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​​CHAPTER 1:
A Missing Date
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‘Damn it, Dad! You promised you’d drive me. The party’s already started!’

Colin Hewes stood in the doorway, staring at his father slumped on the couch. Feet up, television blaring, a can of beer hooked between two fingers, a cigarette drooping from his lips. There were cans littered on the floor around him and the strong smell of BO wafted Colin’s way. 

His father let out a long, vibrating belch.

Colin groaned. There was no way his father was fit to drive anywhere. He doubted the man was even sober enough to understand speech.

‘Can I borrow the car?’ Colin asked. 

This finally got him a response, but not the one he’d hoped for. ‘Ha! You borrow th’ car? That’ll be the day!’ He let out another loud burp. 

Colin wanted to deliver him a string of obscenities and other harsh words, but he didn’t dare. Especially not when his dad had been drinking. ‘It’s the party of the year,’ he moaned. ‘Hell, it’s the party of the decade! Rex Cassidy’s eighteenth! I gotta be there.’

‘Well, ya ain’t taken’ the car. Try biking.’

‘My bike is broken. It’s been broken for months. You were gonna get it fixed.’

‘Tough.’

Colin clenched his fists, but unless he intended on pick-pocketing the car keys from his dad’s grimy jacket, he was forced to walk. He had nobody else he could phone to pick him up. 

‘It’s gonna take me an hour to get to Te Arawa.’

His father mumbled something that could have been English, or could have simply been breath moving past alcohol fumes. Either way, the conversation was over.

Colin swallowed the anger and stepped outside.

It was a good thing he was in excellent physical shape thanks to regular martial arts training, otherwise, by the time he’d got there, he’d have been too tired to dance. 

He tapped on his phone as he walked, sending a message to his friend, Tucker. 

Dad can’t drive me. Walking. Another hour away.

No reply came back. No doubt Tucker was too busy eating to bother. Otherwise, his phone was flat as usual.

Colin marched along the country road, past paddocks of cows and farmhouses. There was still some daylight left, but by the time he got there, it would be getting dark. He tried not to think about what Ambrosia would be doing. He didn’t want to picture her laughing and dancing with some other guy. Someone who didn’t arrive on foot like a loser.

The gorgeous sixteen-year-old would be in hot demand. She’d promised to dance with him, but a girl like her surely wouldn’t be sitting waiting. Every available guy at the party would hit on her. There was even the chance the birthday boy himself would make the moves on her and, if that happened, Colin figured he’d be flat out of luck. 

No way could he compete with Rex Cassidy, especially not at his eighteenth birthday party. 

If only he had asked for her number.

He crossed a bridge that spanned a small stream and strode onwards, past a field of sheep and a grove of pine trees. He got a whiff of silage from somewhere nearby, but he’d come to like the smell of it, having lived in the countryside all his life. 

As he approached town, it was getting dark, but the early autumn air was still warm and there appeared to be no grey clouds in sight. 

Thank God for that. He didn’t want to be soaking wet and smelling like a wet dog while dancing with Ambrosia. 

Thirty-three minutes. He had made good time but he was still on track to be two hours late. The Cassidy house was on the outskirts, and as he approached it, his stomach squirmed. 

The two-story house rose like something out of a glossy magazine. Stucco, wrought-iron fences, garden lights, perfect lawns. Music thudded faintly from behind the house, laughter spilling out into the night.

No doubt some guests would still be in the pool. All the seniors from school had been invited. If Rex’s seventeenth birthday party was anything to go by, it would be a lavish affair with a live band, huge buffet spread and plenty of space to mix and mingle. All the hottest girls would be there for sure, as Rex was the guy everyone wanted to hang out with.

Even Tucker made the list, and that said something about Rex’s character. Rex didn’t exclude people. Even if some people wished he would.

Colin made his way down the driveway. The double garage was open and a group of teenagers played pool on one table, while a game of table tennis took place on the other. A gateway led to the pool area filled with teenagers. Others danced to a live band that played on a makeshift stage. 

Girls outnumbered boys two to one. Many of them he didn’t recognise. That didn’t surprise him at all. Rex was well known by people from all around due to his prowess at interschool sporting events, not to mention being a hit wherever he went outside of school hours. If it wasn’t for the fact Colin wanted to hook up with Ambrosia, he’d have felt like a child in a candy store with so many gorgeous girls there.

‘Col! About time you showed up. What took you so long?’ The obese Tucker Pyles waddled over, cheeks shiny with sweat, plate piled like a small hill. ‘Mate, this is the party of the year. There’s so much food. I wish I was as rich as the Cassidys. And get this, Rex’s parents aren’t here. Gone for the weekend. I’m surprised this thing hasn’t got out of control without parents around.’

‘Did you get my text?’ Colin asked.

‘Phone’s flat. Forgot to charge it.’

Colin snickered. He wondered why Tucker bothered to carry a phone around when it was uncharged most of the time. ‘No gangs have turned up this time I hope?’ He remembered last year’s birthday party when a street gang named the Wild Dogs gate-crashed and caused trouble.

Tucker’s beady brown eyes gleamed. ‘Nup. I’ve seen a few people with private stashes of alcohol, but no drama whatsoever. Everyone’s behaving themselves.’

‘Damn...’ Colin grinned. ‘No girls skinny dipping or dancing on the tables?’

Tucker scowled and pushed his curly brown hair over the top of his sticking-out ears. ‘Apparently, Geri Connors took her top off earlier, but then the other girls made her put it back on. But I was inside eating, so I didn’t get to see.’

‘Wow...’ Colin scanned poolside. He saw no topless girls, but still plenty of very shapely ones in swimsuits. 

How cool it was that hot girls loved Rex? 

‘What about Ambrosia? You seen her around?’

Tucker stuffed a slice of ham into his mouth. ‘Yeah. Like an hour ago. She was in the hot tub with Rex and Vanessa.’

Colin glanced over by the pool. The large tub was full of people but neither Rex, Vanessa, nor Ambrosia was in there. ‘You haven’t seen her since?’

‘Nah, but Vanessa’s in the karaoke room at the moment.’

‘There’s a karaoke room?’

‘Yep, a room especially for it.’

‘Has Ambrosia been dancing with anyone?’

‘Yeah, I’ve seen her on the dance floor a few times.’

Colin’s heart beat faster. ‘Who with?’

Tucker stabbed a fork into a baby potato. ‘A few different people. Don’t worry, Col, no one in particular, but plenty of guys have wanted to dance with her.’

Colin nodded, relaxing a little. ‘Where’s the birthday boy?’

Tucker spoke around the food. ‘Don’t know. Haven’t seen him for about an hour.’ He swallowed. ‘Most likely up in one of the bedrooms entertaining a hot babe or two... or three or four. God knows enough of them have been throwing themselves at him tonight, wanting to give him special birthday gifts. Vanessa’s been encouraging them! He’s been fending them off left, right and centre ever since the party started, preventing them from humiliating themselves in front of everyone. Bloody typical. Although he failed when it came to Geri Connors. I just wish he’d let them go for it. After all, it is a party and a lot of those girls are sweltering hot.’

Colin stiffened. ‘Ambrosia hasn’t been one of those, has she? Throwing herself at him?’

Tucker scraped at some kind of beef casserole. ‘Who knows? Maybe.’ He engulfed a forkful. 

A cold unease crept through Colin. Then he caught the sly glimmer in Tucker’s small eyes. ‘Has she or not?’ 

‘I haven’t seen anything,’ Tucker said. ‘Honestly. Like I said, she was in the hot tub with them, but so were a few others and not all girls and they were laughing and joking. It’s not supposed to be one of those parties. It’s a high-school party and Rex is being a responsible host. Worst luck.’

Colin left Tucker to devour his plate and wandered indoors from the pool area into the Cassidy lounge. The room was far more crowded and tables groaned under a lavish spread. King prawns, roasted lamb, bright and exotic salads, everything arranged beautifully. The dessert table was another feast entirely, with brandy snaps, trifle, pavlova and other confections glistening beneath the lights.

His stomach rumbled.

At the centre of one display sat a sculpture carved entirely out of margarine. Colin leaned in for a closer look. It was unmistakably Vanessa Dante.

‘Wow...’

‘It’s Vanessa,’ Tucker said, stepping up behind him. 

‘I can see that. Even as a margarine sculpture, she’s hot.’

‘You better believe it!’

‘Surely it should have melted by now, being so hot?’

‘Vanessa should melt too but she doesn’t.’

Colin chuckled. ‘Shouldn’t it have been sculptured naked? After all it’s Rex’s birthday. Special occasion and all.’

‘No such luck.’

Colin tore his gaze away and scanned the room again. Still no Ambrosia. Still no Rex.

He nudged a guy by the buffet. ‘Hey, Garner... have you seen Ambrosia Wilson?’

‘You mean the new year-twelve babe? The one with the twin?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Not for a while. Last time I saw her she was out by the pool.’

‘What about Rex?’

‘Haven’t seen him around for a while either. I’d say he’s upstairs unwrapping birthday gifts.’

Colin sure hoped Ambrosia wasn’t one of those.

He checked the karaoke room next. It was set up like a miniature nightclub, with a small stage and pounding speakers. A girl Colin didn’t recognise was singing. Vanessa was there, dancing with Maggie Matthews. Vanessa’s red top and glossy vinyl tights hugged every curve. Certainly way hotter than that margarine sculpture.

Vanessa moved in close to Maggie, grinding into her. The ginger-headed beauty welcomed the body contact and ran her hands down over Vanessa’s shoulders, her dimples showing on her cheeks as she smiled.

Colin shivered with delight and would have stayed watching if his mind had not been so fixed on Ambrosia.

‘Check the spa room,’ Tucker murmured beside him, his eyes glued to Vanessa and Maggie. ‘Wow...’ His plate was almost empty and it quivered a little in his hand. 

Colin followed the corridor and glanced into the private spa room. Three couples were paired off, kissing lazily in the warm, steamy glow.

Thankfully, none of them were Ambrosia.

‘She’s gotta be around somewhere,’ Colin returned to the main lounge and once again performed a visual search. 

No luck.

Rex’s best friend, Will Ullman, stood, talking to a couple of unknown girls, drinking something bubbly and brown from a glass. 

Colin strolled over to the burly, long-haired teen. ‘Hey, Wal...’ He used the name everyone called him. 

Will Ullman turned and coldly eyed Colin. ‘What?’

‘You know where Rex is?’

Wal smirked. ‘Why do you need to know? You’re not a hot babe looking to give him a special birthday gift.’ He snickered. ‘Unless hanging around with Pyles has made you wanna start batting for the other team.’

‘I just arrived. Wanted to say happy birthday.’

‘Sorry, mate, but he’s upstairs entertaining privately if you know what I mean.’

The two girls with Wal widened their eyes.

‘Is he really?’ asked one.

Colin’s insides turned somersaults. ‘Who’s he up there with?’

‘Geez, I don’t know. Could be anyone. Could be a whole bunch of girls for all I know. There are ones from all over the place I’ve never met before, like these two. Every time I see him, he has a different one draped over him. And Vanessa, she keeps urging them on.’ Wal rolled his eyes. ‘Bloody typical.’

Colin turned to the staircase and considered going up there to see if she was there, but figured if she was, it would be behind locked doors. 

Tucker spoke up. ‘Hey Wal, was Ambrosia one of the babes with Rex?’

Wal glanced at him with contempt and then turned his eyes back to Colin. ‘Ohh, you’re into her, aren’t ya, Hewes? Gotta thing for the sexy twin.’

Colin didn’t reply. He waited, hoping for Wal to say something more.

‘You’re a clueless bastard, aren’t you, Hewes? You’re wasting your time. Ambrosia’s a class act and wouldn’t go for a bully boy like you.’

Colin wanted to defend himself; to insist he was not Tucker’s muscle anymore, not like he had been the last two years. He bit his tongue.

Tucker replied for him, ‘She’s gonna dance with Colin. She said she would.’

‘Is that right?’ Wal lifted his glass. ‘Good luck with that. If she’s with Rex tonight, you can forget her. I’m guessing tonight you’ll have to dance with a stranger instead because there certainly ain’t any girls from school that’ll dance with you because they all know you.’

Heat flared beneath Colin’s skin and the girls beside Wal examined him curiously. Wal was right. The girls from school didn’t trust him. Didn’t like him. He had earned that reputation. Returning to Te Arawa College at the start of the term, he had vowed to change. He had worked hard to separate himself from Tucker, to stop being the knucklehead who did his dirty work. But no one believed it yet.

‘So, you’re saying she’s with Rex?’ 

‘No idea, Hewes, but it wouldn’t surprise me. He wouldn’t decline her if she jumped on top of him and ordered him to bonk her brains out. Hell, nobody would.’

Colin did his best to conceal the sharp twist of anguish. He turned from Wal and headed towards the staircase. Just as he did, the object of his desires appeared at the top of the stairs. His first instinct was to flinch, as it seemed maybe his fears were justified. 

She had a swimsuit on with a towel wrapped around her waist and advanced down the staircase slowly, looking like she was in a bit of a daze. She had a beautiful athletic figure, long brown flowing hair and clear skin. He couldn’t help but feel like she was an angel descending from heaven.

Her eyes brightened when she spotted him. ‘Colin! You’re here!’ She glanced back up the staircase for a moment, then hurried down to meet him. ‘I thought you weren’t coming after all.’ She smiled warmly. ‘When did you get here? What took you so long?’

‘I’ve been here for about ten minutes. Dad was drunk so couldn’t drive me. Had to walk.’

She touched his arm. ‘Oh, that’s too bad. Sorry. It’s good to see you finally got here.’

Colin glanced back up the staircase. ‘What’s happening up there?’

‘Oh, nothing. Just went to the toilet. Ones down here were being used.’

He didn’t want to sound suspicious, but doubt pricked at him. His suspicions deepened when Rex Cassidy appeared at the top of the staircase. What a coincidence this was that he was coming down only moments after her.

––––––––
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Rex descended. He was tall and striking, with chiselled features and deep blue eyes. Colin would have considered him a pretty boy if it wasn’t for his powerful and athletic physique and knowledge of many forms of unarmed combat, way more impressive than his own. 

‘Hey, Col,’ Rex said, his tone friendly. ‘Glad you could make it.’ He clapped him on the shoulder.

Colin forced a light tone. ‘Good to be here. I was looking for you earlier. They were all saying you were upstairs entertaining a lady or two.’ He smirked. ‘Didn’t surprise me.

Rex laughed. ‘Isn’t that what a good host does?’ He walked past them without a glance towards Ambrosia.

Colin watched him go.

‘Umm...’ Ambrosia said softly. ‘You alright, Colin?’

‘I... err...’ He struggled to word his thoughts carefully. ‘Just wondered who he was entertaining. He came down alone.’

‘Maybe it was Vanessa?’

‘No, she’s in the karaoke room almost getting it on with Maggie Matthews.’ He fixed his eyes upon her to see if any guilt appeared on her face, but none did. He forced a smile. ‘I guess you were in the toilet for a long time. I’ve been hunting everywhere for you.’

‘I wasn’t there the whole time. I was looking through the Cassidys’ private art gallery and their library. They have two entire rooms for them. Can you believe that?’

Colin wasn’t sure whether he believed any of it, but pushed himself to trust her. ‘Didn’t think the Cassidys were the bookish type.’

‘Rex says it’s his dad. There’s another study downstairs too with even more shelves.’

‘Rex was up in the library with you?’

Ambrosia hesitated for a fraction of a moment. ‘He took a few of us on a tour earlier. I went back for a better look. The artworks are incredible... paintings, sculptures, souvenirs from overseas.’

Colin smiled outwardly, but inside his thoughts tightened and twisted. A tour of the house. Right. And did the tour end in his bedroom? He hated himself for thinking it. He and Ambrosia weren’t a couple. He had no claim on her. And if something had happened, he had no right to be angry.

‘I’m starving,’ Ambrosia said. ‘And exhausted. I’ve danced so much I can hardly feel my legs. Let’s get some food.’

Suspicion flickered again. Tired from dancing, or tired from something else? He pushed the thought away. He needed to trust her.

‘Sure,’ he said. ‘I could do with a feed myself.’ 
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​CHAPTER 2:
The girl is no one’s
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Vanessa Dante was having the time of her life. She danced provocatively with her female friends, stopping every so often to sip wine from her glass. A pleasant light-headedness made her feel silly and bold. She was also being a little braver with the straight girls than she normally would.

‘Come on, Jacqui. Dance with me like I did with Maggie.’ She caught Jacqui Donaldson by the wrist and drew her towards the centre of the floor. Jacqui was not the type to grind bodies with another girl, but Vanessa could not resist teasing. She slipped an arm around Jacqui’s waist, pressed close and leaned her mouth in towards hers.

Jacqui recoiled in disgust, blue eyes flashing. ‘Oh my god, Vanessa, will you just cut it out? I am not dancing with you like that.’

‘Don’t be such a party pooper, Jacqs.’

‘You always have to try it on, don’t you? You know I’m not like that. Wait... you’ve been drinking, haven’t you?’

Vanessa picked up her glass and took another mouthful, smiling mischievously. ‘Just punch. Same as everyone else.’

Jacqui flicked her dark hair back, her voice taking on its usual haughty tone. ‘That was not fruit juice I smelt on your breath.’

Vanessa giggled. ‘Okay, it’s wine. But I’m being discrete.’

‘I don’t call your behaviour at the moment discrete. Where can I get a glass?’

‘From the kitchen. But I don’t think you should have any. You and alcohol are not a good mix.’

Jacqui scoffed. ‘Neither are you and alcohol, especially when you start making passes at people like me.’

‘I’m just having a few glasses, that’s all.’

‘I think you’ve had a few glasses too many. Why don’t you just go back and dance with Maggie?’

‘She’s gone back to dancing with Bevan. I need a new partner.’

‘Just go find some other girl. Or even better go track down Rex. He’s the one you should be dancing with.’

Vanessa swirled wine in her glass. ‘I will be dancing with him... between the sheets tonight... for a few hours at least. Although, I have a feeling we’re gonna be up really late.’ She giggled. Maybe about mid-morning some time then. Anyway, I would have thought you’d be discouraging him from dancing with me so that you can get a few.’

‘Huh!’ Jacqui folded her arms. ‘As if that’ll happen. There are all these other girls from outside of Te Arawa whom Rex hardly ever sees. Apart from you, they’re the ones getting his attention tonight. Who’s he with right now anyway? Do you even care?’

‘Oh, I don’t remember. As long as he’s having the time of his life. Come midnight most of them will have gone and then there’ll only be a few of us left who have been invited to the after-party. I’ll get my time with my birthday boy.’

‘You always do. I just hope that most of these girls I don’t know will be gone too.’

Jacqui drifted away, leaving Vanessa there with her now empty glass of wine. She placed it on a nearby table. 

Belinda Lawrence, a wiry year-twelve blonde, stepped up without hesitation and slid her arms around Vanessa’s waist. She pulled her in and began to dance. Vanessa was mildly taken aback. She hardly knew the girl, and it was bold of Belinda to move in so confidently. Her brown eyes glittered as she smiled and pressed closer.

Vanessa made no move to pull back. If this girl wanted to dance with her, she wasn’t going to turn her away. It wasn’t until the girl planted her lips on Vanessa’s that she decided enough was enough. Vanessa pushed her off. 

‘Belinda, what are you doing?’

A few pairs of eyes watched on, but most of the others were too busy dancing to have noticed. 

‘I’m dancing with you. Like Maggie.’

Vanessa pulled away further. ‘You tried to kiss me.’

Belinda’s face dropped. ‘I... I just wanted to dance with you.’

‘Funny, I didn’t think that dancing normally involved making out too.’

‘But you do it with other girls.’

‘Yeah-huh, but just because I like girls doesn’t mean I fancy every girl in the school. Sorry, Belinda.’

Belinda eyed her coldly. ‘Why don’t you like me? Is it because my boobs are too small?’ 

‘I never said I didn’t like you. I just don’t know you that well.’

‘But you don’t know some of those other girls either, and you still did some of that stuff.’

Vanessa replied in a friendly tone, ‘That’s the beauty of having free will. I can choose who I wanna dance with and who I wanna kiss. I’m sorry, Belinda, but I don’t see you in that light.’

She was spared further explanation as Rex appeared.

Vanessa slipped into his arms and kissed him deeply. She gazed into his deep blue eyes. ‘I hope you’re having an amazing night.’ 

‘I’m having an awesome time. But I feel like I’m neglecting you.’

‘I want you.’ She kissed him a few times. 

‘Then let’s go upstairs.’

‘No. I can’t. I have to wait my turn.’

‘It’s your turn whenever you want it for as long as you want it.’

‘No.’ She struggled to hold back her urges. ‘You have birthday gifts to collect. I’m forcing myself to wait until later.’ She kissed him several more times, pulling him closer. 

‘I’m taking you upstairs n—’ 

She placed her finger on his lips. ‘Nuh uh, Rexy. Making me wait will make it even better. Don’t worry about me. I’m keeping myself entertained, I promise you.’

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Belinda still standing there, delivering both of them a piercing stare. Vanessa ignored her. 

Rick Maverick and Holly Robinson stepped up. 

‘Rex, you’re alive!’ Mav said cheerfully. The tall, dark-haired, happy-go-lucky joker had a smile on his face. ‘You’ve been missing all the karaoke fun down here. All this slipping away secretly is making me think that the birthday boy is avoiding getting up there on that stage and doing a number.’

‘Whatever could have given you that idea?’ Rex chuckled.

‘Rex,’ Vanessa said, ‘why don’t you and I do a duet?’

‘Sounds good,’ Rex said. ‘Just as long as it’s not a Grease song. I’ve still had enough of “You’re the One That I Want” and “Summer Loving” from performing them a hundred times last year for the school production.’

‘I’m with you on that. Something else retro though.’

Mav spoke up, with a twinkle in his hazel eyes, ‘How about an old Donny and Marie song? “I’m a little bit country, I’m a little bit rock n roll.’

Vanessa stared at him as if he’d taken leave of his senses. 

‘Donny and Marie?’ Rex scoffed. ‘We want retro, not ancient. I don’t think anyone here would even know who Donny and Marie is.’

Mav shook his head. ‘Rex, you’ve just embarrassed yourself by admitting that you know who they are.’

Rex chuckled. ‘Yeah, well my mother’s a fan. She still has old Osmond records in her collection.’

Mav’s eyes bugged. ‘Old what records?’ 

Holly intervened. ‘You know who they are. You have a bunch of their albums on your phone.’

The four of them laughed. 

‘Okay,’ Vanessa said. ‘Can we move ahead a few decades? Perhaps to the eighties? There were plenty of great duets then.’

‘I’ve got it!’ Holly’s face lit up. ‘I know the perfect one for you two, especially after seeing you and Maggs dancing earlier. How about an old Michael Jackson song?’

‘Michael Jackson?’ Vanessa asked. ‘Seriously?’

‘Yeah. “The Girl is Mine.” His duet with Beatle; Paul McCartney.’

Vanessa grinned. ‘Now you’re taking.’

‘Do you know it?’

‘Pretty much so. Should be no problem with the words on the screen. What about you, Rex?’

‘Love the song. Let’s do it. We’ll squabble over who gets the girl.’

‘It’ll be our first ever row.’

Moments later they were up on the karaoke stage, singing the song and entertaining the crowds as they pointed to different girls in the audience as if the song was about them. It wasn’t exactly the greatest dance number in the world, but the audience seemed to enjoy it, especially the girls whom Rex pointed to when he said, “she’s mine.”

Then came the talking bits near the end, which Vanessa had been looking forward to the most.

‘Nessie, we’re not gonna fight about this, okay?’

‘Rexy. I think I told you, I’m a lover not a fighter.’

‘I’ve heard it all before, Vanessa. She told me that she doesn’t go for girls, don’t you remember?’

‘Well. after getting it on with me she said she could never go back to guys.’

‘Is that what she said?’

‘Yeah-huh, she said it. You keep dreaming.’

‘I don’t BELIEEEE—’

Just then, a guy in the audience went flying back, crashing into a couple of chairs. He tumbled to the floor and clutched at the side of his jaw, staring up. Rex’s half-sister Skylar stood over him with a glare.

‘I’m sorry!’ The boy yelped. It was Malcolm Hopkins, a fellow year-thirteen. ‘I didn’t mean to.’

‘Keep your hands to yourself, creep!’

‘Honestly, it was an accident.’

‘Give me a break.’ Skylar huffed and left the room.

The music for their number died, with Rex looking on bewildered. He stepped down from the stage and walked across to where Malcolm still sat on the floor, nursing his jaw.

‘What the hell happened?’ Rex asked.

Vanessa was as curious to know what had happened as he was.

Malcolm widened his eyes. ‘I... I...’

Rex remained calm and didn’t have any malice in his eyes. 

‘She punched me,’ Malcolm said. ‘Right in the mouth. All I did was... it was an accident, Rex, we were talking and I went to touch her arm and she moved it at the last moment and I touched her...you know... instead.’

Vanessa felt some compassion for the guy. If Skylar thought he was making a pass at her, then it was no wonder she bopped him one. He was lucky to get away with only a fist and not a foot. Perhaps Malcolm hadn’t heard the story about how Skylar had single-handedly decimated the huge brute Jeff Bullock earlier that term, all with a few textbook karate moves. 

‘Okay, my man,’ Rex said, helping him to his feet. ‘I believe you.’ He turned and gazed towards the door Skylar had gone through. ‘Nessa, has Skylar been okay? Do you know?’

She shrugged. ‘I thought she was having fun. Dancing with lots of guys. I guess she really thought Malcolm was making a pass at her.’

‘Maybe. But it’s unlike her to lose her cool like that. She’d normally have just slapped him one.’

Vanessa glanced at Malcolm, who continued holding the side of his face. 

‘Are you sure you just touched her the once?’ Vanessa asked.

‘Honestly. I’d never try anything like that on anyone. Especially not Rex’s sister. No way.’

‘Did you say anything to her that might have set her off?’

‘No. I was saying I liked her a lot. I was flattering her. She kind of didn’t seem to really appreciate that though. Don’t know why. It’s not like I was lying.’

Rex nodded. ‘Most likely stuff she’s heard a thousand times.’ He grinned and patted Malcolm on the back. ‘Don’t worry about it, my man. She’ll cool off.’

‘I’ll go talk to her,’ Vanessa said. ‘Just to be sure she’s okay.’

‘Thanks, Ness.’

It took a good search around to find Skylar. The blonde sat out back in a quieter part of the yard on a bench under an apple tree, plucking leaves off a twig. Her blue eyes appeared sad and she barely acknowledged Vanessa as she sat next to her. 

‘What’s up Sky? What did Malcolm do?’

Skylar let out a deep sigh. ‘I just thumped a guy for making a mistake. Can’t believe I blew a fuse so easily.’

‘You sure it was a mistake?’

‘Yeah, I’m pretty sure it was.’ She plucked a leaf from the twig and let it float to the ground. ‘But at the time he was irritating the hell out of me, trying to butter me up. I’ve been getting that all evening so far. Guys hitting on me.’

‘I hate that.’

She paused from her leaf plucking and turned her eyes to Vanessa. ‘Don’t get me wrong, a lot of the guys are nice and some of them are pretty cute, but it gets a bit old, you know? I just wanna have a fun evening without having to worry about guys trying for something more.’

Vanessa raised an eyebrow. ‘So, even the fact that Rex is your brother hasn’t stopped them from trying it on?’

‘None of them have gone too far. It’s mainly been flattery and flirting... trying to get extra close while dancing and stuff like that. I guess I was kind of nearing the end of my tether and Malcolm suffered the brunt.’

Vanessa patted her arm. ‘That’s perfectly understandable. So, there wasn’t even one guy that you wanted to spend more time with?’

Skylar’s eyes narrowed. ‘Not all of us are looking to hook up, Vanessa.’ 

Vanessa pulled back. ‘I’m sorry. I wasn’t suggesting you should.’

‘Not all of us are into free love like a bunch of hippies.’

Vanessa bristled but she kept her annoyance in check. ‘Are you having issues with Rex and my relationship again? The fact we allow each other to see other girls? I thought you were getting used to that.’

Skylar let out a huff. ‘Look, Vanessa, let me deal with things my way. You don’t need to be coming along trying to be my support person. I never asked you to be.’ She plucked another leaf from her twig, this time with a lot more force. 

‘Sky...’ Vanessa placed her hand on her shoulder. ‘I...’

‘Skylar shook it off. ‘Go! Leave me alone.’ She slapped the twig into Vanessa’s side and let it go.

‘But...’

‘I said go! I don’t want to talk to you anymore.’

Vanessa slowly rose to her feet, glanced sadly one last time at Skylar and departed.
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​CHAPTER 3:
Temptation
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Rick Maverick sat with Holly Robinson at a table overlooking the swimming pool while they ate dinner. The band was on a break so the dominant sounds were laughter, splashing, and the whoops of people wrestling over inflatable tubes.

Holly, his short, shapely, brown-haired girlfriend, looked extra cute tonight in her loose top and figure-hugging skirt. Her lipstick made her full lips look even more kissable than usual.

‘I can’t believe Pete’s not here,’ she said.  

‘I know. He’s gutted about it and I’m talking literally here. He’s so badly gutted that he’s throwing up left, right and centre.’

‘Pleeeease, don’t talk about throwing up while I’m eating.’

Mav grinned as she delivered him a dirty look. ‘His gut was so violently chunderous that it made that egg salad there on your plate look like... well like regurgitated scrambled eggs.’

Holly dropped her fork violently onto her plate and glared at him. ‘I’ll regurgitate you in a minute!’ She then cracked up laughing. 

‘And that chicken lasagne? After Pete threw up the first time, there were these little pieces of—’

‘Don’t you dare! I don’t wanna hear it.’ She delivered him a friendly thump on the shoulder. 

Mav loved having her as his official date. They’d been on and off for nearly two years, and they had settled into a comfortable place where they were together but still gave each other breathing room.

‘So, what do you think of Rex’s party anyway?’ he asked. ‘I have to say there’s a huge amount of really hot girls here.’

Holly rolled her eyes. ‘Trust you to notice.’

‘How could I not? They outnumber us guys by about two to one.’

Holly delivered him a wry smile. ‘Is this a hint? Do you want me to... you know... let you loose in the candy store with a few bucks? I will if that’s what you want.’

Mav flagged his hand. ‘No, not at all. Looking at some of these girls though, I’d say I’ll need more than a few bucks. They look expensive. Besides... why would I want them when I have the most expensive, delicious piece of candy right here with me now?’

Holly folded her arms. ‘Just you remember that... boy.’

The two of them laughed.

‘It is a good party,’ Holly said. ‘Although it would be nice if there were a few more cute guys I don’t know. But wherever Rex goes, he ends up surrounded by girls, so of course those are the ones he invites.’

‘Pretty much. He could walk into a men-only club and still have girls hit on him. He told them to bring dates, but most didn’t. Probably hoping for their big romantic birthday moment with the man of the hour.’

Holly pretended to play a violin and spoke in a singsong voice, ‘I feel sooooo sorry for them.’

‘I bet you do. Just like I
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