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‘I’ve got to go, Conner,’ she says.

‘He clicks his fingers and you go running, right, Mia?’

‘Conner, I’ve got to go. I’ll call you.’

Mia walks towards Seth, suddenly feeling Conner’s hand snap against her arm, sending her to a halt.

‘He hasn’t told you about his religion, has he, Mia?’ he says over her shoulder.

‘Religion?’ she asks, intrigued. She can see that Seth is just itching to get to Conner.

‘Yeah, his religion . . . He’s not supposed to be with you, Mia.’

Mia turns back around and looks Conner dead in the eyes. ‘What do you mean . . . “not supposed to be with me”?’

‘He’s all set for an arranged marriage straight after university. That’s part of his religion. Seth’s life is already planned out for him. His father will choose his wife.’ He pauses as he studies her eyes. ‘He hasn’t told you any of this, has he? He’s supposed to be with a Muslim girl, Mia, which you are not.’

There is silence between them as Mia tries to grasp his words.
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Chapter 1
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There he is: Seth Ali, the sexiest boy in Lands Lane High School. At least, that’s what a lot of the girls say. As he approaches, he runs his hand through his thick, dark hair—spiked and gelled as usual—and the smell of Brylcreem lingers long after he has passed. He throws a smile over his shoulder as he looks back, melting the girls’ hearts with the sparkle in his deep, soulful brown eyes. It’s clear that he works out all the time, as his muscles ripple through his close-fitting white school shirt, but rumour has it that he has to because things are not all that well at home.

His father is a strict Muslim man with a terrorising past. Seth has not yet seen that side of him, but that’s because he stays within his father’s grasp and has never dared to step out of line. Until now. He has caught the eye of a born Christian; Mia Hunter sparks trouble in both their futures. 

Mia has no idea of the secrets hidden within the Ali home, and the dark skeletons that will re-emerge if she falls in love with this fifteen-year-old boy, but Olivia Ali knows her husband’s brutality far too well, having witnessed his horrific attack on their daughter for disobeying the Islamic faith.

Mia often feels that she draws his attention when she flips her long brunette hair over her shoulders, accentuating her petite figure. She bears a striking resemblance to her mother, Grace Hunter, who is a vibrant and youthful-looking woman, despite being in her forties. Grace has dedicated her life to serving as a military nurse in the army, a career she embarked on immediately after graduating from college.

Mia’s father, Raymond Hunter, serves as the fire chief at New Forest Fire Station in Pines, where they live. Since Mia was young, she has been accustomed to her father being on call at all hours, which is why she often sees him sleeping in his uniform in case of an emergency.

Mia has a great relationship with her father, and he has grown comfortable with her calling him Ray. Now that Mia is a teenager, Ray hopes he has raised her to understand the rights and wrongs of life and trusts her to be responsible when she is alone. However, he is unaware that she is captivated by a boy named Seth Ali from the village of Tall Oaks.

‘Hello, Earth to Mia,’ Dee says, clicking her fingers in Mia’s face. ‘Are you there?’

‘What?’ Mia is startled as she snaps her head Dee’s way.

‘What the hell are you staring at?’ Brook asks. ‘You’ve been gawping for a while now, Mia.’

‘Well, you know. Just umm . . .’ Mia clears her throat, ‘nothing,’ she says.

‘Well, that looked like something to me,’ Sky grins. ‘I could practically see you drooling!’

Mia puts her hand to her mouth. ‘No, I wasn’t. I was staring into space. That’s all,’ she shrugs.

‘Oh yeah, wanna bet?’ Dee asks, a playful smirk dancing across her lips as she embraces her mischievous nature. With a sly glint in her eye, she points over the girls’ shoulders. ‘Who’s that over there then?’ 

Instantly, they pivot their heads to see what has captured Dee’s attention. Their gazes land on Seth, who is standing a short distance away. The afternoon’s sun glistens off his complexion as he casually unbuttons the top of his shirt, revealing smooth, light-brown skin. Beads of sweat trickle down his well-defined chest, and the girls can’t help but stare, their hearts racing and excitement building as they take in his effortlessly confident demeanor.

‘Hot, isn’t he?’ Sky says.

Mia shrugs nonchalantly. ‘Can’t say I’ve noticed,’ she lies, biting her bottom lip.

‘Bull!!!’ Dee spits out. ‘I see you staring at Seth all the time. What is your fascination with him anyway? Wait on! Wait on!’ She waves her arms in the air in disagreement with her question. ‘I can’t believe I just asked that question about Seth Ali. As the talent competition proved just a few weeks ago, he’s the hottest boy in this school! He just stood there and got tens across the board!’

‘Yeah,’ Mia agrees, ‘and he’s taken. So let’s all turn our heads back and stop looking at him. He might notice. It’s embarrassing!’

‘You started it,’ Brook laughs.

‘Too late, he’s looking right at us.’ Dee smiles, giving a flirtatious wave.

‘Oh, what?!’ Mia snaps.

‘Mia, turn around and smile back,’ Sky says. ‘Don’t be rude, now!’

Mia reluctantly turns around and locks eyes with Seth. He is smiling at her, but Mia wishes he hadn’t noticed her schoolgirl shyness. She quickly turns back around. ‘You lot are unbelievable,’ she huffs.

‘Mia, you’ve got a crush on someone who’s up on you,’ Sky says.

‘Hold on a minute!’ Mia protests. ‘He’s only a year older than me. And I don’t have a crush!’

‘Wanna bet?’ Dee asks, up close in Mia’s face.

‘What’s with all this betting, Dee?’ Brook demands.

‘I don’t know. I like bets. It gets something mischievous out in people.’

‘I second that,’ Sky agrees. ‘What else should we do while we wait for the bus home?’

Deondra Jordan and Skyler Rose are like two peas in a pod when it comes to being devious. There is never a dull moment when they are together. Brook Lacey can get irritated sometimes by their childish behaviour. Mia usually brushes it off, but today, Dee and Sky are getting under her skin.

‘I know for a fact that Mia does like him,’ Jess pipes up. 

Jessica Walters is the kind of girl that soaks things in before finally speaking her mind.

‘How?’ Brook asks, feeling a little jealous that someone would know something about her best friend that she doesn’t.

‘Do you remember that all-nighter we pulled?’ Jess asked. ‘We convinced Mia’s dad we were studying, but you know that wasn’t the whole truth.’

‘Well, it did start that way,’ Mia chimes in, recalling the buzzing liveliness of the night. ‘We had coffee and energy drinks to keep us awake. Then you cranked up the music and suggested we drink something stronger to really get the buzz going.’

‘What! And you didn’t?’ Jess exclaims defensively.

‘Sure, I did, but I regretted it the very next day,’ Mia confesses, a shiver running through her at the memory. ‘Waking up with a major hangover is definitely not fun. I could hardly function!’

Jess smirks, a playful glimmer in her eye. ‘Well, I didn’t have any regrets at all. Watching you get drunk was honestly one of the funniest things I’ve ever seen.’ She turns to the girls, spinning the tale further, ‘Just picture it—she was completely wasted on light beers, stumbling around and giggling like crazy.’

‘Hey! There were a lot of energy drinks drunk that night. It goes to your head, you know?’

‘You keep telling yourself that, Mia. You said so many things that night. And one of them was a confession to liking Seth Ali.’

‘She’s making it up; I don’t!’

‘Oh, am I?’

‘Yes!’ Mia snaps at Jess.

The girls stare at Mia with raised eyebrows.

‘Just admit it, Mia,’ Sky says, poking Mia’s arm. ‘We already know you’ve got the hots for Seth.’

Mia can feel all eyes on her.

‘Yeah, Mia, admit it,’ Dee teases, prodding Mia’s other arm. ‘We already know. Just admit it! Come on,’ she pokes her again, ‘admit it! You like Seth Ali, right?’

Both girls goad Mia, poking her, waiting for her to snap.

‘Fine! Fine! Fine!’ Mia shouts. ‘I like Seth, okay! Now I’ve said it, will you all shut up!’ The girls dart their eyes behind Mia.

‘What’s up?’ she asks, cautiously turning around. Her eyebrows raise in horror as Seth stands just inches from her face. ‘Seth! I er, umm . . .’ she stutters. ‘I don’t suppose you heard that, did you?’ 

She can feel her face turning red with embarrassment. Her cheeks feel like they are catching fire. Seth is wearing a large smirk as he politely nods his head.

‘Oh . . . Can I explain?’

‘No need,’ he says, smiling, ‘I think you already have.’

Seth hears his name from behind him. It is one of the boys waiting for him at the hilltop. He waves to signal he’s coming, turning and smiling at Mia before walking away.

Mia turns around quickly and tries to catch her breath. ‘Oh, God! Oh, God!’ She throws her head in her hands in embarrassment. ‘I can’t believe he heard that. Why did he have to hear me? Why?’ She can hear the girls laughing at her and snaps her head up. ‘You all set me up. You knew he was behind me, didn’t you?’

‘Mia, you kind of fell into that one on your own.’ Dee is still laughing.

‘Oh, yeah?’ Mia says, frustrated at her friends’ antics. ‘Wanna bet?’

‘Yeah, actually.’

‘Not a chance after that, I’m humiliated.’

‘I dare you to kiss Seth,’ Dee says.

‘What? No!’

‘Just a small one, on the cheek. I’m daring you, Mia.’

‘I’m not taking no dare.’

‘Okay, truth, then,’ Dee shrugs.

‘What is this, elementary school?’ Brook asks. ‘Why are we suddenly playing truth or dare?’

‘It makes life more interesting,’ Dee says.

‘Well, I am not playing any truth or dare,’ Mia says. ‘I’m mortified.’

‘That’s why this dare is perfect. It leads off from what you just said to Seth.’

‘Haven’t you humiliated me enough? I’m not doing your dare, Dee.’

‘Okay,’ Dee shrugs. ‘I’ll just tell your truth, then.’

‘And what’s that?’

‘Yeah, what is it?’ Brook asks, frustrated that another friend thinks she knows Mia better than she does.

‘What you told me the other day,’ Dee raises an eyebrow. ‘About that dream you had?’

Mia can feel her face getting red again. But this time it is turning beetroot.

‘I’m up on the podium tomorrow in class,’ Dee says. ‘I may just use it as my piece for the presentation.’

‘No,’ Mia shakes her head, ‘you wouldn’t!’

Dee raises her eyebrows. ‘Wanna bet?’

‘Ohhh! You know what? You’re doing my head in. What the hell do you want from me?’

‘I’ve already told you. Kiss Seth. He’ll think it’s funny after what you just said to his face.’

‘Mia, he’s coming up behind you with the guys,’ Sky says. ‘I’d rather hear about this dream, but this could be way more fun, don’t you think?’

‘So what’s your poison, Mia?’ Dee asks. ‘Truth or dare?’

Mia huffs at her friend’s amusing behaviour.

‘He’s coming up behind you now!’

Mia doesn’t take a moment to think, her heart racing with a mixture of daring and impulsiveness. In a swift motion, she pivots on her heel and presses her lips against Seth’s with unexpected determination.

His lips are warm, but they lack the inviting softness she had longed for; instead, they feel stiff and unyielding, as if he’s been caught in a sudden freeze.

After a brief moment, she pulls back, a mix of anticipation and uncertainty swirling in her chest. She takes a step back, surveying the scene before her. Seth stands there, still and silent, his expression caught somewhere between surprise and confusion as if he’s trying to process what just happened. 

In that instant, reality crashes back in around her as the sound of their friends’ laughter punctures the air, reminding them of the light-hearted atmosphere they were in just moments before. Mia’s heart pounds as she tries to shake off the awkwardness, and she becomes acutely aware of the lingering attention between her and Seth.

‘Seth, I am . . . so sorry. It was, umm,’ she gulps hard. ‘It was a dare. I am sorry, Seth.’

The bus pulls up and Seth darts to the front of the queue and gets on, heading straight to the back to hide.

‘Oh, my God! What did I just do? What did I just do?’ Mia’s eyes are bulging out of their sockets.

‘Yeah, Mia, what did you just do?’ Dee laughs with Sky. ‘You were only supposed to kiss him on the cheek, not the lips!’

‘I don’t know what happened, I honestly don’t.’

‘Well, you’d better have a better excuse than that,’ Sky smirks, ‘because when Kay finds out, she will kill you!’

‘Oh, God. She will, won’t she?’

Sky says, ‘Kissing her boyfriend, that’s bound to piss her off, don’t you think?’

‘How do I fix it?’

‘You can’t, Mia, not now,’ Brook says, watching the last few people get on the bus. ‘Come on. We have to get on.’

Mia looks up and sees Seth covering his face in the back window. ‘Hell no!’ She grabs Brook by the arm. ‘We’ll catch the metro.’

‘But I haven’t got any money, Mia!’

‘I’ll pay. Come on!’ Mia drags Brook away as fast as she can, leaving the others sniggering behind them.

‘Jeez, Mia, my feet are barely touching the ground. I guess you really don’t want to get on that bus!’

‘You got that right!’ Mia huffs, feeling angry with herself. ‘You need that book from my house anyway. Call your mum and ask her to pick you up from there ‘cause I am freaking out! What was I thinking kissing Seth? He barely talks to me as it is, and now I go and do that. I am so stupid!’

‘You’re on your own with that one, Mia. I don’t know what came over you either.’

‘Sky and Dee, that’s what. That stupid game. Truth or dare. I shouldn’t have fallen into that trap.’

They make it to the Metro in time, just before the train leaves.

‘What was that dream, Mia?’ Brook asks as they sit down, although she wishes she hadn’t when she notices Mia’s reaction. ‘What? Am I not allowed to ask? I mean, you’re my best friend. If anyone should know, it should be me. Right? So, was it dirty?’

If Mia’s anger could get any worse, it just did. Brook holds her hands up in surrender.

‘Okay! Okay! I get it. You’re pissed off!’

‘More than pissed off, Brook.’ Mia looks out the window and shakes her head. ‘Now I’ve got Kay to deal with.’

As Mia and Brook approach the house, Mia notices her dad’s car in the driveway.

‘Great!’ Mia sighs. ‘Just what I need.’

She opens the door, and Brook follows in behind her.

‘Mia, is that you?’ Ray calls out from the kitchen.

‘Well, who else would it be, Dad?’ She groans sarcastically, dropping her bag to the ground.

Ray walks into the hallway, wiping his hands on a towel. ‘Oh, hello, Brook. How are you?’

‘I’m fine, Ray, thanks. But this one is pretty peeved off right now.’ She tilts her head at Mia.

‘Oh, yeah? Why?’ he asks his daughter. ‘Not a good day at school?’

‘I don’t want to talk about it, Ray.’

‘Ah, that bad, is it?’

‘I’ll go get you that book,’ Mia says to Brook, heading up the stairs.

‘Thanks,’ Brook mumbles, feeling slightly threatened by Mia’s attitude.

‘What’s got into her, then?’ Ray asks slyly, knowing he won’t get anything from Mia. It’s his way of checking on his daughter without letting on that he is checking on her.

‘Umm . . . just a game of truth or dare that went slightly wrong, Ray. That’s all.’

‘Oh, I see. You should never play that game if you can’t handle getting burnt.’

‘She got burnt alright,’ Brook sniggers.

‘Ooh, tell-all!’

‘Ray, stop it!’ Mia yells from the staircase.

‘Oops, busted,’ he shrugs his shoulders.

‘Brook, you know he’s just dishing for dirt,’ Mia snaps.

‘Sorry,’ she says, taking the book from Mia. ‘Thanks for this, big help.’ A horn beeps outside. ‘That’ll be my mum.’

‘So you’re not staying for dinner then, Brook?’ Ray asks.

‘Dad, you cooked?’

‘Yes, Mia, your favourite—Pizza!’

‘Dad, that’s not my favourite—it’s mum’s casserole, and good luck cooking that!’

Ray holds his hands in the air. ‘Hey, props for trying, right, Brook?’

‘Sure,’ Brook agrees. ‘Sorry, I can’t stay for dinner, Ray,’ she holds up the book. ‘Essay by tomorrow. See you in the morning, Mia. Kiss, kiss!’

Mia slams the door at Brook’s back.

‘Mia, that wasn’t very nice,’ Ray says.

‘Trust me, Dad, after the day I’ve had, you’d slam the door at her too.’

‘Come into the dining room, eat pizza,’ he says warmly. ‘Tell me all about it.’

‘I am not telling you about my girl troubles, Ray.’

‘Ah. So it’s girl troubles?’

Mia rolls her eyes at him as she walks into the kitchen and pours herself a glass of water from the fridge. Ray follows and leans against the cabinet.

‘You know you can talk to me about any . . . thing,’ he clears his throat awkwardly.

Mia knows a way to stop him from hassling her. ‘Well, you see, it was my time of the month today, and I didn’t have a—’

‘Ah, la, la, la. Okay! Okay!’ He waves his arms in the air to stop her from talking. ‘Maybe not everything. Let’s save some things for your mother’s ears when she phones. Woman to, um, girl,’ he clears his throat again.

Mia gives a devious smile.

‘So, pizza!’ Ray announces, taking the oven mitt from around the oven door. ‘At least I got your favourite topping right. Pepperoni, cheese with onions and peppers?’

‘No. Actually, it’s four-cheese pizza with onions and peppers.’

‘Oh, I see,’ he sighs, deflated.

‘Don’t worry. I’m sure it’ll be just fine, Ray,’ she says with no enthusiasm for his efforts. 

He smiles. ‘So let’s eat.’

‘Great,’ she raises her eyebrows in sarcasm. ‘Wait on! Why are you attempting to make my favourite meal when you don’t even cook? What’s going on?’

‘Well . . . you know I said I wasn’t working this weekend?’

Mia rolls her eyes. ‘Now you are, right?’

‘Sort of. There’s a convention on down south for the chief fire officers.’

‘And you want to go, of course. Time off to have a real drink and a real rest.’

Ray is starting to wonder, who is the adult here? ‘Yes. If that’s okay with you?’ he answers. ‘Because I know we made plans and . . .’

‘Dad, Dad, save it,’ she interrupts. ‘I am not that bothered if you go.’

He looks at her and asks, ‘You’re sure?’

‘Yeah, I’ve got a lot of schoolwork to do,’ she lies. 

The truth is, she is glad to have the house to herself this weekend. She’s got much bigger things to worry about now.

‘Well, that’s what I like to hear, my daughter doing her schoolwork.’

He takes the pizza out of the oven and cuts it into slices before dishing it onto two plates. Mia knows there is some game on TV tonight, so she makes excuses to go to her room so she doesn’t have to listen to it. Not that she would, because her mind is all over the place, and her stomach feels tied in knots.

‘I’ll take this up to my room,’ she says, taking her plate. ‘My head hurts. I need to be alone right now.’

‘Can I get you anything?’

‘Yeah, a clock, to turn back time.’

‘Oh, life is that bad, is it? Try being an adult, then you’ll know about headaches and wanting to turn back the time.’

‘I’m going to my room, Ray.’

‘Wait a minute. I’d like to hear about your day. Let’s sit in the living room and relax.’

‘Dad, no. I don’t want to hear the game tonight.’

‘You won’t . . . I’ll mute it.’

Mia shakes her head and turns for the stairs.

‘Wait! Wait!’ Ray says, making Mia turn around with a sigh.

‘What?’

‘No game at all. Just me, you and pizza,’ Ray pleads, holding his plate.

‘No, thanks, my head hurts. I’m going to my room.’ She turns back around and heads up the stairs.

‘It’s not boys, is it?’

‘No, Ray,’ she snaps at him.

‘Okay. I’m just making sure.’

‘Why? So you can break his neck?’

‘Yep,’ Ray says proudly.

‘Thanks for the conversation, Dad.’

‘Sure, anytime.’

Ray listens to Mia close her bedroom door and put her music on before sitting down in the living room. He doesn’t bother to put the game on. All he can think about is if Grace were here, she’d know what is wrong with their daughter. Not only is a mother a comfort, she somehow manages to fix things without them getting ugly. Ray wonders if he is a good father. Now that Mia is a teenager, things have changed. She no longer goes to him for advice like she used to. She seems to want to figure things out on her own.

His thoughts turn to his wife and how he fell in love with her long before she knew he existed. Ray and Grace went to college together. He was always too shy to talk to her; he thought she was too beautiful for his looks. Grace left college and trained as a military nurse and Ray trained as a fire officer. He had high ambitions to move up the ladder and be a fire chief, which he did.

One winter’s night, Ray became stranded in a little wooden drinking shack. He had been training in the local area when a blizzard had knocked out the power lines, leaving candlelight as the only source of light in the room. Ray didn’t think anyone else would walk in to the hut that night because the blizzard had raged so thick and fast. But the door blew open, bringing in the wind and snow, and blowing out some candles by the door. Wax was dripping and sticking to the sides of the candle like icicles from a roof.

A group of soldiers bound into the room, cold and wet. They had also been training in the area. They shook themselves off at the still-open door, running ice-gnarled hands through their damp hair and dusting the snow off their boots and clothes. There was one trainee soldier that caught Ray’s eye that night. She looked so beautiful in that uniform and he recognised her instantly. 

Grace stroked the snow off her cap and wafted it out of her hair, releasing it from a tight bun at the nape of her neck and sending its curly locks cascading onto her shoulders. She looked around to get her bearings, instantly locking eyes with Ray.

It was at that moment that Ray knew Grace would be his wife. From the brightest smile in that candlelit room, he knew he would marry this woman, never letting go of her again. And that they did, only a few months later.

They rented a house in Pines until they had managed to save enough to buy. They always knew they would have a long-distance relationship; both of their uniforms meant that—their hard training sent them to different places around the world. Eventually, Grace became a military nurse, away at war, saving lives. 

When they decided to have Mia, Grace and Ray knew their careers wouldn’t change and Mia grew up not knowing any different herself because everything had always been the same.

Ray wanted to be a stay-at-home father, and he was for the first few years of Mia’s life, then he was promoted to fire chief at their local fire station. Mia always talked proudly of her parents in the classroom, asking them to come in their uniforms to show them off. From a young age, Mia had always known her parents to save lives and always called them heroes. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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The morning birds chirp in the sprawling branches of the large elm tree. Mia sits nestled in the embrace of the garden swing, her eyes heavy and weighed down by the remnants of an unsettled night’s sleep. Each sip of her steaming coffee brings a fleeting sense of comfort, its rich aroma mixed with the crisp morning air contrasting beautifully with the warm touch of the sun’s rays that begin to break through the early haze. She can feel the gentle heat prickle her skin, seeping deep into her bones and radiating a sense of awakening. 

As she sways gently back and forth, she wonders what words of advice her mother would offer to help her get through the day. The memory of kissing Seth floods her thoughts, bringing a wave of embarrassment. How could she let that happen? What’s worse, he hadn’t kissed her back; the memory hung in the air like an unfinished conversation, leaving her questioning if she had risked the little friendship she had with him.

She has a quick shower, hoping to wash the day off before it begins. She skips breakfast, but as she grabs a drink, she notices a note from Ray pinned to the fridge.

Morning Mia,


I hope you’re feeling better. Have a good day at school, and make sure you’re good this weekend, as I know you always are. I’ll call the house phone later to check in. Love Dad xxx



Mia wishes she didn’t have to go to school today, but with her father chief of their local fire station, the community keeps a close watch on her. Mia can’t get away with anything in Pines.

Not wanting to face any drama, Mia hangs about the street corner and joins the back of the long queue as the bus pulls into the street. She takes some deep breaths before stepping onto the bus. 

To Mia’s relief, she can’t see Seth, but she hears Brook calling her name and pointing to an empty seat. Mia quickly slams her body down on the seat and slouches low.

‘Morning, Mia,’ Brook says with a beaming smile. ‘How did you sleep? Any dreams?’

‘Shut . . . up . . .’ Mia snaps. She starts to hear kissing noises around her and sinks even further down the seat.

‘Uh-oh! It’s started already, Mia,’ Brook says in amusement, delighted by her friend’s embarrassment.

A boy stands up, pointing down at Seth. ‘Seth’s back here if you want another snog!’

‘You never know,’ another boy says. ‘You might get more than that, Mia!’ He slaps Seth’s arm, laughing.

Seth doesn’t move his head, just continues looking sternly out the window.

Mia eventually pulls her head out of her hands when the group of annoying boys calms down.

‘What am I going to do, Brook? Kay is going to kill me. I honestly don’t know what to do. I can’t believe he’s sat back there.’

Brook looks at Mia. ‘Well, why did you do it, Mia? You know he’s with Kay. What were you thinking?’

‘I don’t know,’ Mia sighs. ‘It just happened. I don’t want it to be like this. Now I’ve lost his and Kay’s friendship.’

‘Well . . . now’s the time to find out!’ 

Brook points through the window where Mia sees Kay’s face turning from anger to sudden fury as the bus starts to creep into the bay and comes to a stop. Mia can see that Kay is after blood, and it is her blood that she wants.

‘Oh my God! Oh my God!’ Mia says in a panic.

The bus doors swing open with a pneumatic whoosh. Almost all the students rush off the bus and surround Kay, including Seth’s friends.

Mia turns and looks down the bus at Seth. His expression hasn’t changed. He is rooted to the spot. ‘I don’t want to get off, Brook,’ she whimpers, suddenly jumping out of her skin at the blast of the driver’s horn to rush the rest of his passengers off the bus.

‘Well, unfortunately, we have to,’ Brook says, standing up and nudging Mia to move. ‘Come on, Mia. It’s time to face the music. What can she do to you, anyway?’

Mia stands in the aisle and slowly creeps to the front of the bus, with Brook following behind. She tentatively steps off onto the sidewalk and instantly feels Kay’s eyes burning into her. Kay is standing with her arms crossed, tapping her foot and scowling, surrounded by her friends. Mia feels she must explain herself, and fast.

‘Kay . . . I am so sorry. I didn’t mean to kiss Seth on the lips. It was a stupid dare.’ Mia steps back from the bus as Kay and her friends step forward. ‘I was only supposed to—’

‘Mia, move!’ Kay interrupts.

‘Kay, please listen!’ Mia pleads.

‘Just leave it!’ Kay snaps. ‘It’s not you that I’m mad with, Mia. It’s him,’ her eyes dart behind Mia at Seth who is stepping apprehensively off the bus. 

Mia turns around and comes face to face with Seth. She quickly turns back to Kay, blocking her from Seth.

‘Kay, please listen. It wasn’t his fault,’ Mia points behind her at Seth. ‘It was mine. All of this was my fault.’ She slams her hand against her chest.

The bus pulls away, leaving space for more students to surround them. 

‘Step back, Mia!’ Kay shouts. ‘Seth cheated on me. Do you get that? He cheated on me!’ 

Kay stamps towards Seth, moving Mia out of the way in the process, and without saying a word to Seth, she swings her right hand back and slaps him across the face. Seth’s head scarcely moves, his body holding firm against her petite hand. He gives her a look of disapproval but says nothing as he starts to feel the sting in his cheek, and his mind feels the humiliation as Kay yells at him like a high-pitched dog.

‘It’s over!’ she yells, pointing her finger in his face. ‘Do you hear me, Seth? It’s over! You cheat! You absolute cheat!’ She stamps her foot in utter rage and storms away. But not before turning back and shouting again, ‘You cheat, Seth Ali.’ Her friends follow after her. ‘He’s a fucking cheat!’ she cries out again.

Mia starts to go after her. 

‘Whoa! Whoa! Whoa!’ Brook takes Mia by the hand and pulls her back. ‘Leave her to cool off. She’s angry, and you don’t want to be in the firing line, do you?’

‘I know. But I have to explain it wasn’t Seth’s fault,’ she pleads to her friend. ‘I’m to blame, not Seth.’

‘You tried, Mia, and she didn’t listen. So, leave her. Shit has happened, and now it’s over. You don’t want to make things worse than they already are, do you?’

Mia turns and looks at Seth. She takes one step forward and stops. Seth’s raging eyes ground her to the spot. The bell sounds for the start of school and Seth drops his glare and walks away. Mia watches as he disappears over the hill. Students are sniggering at her as they start to disperse.

‘Come on.’ Brook links her arm through Mia’s. ‘There’s nothing you can do now.’ 

‘I have to fix this. I have to talk to Seth.’

‘Trust me,’ Brook says, ‘there is nothing to fix. They are well and truly over. You saw how she hit him, Mia.’ She laughs at the thought.

Mia says nothing more as she walks into her first lesson with Brook. Some boys start hurling balls of paper at them. Brook picks one up and throws it back. ‘Grow up!’ She snaps at them as she takes her seat.

‘All right! All right! Settle down now,’ Miss Donnely shouts, walking into the classroom and picking up some of the paper on her way past and throwing it in the metal bin by her desk. She removes her suit jacket and drapes it over the back of her chair. ‘Mia, take a seat, please.’

Mia gingerly pulls out a chair up front and takes out her English books. The unruly boys still torment her from the desks behind hers.

‘Right, class. Get your writing pads ready and open your English books to page two hundred and ten,’ Miss Donnely calls across the ruckus, holding a book in the air for them all to see. ‘Now, please, Leon!’ she says, snapping him away from whatever he was about to do to Mia. ‘Today you’ll be doing an essay test,’ she continues to the group of unenthusiastic students. ‘I need you to read paragraphs one to four before I give you your essay questions.’

Mia is distracted, trying to work out what to say to Seth. She writes a note on a piece of paper. 

Sorry!

Leon leans over Mia’s desk. ‘Hey, Mia,’ he shout-whispers right in her ear.

Mia brushes him away like an annoying fly.

‘Kiss me,’ he says, ‘I dare, ya!’

As Mia listens to the class laughing at her, she slams her books shut, grabs her bag and runs out of the classroom.

Brook calls out after her, but Mia is already halfway down the hall. ‘Nice going, Leon!’ she snaps as he laughs with his friends.

‘Right, that’s enough!’ Miss Donnely shouts. ‘Heads down and work in complete silence. Now, Leon! Page two hundred and ten. Don’t make me give out detentions.’

The class open their books and falls silent as they read.

***
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Mia sits alone on a wall outside the school, waiting for the first period to be over. The bell rings, and floods of students start to leave the building. Mia can see Seth in the crowd and starts shouting for him, but he ignores her. Mia jumps off the wall and starts running after him before he disappears down the field to get away from everyone.

‘Seth, would you listen to me? Please!’ she pleads as he carries on walking. ‘Seth, please wait. I need to explain!’

Mia runs in front of him and grabs the front of his shirt to stop him from leaving, ripping two buttons off in the process and revealing his bare chest. 

A crowd of students flock around them, hoping to see another fight.

Mia pulls his shirt together in a panic, her face reddening. ‘Oh, God! Seth. I am so sorry. I didn’t mean to do that to your shirt!’

He takes hold of her hands and pushes her off him, saying nothing as he tries to walk away. Mia stumbles backwards as she tries to speak with him. The crowd follows behind. Seth’s best friend, Morgan, runs down the field and tries to disperse the throng of nosey teenagers. 

‘Everyone back off!’ he yells. ‘What do you think you’re going to see?’ 

The crowd is getting larger as more students enter the commotion, blocking Seth’s path.

‘Mia, don’t you think you’ve done enough damage?’ Morgan asks.

Mia ignores him, placing her hand on Seth’s chest to stop him from moving. ‘Listen to me, Seth. I never meant to break you and Kay up. Honestly! It was a dare that went wrong. I was only supposed to kiss you on the cheek. But when I turned around, I just . . .’ she stops talking as remorse sets into her words. She drops her hand and says, ‘It just happened, Seth.’

Seth rolls his eyes down to hers. His nostrils flare in rhythm with the beats of his chest. 

‘Honest!’ she says desperately in the still of his eyes.

The crowd is deafening to her ears, but Mia can hear Seth’s deep sigh as he walks away with Morgan trailing after him.

Brook forces her way through the crowd, taking Mia in her arms. ‘Are you okay?’ she asks, releasing Mia from her grip.

‘I saw it in his eyes, he’s never going to forgive me, Brook.’ Mia looks around her at the crowd of people. ‘Get me out of here. Please!’

‘Okay, show’s over!’ Brook says authoritatively, guiding Mia back through the crowd.

***
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Weeks go by, and Mia’s friendship with Seth is gone in a single step. There is no sign of reconciliation; the more time goes on, the more Mia regrets her actions.
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Chapter 3
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The beginning of a new school term is approaching, but Mia is not excited about it. The previous term ended badly, and she has been enjoying her summer break with her friends, including a long weekend at the beach. Grace returned home a week ago, leaving Ray with an empty wallet after treating his two favourite ladies to fancy lunches, shopping sprees, and a theme park visit. However, Ray fell sick after a ride on a rollercoaster, and he was unable to drive back home that day. Grace was quite happy leaving Ray in his sick bed in a luxurious hotel as she and Mia enjoyed the spa treatments. 

It’s September 1st, Mia’s fifteenth birthday, and Grace has organised a sleepover with her friends, going the extra mile with decorations, balloons, and snacks. The girls are enjoying fully-loaded sandwiches and Mr Kipling cakes, and they seem to be having a great time.

Ray insists on taking his wife to the theatre for the evening, not wanting to be in a house full of rowdy teenagers. As Grace drags him down the garden path, Ray shouts back to Mia, ‘No boys. And no alcohol!’

The phone starts to ring and Mia jumps off the bed to answer it but one of the girls grabs it off her. 

‘Mia, are you there?’ comes a voice on the other end of the line.

‘Give me that!’ Mia grabs the phone back off Dee. ‘Hello?’ she says into the receiver.

‘Happy Birthday, Miacat!’ 

‘Conner!’ Mia knows his voice instantly, and he is the only person to give her that nickname. 

Conner Tayler is Mia’s true best friend. They went to school together until two years ago, when Conner left his grandparents’ house in Tall Oaks to move in with his mother down south when she married her short-term boyfriend and moved closer to his place of work. Ever since Mia has known Conner, he has been marginally obsessed with computers. He knows all the ins and outs and how to fix every problem, putting him in high demand. 

‘Happy birthday to the most beautiful girl I know!’

‘I think I’m the only girl you know, Conner,’ she laughs, leaving the room to stand on the landing to get some quiet—Mia used to spend every waking hour with Conner at his grandparents’ house, now she hardly even gets a phone call, so on these rare occasions, she drops everything to talk with him—but somehow the girls’ laughter gets louder.

‘Sounds like you’re having a bit of a party, Miacat,’ he says, amused.

‘Just those annoying girls that you know so well, Conner.’

‘How are they all?’ he asks. ‘Shovelling your birthday cake in their faces, I bet!’ 

Mia laughs at his predictive truth. 

‘Thought you didn’t like a fuss on your birthday, Miacat.’

‘I don’t!’ Mia rolls her eyes. ‘But you know what my mum is like. She rounded them up for a party,’ she shrugs.

‘Grace is home! How is she?’

‘She’s good,’ Mia smiles at the thought, ‘thanks for asking. It has been nice to see her, you know. She and my dad are out on some romantic night right now.’

‘Ewww. Gross. Spare me the details!’

‘Can’t believe you’re calling. I haven’t heard your voice in ages. And it’s late at night.’

‘You know I’d never miss your birthday, Miacat. Besides, I couldn’t sleep if I tried at the minute.’

Mia can hear a sudden sadness in his voice. ‘Conner, what is it? What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing!’ His voice goes a tone higher. ‘Everything’s fine, Mia.’

‘I know you, Conner. And I hear it in your voice. Something is wrong. So what is it?’

‘Mia, you worry too much about nothing. It’s your birthday. Right now, you will be in hotpants and tank tops, having pillow fights with the girls.’

‘Is that a dream of yours, Conner? ‘Cause I am telling you, that is not what we do!’

‘Okay! Two questions,’ he says. ‘What are you wearing? And where are you all sat right now?’

‘Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m in long PJs.’

‘Way to ruin it, Mia. Way to ruin it!’

Mia laughs at him.

‘School starts again on Monday. Are you ready for the next year up?’ he asks.

‘Conner, really? We’re talking about school?’

‘What? You told me you liked school because it gives you company, something to do. So what’s happened? What changed?’

‘Nothing . . .’ she says, her tone rising. 

‘There! You see! I know that “nothing”.’

‘You’re smart, Conner. Very smart.’

‘I know this,’ he agrees smugly. ‘So do you want to talk about this, “nothing”?’ He air quotes on the other end of the phone.

She raises her eyebrows and asks, ‘Do you?’

‘Touché, Miacat, touché!’

‘So how’s life at home? Is your mum okay? Is she still liking the house?’

There is a silent pause on the line before Conner answers. ‘Yeah, she’s fine. We’re both fine. I miss you like crazy, though, Mia. It has been too long since I’ve seen your face. I’m starting to forget what you look like now.’ The phone goes silent once more. ‘I can only imagine your face has changed some.’

‘Yeah, a little . . . and I miss you too, Conner.’ She senses something isn’t right and goes to ask him when she hears screams and laughter erupt from her room. ‘Oh boy!’ she groans, as a cloud of soft white feathers escapes her room.

‘It’s a pillow fight, isn’t it?’ Conner asks, all excited.

‘Nope! Nope! Just an accident with a pillow. That’s all.’

‘Yeah, right. I guess that’s my cue to go. Happy birthday, Miacat. Dream about me!’

‘Always!’

‘Enjoy your party,’ he says smugly.

‘Thanks,’ Mia huffs.

‘Night, Mia.’

‘Night, Conner.’

The line goes dead. Mia holds the phone in her hand, wondering what could be wrong with her friend. Then her thoughts are snatched back by Dee and Sky fighting through the feathers.
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Chapter 4
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It’s the start of a new year at Lands Lane High. Everything is the same for Mia, except the classes are harder on the curricular scale. And she is now one year older. But Mia is so focused on her work in drama class that she hasn’t even noticed the first month roll over. 

The bell rings for the start of dinner. Mia’s friends want her to ditch rehearsals and go with them to the canteen. Mia is never keen on sitting and watching Sky and Dee eating like animals, somehow never putting weight on.

‘Are you finished with that?’ Dee snatches the pizza from Jess’s plate before giving her a chance to answer.

‘Umm. No!’ Jess says, exasperated.

‘Too late, Jess,’ Dee says through a mouth full of pizza. ‘I’ve just saved your thighs from getting bigger. Right? You’ll thank me for that one day.’

‘Hey, budge up. Let us squeeze in,’ Harley says, trying to squeeze himself in-between Sky and Dee with a tray full of food.

He won’t have that food for long if he sits between those two, Mia thinks.

‘Hi, Jess,’ Chad says, standing next to her.

‘Hey!’ Jess smiles.

‘Are you going to sit down then, Chad?’ Brook asks. ‘Or are you just going to stare at Jess all day?’

‘Ahem . . .’ he clears his throat. ‘No,’ he says, a little embarrassed. ‘I’m sitting down, thanks!’ Chad sits at the edge of the table next to Jess.

Jess and Chad have always had an on-and-off relationship. Nobody ever asks about them anymore because it’s become old news. Mia feels a hint of jealousy as she sits across from them, watching them eyeing each other up. This new school term Chad has started dressing differently and has had highlights through his light-brown hair. Silver chains drip from his neck and wrist and a belt with a large silver buckle looks like it weighs down on his slim body. Mia can see he is trying to make an effort for Jess. She can smell his cologne from across the table—musky and sweet. Jess doesn’t seem to mind, she has a sly smile on her face. Harley, however, gets all the attention he wants from Dee and Sky. And he has never been any different than he is now. He likes to be funny but has a kind heart and will be there in the slightest upset.

Seth walks into the canteen with his friends. They sit at the table across from Mia’s. And while everyone else gets what they want for their dinner, just like Mia, Seth has nothing to eat. He twirls an apple in his hands, playing with the stem. Mia watches, and to her disbelief, Seth stops and looks at her. Should she turn away? She can’t. His eyes are drawing her into him like a moth to a flame.

‘Earth to Mia,’ Dee calls.

‘What?’ Mia snaps her eyes back to the group at her table.

‘Are you up for it?’

‘Up for what?’ Mia asks, looking puzzled.

‘Us lot, this weekend, hanging out. Skatepark, movies, bowling—something. Anything!’ she stresses. ‘I’m going mad in that house when it’s just myself and my mum.’

Brook turns to Mia and asks, ‘Did you hear anything anyone was saying?’

‘No . . . not, really,’ Mia shrugs.

‘It’s Seth, isn’t it?’

Mia looks over at Seth, laughing with his friends. He seems different somehow. More mature.

‘Let it lie, Mia. He isn’t interested. New year. New start.’

‘Yeah. New year, new start . . .’ Mia’s voice trails off.

As the weeks go by, the group go bowling and watch a horror movie that Mia, Brook and Jess hope never to see again. Mia still feels her bruises created at the skate park, but not as much as Chad who literally falls for Jess. But it isn’t such a bad thing, because Jess nurses him better, and they become an official couple. And this time, Mia thinks, it might turn out right.
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Chapter 5
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The season has changed into a crisp autumn. Apart from the hype of summer, Mia loves the autumn season. It’s her favourite time of year. The sun still shines just enough to set a glow upon your face. All the leaves have changed their colours into friable golden reds and browns. She loves how they flutter to the ground, crunching under her feet. But most of all, she loves watching fathers rolling their kids into an enormous pile of leaves, losing them temporarily before they burst out of them again, just as she did with her own dad growing up.

***

[image: ]


October thirty-first. Halloween! The only time of year that kids and adults dress up as ghouls and monsters and go out trick-or-treating.

It is the end of another school day. Mia glances over at Seth, standing with his friends at the front of the bus line. He looks up from his conversation and catches Mia’s eye. She gives him a half-smile. Then suddenly, she feels herself jump at the sound of the girls screaming. It’s Leon, in the same Halloween mask he’d been scaring everyone with throughout the school day. He rips his mask off, laughing.

‘Leon, you jerk!’ Jess slaps him across the arm just as Chad high-fives him, finding it funny. Yet again.

‘All day, man!’ Leon keeps laughing. ‘I’ve had you guys all day.’

‘Boys will be boys!’ Chad says, laughing, watching Leon move on to his next victims.

‘Boys will be boys, my ass,’ Dee says. ‘More like jerk-offs,’ she shouts at Leon and his prankster friends.

The bus pulls up alongside them.

‘Okay, well, we’re off now,’ Sky says. Sky, Dee and Harley live up the road from the school; they always walk home together. ‘Will we see any of you out for trick-or-treating tonight?’ 

‘Oh, come on!’ Brook sniggers. ‘How old are you?’

‘Young,’ Harley says, putting his arms around Sky and Dee.

‘Count us in,’ Chad says for both him and Jess.

‘Sweet!’ Harley slaps Chad’s hand in a high five.

‘How about you, Mia?’ Sky asks.

‘No, sorry. Too much homework, not enough time.’

‘What does that mean?’ Harley asks, throwing himself and the girls in Mia’s face. ‘You scared?’

Mia laughs, shaking her head.

‘Catch you losers later, yeah?’ Harley walks away with Dee and Sky draped over his arms like fine cloth. 

‘Are you still hanging out at your brother’s Halloween party tonight, Brook?’ Mia asks as they start to move forward for the bus.

‘Yeah, they are usually a blast. The offer is still open for you, Mia, it’s only one stop away.’

‘No, thanks. As I said, I’ve got so much homework.’

‘Jeez, Mia! The year’s just started, and you’re tying yourself up already!’

‘Well, you know how slow I am at things.’

‘Yeah, I know. But we’ve all got work to do. You’ve got to let your hair down. Put it on the back burner for a bit.’

‘I have, that’s the problem! Besides, I don’t even have a costume.’

‘My brother should have a spare monster mask you can wear,’ she grins at the thought. ‘It’s just a bit of fun.’ 

‘Thanks,’ Mia frowns. ‘But I think I’ll pass.’

Mia climbs on the bus after Brook. The noise is louder than usual, with the boys continuing to scare others with their Halloween pranks. Brook sits on a random seat in the aisle, unable to find two together.

She looks up at Mia and shrugs. ‘You’ll have to go down the back to find a spare seat. I’ll catch you tomorrow.’

Mia walks down to the back of the bus and finds the only available seat. She slips her bag off her shoulder and sits down, quickly realising she is sitting right next to Seth. Mia goes to get up as Seth turns his head from the window and looks at her. She stays on tenterhooks, clutching her bag like a life ring.

‘Can I sit here?’ she asks, not sure of the answer. ‘It’s just . . . there is nowhere else to sit.’ 

Mia can feel her heart pounding through her chest as she stands back up, waiting for an answer. Seth’s stern, straight-faced expression gives nothing away. The bus pulls away, sending Mia’s body jolting forward. Seth quickly grabs her arm and stops her from falling. Mia stays there for a second, looking at his hand, saving her.

After a short moment, Seth lets her go and says with a sigh, ‘Sit down, Mia.’

Mia takes a seat, dropping her bag to her feet. ‘Thank you,’ she says quietly.

Seth doesn’t answer as he stares out the window. Mia looks out and can already see the trick-or-treaters out in their costumes—mostly little kids, with their empty orange pumpkin buckets, hoping they will be filled to the rim with treats on their way back home.

Cobwebs, pumpkin lights, talking Dracula models, gravestones, and skeletons are draped around houses and gardens.

Mia feels herself teetering on the edge of words, unsure what to say. ‘Are you doing anything for Halloween, Seth?’

She instantly regrets her question, praying he doesn’t answer as she sinks her head into her hands.

‘No, I’m not,’ he answers, still looking out the window.

Mia whips her head from her hands, shocked that he answered.

‘Not my thing,’ he adds.

‘Oh right . . .’ she gulps. ‘Of course not, it’s more of a kid’s thing.’

Seth stays quiet, still looking out of the window. Mia sits with her head down, biting her bottom lip and wondering what to say next, if anything.

The bus rumbles to a stop on Oakland Street, and the doors swing open to release a group of lively passengers. Mia shifts her gaze to the window, catching the sight of Brook making her way across the bustling street, heading towards her brother’s house. The doors close, and the bus drives back onto the main road. Things are a little quieter now, giving Mia space for her thoughts. To her surprise, Seth asks her a question.

‘How about you, are you doing anything this evening?’ he asks, continuing to watch the world go by out the window.

‘Err . . . no.’ She clears her throat. ‘I’m staying in tonight. I’ve got coursework to do. It’s backed up.’

There is silence between them once more. Then Seth turns to look at her and asks, ‘So why’s that, then?’

Mia looks into his eyes. They are warm and inviting. ‘I’m sorry, what did you say?’ she asks.

‘Why are you so backed up on your coursework?’ he asks again.

‘I just haven’t been concentrating,’ she explains. ‘I haven’t been able to soak anything in. I think I’ve felt disconnected from it all. But now I have to catch up. Because it won’t be long before the school sends a letter home to my parents to tell them I’m failing.’
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