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Prologue

What Was

‘Now,’ I breathed into Fletcher’s ear, dancing a couple of fingers lightly along his neck then abruptly pulling away through the crowd. I sashayed to the door leading out to the garden, knowing that he was watching the sway of my hips, that he wasn’t going to say no to me this time. The power made me breathless, made my heart beat faster and a pool of heat start deep in my belly and spread down lower.

The place was packed, but who cared that other people saw? Who cared that he wasn’t mine to have? Years of flirting and fighting, of verbal foreplay and subtle caresses and it was finally going to happen.

I leaned against the weatherboards in the cool air outside, ignoring the clusters of smokers eyeing me interestedly. My interest was on his way.

He barrelled through the door and snatched my wrist, glaring at the smokers until they turned away, then dragging me around the corner of the house. An unruly rhododendron dripping with blood-red flowers hid us from view, the only two people in the world.

‘What are you doing to me?’ he muttered, leaning into me, his breath hot against my cheek. ‘How do you always manage to do this?’

I wriggled against him, enjoying the way his muscles contracted. ‘Talent,’ I said.

He cursed, and then he was pushing me back against the house, his mouth covering mine. He tasted of sun, surf, beer – and victory. I hummed low in my throat and pulled at the buttons on his shirt, pushing the fabric back and dragging my nails across his chest. This was why I’d snuck out tonight: to collect what I’d wanted for so long from him. This was going to make everything okay. How could it not, when everything about him, from the way his build swamped mine to the precise positioning of his grip on my hips, was just . . . right?

I arched, hitching one of my legs around his waist, as he scrunched my dress up and pressed forward. My head fell against his shoulder, and for a moment we paused, panting.

‘What are we doing? Lara, what the hell are we doing?’

‘This.’ I used my leg to press him even closer against me then nipped at his ear. ‘And don’t you dare stop.’

It was a game, and I was used to winning. Maybe that was why I never really thought about my competitors.

That changed the moment we went back inside, our clothes rumpled, our faces flushed, to find Salida waiting for us. Her look burnt away my satisfaction at finally sinking into the release of her boyfriend, the memory of his kisses turning to ashes in my mouth.

‘If you wanted him, why didn’t you take him when you had the chance?’ Her voice was quiet, her lilting accent making her harsh words sing. ‘Why wait until I wanted him, until we wanted each other? It’s sick, Lara – the things you do are sick.’

The word landed on my skin and seeped into every pore, twisting through my brain until it found its match, my mother’s voice breathy and panicked: Your brother is sick.

‘You can take things from people, you can even take people from people, but you’re never going to get what you want,’ Salida continued. ‘You’re never going to be worth anything. You’re never going to be any good.’

It wasn’t the worst thing I’d ever had said to me, far from it, but it was what I found myself repeating over and over to myself later that week as I stood over Donny’s coffin.

You’re never going to be any good.

And although I believed down to my very core that what Salida had said was true, I decided then to start trying to change anyway. I tried to be better. I tried to be stronger.

I tried to be good.
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The Rules

‘Stop fidgeting, girls prefer men who don’t look like they have a bladder infection.’

I slicked yet another coat of vibrant red gloss across my lips, grimacing as the chemicals made my mouth feel dry. I hopped off the counter I was sharing with the sink and landed in front of the nervous redhead pressed into the small bathroom with me. He was now holding himself so still he looked like he’d crack from the strain. Rolling my eyes, I grabbed him by the collar and dragged him down to plant a huge, sticky kiss on the corner of his mouth. Leaning back to admire my work, I was pleased to see the distinct outline of my lips on his face

I ruffled his hair and then bunched my fists into his shirt, tugging and pulling until it was rumpled and creased, then I took him by the shoulders and turned him to face the mirror.

‘I call this look “recent debauchery”,’ I announced. ‘And it’s always in season.’

‘I don’t know, Lara.’ Gavin started shifting around again as he eyed his newly dishevelled reflection. ‘It’s just not really me.’

‘Exactly the point.’ I smeared the edge of the lipstick mark on his cheek. Seeing that he still wasn’t convinced, I sighed and  turned him back around to face me. ‘Look, Gav, you know the saying “Fake it till you make it”? Well, this is your “fake”. You said that you spend all your time at parties convinced that people are looking at you and thinking, “What a loser.” Well, now you have a chance to take that neuroticism and use it to your advantage.’

I considered his crotch for a moment and then reached down and undid his fly just a bit. Sticking my hand near his privates did at least get him to stop jiggling about again, although the look of abject terror on his face didn’t exactly fit the cocky image I’d created for him.

‘You need to get it into your head that people are looking at you and thinking, “Goddamn, that guy just got dragged into the toilet by some random girl who proceeded to have raunchy sex with him. Seriously, his dick must be enormous.” Maybe they’ll think you’re kind of gross and slutty, maybe they’ll think you’re some massive player – whatever. “Loser” won’t come into it.’

He cut a quick look back across at the mirror, straightened out his shoulders and gave a little nod. ‘Raunchy sex, enormous dick,’ he repeated. ‘Okay.’

‘There you go.’ I clapped him on the back. ‘You’ll do fine.’

For the first time since he’d sidled up to me at the cafeteria and stammered out a request for one of my good deeds, Gav met my gaze squarely. ‘Thanks, Lara. For all your help . . . I wouldn’t have . . . Just seriously, thank you.’

I closed my eyes for a split second and felt the buzz of validation tingle all the way down to my toes.

‘Get out there.’ Riding high on my hit, the instruction came out alarmingly soppy, so I made a conscious effort to harden my tone as I added, ‘If I hear this was a waste of my night, you’re in trouble.’

I gave him a little shove and he obediently started toward the door before stopping and fishing his wallet out of his pocket.

‘For the goodwill pot,’ he said, passing over twenty dollars, which I tucked inside my bra. I’d kissed a boy and received money in return – my mother would be so proud.

‘Thank you, now rack off.’

And finally he did, walking out of the bathroom with as much nonchalance as an incredibly nervous guy faking a post party– hookup attitude can muster. He wasn’t going to win Australia’s Hottest Bachelor of the Year any time soon, but he’d do.

I shut the door quickly behind him, not wanting anyone to catch sight of me. Not that I’d be embarrassed by anyone thinking I’d been Gav’s random skank. Frankly, in the eyes of some, random skank would’ve been a definite step up for me. It was perhaps a little egotistical to say that every person out there knew of me, either as a boyfriend-stealing slut, or as Bay Uni’s official do-gooder, but a number of them did. I didn’t particularly resent my dichotomous reputations – they were both true – but they did mean I usually ended up skulking around in the background. Or, in this case, escaping out the bathroom window in a dress way too short for such an activity.

Still, needs must, so with my heels dangling from my fingers and an elbow propping up the window, I managed to wriggle forward until I was straddling the wooden ledge. My tight jersey dress rode up my hips, but it appeared that the coast was clear and the drop absolutely manageable. I swung myself round until I was dangling from my fingers and then let go, landing with a solid thump on the hard pavement.

As I straightened, a glow in the darkness caught my eye. A guy was standing to one side of the window I’d just jumped out of, cigarette paused on the way to his mouth, his eyes wide.

Calmly pushing my dress down and slipping on my shoes, I met his stare coolly.

‘Smoking’ll kill you,’ I said, blowing him a quick kiss and marching off into the night.

•  •  •

Stares warmed the back of my neck, but I was used to it. The attention I was getting meant that anyone who needed to find  me would only have to follow the glares, but also, it made the time I spent coordinating my outfit incredibly worthwhile. With my laptop before me, I was content sitting as a centrepiece in the food hall, typing away at an email.

I felt a presence at my elbow and glanced up. Skater dress–wearing, dimple-bearing Merry Hawthorn, my most persistent hanger-on, was grinning down at me, her solid hunk of a boyfriend scowling beside her. He was Fletcher’s best mate, so his frosty attitude was to be expected.

‘Hey Daz,’ I purred, rewarding his bad attitude by leaning forward ever so slightly and cocking my head in a way I knew would make his gaze follow the long line of my neck down to my cleavage. There is absolutely nothing more entertaining than making guys who don’t like you accidentally check you out. Sure enough, his eyes slid down and then snapped back up, and his glower deepened.

‘Oh, stop it, the pair of you.’ Merry threw herself into the seat opposite me and flapped her hand at Daz dismissively. ‘Bugger off, sweetie. I’ll catch up with you later.’

Daz made it clear that he wasn’t particularly happy about being waved away, but after one last filthy look at me, he obediently trundled off to a large table near the window, where Fletch was sitting with another of their mates. I’d been purposefully avoiding looking in that direction for the past half-hour.

‘Let me guess, you’re writing to the Spanish government to request that the running of the bulls goes through our campus this year because some guy thought it’d be dope.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I’m emailing the CEO of some obscure Hungarian soft drink company to see if he’ll ship me a bottle.’

‘Because some guy thought it’d be dope?’

No, because a girl had asked if it was possible to get some for her dad’s sixtieth birthday, as he’d loved the stuff as a kid growing up in Hungary. I told Merry more than most about my ‘good deeds’, but this one wasn’t something she needed to know about, so I shrugged. ‘Yeah, sure.’

‘So, I did a recon mission for you last night,’ Merry commented as she dug into her lunch. Picking up the plastic fork that had come with my own food, I stirred my salad around a bit and waited for her to expand.

‘So, that Gavin guy, he went into the bathroom with you all hunched and pathetic and then you pulled your fairy godmother stunt and he got swagger.’ Merry was managing to grin, eat, wave at someone across the room and not get to the point all at the same time.

I’d been suspicious when this Shirley Temple in adult form had first ambushed me in our first year and suggested helping me out, but had been thoroughly rewarded for going against my instinct when she took it upon herself to review the outcomes of my completed deeds. She’d been one of the first people to respond to my flyers advertising my offer to help people out and had, apparently, been so fascinated by the process that she’d found a way to make herself if not intrinsic to the process then at least a worthwhile addition. She was a one-woman walking social network, best friend and confidante of the masses, and, as word spread and I took on more and more deeds, was easily able to follow up with people when I just didn’t have time. The sense of satisfaction from a deed gone well was not as pure when passed on by Merry, but was better than nothing. So I kept her up to date with the deeds that I couldn’t follow-up, while ensuring that the more sensitive cases were kept from her prying.

I toyed with my wilted lettuce and idly tapped away at my laptop. It was silly, really – Merry knew what I got from her debriefs, and the lack of interest was just a front – but then, I also knew that Merry’s desire to gossip would always trump her desire to watch me squirm, and today was no exception.

‘Seriously, La-La, he bloody rocked it!’ she exclaimed, her blonde curls bouncing. ‘I mean, he didn’t do anything particularly, you know – that would’ve been too weird for him. He just sort of leaned against the wall and looked all cool and stuff and  it totally worked. Everyone was asking who he was, what had happened, and who he’d been with – it was like being in high school again.’

Only Merry would reference high school scandals with such genuine fondness.

‘And, oh my god, I haven’t even told you my favourite bit yet!’ She slapped my laptop shut just as I sent off the email.

‘Yes, all right, your favourite bit?’ I prompted as her pause for dramatic effect became unbearable.

‘People were asking him what had happened, and he wiped the lip gloss away when someone pointed it out, but he didn’t say anything!’

I waited to see if there was going to be more, but Merry just looked at me expectantly.

‘So he did okay, then?’ I felt another little buzz, a smaller one than last night, but still worthwhile.

‘He did great.’ Merry shoved a large forkful of pasta salad into her mouth and then spoke through her food. ‘Hey, why don’t you switch to that full time? You know, sexy makeovers for the socially awkward?’

I wiped a fleck of Merry’s lunch off my shoulder and grimaced. ‘If you want to start creating gossip fodder, that’s your business, but leave me out of it.’

‘Your loss.’ Merry scraped up the last of her meal, something behind me catching her eye. ‘Oh, look out, looks like you’ve got another customer.’

I turned to see a mousy girl hovering by my shoulder. I nodded to let her know I’d be right with her and then looked back at Merry, who was packing up her stuff.

‘Right, well, let me know when you want to pretend you don’t need me again, you big, bad bitch of good you.’ She smirked to show she wasn’t fooled for a second, reached over to give my ponytail a cheeky tug, and then was gone.

I flattened my lips to hide my smile, but the problem with  Merry was that she could sense good humour a mile off and knew I didn’t find her as irritating as I tried to make out. Turning my attention to the other girl, I waved her forward.

‘Are you Lara?’ the newcomer asked breathlessly. ‘The girl who does nice things?’

‘Good things,’ I corrected her, pulling Big Blue out of my bag.

Big Blue was the massive binder that held my life. It was tattered and scarred and the most important thing to me. There was a page-a-day calendar at the front that was lightly peppered with class schedules and the few social commitments I wasn’t able to get out of, and packed with good-deed engagements. Each deed I was currently managing had a page or two set aside in the section that came after the calendar.

‘And you are . . . ?’

‘Livvy.’

I scribbled her name down on a fresh page in Big Blue. ‘Okay, Livvy. What can I do for you?’

Livvy blinked blue china-doll eyes at me and sat back in her chair. ‘It’s as simple as that?’

I pushed my sad salad to one side and gave her a firm look. I hated the explanation stuff, but it was a necessary evil. ‘Right, rules are, one good deed per person, so pick carefully. Also, if I do it or not is completely at my discretion. Other than that, you tell me what good deed you’d like done and I try and find a way to make it happen. I don’t charge, but some people like to contribute a bit of money toward the goodwill pot that I use if I need to for another person’s deed.’ I tapped my pen against Big Blue. ‘Any questions?’

For a moment it looked like Livvy, with her puff of light brown hair, was going to shake her head, but then she blurted, ‘Why do you do it?’

That surprised a bleak little laugh out of me. ‘You must be new.’ When she looked confused, I waved a hand dismissively, unwilling to get into the specifics of Salida’s accusation three years ago  and the various ways I’d tried to make it untrue. ‘Let’s just say I’m atoning for past sins. So, what do you want?’

My question provoked a furious red blush to flame unattractively up her pale neck and over her cheeks. Well, that could only bode well.

‘I have a boyfriend,’ she started before stopping and beginning to pick at the skin around her nails.

‘Good for you.’ I looked at my watch then back at the – I assumed – first year before me. ‘And?’

‘And I went to an all girls’ school.’

‘A fun mix. So, are you pregnant?’

‘What? No! We haven’t . . . I haven’t . . . I’m a virgin.’ She lowered her voice and looked around anxiously. Seeing that, as always, people were looking, she slid down lower in her seat as she said, ‘I don’t even know what, you know, a guy’s thing looks like.’

‘Penis?’ When she nodded, I shrugged. ‘Nasty-looking little buggers, but they get the job done. If you’re just after a visual, the internet’s great for that. Or, you know, you could just get your boy to drop his dacks and let you have a look.’

‘No! We’re not at that stage yet, and I don’t want to get freaked out by stuff on the web.’

I could see her point on the latter score, but felt a burning little twist in my stomach at how differently she was viewing the whole thing compared to how I had at her age. In my first year of uni, I’d had sex with just about any bloke I could lay my hands on. I was pathetically striving to give my reputation some credence and shake the feel of Fletch off at the same time, I suppose, although I’d tried not to give the whys of it much thought. It’d been doomed to failure anyway, as the hassle of obtaining a new guy each time became more trouble than it was worth. Considering the decided lack of action I’d had since, I reckoned I was close to qualifying for a spot at a nunnery.

I suppose some of my surprise showed on my face, as Livvy  continued, ‘All I got at school was a quick look at a plastic model of a womb, and I know there’s more to it than that.’

A sudden vision of Fletch, the muscles on his chest contorting, his fingers tightening on my hips, flashed through my brain, and I had to lick my suddenly dry lips before I could respond. ‘Oh yeah, there’s definitely more.’

‘I really like my boyfriend, and I know we’re heading in that direction. I just . . . I don’t like to go into things unprepared. I know it’s weird to ask a stranger about it, but people were talking, and they said that you helped people out and that—’ The table suddenly became fascinating to her.

I understood. Word of mouth was a well-recognised form of advertising, and one that my good-deed services made significant use of, but you could never control what words were leaving whose mouths.

‘And that I would know plenty about the male form?’ I suggested. ‘A spade’s a spade, a slut’s a slut. It’s all right, Livvy, you can name it.’

‘I don’t like that word. I wouldn’t call anyone that.’ Her voice was still quiet, so it took me a moment to process what she’d said. When I did, I felt the hair rise along my arms.

‘Fair enough.’ I briskly waved aside the feeling of being chastised and focused on Big Blue. ‘So, sex education for Livvy.’ I wrote it down and then reached into my bag to throw my mobile across at her. ‘Name and number in there, please.’ I scratched out a few preliminary ideas, time-lining a rough lesson plan and plotting out my approach. ‘What’re you studying?’

‘English lit.’

Of course. She had ‘able to quote Pride and Prejudice cover to cover’ written all over her.

‘Right, here’s what I want you to do: shelve the Wuthering Heights, Jane Eyre sexually repressed longing rubbish. Your homework is to get yourself a feminist-raving, man-bashing, “Here’s my vagina, hear it roar” eye-smarter of a book.’ When she looked a little alarmed, I said, ‘My deed, my way.’

I slammed Big Blue shut and stood, slinging my bag over my shoulder with one hand and snatching my binder up with the other. ‘I’m off. I’ll text you the wheres and whens soon.’

Livvy seemed a bit shell-shocked at my sudden departure, but managed a feeble wave as I sailed past her and a quiet, ‘Oh, okay, thanks.’

It wasn’t that I was late for my next lecture, far from it, but I’d found over the years that leaving early and therefore arriving at my next destination early was an excellent time-management strategy. The five or so minutes I scored to myself before the start of a lecture was invaluable planning time, given I was usually handling more than twenty deeds at a time.

I enjoyed the sharp click of my high-heeled boots on the pavement as I stalked across the wintry campus; to me it was the sound of confidence. I couldn’t understand the girls who slumped around with nothing but the soft thump of sensible shoes or, even worse, the flip-flopping of thongs. I couldn’t wait to finish up my degree in public relations and head out into a world that understood the power of the pump.

As if cruel fate had been listening to my thoughts, my enjoyment was interrupted before I’d gone too far by the very slapping, scraping sound that I so despised. It was Fletcher Townsend – shoulders as broad, teeth as white, and feet as inappropriately clad in thongs as ever.

Seriously, just once I’d like to find him unattractive. I’m sure there were some people who found the little scar that punched a dent by his left eye a detraction, or thought that his hazel eyes were too nondescript, or his dark hair cropped too short. But not me – oh no, I found every last molecule of him fundamentally appealing, just as I had since I’d first met him at fourteen.

‘Gavin Wyley, right?’ he asked, forgoing any niceties.

His voice made my toes curl in my boots and my grip tighten on Big Blue, but those were the only reactions I allowed myself.

‘No,’ I replied crisply. ‘Lara Montgomery. Honestly, Fletch, how insulting that you’d forgotten.’

‘You set Gav up last night.’ His expression was neutral, but I heard the disapproval lacing his words.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘A guy with absolutely zero sex appeal hooks up at Sloane’s party and you have nothing to do with it? Come on, Lara, nobody at this place suddenly makes a fool out of themselves without you having something to do with it.’

My grip on Big Blue became even tighter, although this time it had more to do with how much I wanted to crunch my heavy binder into his face. Why did he always feel the need to do this? To track me down and tell me that he’d seen a deed of mine and didn’t approve? I didn’t know what he got out of these little tête-à-têtes, considering I invariably won them.

‘You saw Gav at the party, then?’ I asked.

‘Hard to miss him.’

‘So he was noticeable?’

‘Like I said.’

‘Then it sounds like a guy with concerns about fading into the background had a good night.’ I sent him a triumphant look. He was unimpressed, however, rolling his painfully familiar eyes as he leaned back to hold the Commerce building door open for me.

He waited until I was forced to press in close against him to get past before he replied, ‘Maybe that’s what it sounds like, but trust me, it looked like yet another poor sucker was making an idiot of himself in your messed-up quest for redemption.’

I pulled away sharply. It was stupid still feeling betrayed by the things Fletch said, but even after years of hearing the same stuff, I did.

‘So pleasant, these conversations we have, Fletch,’ I said. ‘I’m so glad you take time out of your no doubt busy schedule to come and have a go at me to my face.’

‘I’m not “having a go”,’ he said quietly.

‘Yeah, you are,’ I said, making to march off, but he wrapped a hand gently around my arm, holding me in place. I knew he wanted me to look at him, but I refused.

‘When’s it going to stop, Lara? When are you going to let it go? Donny—’

My heart started to pound. I wrenched my arm from his grasp. ‘What is wrong with you?’

He’d crossed a line, and he knew it. ‘This is your last semester, babe. Your last thirteen weeks surrounded by anyone who gives any sort of a damn about what we did in high school. Leave it here, yeah?’

He walked away, leaving me, as always, wondering why he was the only one who saw something so bad in me trying to do good.

•  •  •

Fletcher fumed. Here he was again, on the wrong bloody side of campus, his hand buzzing from its brief contact with Lara’s arm, his head cloudy from her perfume, and, as always, he’d come out of it the bad guy. His life was nothing if not predictable.

‘Well, that went well.’ Merry separated herself from a chattering group of her friends and came up alongside him. Her eyebrows were raised – she’d clearly seen the whole thing with Lara. ‘Have you ever considered just not getting up into Lara’s face every chance you get?’

‘What’s it to you?’ He shook his head, both at her hypocrisy and how much she sounded like Lara. He’d known Merry since their first semester, when his best mate had taken one look at her and pretty much handed his heart and soul over with no questions asked. Fletch got along all right with her, but boundaries really weren’t her thing.

Luckily, though, neither was taking offence, and she remained her usual upbeat self as she replied, ‘Lara’s my friend.’

‘Does she know that?’

‘Course she does.’ Her lips twitched and she added, ‘Deep down.’

They shared a quick smirk, and he’d just started to feel his guard lower when she went on, ‘You can’t, though, can you? Leave her alone, I mean.’

The sharp June wind blew Merry’s curls across her earnest face and he sighed. ‘Can you?’

‘Nope,’ she said without a hint of embarrassment. ‘I don’t want to. I like her, she makes me laugh, and she’s more interesting than the rest of this campus put together.’

‘And the way she speaks to Daz doesn’t bother you?’

‘Daz is a big boy – he can take care of himself,’ Merry said dismissively before they started up the incline toward Marine Sciences. ‘Can you slow down a bit?’

Reluctantly, he did as she asked so her shorter legs could keep up.

‘I don’t see what your problem is. Lara works hard. She gives me glimpses into what she’s got written in Big Blue so I can follow up on some of her deeds for her, and it’s crazy how much time and effort she’s putting into other people.’

Fletch had no idea how someone who claimed to be Lara’s friend didn’t see that that was the problem, but he was hardly going to get into it with her right then and there.

‘Big Blue?’ he asked instead. ‘Don’t tell me she’s named that folder she’s always carrying around?’

She snuck him a quick guilty look and nodded. ‘But don’t tell her I told you.’

‘Not much risk of that,’ he said flatly. ‘You saw how our conversations usually go down.’

‘And yet you keep insisting on having them,’ she said. ‘Oh, there’s Dermott, I need to talk to him about something from last week.’

She didn’t say it explicitly, but he knew she meant about a deed.

She said a cheerful goodbye and he watched her go, ignoring the tiny part of him that wanted to call her back and actually explain what she’d seen between him and Lara. Because it hadn’t been what she’d thought – what Lara had thought – it was. He was on her side . . . the side she refused to admit she had.

Well, whatever. He’d tried again; she’d thrown it back in his face again. Job done.

Gavin Wyley, though. An image of the sticky lip print on his cheek and his mussed clothing was lodged in Fletch’s mind and there was no getting it out. He knew it’d been fake, but that didn’t stop it being Lara’s lips that had been on Gav, lips that had been firmly off-limits to Fletch for three years.

Damn. Three years since he’d buried his fingers in the heavy softness of her hair, pushed into her at that party and broken all the rules.

Three years since he’d cheated on his girlfriend and screwed his mate’s sister.

Three years since he’d fallen completely and irrevocably in lust with a girl he’d known was just using him to forget.
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The Naked Education

‘Right on time. Good.’

I was perched on an art stool in one of the studios for hire as I watched Livvy almost sprint into the room for her first lesson. This particular studio was tucked on the edge of campus, up against where the uni buildings met the scrubby bush reserve – one of the most inconvenient places for the majority of Bay Uni students to trek to. The large room was painted a light cream colour and lit by dazzling downlights, giving the illusion of brightness even though I’d pulled the heavy blinds across the windows. No view of softly swaying eucalyptus for us that day; I wasn’t taking any chances.

‘Yeah,’ Livvy puffed, leaning over and resting her hands on her hips for a second as she sought to regain her breath. ‘I had to run from my last class. I hate being late.’

I reappraised her slightly. Positively. I did love a fellow punctuality addict.

‘Cool. Grab a seat.’ I pointed at the paint-spattered stool I’d positioned across from me, and Livvy hitched herself up as requested. Punctual and obedient, lovely.

‘So, first off, what did you read?’

‘Man Is to Woman Be.’ She pulled the weighty tome out of her backpack and held it up.

‘Hard-core fem lit.’ I nodded, impressed. ‘And what did you learn?’

‘My body is my body and mine to do whatever I want with. I should respect it for the pleasure it can give and receive, and listen so I can hear what it’s telling me.’ She faltered and then looked at me somewhat sheepishly. ‘It sounds like the sort of thing people put on those trashy posters of sunsets and stuff, but I guess it’s true.’

I picked at a piece of arty detritus that had found its way onto my jeans, thinking I would totally have pegged Livvy as someone whose room would be plastered with those sorts of posters.

‘Anything else?’

‘Oh . . .’ She sighed. ‘Only that our whole society is based around the propagation of male dominance and women are just pawns in their game to be the alpha.’

There was something of a grimace hovering at the corners of her mouth, so I said, ‘Do you believe that?’

‘I’m not sure. I mean, I get that the structures of our society and everything are geared toward men historically, and I don’t want to discount that, but . . . I don’t feel like a pawn.’

‘Good for you,’ I said decisively, and she looked incredibly pleased with even this fairly mild praise.

‘I wanted to ask you, though . . . That book was interesting and everything, and I really felt that my brain clicked to some stuff I’d never really thought about before, but I wasn’t sure how that related to me and . . . you know . . . getting with my boyfriend.’

‘The line between sex and sexuality gets blurred,’ I said bluntly. ‘But the first is better with knowledge of the second.’ And how I wished someone had been there to point that out to me all those years ago.

She opened her mouth to reply, but another voice called out from a cupboard.

‘Girls, it’s great that neither of you are our pawns and I get that sexuality is super fun to talk about, but can we come out now? It’s bloody freezing back here.’

Livvy let out a little squeak and nearly toppled off her stool, reaching a hand out to my arm in order to steady herself as those giant eyes of hers got even wider.

‘Yeah, okay, Stefano, come on out,’ I yelled, nudging Livvy’s hand off me and stepping forward to meet two boys as they exited the small space usually reserved for storing paint, easels and other art supplies.

‘Ta-dah!’ Stefano bounded out gleefully, followed by the much less exuberant Alan.

Stefano beamed over at Livvy as I made the introductions, his teeth a bright white against his tan. His nails shone with the gleam that put the ‘man’ in ‘manicure’ and there was a trendy smudge of eyeliner along his lids. And then there was Alan – the opposite of Stefano, with his scruffy bed hair and the dry skin on his elbows. He was a good sport for responding to my summons when he clearly would have preferred to be anywhere else.

Livvy looked between them, her expression polite, but wary.

Fair enough, too, I suppose. She knew that this was a sex-ed class, they’d been hiding in the cupboard, and, oh yeah, they were both naked beneath very small, flimsy robes usually used by live drawing models.

‘Right, so these guys have agreed to demonstrate one of the most fundamental differences between penises.’ I channelled Mrs Symons’ dry, uncompromising tone from eighth-grade sex-ed class. ‘Stefano is circumcised, Alan isn’t.’

At this, Livvy literally gulped, and I looked at her sternly.

‘No embarrassment. We’re all grown-ups, yes? We’re all going to be respectful of each other and not talk about what goes on in these lessons, yes?’

Nods all around.

‘Right, so there’s no issue. Drop your robes, boys, let’s get on with it.’

I’d barely finished speaking before Stefano had thrown his cover aside to reveal a lithe, baby-smooth form. He added a little stripperesque dance as he did so for his own amusement, but Alan was less enthusiastic. He let his gown drop a little bit, but it was only after seeing that Livvy’s eyes were firmly on Stefano’s theatrics that he let it go.

I shoved his shoulders back as he hunched his paler body in self-consciously. ‘Come on, Alan, you can’t be ashamed of what you’ve got.’

Stefano leaned round to have a look for himself and then gave Alan a thumbs-up. From a man who’d seen plenty of penises in his time, this was a ringing endorsement and, awkwardness aside, Alan seemed reassured.

‘So, what do you think?’

‘They’re . . .’ Livvy slid off her stool to hesitantly peer a bit more closely at the boys’ genitals, curiosity obviously overriding embarrassment. ‘They’re smaller than I thought they’d be.’

Stefano let out an exaggerated gasp, while Alan paled further and resumed his hunched position. I patted the boys reassuringly on their bare backs and then looked to Livvy knowingly.

‘Lit porn, right?’

Already flustered by the guys’ reactions, Livvy stopped her stumbled apologies and looked at me in disbelief. ‘Pardon?’

‘English major, I should’ve known. You’ve been reading romance books, right? The ones where the throbbing manhoods are all a good ten inches? Well, first, that’s erect, and second, that’s bull. Right, boys?’

Alan stayed mum, looking horrified by the whole thing, but this was Stefano’s go-to subject, and he jumped in. ‘That’s right. I mean, that’s not to say I’ve not seen some good ones in my time, but the elephant trunks are rare.’ He rubbed contemplatively at his artful stubble and added, ‘And not necessarily your best option, performance wise.’

‘Of course. I really am so, so sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude.’ Livvy’s eyes were most eloquent in conveying her horror at having insulted them, and the boys were soon falling over themselves to reassure her. I observed this with interest and deduced she was one of those girls: the ones who seem to accidentally wrap boys around their little fingers. A handy skill, even if she didn’t realise it yet.

I cleared my throat pointedly and we moved on.

Livvy returned to her stool and sat, red-cheeked and fascinated, as we went over the anatomy and basic process of male arousal (hypothetically speaking – the boys were not required to demonstrate). I’d wanted to bring a pointer, like some of my lecturers used to indicate pertinent parts of their presentations, but Stefano had flatly refused to allow me near his privates with anything resembling a stick. For that reason, I had to point out the parts I was referring to by jabbing my finger at them.

We’d just covered the warning signs of STIs (again, hypothetical) when the door burst open and a couple of art students – judging by their ‘edgy’ outfits and the art paper they had tucked under their arms – burst in. They didn’t seem to see Livvy sitting off to one side; instead, their eyes alighted on me leaning down to point out the perfectly normal difference in testicle size and shape between Stefano and Alan. A compromising position if ever there was one.

‘Oh my god!’ the first one squealed, immediately starting to back out again, but the other stopped dead, narrowing her eyes contemptuously.

‘So I guess the rumours are true.’

I didn’t know her, but her words and the poison in her voice told me she knew me.

‘Yep, all true,’ I said with a brittle brightness. ‘You just missed me sucking these two off, and it’s about to get even skankier, so unless you’re willing to pay for the show . . .’ I made a little shooing motion.

She turned to go, and I shouted after her, ‘And probably bring disinfectant next time you use this studio.’

‘Nice, Lara.’ Alan snatched up his robe and looked at me crossly. ‘I’m on the lookout for a girl, you know, and now everyone’s going to think you and me—’

‘Don’t worry, Alan,’ Stefano interrupted. ‘No offence, but they’re not going to remember either of us. We were just sex mannequins in the soap opera that is Lara’s life.’ He grinned at me and threw an arm across my shoulders. ‘I’m just proud I got to be a guest star.’

‘Yeah, well, bully for you. Are we done here?’ Alan had clearly reached the end of his tether, so I thanked the boys and sent them back to the cupboard to collect their clothes.

As soon as we were alone, Livvy blew a breath out followed by a shaky laugh. ‘Well! That was . . .’

I waited for a moment, but it soon became clear she didn’t know what word she was looking for.

‘Glad to hear it. Now go buy a mirror, because your homework is to check yourself out.’ I pulled a sheet of paper out of a side pocket of my messenger bag, passing it across to her. ‘I want you to confidently be able to name all your nooks and crannies.’

‘Nooks and . . . ? Oh!’ Livvy smoothed out the paper I’d given her detailing the parts of the vagina and giggled in nervous understanding. ‘Those nooks and crannies. Okay.’

With our business concluded, I headed out. As I exited the studio, however, the door didn’t close with the bang I expected: Livvy had followed me and was now keeping step.

‘So how do you know Stefano and Alan?’ she asked as we headed down the mosaic path former students had put together, and I just barely bit back a groan. Occupational hazard: sometimes good-deed recipients thought I was their friend.

‘I helped Alan out once a while ago,’ I replied shortly. ‘And I’ve been dating Stefano for the past couple of years.’

‘You’re dating him?’ For a split second Livvy’s expression was  truly something to behold, but then she quickly schooled her features and said, a little tentatively, ‘I’m sorry, I thought he was gay.’

‘Oh, yeah, the boy loves cock.’

I was hoping Livvy would get the hint that I didn’t talk about the arrangements I had with others, but I could see she was opening her mouth again, no doubt to query, in that guileless way of hers, how that would work. But she was interrupted before she could get another question in by a round of piercing wolf whistles from a bunch of boys lounging against the Life Sciences building. Ah, joy, a pack of dogs let off their chains.

‘Hey, baby,’ the ugliest of the group shouted out as he pushed himself off the grey wall. ‘I got a good deed for you right here.’ He grabbed his crotch and thrust it at me while the rest of his buddies cracked up.

I looked down at the proffered bunch in his shorts. ‘What, that little thing?’ I inquired sweetly. ‘That’s barely a mouthful, hardly worth my time.’

The guffaws turned to oohs and I moved on, ignoring the spiteful and entirely unoriginal ‘Bitch!’ that was thrown at my back.

‘That was horrible.’

Busy enjoying putting an extra kick into the sway of my hips as I stalked away, I was surprised when I heard Livvy’s voice. I saw that her mouth was pinched in disapproval as she trotted along in my wake.

‘Not really.’ A litany of moments that I considered truly ‘horrible’ paraded through my mind before I clamped down on them. Hard.

‘That people just shout stuff at you, though, doesn’t it bother you?’

‘No.’

She didn’t need to know that the memory of Fletch’s face when he’d told me to let it go had made sleep difficult the past couple of  nights. That had bothered me, but was completely different. He’d brought Donny up, and I wouldn’t forgive him for it.

‘But—’

‘It’s fine.’ It was ridiculous to me when people went on a rant on my behalf. The people who did it never knew about what I’d done; they’d never seen Salida’s expression, or heard my mum’s screams when I’d finally gotten around to checking my phone that night.

Livvy had seemed to swell with righteous indignation when she’d been questioning me, but now she deflated a little.

‘Look, get yourself that mirror. I’ll text you about the next lesson,’ I said, then marched away. I didn’t waste time on people who didn’t get the way things worked with me. If Livvy was going to get all preachy about it, then she was going to have to find someone else to lift her sex education out of plastic-womb territory.

I headed for my residential building to get ready for the evening ahead – I had a designated-driver deed lined up – and arrived outside my room to see that someone had written SLUT on my door. Again.

I was beginning to think the graffiti was being billed as a rite of passage for first years or something, such was the regularity with which the familiar string of letters appeared across the white-board affixed to my door. I made no move to wipe it off. People no doubt thought I left the word there because I liked the attention, but that wasn’t it – there was just no point rubbing off something that was sure to appear again within the week. Besides, it usually disappeared not long after I first saw it, and I assumed the hall cleaner rubbed it away. At least it was nice handwriting this time; the last one had looked like the perpetrator had been having some sort of seizure.

Entering my room, I hung my bag on the hook on the back of the door and then turned to survey my personal space critically. Although I kept the door and windows firmly locked, I was always wary of the Slut Scrawlers, as I had christened them, upping the  ante and looking to do some scrawling inside my personal domain. It was perhaps paranoia – catty comments hardly translated to break-ins – but I checked for it just the same.

I saw immediately that everything was as it should be. And, when I say ‘should be’, I’m referring to a very specific thing. Back in high school, my room at home had been a disaster – my bed always a jumble of twisted sheets, my dressing table a sticky mess of lipsticks, nail polish and receipts. After I’d pledged to attempt ‘good’, however, I’d swept all that stuff into the bin, and since then I’d been scrupulously tidy.

Control freak, Fletcher would’ve said, and maybe he would’ve been right, but if there was anything that night three years ago had taught me, it was this: I would prefer to be in control a hundred times than out of it. Especially when it came to him.

•  •  •

‘So who’s coming out tonight?’ Daz drummed his fingers against Jai’s head, flattening his mate’s spiky do and copping a shove for his trouble.

The three of them – Daz, Jai and Fletch – vaulted the boom gate leading to the car park of Jai’s building and loped to his ute, where they’d dumped their boards and wetsuits that morning after their surf.

‘What’s on offer?’ Fletch asked, even though he knew that neither he nor Jai gave a rat’s about going out.

‘Mer wants to try that new club up the coast.’

‘Not for me, mate,’ Jai said. ‘Can’t stand that crap.’

‘And I’m out,’ Fletch added. ‘I’ve got that huge-arse essay due tomorrow and I’ve done jack on it so far.’

‘Pussies, the pair of you. And where the hell are you going?’ Daz added, as Fletch slung his bag onto the asphalt and headed for the stairs leading up to the rooms.

‘Aw, are you gonna miss me?’ Fletch blew his mate a kiss and received a rude noise in response. 

Fletch took the stairs two at a time with the confidence of having made the same journey many times before. The second-floor corridor was empty, caught in that no-man’s-land between class and gearing up for a night out, and he moved down to number 213 unobserved. He stopped in front of the familiar door and cursed under his breath, glaring at the word written there. What the hell was wrong with people?

With one swipe of his hand, he erased SLUT from Lara’s door. People had been doing this crap since their orientation week; no doubt some friend of Salida’s started the ball rolling in a moment of spite. But god knew Lara hadn’t been the only one, either male or female, who’d taken full advantage of their new living situation to bring a variety of people back to their rooms in first year.

He hadn’t exactly loved seeing her leaving those almost constant first-year parties with some new guy following enthusiastically in her wake. Daz had tried to tell him that it was none of his business, but Fletch disagreed. Maybe he was being arrogant or was still hung up on what’d happened in high school with Brock Baines, but he was fairly sure those guys had just been palate cleansers, people Lara had been trying to use to bury what had happened between them. Either way, she’d slowed it down by the end of their first year, and he tried not to think too much about how relieved he’d been. Not that the reduction of invitations back to her room had changed the way people talked about her . . . or how she played up to it.

Maybe Lara didn’t care about the things people said about her, but it got to him, it twisted deep into his gut and made him slam his ink-smeared hand on the door leading to the stairs harder than absolutely necessary.

Okay, so they were far from mates – they never really had been – but he could remember a time when he and Lara had actively sought each other out, when they’d found excuses to smile at each other or brush against each other, and now he was  reduced to this? Keeping an eye out from a distance and copping a snarl any time he couldn’t help getting a little closer?

He got that Lara didn’t need protecting – most people who knew her were rightfully wary of incurring her wrath – but he knew that the way she’d been going about things since they’d started uni wasn’t good. For either of them. Because where Lara might have wanted to wear what had happened as a badge of honour, he just wished she’d remember she wasn’t the only one left wearing it.


3

The Little Townsend

‘Wooooooooooo!’

‘Hell yeah!’

‘Tonight’s gonna go off, boys!’

I slowed to a stop at a red light and glanced into the backseat via the rear-view mirror, where two of my three passengers were grunting and slapping each other’s knees in some sort of masculine version of Miss Mary Mack. So far they’d burped, scratched and yelped their way through the whole drive with the sort of mind-boggling enthusiasm usually displayed by a litter of excitable puppies.

Craig, the ruddy-faced, unfortunately acne-prone ringleader of the little gang – and the good deed recipient of the night – caught me looking from the passenger seat. He puffed his chest up slightly and deepened his howls. His misguided attempt to impress would’ve been almost endearing if it hadn’t been so freaking loud.

I was the group’s designated driver for the night, and was actually pleased with their insistence that we go to a new club an hour-and-a-half’s drive up the coast away from campus. It would be good to spend some time on a dance floor not populated with people who knew me. My realm of relevancy was very limited;  I wasn’t so narcissistic that I thought that being known on one incredibly insignificant uni campus translated to celebrity outside it. In fact, I was relying upon that anonymity for when I finished my degree and got out into the real world.

The light turned green and I pulled onto the highway as a fresh stanza of baying and yowling started up from the back. Fun times.

I found a parking space a few streets from the venue and reversed my snazzy little car into the spot, marvelling once again at the impact a dead older brother can have on the style of car your father guilt-buys you. The boys scrambled out, and I was charmed despite myself as Craig murmured a polite, ‘Thank you for the lift.’

The night was crisp, and I situated myself in the middle of the deodorant-soaked gang, using them as windbreakers as we walked to the club. That night, my ensemble consisted of a pair of short black shorts and an electric-blue bra with a loose-fitting white tank thrown over the top. My heels exactly matched the blue of my bra, and I had my driver’s licence and debit card wedged firmly in my cleavage as the tiny shorts pocket only had enough room for my keys. My long hair was loose and tousled, and I’d darkened my eyes with grey shadow and layers of mascara. I felt good. Game on.

There was a massive queue outside the club, but there was no way in hell I was standing around in the cold, so I confidently marched up to one of the bouncers and stared him straight in the eyes. Perhaps other girls would’ve been flirty, but I preferred the direct approach.

The club gods were obviously smiling on us, because he stared back at me for the briefest moment before moving aside. I gathered Craig and his friends up, pushing them before me with an offhand, ‘They’re with me.’

And then we were in, handing our money over to a bored-looking girl in a black tutu, before emerging onto a mezzanine  level encircling a sunken dance floor. The décor was all chrome surfaces, black leather couches, and flashing coloured lights, an homage to the eighties.

‘Didn’t I tell you?’ I heard over my shoulder. I turned to see Craig slapping his mates on the back. ‘She’s awesome, right?’

The boys looked at me with shining faces, and I smiled as I mentally ticked the good-deed validation box before waving them away. ‘Find me when you’re ready to go,’ I said. ‘Have fun.’

They made a beeline for the large brushed-metal bar that curved round the mezzanine, swallowed up almost immediately in the sea of similarly dressed guys in the same quest to liquor up before unleashing themselves on the writhing mass of dancers below.

For my part, I headed straight for said mass, my hips already starting to move to the infectious beat. The dark anonymity of the club suited me just fine, and I slipped into the group of dancers easily, twisting and turning through the gyrating bodies on a quest to find a patch to myself. Not much in my life came easily; my good deeds battled constantly with my desire to simply give in to my much more innate selfishness, and putting all that aside to just move felt like a freedom I hadn’t experienced in years.

Hours melted away, happily, sweatily, until my head started to get fuzzy and I realised I was in serious need of a break and some water. Being the designated driver, I hadn’t paid much attention to the bar since leaving the boys there, but now I battled my way to the edge of the dancers and ascended the stairs to the crowd buying drinks. Late as it was, the group up there had thinned slightly and I was able to snag myself a position against the curved counter, the metal cool against my palms.

The girl next to me was receiving her drink as I arrived, and I glanced over and saw that there was something incredibly familiar about her. She was way too young to be at the club – that was blatantly obvious despite her mature outfit and artful makeup.  And it was this youth combined with the shape of her profile as she took a sip of her drink that tipped me to who she was.

Saskia Townsend. Fletch’s little sister. Well, holy shit.

‘Hey, Saskia, is that for me?’ I reached over and plucked the drink out of her hand, taking a pull at the thin black straw and wincing as the sugary sweetness of her lemonade and vodka slid down my throat.

‘Hey! What are you—’

‘Thanks. They’re a bit slack on checking IDs here, hey?’

‘Oh my god! Lara?’

‘Hey there, little Townsend, my how you’ve grown,’ I said, looking her up and down and noting grimly that that was what I must have looked like when I was her age and dressed that way. I was embarrassed for my past self as I saw that there was officially nothing sexy about a barely pubescent body in clubbing clothes, despite their obvious quality and good cut. ‘You were twelve when I last saw you, so you’ve aged, what? Six years in that time? Impressive.’

Saskia’s smile was sly and she shrugged, unbothered. ‘I guess so. And it’s Sass now.’

‘Excuse me?’ I asked, putting her confiscated drink down firmly out of her reach.

‘My name. I go by Sass now.’

I managed to stop myself rolling my eyes, but it was a close-run thing. ‘I bet you do. So—’ I cast my eyes over the crowd, my heart sinking as I spotted a group of no-hoper guys looking over at us ‘—is your boyfriend the one who looks like a meth addict or the guy with the “I just got out of prison” gleam in his eye?’

Saskia’s mouth pinched at my commentary, but she was wily enough not to rise to the bait. ‘Neither, he’s the heaps hot one massively in love with me.’

I couldn’t see anyone who matched that description, but following her gaze, I determined she meant the one with the smarmy smile and disturbing tattoo that looked like a lizard slithering  up toward his jaw. He smirked back defiantly before twisting his body slightly to try to hide the movement as he slid something into his pocket.

I didn’t need to see what it was. Saskia saw the movement as well, and as I turned back to look at her, I saw a momentary flash of unease cross her painted features before she hardened her face. I seriously contemplated slamming my head down on the bar. I didn’t need this. I really, really didn’t want to get involved with Fletch’s precocious little sister, but it didn’t look like I had much choice.

‘Right, you, come with me.’ I grabbed her arm, annoyed to find that even that felt young and underdeveloped, the bones under her skin bird-like.

‘What? Where?’

I dragged her around and down to the queue for the toilets, where the music was muted by the heavy panelling covering the walls.

‘Do you have any change?’ I demanded, holding out my hand. She quirked an eyebrow at me, but then rummaged inside her silver clutch and presented me with a few dollars. I could see she wanted to make some sort of smart-arse remark, but I cut her off before she could get going, instructing her to stay put and then muscling my way through the line into the bathroom. I headed for the dispensers near the sinks and was rewarded by the sight of one geared to spit out mints.

Inserting Saskia’s money, I retrieved the bounty, tipping a couple of the white tablets into my palm. I passed the rest of the packet to a girl who had just staggered out of a cubicle after what had sounded like a monumental chuck-up and returned to the corridor.

I was glad to see that Saskia had done as she was told and was still waiting for me, albeit with crossed arms and a fed-up expression.

‘Here.’ I grabbed her hand and dropped the mints into her palm. ‘If Lizard Boy tries to give you anything, take these instead.’

‘What’ll they do to me?’ She stared down at my offering, her cocky confidence momentarily replaced with what I could only describe as fascinated dread.

I snorted, folding her fingers over the tablets. ‘Oh, it’s hardcore,’ I said. ‘Your mouth will be, like, totally fresh for hours.’

When she looked at me blankly, I sighed. ‘They’re mints. And I don’t care how much you’re in love with that guy, don’t let him feed you rat poison or toilet cleaner, which is definitely what that stuff in his pocket is cut with.’

It wasn’t a perfect solution, but as long as Saskia was as crafty as I’d given her credit for, she should be able to do a quick switch without anyone noticing what she was swallowing.

‘There’s nothing in his pocket!’ Her response came a couple of seconds too late and I didn’t bother replying. It turned out to be just as well, as the pocket in question came mooching over, attached to one of the most unimpressive specimens of man I’d ever seen.

‘Hey, baby.’ He crooked an arm around Saskia’s neck and dragged her to him, planting a territorial kiss on the top of her head. ‘And who are you?’ He slid cold grey eyes over me, making sure to take his time and cover every inch before meeting my equally icy gaze.

If he thought he was going to intimidate me, he needed to think again. He was about eighteen or nineteen and looked like a stiff wind could blow his skinny jeans–clad figure right over. Pathetic.

‘Just a random toilet-line acquaintance. I hope you’ll take my advice,’ I added, looking down at Saskia even as she pointedly avoided my eye.

Perhaps sensing he was missing something and therefore not the centre of the bloody universe, the boyfriend shot me a scathing look and pulled Saskia away, muttering something under his breath that sounded a lot like psycho.

I watched them go and tried to ignore the hard knot that had formed in my stomach. I knew Saskia wasn’t stupid; the limited  interaction I’d had with her when she was younger convinced me of that. She’d been the epitome of the irritating younger sister back then, always trying to muscle in and be involved no matter how clear Fletch had made it that he didn’t want her tagging along. She’d been clever, though, and on the few occasions that I’d been over at Fletch’s with Donny, it hadn’t been unusual to realise that she’d snuck into the room and was eagerly eaves dropping. Sneaking into a club underage was just a continuation of that, I told myself. She was enjoying the attention of an older guy and being a badass, but she wouldn’t get in over her head. Or at least, I really hoped not.

I continued trying not to consider Fletch’s sister my responsibility as I headed to the bar to finally get water. I’d barely taken a couple of steps before I was suddenly blocked by somebody stepping in my way.

Somebody tall.

Somebody angry.

Somebody in a truly hideous orange shirt.

‘What’d you give her?’ Merry’s not-so-merry boyfriend loomed over me, his dun-coloured hair matted to his prominent forehead with sweat, and a scowl on his face.

Bloody typical! Of all the people to see me with Saskia . . . I gave myself a serious kicking for not being more careful about who was around when I’d passed the mints over, then I turned on the sex-kitten act, drawing myself up taller and ensuring my loose tank was gaping just so.
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