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			PART ONE

			

			Chapter One

			New Year’s Eve – 5:00 pm

			‘So, Cass, tell me you’re coming tonight?!’ Kiah asks on the other end of the phone.

			‘We’re heading out,’ Mum calls from the lounge.

			‘Hold on, Kiah.’ I put the phone on mute to talk to Mum. ‘Have a good time.’

			‘You, too. It’s so nice you are talking to Kiah again.’ Mum smiles. Mum would remember Kiah as the pig-tailed friend I had in Year 6. Not the Grade 11 hairdresser apprentice who talks incessantly about boys and all things pretty.

			‘Thanks, Mum. Talk to you tomorrow.’

			I take the phone off mute. ‘You know parties aren’t really my thing,’ I explain, ‘small groups are better.’ Or one-on-one. But since Kiah and I have been speaking a lot more lately, I don’t want to say no.

			‘Nothing fun is your thing!’ she whines. I know that voice. It’s the one she uses to try and get her way. It normally doesn’t work on me, but maybe a party would do me good. Maybe.

			‘You have to make her come.’ I hear Rachel say in the background. Why does Rachel want me there?

			‘Come on, Rachel’s ditching me. I need you.’ Kiah doesn’t need anyone, but I remember the little girl who used to run to school and beat me at hopscotch every single day. She used that little girl voice for the word need.

			‘Why is Rachel ditching?’ I ask. Trying to become friends with Kiah again has not been easy. It’s meant competing with her group, so to have a chance to just spend time with Kiah could be good.

			‘Johnny and Rachel are fighting again. You know, on again, off again, and all that.’ I hear Rachel scoff in the background.

			That explains Rachel not coming. After all, the party will be at Johnny’s house. ‘What about Amie?’

			‘Her parents told her she has to go to their big fancy party.’ Kiah emphasises ‘big fancy party’ with a mocking tone. ‘Come on, Cassie, I need you.’ She repeats in her little girl voice.

			‘Okay. And I know it’s New Year’s Eve, but can you bring me home at 11? Are you sure you still want me to come and leave before midnight?’ Mum and Dad are heading out of town, and Matty will be out with Zoe so I have no other lifts.

			‘Whatever. I mean midnight is just a time, right?’ She pauses. Does she mean that? ‘It’s been ages since we hung out, I mean, anywhere else except school. You’re always studying or helping at youth group. When do you just have fun?’

			I do have fun.

			‘Dylan will be there. You said …’

			I know what I said. He’s the only decent guy in Year 11. That’s not quite true, but he is probably the only one I would like to get to know more. Dylan is friendly and smart.

			On the other hand, he isn’t as easy to talk to when he’s around Aiden, who I expect will also be coming.

			‘I guess.’

			‘I can pick you up too,’ Kiah offers.

			I give in, like I knew I would. It could be fun. ‘What time will you come get me?’

			‘Around 7:00 pm. Bring snacks to share, alright? Johnny will be expecting it.’

			‘Sure. I can make some muffins.’ Baking is fun.

			‘Unless you want me to come early and do your hair?’

			‘Haha, maybe next time.’

			‘That’s the spirit.’ Kiah mixes her energetic encouragement with a slight hint of condescension. ‘Next time then. See you at seven.’

			I’m tempted to ask who else will be at the party, but she hangs up with a quick ‘bye’ before I can. I will have to be satisfied with knowing it’s Kiah and Dylan I’ll be spending time with.

			

			Chapter Two

			New Year’s Eve – 8:00 pm

			Kiah finally picks me up at 8:00 pm—a full hour later than she said. The muffins have had enough time to cool down, at least. She knocks on the door and taps her feet as I collect my things.

			Kiah’s tight purple dress barely covers her thighs and suits her over-the-knee boots. No one will give me a second glance with my jeans and oversized t-shirt. The only interesting aspect of my clothes is the embroidered eagle on my jeans pocket.

			Dylan and Aiden are in the car. I can see them as I lock up the door. It’s a pity Dylan is already sitting in the front.

			‘Did you hear that Mr Finch asked Miss Britton out?’ Dylan laughs.

			‘Teacher romance. Yuck!’ Aiden says.

			‘I didn’t even think teachers had lives,’ Kiah jokes as she turns the car on.

			‘Of course they do. I might be a teacher one day.’ Why did I even say that?

			The boys both look at me. Well done, Cassie.

			Kiah speeds out of my street and towards the unmarked road out of town.

			‘Slow down, Kiah, it’s only eight o’clock. It’s not like Johnny’s going to care if we’re late. New Year’s isn’t until midnight,’ Dylan says as she accelerates the tiny hatchback. It’s not the best car for country living, but it works. Dylan holds on to the door handle in the front seat and leans back.

			‘Cassie can’t stay until midnight. If we don’t get there soon, we’ll just have to turn around and come back,’ Kiah argues.

			‘Don’t crash on my behalf,’ I yell from the back seat while I hold onto my seatbelt and try not to lean into Aiden next to me.

			‘It’s okay, I’ll catch you.’ Aiden winks through the dark curls falling into his eyes. His wink reminds me of the sleazy guys in old TV movies. I pull my body closer to the door, bracing myself for the next turn Kiah makes.

			‘Hey Dylan, did you hear what happened last week? Johnny was so mad at me!’

			‘Was it to do with Rachel? Or Amie?’

			‘Rachel got super mad at him for what he called a “misunderstanding”.’ Aiden turns to me and explains. ‘He was trying to make her jealous by chatting up some Grade 10 girl. But then he lost it with me, saying I made it worse! All I tried to do was distract Rachel.’

			‘And you are okay with going to his party?’ I ask.

			‘Yeah, it’s all chill now. Just a misunderstanding.’ Aiden uses air quotes.

			‘The turn isn’t far,’ Dylan says, instructing Kiah.

			‘Seriously, why do you have a curfew on New Year’s Eve?’ Aiden asks me, like he suddenly remembered that was a thing.

			‘I can get a lift with Matty if you guys want to stay longer,’ I say.

			

			Kiah swerves around another car, revving up.

			‘Drives like a girl,’ Aiden sneers.

			‘I am a girl. And that’s not a bad thing,’ Kiah snaps.

			The hatchback glides up the straight dirt road towards Johnny’s house. She’s right, it isn’t far. Only 15 minutes from my place to the turn, but there are no streetlights, so Kiah better focus, particularly at 100km/hr. Hopefully, she can see through her fake eyelashes and the straightened black hair that hangs around her eyes.

			We hit a bump, and Aiden puts his hand on my leg.

			‘What the …?’ I give him my best death stare.

			‘I was just trying to stop you flying.’ He pulls his hand back and shakes his head at me. ‘You know how Kiah drives.’

			‘Shut up.’ Kiah curses, turning her head from the road.

			‘Watch the potholes,’ Dylan yells. Kiah pulls off the accelerator. The rain has damaged the roads out here.

			

			Kiah whips back around and steers to the side. She swerves the car around a pothole and a ditch. She seems to be nailing it and missing them all, but then she slips. A dip in the road makes the car jump.

			‘Brake!’ I yell as we skid further down the dirt.

			‘I am. They aren’t working!’

			‘Pull back a little. Slamming on them won’t help,’ Aiden scolds her.

			‘I am!’ Kiah yells and swerves again. The car keeps going right and starts to spin.

			‘Just keep us steady then,’ Dylan pleads as Kiah guides the car down the windy road.

			‘Hold on,’ Aiden yells from next to me. He must see something I can’t.

			I expect the crash to come, but the impact is not that bad. It feels like we’re in slow motion, like Kiah has more control than her scream suggests. We swing around and come to a halt on the side of the road against a wall of dirt.

			

			Chapter Three

			New Year’s Eve – 8:19 pm

			We climb out of the car. The door’s jammed on my side against an embankment, but Aiden slips out the left, and I follow him. Kiah’s door is dented and she bangs on it, but it’s stuck against the embankment. Dylan helps her out the other side.

			I sit on the ground and put my head down. That was not the most fun thing. Kiah stumbles a little and rubs her neck but seems okay.

			The only obvious damage is to the car, and it’s not even that bad. The front bumper and doors are bent. She must have slowed down enough in the last few moments, otherwise we would have had a more serious impact. The cake box even still has my somewhat lopsided muffins safely inside.

			‘Everyone okay?’ Dylan asks. His dad is a doctor, and he always talks about following in his footsteps, so he’s done first aid training at least three times. He checks all of us, looking for injuries, which none of us have.

			Kiah is still holding her neck and rubbing it slightly. I wonder if she’s thinking about crying or yelling. Apparently neither, as she stops rubbing her neck and stands up. ‘Hey, look, it’s not far to Johnny’s place. There you go.’

			There are balloons on the pole gate a few hundred metres ahead. They look like the remnants from a little kid’s birthday party—probably Johnny’s sister’s.

			‘What about the car?’ I stand up to walk there.

			‘Dad has insurance and roadside assist. We can sort it out tomorrow. No one will blame us. It was a kangaroo. That happens all the time.’ Her parents have more money to burn than the rest of us put together.

			‘But what about the brakes?’

			

			‘Oh … mysterious. Brakes don’t work as we arrive at a creepy house,’ Aiden jokes.

			‘Just in time for a storm,’ Dylan adds. Though he isn’t joking.

			‘Probably just didn’t engage,’ Kiah says. ‘We’re all okay.’

			‘Right. Despite your terrible driving.’ Aiden continues to laugh it off.

			‘Whatever, Aiden. Get over it. You’re fine.’ Kiah flips him off.

			‘Are you okay?’ Dylan asks me while Aiden and Kiah finish bickering.

			I start to answer when Kiah pulls Dylan by the arm. ‘You’re with me.’ She loops her arm through his and opens the gate through the rickety fence of Johnny’s country home. She strides up the driveway to the house like nothing’s wrong.

			She turns to wink at me. What the heck was that? She encouraged me to talk more to Dylan.

			‘I guess you’re with me, then.’ Aiden walks up to me.

			Dylan, maybe. Aiden, no. This is not what I agreed to.

			‘As if.’ I shove him.

			‘You couldn’t hurt a fly.’ Aiden laughs and puts his arm around me. I pull away, but he holds me tight.

			‘Try me.’ I dig my elbow into his side, and he finally accepts it.

			I start walking but look back at the car by the embankment. A flash of lightning crashes to the ground in the distance. The rain starts. I look back to the light of town. I can hardly see it in the distance. That’s too far to walk in a summer storm.

			Does no one else care that we just crashed?

			

			Chapter Four

			New Year’s Eve – 8:28 pm

			Johnny opens the door for the four of us. Dylan has disentangled himself from Kiah’s grip.

			‘Why did you walk in? Where’s your car?’

			‘Kiah smashed it,’ Aiden says without breaking his stride.

			‘What?’ Johnny shakes his head and looks at her.

			‘The brakes didn’t work,’ Kiah claims. Funny how she blames the brakes now. You would think her parents would have got her a better car. ‘It’s not like we had to walk very far. It’s just back a bit.’

			Oshiro walks out. ‘Well, I guess that makes some extras to stay over. Not looking like a fun drive now anyway!’ He motions at the storm. As if on cue, thunder cracks through the air.

			Staying overnight? That was not my plan. ‘Who else is here, Johnny?’ I ask.

			‘It’s just the six of us. Oshiro, me, Aiden, Kiah, Dylan and you. Perfect party size. We can play all the old-school games. You know, truth or dare, spin the bottle, poker. It’ll be fun.’

			‘I thought you invited Rachel.’ Despite Kiah having explained the breakup I want to hear Johnny’s perspective.

			‘What, are you kidding? I broke it off. I’m a free man. I uninvited her.’

			Kiah’s comment about ‘on again, off again’ replays in my head.

			‘Anyway, not to worry. You can all stay over. I have three big rooms. Some of us can share.’ Johnny winks at Kiah. That seems weird. Is Kiah into Johnny, Dylan or Aiden? I can’t keep up.

			‘Keep dreaming.’ Kiah flicks her hair back and brushes it back into place. ‘Such a sleaze,’ she whispers to me.

			‘I do have the biggest bed,’ Johnny offers.

			‘How much have you had to drink already?’ Dylan asks and pushes him away. It’s not a serious push, but Johnny looks annoyed and shoves him back.

			How am I going to get home? Could I possibly go now? But only Kiah and Aiden have their licenses, not to mention that there’s no car to drive. Oshiro and Johnny both probably do too, but they’ve been drinking. Twenty-two or so kilometres. Definitely too far to walk.

			If I call Matty, he’ll be frustrated. He’ll have just arrived at his girlfriend’s party. I could tell him we had an accident, but then he’d call Mum, and she’d miss out on her night away. I’ll call him soon. I want to hang out with Kiah after all.

			‘Let’s work out sleep arrangements later,’ I suggest, trying to keep this party safe.

			‘Drinks are over here.’ Oshiro leads us from the front room to a modest-sized loungeroom.
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