where there wasn’t a breeze.




  Usually the place for impromptu softball games, for four Saturdays each summer, this stretch of ground became the Battle of Bliss with Union soldiers on one side, locals and a small contingent

  of Confederate soldiers on the other. They even had cannons. Though the re-enactors were very particular about period details, the real Elmer Rose had died in the winter of 1864 during

  Sherman’s infamous March to the Sea. It was the single most important episode in the town’s otherwise dull history and that’s why it had never been forgotten.




  To ensure that the tourists would share that history (and their much-needed dollars) the town council had proclaimed that the re-enactment would be held during the summer, rather than in

  December, when it had really happened. As Briar’s dad had put it, ‘There’s nothing quite as entertaining as watching people dying in the baking sun.’




  After this summer one of the cousins would take over the role of Elmer, much to Briar’s relief.




  ‘There you are,’ a voice called out.




  Briar smiled at the sound of her best friend’s voice. Reena Hill’s corkscrew curls bounced as she walked closer. She was a senior, a year older than Briar, and the eldest of the four

  Hill kids.




  ‘Hey there,’ Briar said, annoyed that her head was still buzzing from the heat.




  ‘I saw you talking to Josh,’ Reena said. ‘You’re risking the wrath of the parentals doing that.’




  ‘Tell me about it.’ Reena and Joshua had no such restrictions, so they’d been friends for years. That had proved to be awkward on occasion.




  ‘What did he say?’ Reena asked.




  ‘Not much.’ Briar pointed at the full bottle of water in her friend’s hand. ‘Is that mine or are you just torturing me for the fun of it?’




  ‘It’s yours,’ Reena said, tossing it to her.




  Instead of gulping the water down immediately, Briar held the chilled plastic against her forehead. It felt glorious as the condensation ran down her face. She screwed off the cap and took a

  long drink. That’s better.




  ‘Did you see me bite the dust?’ she asked.




  ‘Sure did. Better than yesterday’s run. Practice makes perfect.’




  ‘I didn’t look too fakey?’ Briar asked.




  ‘No. The twitching was a nice touch.’




  ‘Good, I wasn’t sure how far to push it.’




  As a few tourists wandered by, Briar could tell she and Reena were attracting attention. It wasn’t often you saw a tall, athletic African American girl in running shorts and bright red

  tennis shoes chatting with a shorter, sweaty white girl in Confederate garb. It couldn’t get any more anachronistic than that.




  ‘Is that it?’ her friend asked, looking around at the milling bystanders. Some were talking to the re-enactors while others bought souvenirs or snow cones. In the distance, the heat

  shimmered above ground like an undulating serpent.




  ‘Yup, let’s get out of here,’ Briar replied. ‘Can you drive me home and turn the air conditioner down to Arctic? The heat is killing me.’




  ‘I would if I had a car,’ Reena replied as they drifted across the field to the changing tent. ‘The littlest bro has a toothache so Mom had to haul him to a dentist in

  Savannah. I’m on foot today.’




  ‘I swear, my parents are never going to let me get my driver’s licence,’ Briar complained. ‘Every time I mention taking driver’s ed, my mom freaks out.’




  ‘I don’t mind hauling you around,’ her friend replied.




  ‘I know, but still. My parents act like I’m ten or something. It’s getting old.’




  A few minutes later Briar had stripped down to her shorts and tank top, her tennis shoes replacing the cracked and weathered brogues. Usually she wore her curly blonde hair in a ponytail during

  the summer, but it was so long it still cloaked on her shoulders. Today she’d pinned it up to fit under the uniform cap, which meant the sun had permission to do its worst to her neck and

  back.




  As re-enactors and their families scattered to the picnic benches for a late lunch, Briar adjusted her tattered backpack to allow for the additional weight of the uniform and shoes.




  ‘OK, I’m ready. Let’s get out of here.’




  ‘Here, drink,’ her friend insisted, handing her another full bottle of water she’d bought from one of the vendors. ‘I am not carrying your butt back to town.’




  Briar knew better than to argue, having grown accustomed to Reena’s take-no-prisoners attitude. Somehow they’d become friends, despite being total opposites: Reena was tall and thin,

  loved knitting, movie marathons and NASCAR racing. Briar wasn’t that good with sports, tended to be more rounded than svelte, and was never keen about getting all sweaty. Reena was a realist

  and was convinced daydreaming was for little kids. Briar was a hopeless romantic. Still, somehow they’d built a solid friendship, one she hoped would never end.




  As they cut across the field and on to the gravelled path that led towards Bliss, a couple of young boys on bikes flew by them, kicking up dust in their wake. In the pine woods to their right

  the jewelweed was blooming, bright yellow flowers against the rich green foliage. The birdsong tried to compete with the sounds from the field behind them, and failed. In the distance Briar could

  see one of the cotton fields, though the bolls hadn’t headed out yet. Soon it’d be a sea of white.




  ‘What did folks do before AC?’ she grumbled, wiping sweat and grime off her neck. A long shower was in her future.




  Her friend smirked. ‘They roasted and got eaten by the bugs.’




  ‘Ugh.’ Georgia had a lot of good things to its credit, but the midges and the deer flies were pure torture.




  ‘That’s why I’m not into that dress-up thing you guys do,’ Reena continued. ‘You have to be ten kinds of fool running around in wool or hoop skirts when it’s

  ninety-eight in the shade.’




  ‘You’re just lucky you’re not a Rose. If you were, you’d be out there like I was.’




  ‘You could have refused,’ Reena countered.




  ‘And get guilted forever? You know my relatives. Thirty years from now one of them will be sure to remind me that I didn’t uphold “the family tradition”.’




  ‘Some tradition. Running around and playing dead.’




  Briar shrugged. ‘It was our big moment in history.’




  ‘Which failed, but the town still worships Elmer like he was a saint.’




  ‘Don’t remind me.’




  Briar sucked down more of the water, pleased that her head was clearer now.




  ‘I’m getting nailed with the same family tradition guilt,’ her friend admitted.




  ‘Gran Lily after you again?’




  ‘Yup. She says I need to learn a few more conjures before she crosses over.’ Reena rolled her eyes. ‘Like she’s ever going to die.’




  Lily Foster wasn’t actually Reena’s grandmother – more like her great-grandmother. Depending on who you asked, she was somewhere between eighty and a hundred and twenty years

  old. Briar had only been around her a few times, and each time Mrs Foster had spooked the crap out of her.




  Though folks didn’t talk much about it, there was a rich hoodoo tradition in the South. Carried across the oceans with the first slaves, mixed with Christianity and Native American

  traditions, it’d found a home in the backwoods of Georgia. Unlike voodoo, which was a religion, hoodoo was folk magic, pure and simple.




  ‘You doing more spells now?’ Briar asked, pleased that Reena was starting to open up about this. Usually her friend was reluctant to talk about that part of her life.




  ‘Yup. We’re getting deep into the rootwork.’ Reena looked around like she was about to confess to some sin. ‘It’s kinda cool, but don’t you tell anyone I said

  that, OK? Not all my family is good with this.’




  ‘You mean like your Uncle Matt?’




  ‘Him in particular. He doesn’t seem to understand you can be Christian and a rootworker at the same time. He keeps confusing it with voodoo. I think he does it on purpose, just to

  get a rise out of Gran.’




  ‘So what are you doing? Are you laying tricks on people?’




  ‘No, right now I’m working a conjure to protect folks from evil.’




  ‘Evil, in Bliss?’ Briar snorted. ‘Wasting your time there, my friend. Evil requires too much effort.’




  Reena gave her long look. ‘Oh, you’d be surprised.’




  Briar felt a shiver course up her spine. She shook it off. ‘OK, name one evil thing in Bliss, and you can’t count Mrs Quinn because she’s just nuts.’




  ‘All right,’ Reena said, rising to the challenge. ‘Remember Old Man Clayton, the guy who used to beat his wife every Sunday morning before he went to church because he thought

  it made him more righteous in the sight of God? Lily put a trick on him so that every time he raised his hand to hit his missus, it’d go numb. Eventually he figured it out and stopped being a

  douche.’




  ‘Really? That rocks,’ Briar exclaimed.




  Reena reached into a pocket and tugged out a small fabric pouch. It was muted green with a subtle tapestry pattern to it. ‘Gran had me make up a gris-gris bag. Says I’m

  supposed to carry it for protection.’




  ‘Seriously? What’s inside it?’




  ‘I’ve got a John the Conqueror root in there to draw away evil. I also have a Saint Michael’s sword to defeat any bad stuff that comes my way. And something for good

  luck.’




  ‘Anything for love?’




  ‘No. Not going there.’




  ‘Oh, come on – if I could do some spell to make a handsome prince come my way, I’d be all over it.’




  Reena sighed. ‘I’m too busy checking out colleges. Don’t need a boyfriend. Not right now.’




  ‘Your grades are good. You’ll get a scholarship, no sweat.’




  ‘Don’t know about that. What about you?’




  ‘Mom refuses to talk about college. Period. So my dad and I do when she’s not around.’ Briar shifted her backpack to keep it from rubbing against her shoulder. ‘My mom

  went to see your gran a few times. She wouldn’t ever tell me why. I only found out about it because my grandmother mentioned it.’




  ‘Was Lily able to help her?’




  ‘I don’t think so,’ Briar replied, pushing aside a damp strand of hair. ‘Mom’s been getting weirder over the last few months. She was always protective, but now she

  has to know where I am at all times or she freaks out, and all she does is bake stuff, twenty-four/seven. We have two big freezers full of cookies and brownies.’




  ‘If there’s a zombie apocalypse, I know whose house I’m hiding in.’




  ‘It’s not funny. She’s been crying a lot, when she thinks I don’t know. I asked my dad what was going on and he says it’s no big deal.’




  ‘Your dad always says that,’ Reena replied. ‘He’s got an ostrich personality. If he can’t see it, it’s not a problem.’




  ‘Yeah, I know. He seems so mellow about everything, especially when it comes to Mom. I’m really worried about her.’




  ‘I think you should be.’




  That wasn’t comforting, not coming from her best friend. ‘There’s something else,’ Briar said, then hesitated.




  ‘Go on.’




  ‘I’ve been having this nightmare. It’s the same one over and over.’




  Reena halted in the middle of the path. ‘What is it about?’




  ‘I’m walking on the old road at night then – bang – I get hit by a car. I wake up at two nineteen a.m. every time. Is that creepy or what?’




  Her friend was frowning now. ‘Did you tell your parents about this?’




  ‘No . . . Dad would just say it was something I ate and Mom, well, she doesn’t need any more hassles.’




  They started walking again. ‘How long has this gone on?’




  ‘It started about a month ago. I tried waking up right before two nineteen. No go. It’s like I’m destined to have the nightmare every night.’ Her friend’s mouth was

  a thin line now, the muscles in her jaw tight. ‘Do you think Lily could do some sort of magic that would stop it?’




  ‘Don’t know. I’ll tell her what’s going on,’ Reena replied quietly.




  Briar could tell it was time to change the subject – her friend took this kind of stuff way too seriously. Cheers came from the field behind them – apparently the baseball game was

  about to start.




  ‘You going to the lake tonight?’ Briar asked.




  ‘Are you?’




  ‘Definitely. It’s the closest thing to a sixteenth birthday party I’m going to get. Anyway, he might be there.’




  ‘He being Patterson Daniels?’ Reena asked, smirking.




  ‘Of course. Who else would it be?’




  ‘Someone who isn’t a jerk, maybe?’ At Briar’s glare, she added, ‘Oh, trust me, he’ll be there. Daniels wouldn’t miss an opportunity to flex his

  planet-sized ego in front of an adoring audience.’




  ‘Whoa, that was a slap down.’




  ‘Damn right. God, you have the worst taste in boys,’ her friend replied, kicking a small stone down the path.




  Pat and his family had moved to Bliss right after Christmas last year – his dad was in shipping or something – and they’d bought the Ashland Plantation. The old house

  hadn’t been occupied for over twenty years, so Mrs Daniels was busily having it restored, which told everyone in town the family had a bucketload of money.




  Pat had immediately made a mark for himself. A football star in his Ohio hometown, he’d proved to be just as talented on the basketball court here in Georgia. No ‘new kid’

  awkwardness for him. Pat was smart and a total hunk with gorgeous brown eyes and if this were a fairy tale, he’d be cast for the role of Prince Charming in a heartbeat.




  ‘Daniels is too full of himself,’ Reena added. ‘Did you know he was hitting on your cousin the other day?’




  ‘No way. Saralyn is just making that up. He would never pay attention to her.’




  ‘You sure?’




  ‘Yeah. She’s just saying that to get to me. She knows I think he’s cool.’




  Briar had no intention of letting her cousin steal away the most eligible boy in school. Not that Pat was hers, but maybe that would change tonight.




  Since most of her classmates couldn’t drive yet, gathering at the lake had become the thing to do. They’d bring food, build a huge bonfire and there’d be tunes. Even some

  making out, not that any of their parents knew about that. As long as they kept an eye out for the occasional alligator, they were golden.




  Briar had her first kiss at the lake last summer with Teddy Jenkins. It had been seriously unimpressive. So blah that she made sure never to let Teddy kiss her again. There’d been more

  fooling around at the lake during her short, but spectacularly doomed, relationship with Mike Roth. Which had led her to wonder why some boys were better at kissing than others. Just one of

  life’s mysteries. She knew Pat would be a good kisser because anything he did, he did well. As she daydreamed about exactly how wonderful that might be, Reena jogged her elbow.




  ‘Helloooo? You still there? Let me guess, you were redecorating the castle, right?’




  It was Reena’s way of poking fun at Briar’s ‘obsession’, as she called it. It was her father’s fault: when Briar was four, he’d read her ‘Little Red

  Riding Hood’ at bedtime. She’d come away from that experience with a true love of fairy tales and a morbid fear of wolves. From there she’d gone through the Disney phase where all

  fairy tales ended happily ever after. Now she was solidly in the Brothers Grimm camp, where happy endings usually required a few corpses just to even things out.




  Then Patterson Daniels had moved to Bliss, every inch a Prince Charming.




  Briar wasn’t about to admit to her friend she’d been daydreaming about him sweeping her off her feet, how they’d melt into each other’s arms as they left Bliss in the

  dust.




  ‘No, I was just . . . thinking about—’ she began.




  ‘Give it up, girlfriend,’ her friend cut in. ‘You keep chasing after guys with big egos and you’re going to get burned. Trust me on this.’




  Briar frowned, knowing this cold shower had nothing to do with her. This was fallout from Reena’s last big crush, a hunky guy from Savannah she’d met at a track-and-field meet.

  Convinced he was the stuff of legend, she’d fallen for him hard, though he was a couple of years older than her. He’d made all the right moves at first, but it had ended badly when

  he’d taken her for an unscheduled ride – in a stolen car.




  ‘Doesn’t mean anything bad will happen to me,’ Briar said quietly.




  Reena shook her head in exasperation. ‘I know – I just want you to find a nice guy. Someone whose brain isn’t in their pants.’




  ‘Like who? There’s no one like that in Bliss except maybe Joshua Quinn and that’s only because he’s more interested in horses than girls. Anyway, it would be a cold day

  in hell before I let him kiss me!’




  Reena rolled her eyes. ‘Forget it. Josh is hot and he’s not an asshat like Pat. You’re just too blinded by your weird family grudge to notice.’




  Unbidden, the darker memories came now, how when she and Joshua were small they’d played together at preschool, then in kindergarten. They’d spent every minute together, until one of

  them had died and come back to life. It had never been the same from that day forward.




  And it never will be again.




  





  CHAPTER TWO
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  To take advantage of the re-enactment spectators, a flea market had sprung up underneath the century-old magnolia trees in Bliss’s city park where folks browsed and

  bought stuff they didn’t need. Nearby, the bandstand hosted a group of local guys playing bluegrass music, each sporting new beards in honour of Elmer Rose Month. Like many location

  traditions, it didn’t make much sense: Elmer had never lived long enough to grow a beard.




  As Briar and Reena headed towards the shade, a visiting family rolled across the street, the littlest child in a stroller. She had bright red hair and was clutching a rag doll. As the elder kids

  raced forward towards the swings, the doll tumbled on to the ground, left behind in the street. Briar stared at it, riveted by its button nose and the line of dark stitches for its mouth.




  The little girl turned and began to wail, pointing at her lost treasure. Reena didn’t hesitate, but dashed out to grab it, trained by her younger siblings that it was the only way to end

  the racket. As she reached the middle of the street, a car turned the corner and accelerated, heading in her direction.




  Briar froze. Her voice wouldn’t come; her mouth wouldn’t work. She heard the screech of brakes, the crunch of body against metal as the car struck her friend, tossing her into the

  air along with the doll.




  ‘Hey, you OK?’ Reena asked, joggling her elbow. She stood beside her now, the doll already retrieved and returned to the beaming toddler. The car had parked along the sidewalk.




  There’d been no accident, only Briar’s mind playing tricks on her.




  ‘What’s wrong?’ her friend asked.




  ‘Nothing.’




  But everything was wrong. She’d not told Reena the truth: the nightmare was starting to creep into the daylight now, showing up at random times, slowly taking over her life.

  Like now.




  The town already thought her mom was strange. Now she was acting the same way.




  I’m not nuts. It’s just because I’m not sleeping well.




  ‘Come on, you need food,’ Reena said. Like a hummingbird to a blooming flower, she zeroed in on a bake sale, her drug of choice. From what Briar could see, the heat wasn’t

  doing anything good to the frosting on the cakes, or the Methodist Church ladies running the booth.




  Relieved that the weird sounds had finally retreated from her mind, she scratched at a bug bite. ‘Same old stuff,’ she muttered. ‘Nothing ever changes here.’




  Briar tagged along with her friend, kicking at the dirt like a sullen child. She found herself wishing, for the millionth time, that something magical would happen to their home town. Unicorns

  running rampant in the streets, a smoking dragon curled round the city hall bell tower, anything that would nullify the ‘norm’.




  When Briar was little, it hadn’t felt that way, but after you’d seen fifteen Fourth of July parades with the same people every year there was no excitement, just the grim

  realization that she was trapped in what had to be the dullest part of the universe.




  Tomorrow she would be sixteen, and absolutely nothing would change.




  As soon as I graduate, I’m out of here.




  She sighed to herself. Her escape was as much a fairy tale as any the Brothers Grimm had collected. Once you were here, you never escaped. Bliss was a life sentence.




  Reena looked over at her, pointing at a plate of apple fruit bars. ‘Want some?’ she called out.




  Briar shook her head. ‘Nope. Thanks.’ Not with the acres of baked goodies at home.




  The area just in front of the three-storey city hall was home to Elmer Rose’s statue, erected on the hundredth anniversary of his death. To the left of the statue was another monument of

  sorts, but this one wasn’t for one of Bliss’s heroes. The dry patch of red dirt and a gnarled tree stump indicated where Jebediah Rawlins, a notorious traitor, had met his end, executed

  for conspiring with the Yankees.




  The Rawlins were distant cousins to the Quinns in some way, though the latter refused to claim them. That was probably best: the traitor’s name had been used to scare Bliss’s

  children into good behaviour for decades. Even now, townspeople wouldn’t walk over that section of dirt, as if it were an entrance to hell.




  After Reena had bought a dozen macadamia-nut cookies and scarfed down two in short order, they parted company at the bandstand. With a wave, her friend headed east towards her house, her face

  pensive. She’d been that way since they’d talked about her gran. In fact, she’d been a lot more solemn the last couple of weeks or so, for whatever reason.




  During the heat of summer, life slowed in Bliss. As Briar hiked home, she kept to the side of the street that offered shade. Something made her turn and look back towards the centre of town. The

  grin came unbidden. She’d been wrong – there was something new. The water tower had received a fresh coat of paint earlier this week, white, like usual, except now bright red spray

  paint announced that this side of the tower was HOT. She was willing to bet the other side said COLD. Someone was going to be pissed off about that.




  ‘That rocks,’ she said. Most likely it’d been Ronnie and Ben, a couple of the troublemakers from her class. She’d be sure to ask them tonight at the party.




  She cut down the road that led to her house – aptly named Rose Street after dear dead Elmer, again staying in the shade. Along each side of the road were individual rose gardens, but this

  afternoon the blooms wilted in the heat, even though some of the gardens had been recently watered.




  Bliss might be dull, but it did have pretty tree-lined streets. Magnolias, mostly, and Briar loved how their fist-sized blooms smelt like heady perfume in early summer.




  What would have happened to her if she’d lived in a bigger city like Savannah or Atlanta? Would she still be the same person? Did your hometown indelibly mark you for life?




  Lost in her depressing thoughts, it took her time to realize that someone had called her name. Looking around she found Mrs Parker rolling a wheelbarrow full of junk up the sidewalk behind her.

  At present she was clad in a worn T-shirt, ratty cut-offs and her greying hair pulled back with a scrunchy.




  As odd went, Mrs P was off the scale by Bliss standards. She loved to collect junk. Folks might have thought that was strange, but it was an easy way to get rid of a mismatched set of dishes or

  a broken lawn chair. Mrs P took it all home, welded the metal together into bizarre statues and stored them in her backyard.




  ‘Happy birthday, Briar!’ the woman called out, sounding nothing like a homicidal maniac. But then how would a homicidal maniac sound?




  ‘Thank you, Mrs Parker.’ The woman was a few hours early on the greeting, but it never hurt to be polite, especially with adults. They gave you less trouble that way.




  ‘You know, you shouldn’t believe any of the rumours,’ Mrs P added.




  You mean like how you hacked up all your husbands and are using them as fertilizer in your backyard?




  Just to be safe, she called out, ‘What rumours?’




  No answer was forthcoming as Mrs Parker was already headed across the street, her wheelbarrow squeaking with each turn of the wheel. She began to hum something that sounded suspiciously like a

  song from the musical Sweeney Todd.




  You’re so freaky. Maybe Reena was right about there being evil in Bliss. It did have its share of macabre residents, like Mr Nelson, who left his Halloween decorations up all year

  and mowed his lawn every other day, even in the heat of the summer, claiming if he didn’t the zombies would rise and kill them all.




  At least that would be cool.




  





  CHAPTER THREE
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  Before she entered the house, Briar paused on the broad porch to hang up the uniform coat and trousers on a pair of hangers her mom had supplied just for that purpose. They

  needed to air out before next week’s re-enactment or she’d really reek. That would be a little too authentic.




  After fanning open the shoes, she laid her damp socks over the arm of a rocker. As long as the neighbour’s basset hound didn’t bury them like he had last year, she’d be in good

  shape.




  The house wasn’t as big as the mayor’s stately house near the town square – it was only a two-storey affair with a wrap-around porch. Though the wooden floors creaked and the

  plumbing needed updating, again, it always felt like home.




  There was something odd about the place, especially the unexplained draughts in the bathroom late at night when Briar showered. Doors opened and closed when no one was upstairs, stuff like that.

  Her father said it came with living in an old house, but she wasn’t so sure.




  Briar pushed open the back screen door – no one locked their houses in Bliss – and found her mother fussing around the kitchen, icing cupcakes. She paused in wonder: it looked as if

  a rainbow had exploded over every available surface. Her mom always baked for special occasions: engagement parties, weddings, baby showers. Even funerals.




  That thought made her shiver, despite the heat.




  ‘Hey, Mom, I’m home.’




  Though usually full of energy, when Mrs Rose turned towards her, she appeared to have aged since early this morning. Her skin was sallow against her pale blonde hair and the dark circles under

  her eyes were more prominent now.




  Not good. ‘Are you feeling OK?’




  ‘It’s nothing. Just tired.’




  Briar dropped into one of the wooden chairs at the kitchen table. Now that her mom no longer worked as a school nurse in Statesboro, it seemed all she did was cook and clean. ‘Why were you

  baking brownies at three in the morning?’




  ‘How did you know that?’




  ‘I woke up drooling from the smell.’ Which wasn’t exactly true – she just hadn’t fallen back to sleep after the recurring nightmare.




  ‘I was up because I needed to get a few things done,’ her mom replied in a flat tone.




  Which is so not an answer.




  ‘What are all these for – my birthday?’ Briar asked.




  ‘No, the library. They’re having a fundraiser.’




  From experience, Briar knew asking more questions would get her nowhere, so instead she homed in on the closest cupcake. It was pink, her fave colour.




  ‘Hands off,’ her mom said, shaking her head.




  ‘Ah, come on. Just one?’ Briar wheedled. ‘I died really good today.’




  Her mother’s face went ashen and she turned away, her fingers gripping the edge of the counter top.




  ‘Mom? What’s going on?’




  Mrs Rose shook her head and said softly, ‘Have as many as you want. It doesn’t matter now.’




  It doesn’t matter? Feeling feisty and keen to test that theory, Briar collected a dinner plate and placed five cupcakes on it, each a different colour. As she poured herself a

  glass of iced tea, she waited for the ‘That’s far too many of those, young lady’ reprimand. It never came. Her mom kept her back to her the entire time, even as Briar headed

  upstairs for a shower, plate and glass in hand. With each creaking step her worry increased.




  Once inside her room, she pushed the door closed with a foot and sank on her bed, still holding the plate and the drink. That wasn’t her mom in the kitchen. She might look like her mother,

  but that was a robot, someone just going through the motions, phoning it in, one cupcake at a time.




  Though overly protective, her mom was pretty even-tempered, unless one of the hags on the library board got to her, though recently she’d been snappish and prone to crying fits.

  She’d been going to church twice a week and she had one of those gris-gris bags like Reena carried. None of that seemed to help.




  Briar had spent a lot more time in her room to avoid getting into fights over stupid stuff like how much laundry detergent to put in the washer. One of her classmates had suggested that her mom

  was going through the change, but didn’t they have medication for that sort of thing?




  She set the food aside and then flopped down on her bed, staring up at the stars her father had put on the ceiling when she was little to watch over her at night. To her left, the bookshelf was

  crammed with fairy tales. A Disney princess poster was positioned on one wall and on the other was one from The Hunger Games. It was like she wasn’t sure who she wanted to be.




  Some day I’ll know. Then it’ll all be good.




  But when?




  Between the shower, the yummy cupcake and the tea, Briar felt human again. She carefully styled her hair, letting it fall in loose golden curls down to the middle of her back.

  It was her greatest asset or her biggest headache. If it behaved itself, it was gorgeous, like a movie star’s. If not, it was as if Medusa had bleached her hair blonde and all the snakes were

  PMSing at once.




  Briar grinned at herself in the mirror – despite the brain-numbing humidity, today was a good-hair day. Hopefully Pat would love it. She carefully applied some make-up and dug through her

  closet in search of the perfect thing to wear to the lake. Something cool, but kind of sexy would be good, but so far nothing was right. She tossed clothes on the bed, trying to decide. Dragonfly,

  her cat, took residence right in the middle of her black silk top, littering it with white hair.




  ‘No, don’t!’ she said, rescuing the garment before the claws did any damage. After it was safe, she cuddled the feline for a few minutes and a loud purr was her reward.




  ‘So what do you think is wrong with Mom, Dragonfly?’




  The cat yawned in disinterest, displaying a rough pink tongue. In Dragonfly’s brain, if it had nothing do with the food bowl, it was unimportant.




  After another rummage through her closet, Briar settled on a pair of skinny jeans and a red top that always made her hair look especially good. Too many people had seen her all grimy at the

  re-enactment and it was time to banish that image from folks’ minds, at least those of any cute guys. Not that there were that many in Bliss. Pat, for sure. Even Joshua Quinn, and a couple

  more. The rest were just barely OK and so not on her radar.




  When Briar trudged downstairs, she found her mom washing dishes, by hand, though they had a dishwasher. The cupcakes were gone, probably collected by one of the library people. In their place

  was a selection of freshly baked cookies painstakingly layered in a series of tight circles with precise spaces between each of them, evidence that her mom’s OCD was once again in full

  force.




  Briar took a deep breath. There wasn’t much she could do if her mother wouldn’t talk to her, so it was time to go for gold.




  ‘Ah, Mom, tonight’s the party at the lake. Can I stay out until, um, midnight? I mean, I’m almost sixteen so—’




  Her mother stiffened as she looked over at her. ‘No, you’re not going out tonight. You need to be at home.’




  ‘But the party’s sorta for my birthday. I have to be there.’ That wasn’t quite true, but it sounded good.




  ‘Not tonight.’




  Reena had been right – her parents were going to ruin everything. Pat would meet some other girl and fall in love and she’d never get another chance at happiness again.




  ‘Mom!’ she wheedled. ‘I’ve been doing all the extra chores you gave me—’




  ‘And complaining the entire time,’ her mother cut in.




  ‘That’s in the teen operational manual. It’s totally required,’ Briar replied. ‘I’ve been home on time all summer. I just want one night out.’




  ‘Not tonight.’




  ‘Oh, come on! If you’re going to ground me, you have to tell me why. You owe me that.’




  ‘Briar, please, not tonight—’ her mom began, her voice rising.




  The door swung open and Briar’s dad entered the kitchen. Franklin Rose was frowning, his brown hair far too short to be fashionable, and his suit rumpled from the heat. A computer bag hung

  from a shoulder, his job as a pharmacy salesman keeping him on the road part of the time.




  ‘What’s going on here? I could hear you two from the driveway.’




  ‘I want to go to the lake tonight, to the party. Mom says I can’t go, but she won’t tell me why.’




  ‘She has to be home tonight, Franklin,’ her mom said, sudsy hands on her hips. ‘You know why.’




  ‘Not this again, Maralee,’ he said, shaking his head as he placed the computer bag on the floor near the pantry. ‘I thought we’d settled this.’




  ‘No, you’re just ignoring the truth,’ her mom said, her voice tightening more now. ‘She has to be home tonight.’




  ‘I will be. I’ll be home before midnight,’ Briar said. ‘What’s the big deal? It’s just a party, and it’s my birthday tomorrow. This could be like an

  early present.’




  But it was as if they had forgotten she was in the room.




  Her mom moved a few steps closer to her dad, eyes moist. ‘Please, Franklin, this is important.’




  ‘This has to end, Maralee. You know what the doctors said,’ he murmured, gently touching her shoulder. He looked over at Briar. ‘You can go to the lake tonight. Just . .

  .’ Her father sighed in resignation. ‘Be home by . . . eleven thirty. No later. You understand?’




  Briar broke out in a grin. He’d come through for her.




  ‘Thanks, Dad!’ she said, and gave him a quick hug. The victory didn’t feel as awesome when her mother slowly turned and then walked up the stairs without a word.




  ‘Mom?’ No response. The door to her parents’ bedroom closed behind her.




  ‘What’s up with her?’ Briar asked, her voice lower now. ‘Is she sick?’




  Her dad shrugged, though she could see the worry in his eyes.




  ‘It depends on who you talk to. She has this . . . fixation about you turning sixteen. That it’s a bad thing.’




  ‘She’s always been strange about my birthdays. Why is this one a big deal? Does she think I’m going to run off and get married or something?’ Her father wasn’t

  meeting her eyes now. ‘Come on, Dad, I’m not stupid. What’s really going on?’




  He waved her out on the porch, closing the screen door behind them. They settled on the old porch swing, rocking it back and forth. They hadn’t done that in a long time, and she realized

  how much she missed those moments together. Her dad could be a pain sometimes, but she loved him a lot.




  He squeezed her hand. ‘Your mom has always been a bit different. That’s what I loved about her. Some of the women in this town . . .’ He shook his head. ‘She started

  behaving strangely after that day at the river, the day you nearly drowned. From that point on, your mother believed you’d been . . . cursed. That at midnight when you turn sixteen

  you’re going to . . . die.’




  ‘What, so tonight?’ Briar blurted. Of all the things she could have imagined, that one wasn’t on the list. ‘You’re messing with me, right?’ Her father did

  have a quirky sense of humour sometimes.




  ‘No. She honestly believes that someone put a curse on you and nothing I’ve said will shake her of that.’




  ‘Nope. Not buying that, Dad. That’s too weird.’




  ‘I’m serious, Briar,’ he replied, his brow furrowing deeply. ‘Haven’t you ever wondered why she won’t let you take driver’s ed?’




  Briar had wondered about that. ‘I just figured . . . I don’t know, I just thought she was sad about me getting older. Moms can be that way.’




  Her father’s expression was now a mix of disbelief and something harder to discern. ‘It’s not because of that. She doesn’t think you’re going to be here

  tomorrow.’




  A tremble coursed through her. ‘For real?’




  He nodded.




  ‘But it can’t be true, can it?’




  ‘She thinks it is. Me? No. It’s too crazy to think about.’




  That was good, right? Her dad had always been pretty sensible so maybe this was just in her mom’s mind. ‘You’ll get her some help, right? I mean . . . have her see a doctor or

  something? Have her take some pills?’




  He put his head in his hands. ‘She’s seen psychiatrists and it hasn’t worked. We even went to Atlanta last spring to talk to a specialist. Remember when you stayed over at your

  cousin’s house and you thought we went to see a basketball tournament? I was trying to get her some help even then.’




  Briar would never forget those three days. It was when she’d discovered that Saralyn really was an airhead and that they had zip in common other than the Rose name and the blonde hair.




  My mom is nuts. So all those rumours hadn’t been wrong.




  ‘Who does she think put the curse on me?’




  Her father shook his head. ‘Since it’s not real, there’s no need to act like it is. That’s why I insisted we never tell you about it in the first place.’




  ‘All right.’ Briar pulled her hand out of his and leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. As she thought it through, Mrs Parker went by, waving. Briar and her dad returned the

  gesture automatically.




  ‘Is everyone in this town crazy?’ she asked.




  ‘No. Just us Roses and a few . . . others,’ her father replied, his eyes tracking the lady and the wheelbarrow.




  ‘Well, there’s an easy way to fix this,’ Briar said. ‘When I don’t croak tonight, then it’s all good,’ she said, trying to make this sound as normal as

  possible. ‘Mom will know I’m not cursed and she’ll get better. Right?’ Briar added hopefully.




  ‘That’s what I’m counting on. Or maybe she’ll come up with some other whacked-out notion that we can’t shake out of her.’




  She heard a tinge of anger in those words. How bad was it getting between them?




  ‘You . . . still love her, right?’ Briar asked, almost in a whisper. ‘You’re not thinking of . . . divorce or anything, are you?’




  ‘I still love her,’ he replied, ‘and, no, I’m not thinking of divorce. I will always love your mother, even if she’s a bit delusional.’




  Briar sighed in relief. ‘You remember what Granny Rose was like. She was totally odd. She said she had tea parties with Jeb Stuart’s ghost.’




  ‘I’d forgotten that,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘It’s a fact: our kind of Rose crazy isn’t just for show – it’s bone deep.’




  Briar laughed. That was true. Since her mom was a Rose as well – a third cousin who’d married in the family – Briar had all the genes working against her.




  Her father stood, distracted. ‘You’d best be going to your party. I’ll go up and talk to your mom. Maybe I can settle her down.’




  She took his hand and squeezed it. ‘Thanks, Dad. You’re awesome.’




  ‘You know the rules: stay away from the booze and the boys.’




  ‘Yes, sir.’ She’d follow one of those rules, but the other . . .




  He dropped a kiss on top of her head. ‘I’m really proud of you. You’re a great daughter, even if you forget to clean the cat box. Now go have some fun, but be home before

  midnight. We don’t want your mother completely freaking out, do we?’




  Warmed by her father’s love and his support, she smiled up at him. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be home on time.’




  Just in case her mom wasn’t nuts after all.




  As she hiked on her own along the old road to the lake, Briar found it hard to get into the party spirit after the buzz kill her dad had dropped on her. Though the exercise

  made her sweatier than she preferred, she decided against calling Reena for a ride. She needed time to think.




  Mom really thinks I’m going to die. No wonder she’d been acting so strange the last few months. In her mother’s case, that irrational fear would take on more power

  than for most. The reason was just up ahead, a roadside shrine that had been there since before Briar was born. It consisted of a white wooden cross inscribed with the words ‘Rest in

  Peace’. There were always roses in front of it, and today there was a tiny teddy bear wearing a Statesboro High School Blue Devils T-shirt.




  Briar stopped in front of the cross and adjusted the bear so it sat upright. This was a family memorial marking where her Aunt Sarah had died in a traffic accident years ago. Sarah had been

  Briar’s age, just sixteen, when it had happened. Her mom never wanted to talk about it, so she hadn’t asked for details. She just remembered to stop every now and then, and pay her

  respects to a relative she’d never met.




  A truck rolled up and came to a halt, causing her to turn in surprise. It was Ronnie and Ben, the two pranksters from her class. Cigarette smoke wafted out of the driver’s side window in a

  thin blue haze.




  ‘You want a ride?’ Ronnie called out.




  ‘No, I’m good. Thanks!’ No way would she get in the truck with them or she’d smell like an ashtray by the time she reached the lake. She could fix her make-up, but not

  her clothes.




  ‘OK, see you there,’ he said.




  ‘Hey, did you guys tag the water tower?’ she asked.




  Both of them lit up in grins. I knew it. She shielded her face from the dust as they drove on.




  Maybe I should have asked Reena for a ride.




  As she walked on, birdsong accompanied her. Ahead, a squirrel bounded across the road and then vanished into the woods. Her phone buzzed and she checked the screen. It was Reena. She let it roll

  over to voicemail, not wanting to talk right now.




  Was this curse thing going down or not? Her dad didn’t think so, but Reena and her gran believed in such things – that was part of their hoodoo beliefs – so to them this would

  be for real.




  What if this is my last day alive? That would totally suck.




  Briar had too many things to do to end up in a grave this early. She’d never been to Europe or to New Zealand to see if hobbits really lived there. She hadn’t been to Disneyland and

  she didn’t even have her learner’s permit yet. And she definitely didn’t want to die a virgin.




  I’m obsessing again. She did that a lot nowadays. But not tonight: there was a party to enjoy and a hot guy to snag as her very own. All this craziness could wait until later, and

  then, when midnight came and went, her mom would know everything was all right.




  Because it just has to be.




  





  CHAPTER FOUR
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  Bliss’s lake, located south of town just downstream from Potter’s Mill, had gone through a number of ups and downs in its watery life. By the mid-sixties it was a

  dumping ground and its beaches a mess. A concerned group of locals had laboriously cleaned the shoreline and constructed a series of floating docks. Even folks who’d griped about the nature

  nuts messing with ‘their lake’ began to enjoy it once again.




  According to Briar’s grandfather, the local kids had always congregated at the north-eastern edge of the lake, mostly because it was sheltered from sight. Besides a nice beach, there was a

  handy set of woods right behind the parking area in case you wanted some privacy. He’d admitted to taking her grandmother there on more than one occasion, which was just too much information

  in Briar’s opinion.




  Without breaking her stride, Briar headed for the restrooms located near the parking lot, hoping that nobody had seen her. She ducked inside and was happy to find no else was there, unless you

  counted a lone wasp buzzing along the ceiling. She pulled the cosmetics case out of her bag and fixed her face, trying to deal with all the sweat and oil. After more lip gloss and a spritz of body

  spray, she was ready to go.




  Once she was presentable, Briar headed towards the parking lot. It was already crowded with cars and trucks, with a few bikes in residence, as not everyone had a driver’s licence. The

  music rolled up towards her from the shoreline and the bonfire was already lit. The scent of roasting meat and citronella candles hung heavy in the air. Kids were scattered around, some in groups,

  some on their own. She guessed there were about thirty of them, ranging from freshmen to seniors, the majority of them from her high school.




  As she wove her way through the parking lot, Briar looked for Pat’s car, but it wasn’t here. What if he changed his mind and stayed home? That would screw up all her plans.




  She stopped to talk to friends, to find out what was new. Some mentioned the re-enactment; others had fresh gossip to share. Most of the kids were clustered around the bonfire, which was set

  inside a pit ringed with concrete blocks and positioned far enough away from the woods to avoid a conflagration. A bucket of water sat nearby, probably some adult’s idea of a fire

  extinguisher, though by the end of the night it was a good bet it would be dumped over someone’s head.




  The clip clop of hoofs made her turn towards the road. Joshua angled his four-footed ride on to an open stretch of grass, climbed down and then tied the horse to a tree with a long

  lead. As he petted the sleek black mare with genuine fondness, a Border collie trotted up and parked herself at his feet, tongue lolling.




  ‘There you are. I wondered if I’d lost you to that rabbit,’ he said.




  ‘Hey, it’s horse boy!’ someone called out.




  A muscle in Joshua’s face twitched, but he didn’t reply. A couple of girls went over to ooh and ahh over the mare. He was polite with them, answering their

  questions, but Briar could tell he was uncomfortable with the attention.




  Joshua wasn’t a regular at the lake parties. Why is he here tonight?




  ‘Hey. Happy almost birthday,’ Reena called out as she crossed from the parking lot. ‘How’s it going?’




  ‘Pretty good. I nearly didn’t get to come. My mom is totally freaking out.’




  ‘And that’s different, how?’ her friend replied.




  Joshua headed their way, the dog on his heels. ‘Hi. Sorry I’m late,’ he said, addressing Reena. ‘Lots of tourists at the stables this time of year so my boss

  wouldn’t let me leave early.’




  It sounded as if he and her best friend had planned to meet at the party.




  ‘No sweat. I just got here,’ Reena replied.




  Joshua was staring at Briar now, a faint redness to his cheeks. He was dressed in a pale blue T-shirt and jeans that were worn at the knees, and, as usual, his hair was doing its own thing. On

  him it looked good. Briar had to admit she’d caught herself checking him out at school more often than was wise. At least when she thought no one was looking.




  She started in surprise when the collie’s cold nose nudged her palm.




  ‘Come here, Kerry,’ Joshua said, slapping his thigh. ‘Leave her alone.’ The dog complied, though the awkwardness of the situation didn’t change.




  After Reena cleared her throat, he fumbled in his jeans pocket for something.




  ‘Umm, Briar, I have a—’ A spike of panic filled his eyes as if he’d just found himself head to head with a nine-foot grizzly bear. ‘Ah . . .’




  Reena raised an eyebrow, but didn’t weigh in.




  ‘I should get Kerry some water,’ he said, and hurried off towards the lake, the dog in tow.




  Her friend huffed. ‘Wimp,’ she muttered.




  ‘What was that all about?’




  ‘Give me a sec, will you? I need to talk to him,’ Reena said, already on the move before Briar could reply.




  Everybody’s weird tonight.




  Briar’s cousin waved her over to the picnic bench. Though everyone said they looked similar, Saralyn had shorter hair and bigger boobs, which she liked to show off by wearing tops that

  were too small. That little trick bought her a lot of male attention, which she thrived on.




  ‘What’s up with Joshua?’ she asked. ‘Why’s he hanging around you?’




  ‘No idea.’




  ‘He’s just cruising for trouble.’ Saralyn watched a guy walk past, checking him out from head to toe. ‘Cute. Do you know who he is?’




  ‘He’s a sophomore this year. Name’s Greg something or other,’ Briar replied.




  Saralyn adjusted a bra strap, tucking it underneath her sleeveless tee. ‘How’s Aunt Maralee doing? Is she going off the deep end yet about the curse?’




  Curse? ‘You know about that?’ Briar hissed under her breath, stunned that Saralyn would blurt out that kind of thing in front of everyone.




  ‘Yeah. Most of the family does,’ her cousin replied. ‘From what my parents said, your mom’s been nutty since your Aunt Sarah died, only she’s much worse

  now.’




  ‘It’s not like that,’ Briar replied. Though it really was.




  ‘I never believed the curse was for real anyway. I think it’s just her wanting attention. She’s such a drama queen.’




  Before Briar could respond, a familiar sound cut through the party noise. The laugh belonged to her ex-boyfriend and it took her only a few seconds to find him near the bonfire, his arm round a

  tall redheaded girl clad in a micro bikini.




  The ex.




  Mike was an athlete, with a cocky smile and an impressive set of pecs. His light-brown hair had gone summer blond and his eyes were a dark brown. In short, he’d been the perfect boyfriend

  and everything had seemed great between them, at least until he’d dumped her a few weeks back.




  The memory of that dumping rose along with a thick coat of acid in the back of her throat. Now here he was with another girl hanging all over him. No break-up grief there. Briar checked the girl

  out and found that she wasn’t that special: her legs were short, her neck too long and her hair needed serious help.




  ‘Bet you miss going out with him,’ her cousin observed.




  ‘What? No way.’ But that was a lie.




  She’d liked Mike. He’d been pretty cool, though his constant pushing for them to go all the way had doomed their relationship. They’d sorta come close one night in the back of

  his car, but she’d decided it didn’t feel right. When she’d said no, he’d been mad, even though they hadn’t even got their clothes off yet.




  Mike had accused her of being a stupid kid, which in guy speak meant he was angry that she wouldn’t put out. From what she’d heard, his new girlfriend didn’t have that

  problem.




  When Briar rose from the bench, eager to go somewhere where she couldn’t see the pair of them, Mike smirked at her. He said something to his date and she laughed. When they turned away, he

  made sure to put his hand on her butt.




  Now he was just being cruel. Jerk.




  Another check of the parking lot told her Pat hadn’t arrived yet. The evening was starting to suck.




  Maybe I should have just stayed home.




  If she left now, Mike would know he’d won, and she’d lose her chance at Pat, the chance to catch herself a really good guy. That would be the ultimate revenge, letting Mike know just

  how much she wasn’t missing him.




  Needing a friend, Briar looked around for Reena, but she was still talking to Joshua, so she forced herself to wander around, making the rounds half-heartedly. There were lots of happy-birthday

  wishes and hugs, which she appreciated, though it was hard to muster sufficient good cheer.




  There were also whispers behind her back, and it made her nervous. Did everyone know about her mother’s illness? Were they laughing about it?




  Probably. Bliss loved a good rumour even when it came at the cost of one of their own.




  ‘Too much drama,’ she muttered.




  When someone offered her an unopened can of beer, she broke one of her father’s rules and accepted it. Why not? I’m almost sixteen.




  After popping open the top, Briar took a sip and quickly discovered that the stuff didn’t taste that great. Since a couple of her classmates were watching her, she nodded and smiled like

  it’d actually been good. Maybe that was why beer was so popular – everyone acted as if it was good just to impress their friends.




  ‘You better hope the cops don’t bust this party,’ Saralyn said as she walked by.




  ‘Now you sound like my dad,’ Briar replied.




  Her cousin muttered under her breath, but she couldn’t catch a word. Briar suspected it hadn’t been very nice. The second sip of the beer made her head buzz and by the third she was

  feeling pretty happy. Her worries about her mom were fading, at least for the moment.




  She smiled as Reena wandered up. ‘Hey! What are you and Joshua up to? You guys going to hook up or something?’




  ‘What? No.’ Her friend frowned at the beer. ‘Josh is just having . . . issues.’




  ‘A Quinn with issues? Who knew?’ Then Briar giggled, rather enjoying the bubbling feeling coursing through her. ‘Sort of like us Roses. We’re all screwed up.’




  ‘Just how many beers have you had?’




  ‘Just one,’ Briar replied. She lowered her voice conspiratorially. ‘For the record, this stuff is yucky.’




  ‘So I’ve heard.’ The frown was still in place.




  ‘Guess what? You’re so not going to believe this one. My mom thinks I’m cursed and that I’m going to croak at midnight. Can you believe that?’




  Reena didn’t respond, her eyes wider now.




  ‘This is the part where you say, “Yeah, your mom’s nuts. Sorry about that, girlfriend.”’




  ‘She actually said that?’




  ‘Dad did. It’s why she’s been so crazy recently.’




  ‘A curse isn’t something to joke about.’




  Briar’s attention swung to the parking lot and she smiled. ‘Score! He’s here!’




  Her dream guy unfolded himself from his car, and when Pat’s eyes lit on her he smiled in return.




  ‘Wow, did you see that?’ Briar said. ‘He’s totally hot.’




  Her friend gave Pat a cursory glance. ‘Look, he’s just a dude. He’s not a handsome prince and he doesn’t have a fancy castle. Live in the here and now, girl,

  OK?’




  Briar shot her a glare, furious that her friend had peed on her daydreams . . . again.




  Reena pulled her phone out of her pocket. ‘I’m going to call Gran to see what’s going on.’ She stepped away, turning her back to muffle the party noise.




  Briar kept watch on Pat as he made his way towards her, stopping along the way to talk to other kids. His dark hair was softly tousled, just short of collar length, and he had a rich tan from

  his job as a lifeguard at the local pool. He wore faded jeans, a black T-shirt that moulded to his chest, and a runway model smile.




  When Reena turned back towards her, her eyes were wide and her shoulders stiff as she ended the call.




  ‘Hey, you OK? Something wrong with your gran?’ Briar asked.




  ‘No . . . she’s . . .’ Reena’s eyes met hers. ‘She didn’t pick up. Gran Lily always picks up.’




  ‘She’s probably just having a nap or something’.




  Reena shook her head. ‘Something’s wrong here. I’m scared that the curse is for real, Briar.’




  ‘Oh, come on. That’s total crap. I know all the stuff your gran is teaching you is kind of spooky, but seriously – a curse? That’s kids’ book stuff.’




  Her friend didn’t respond, but the way she stared at her made Briar take a step back. ‘OK, if you think this curse thing is righteous, what if tonight’s all I’ve got

  left? What should I do to make it perfect?’ she said. ‘Here’s a clue: no one wants to go to their grave a virgin.’




  Reena’s deep frown told her she’d struck a nerve. ‘Don’t be stupid. Don’t trust that loser. Pat’s not like you think.’




  ‘Whatever,’ Briar murmured. ‘Go be a bummer somewhere else, OK? I’ve got a guy to charm and you’re not helping.’




  ‘When you’re ready to go home, find me. I’m going to try calling Gran again,’ Reena said, then cut off towards the water.




  Now Briar felt like a jerk. She didn’t like arguing with her best friend. Besides, if tonight was her last night, she wanted it to be special. Memorable.




  Feeling her cheeks warm at what that might entail, Briar returned her attention to Bliss’s star athlete and full-time chick magnet. He’d already dated a few girls, but word was that

  he was on his own at the moment and she knew that wouldn’t last long. To Briar’s amazement, he’d been paying more attention to her ever since she’d broken up with Mike.
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