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Savvy

I closed my eyes and drew a deep breath. Aunt Rosy and Uncle Trevor knew where we’d be. Kody was parked in front of some teen flick and everything was fine. It was just a beach party.

The long strand of hair twirled between my fingers easily as I pulled it away from my face, up and back. Another pin into the twist did the trick to secure it in place. Fluffing out the ends and dragging the blonde mass over my shoulder, I assessed my appearance in the full-length mirror one last time for good measure.

“Hurry up,” Tori complained from her room. “We’ll be the last ones there.”

“There’s nothing wrong with being fashionably late.” I swung my hips in a deliberate sashay as I rounded the bathroom corner.

“It’s not our lateness that people will be talking about. You and I are looking fantabulous.”

“Fan-bloody-tabulous.” I threw my hands in the air and spun around, showing off my designer beach dress. Simple white linen, the Billabong number was the perfect outfit for tonight’s party. Especially when coupled with my pale pink Havianas.

A car horn honked somewhere outside.

“That’ll be Miller.” Tori sighed.

“The elusive Miller? Are you telling me this boy—”

“Man, Savannah.” She finger-raked her super short black hair. “Boys are for girls. Real women date men.”

“This boy ...” I wagged my finger, “...is not, in fact, a figment of your deepest desires and darkest secrets, but a real, live boy?”

“I told you he’s been working flat-out all summer. Give me a break and prepare to be jealous, because he’s far more real than any Pinocchio you would have met at college. Although ... if his nose was as long as his di—”

I shoved a hand in her face. “T.M.I.”

That scored a cheeky grin from my cousin, who turned and dashed down the stairs. She’d been talking about this Miller guy all summer, and even though I’d been home from college for more than a month I still hadn’t met the first guy she’d dated since ... well, in a while. And she called me her best friend.

I snatched my purse off the bed and followed the vanilla-scented path Tori had left as she fled. By the time I reached the front porch, my cousin was wrapped around a tallish, thinnish guy. By the way she clung to him as she kissed him hello, it was clear that they shared something more passionate than each other’s saliva. As if she sensed I was right behind her, Tori pulled back, keeping a hold of Miller’s hand, and leaned into his side.

She grinned up at him. “This is my cousin Savannah.”

“Hi.” I gave an awkward fingertip wave and Miller smiled.

“I’ve heard a lot,” he said.

“Likewise.”

“I’m sorry about ...” He glanced away in that sympathetic way I’d grown to hate.

“Shall we?” Tori dragged him down the steps so fast that if he fell he would have snapped clean in half. Miller didn’t seem to care. He let her drag him along like a puppy on a leash until they reached the curb, then he kissed her cheek and strode around the front of Tori’s red Lancer parked in our driveway. Meanwhile, Tori beamed over her shoulder, mouthing, Miller borrowed my car.

Smiling at her giddy happiness, my fingers slid under the door handle and I let myself into the backseat while Tori climbed in the front beside her boyfriend.

Miller turned the engine over and my stomach tensed as he pulled away from our house. Up front, Tori giggled and I slumped in my seat, watching the streetlights zoom by the side window. 

She spun around to look back at me. “Remember when we used to go to beach parties all the time?”

“Yeah ...” I sighed. Back in high school, they’d been a regular occurrence, and it seemed that they’d continued in my absence. She’d been trying to drag me to one all summer, and finally I’d given in. “Wonder if any of my old friends will be there?”

Miller drove one-handed, his arm working overtime to turn the wheel while his other hand sat upside down on the console, cradling Tori’s long fingers.

A good ten minutes after we’d left the lights of town behind us, Miller pulled the car into a dirt track. I pressed my palms against the coarse fabric of the backseat, bracing myself for the bumpy ride. In no time at all we reached a dark parking lot teeming with cars and suddenly I couldn’t sit still, sliding from one window to the other to see who was there. Our headlights shone on at least a dozen other vehicles of all shapes, sizes, and makes. A shiny BMW had parked alongside a beat-up Combi van, laden with surfboards, and that sat right near an off-road motorcycle. But it was the black Outlander that caught my attention, sitting proudly amongst the other vehicles, despite its dust-covered doors and muddy wheels. Its presence somehow made this whole party a little easier to face.

As we climbed out of Tori’s car, the smell of the ocean hit me, almost buckling my knees with its familiarity. The sounds of distant revelry danced in the air, but Tori’s voice cut above it. “Shall we?”

“We shall.” I eyed up the cooler bag in her hand.

Tori shot me a lopsided grin then unzipped the case and extracted a drink, which she passed my way. I uncapped the bottle and took a sip, the sweet raspberry flavour coating my tongue with its goodness. I hooked my arm through hers and we made for the path that led to the ocean. Five Mile Beach wasn’t popular or crowded. In fact, it was more of a backwater beach that wasn’t even patrolled. It had plenty of sand, with dunes that extended well beyond the beachfront. All in all, the perfect place for a bonfire party.

“I wish you didn’t have to go back,” Tori said, as we walked up the slight hill.

“You could always transfer schools and come with me.”

She sighed. “You could’ve gone to uni here.”

She’d never leave Coffs and we both knew it, which was exactly why I’d said she should transfer. I loved Tori to pieces, but being at college alone was the medicine I needed. The time away was better than anyone back home would ever realise, especially after what had happened.

Sand slid between my Havis and my toes, the grainy texture pure bliss on my feet that in just a fortnight’s time would be confined to proper shoes. We crested the hill and the music hit me first, followed by the crash of waves. I stalled, my feet freezing in the sand as all five of my senses took in the scene below.

“Absence makes the heart grow fonder.” I tossed the cliché over my shoulder as I flicked off my Havis and ran down onto the beach, where the orange glow of a bonfire cast a small crowd in silhouette against the evening sky.

Then it hit me. The scent of burning driftwood, coiling around me, suffocating me, dragging me back to that night.

His eyes sparkled in the firelight with laughter as I spun around them both, my feet kicking up sand with the dance. Other voices faded in and out, but it felt like it was just us. With one hand on her waist, he held his other up in the air and grabbing it, I spun around them both as if they were my own personal may pole. His smiling eyes never left mine as she sucked back on her joint, then when it was spent, nuzzled into his neck.

A shrill beep invaded our moment and frowning, she reached into her pocket, took one look at the lit up screen and glanced toward me.

My chest constricted, but Tori’s hand snatched mine as she ran past. No longer burdened with the bag, she was like a whirlwind, dragging me toward the party. I laughed aloud in spite of the heavy feeling around my heart, and we ran right up to the fire’s edge, with every damn soul here looking our way.

“Savvy’s home!” Tori yelled. A few cheers followed, but mostly everyone ignored us, until a couple of girls I’d known in high school made their way around the fire.

“Hey girl. What happened to you? You disappeared to Oxley and dropped off the face of well, everything. Did you de-friend me?”

“Not just you. I shut down my social media.” I didn’t tell her I’d re-opened it with a fresh slate, only keeping people I was actually in contact with, like Tori. Even Kody wasn’t on there, since she hated social media.

Pity bloomed in her eyes. “Ah. That makes sense ...”

Their thoughts were practically painted on their faces; the last time we saw you at one of these parties ... Small talk ensued, but my mind wandered so much that I couldn’t keep up with the conversation. It was just idle chitchat anyway. How was college? Did I like my major? When did I go back to Armidale? Was there a guy on the scene or was I single?

I cradled my drink while they buzzed around me.

“Shove over.” Kody pushed her way onto the couch between Mum and I, popcorn spilling out of the bowl cradled in her arm.

I shifted a little closer to Dad, who said, “You all ready for the big game tomorrow night, chickpea?”

Kody laughed and tucked her legs up underneath herself. “It’s a sure win.”

The movie I’d picked out hummed into the opening credits, and I snuggled down into my spot on the couch.

“Don’t be too cocky, now.” Mum tutted. “Nothing’s ever sure.”

After a while, I found myself gazing into the fire while sipping my second vodka of the evening. Tori had disappeared, though I could guarantee there would be no mysteriousness about it. She’d be rolling around in the sand somewhere with Miller, for sure.

It was good to see her happy, but if I ever looked at a guy with that much blatant adoration, then the entire thing was over. I wouldn’t be a fawning fool for any guy.

The girls I’d been talking to sat by my side, engrossed in their own conversation and me ... well, my mind wound back again, and that crippling feeling slammed into my gut. The waves crashing on the shore became a rhythm on which I forced myself to concentrate.

“Well, well ... Savannah West.”

I looked up into Dane Beaumont’s familiar face and smiled, once again in spite of the heaviness inside me. The guy was like sex on legs; he was so damn good looking. It was a real pity he knew just how sexy he was. He smiled at me with the tummy-clenching grin that he’d perfected sometime over his past two years at Oxley, and positioned himself on the sand beside me.

“Hey.” A ridiculous giddiness washed over me at his closeness. And, if I was being completely honest, it was also caused by the fact I hadn’t set eyes on him since summer break started. One month, two weeks, and four days ago. Not that I was counting, because that would be beyond lame, and lame I was not.

“Hey, pretty girl.”

I shook my head. The guy was the biggest flirt. And I wouldn’t buy into it, not with the past we shared. My feelings for him needed to stay away, where I’d safely tucked them for years.

Thick and black, the plaited leather he wore around his neck hung in the hollow of his throat until he leaned forward, wrists balanced on raised knees. Then the Celtic disc that hung front and centre pushed his baggy T-shirt forward, affording me a glimpse of his tanned chest and just the lightest dusting of hair.

My tummy tingled for all it was worth, only the sensation was way too low to actually be in my stomach.

Ah crap. Why did Dane Beaumont, of all guys, have this effect on me? He was strictly off-limits.

“How’s your summer break been?” An attempted cover of the fact all my brain cells had turned to mush.

“Not too bad. Yours?”

“Different. I hear Christian is at Olivia’s place.” Gee, now I was the queen of small talk.

Dane chuckled, then planted his hands in the sand behind him and leaned back, his shoulder brushing my arm.

A stupid shiver rippled through my entire body, not leaving a single inch of flesh unaffected by his touch. Rolling, crashing, rhythmic waves. They were still out there.

“Savvy ...”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t be a stranger this year, okay?”

I snorted. “I wasn’t a stranger last year, Dane. You were the one who ignored me.” While sleeping with every girl who walked Oxley’s halls.

Being around Dane had never been easy. In the four years we’d known each other, our relationship had always been complicated. I guess that was bound to happen when the only guy who made your skin buzz also made your heart clench with broken maybes.

“I’d never ignore you, babe.”

“Don’t use your sleazy lines on me.”

His mouth dropped open in mock surprise and he leaned forward, motioning between us. “A line ...” fake gasp “Savannah West, that was the truth.”

He leaned in, bumping his shoulder against mine and leaving it there, the bare skin of his biceps, triceps, whatever ceps it was, smooched against my oversensitive skin. While his eyes, steady pools of green reflecting the firelight, caressed my gaze.

I gulped. Again. My stupid mouth had flooded with more moisture than the ocean before us held. Heat swallowed me in its warmth, radiating off his face that had somehow crept close while I was busy looking at his eyes.

Shit. He wasn’t. Couldn’t.

His tongue slid across his bottom lip and if I just ...

BOOM!

A squeal rang through the night air, then another loud bang, and suddenly fireworks bloomed in the blackened sky, which was typical. They lit up the darkness with their beauty. And they bloody well matched the fireworks inside of me that I needed to ignore.
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Dane

Driftwood Creations’ inventory was low. There weren’t any large pieces left, but we had a good display of lamp stands, bowls, frames, and even a few bigger pieces of furniture.

The old man had always loved creating things out of wood, and over the years he’d turned his passion from a hobby into a mini business. Now, for the first time it was his sole income. He’d given away his day job at the pine plantation to focus on the art he was so damn good at creating.

I wandered out the back to his workshop where he sat on a wooden stool with Mum’s little dog curled at his feet. The ornate base of what would probably wind up a coffee table rested between his thighs as he ran a battered piece of sandpaper over its limbs with long, sure strokes. The way he transformed each washed up log into furniture sure was something else; every single piece was a unique work of art.

“Si’down, kid.”

I pulled up a stool, the scrape of its legs on the concrete earning pricked ears from the tiny terrier as Pa’s calloused hands worked with great care. “That’s gonna be sweet.”

“Yup.” He didn’t take his eyes off the job. “It’s all in picking the right bit of timber for the job. You need an eye for it; a piece like this, with plenty of sturdy branches ...” he tapped the limb he was working on, “... is perfect for a table. See how they all curve toward a central support? If you even them up, there’s one hell of a strong stand with plenty of detail.”

“You gonna put a glass top on her? Make the base a centrepiece?” I leaned back on the stool, my shoulders against the wall.

Smiling, the old man tipped his head toward a pile of raw wood. “You’ve got a knack for it, kid. Grab a chunk and get to work.”

A layer of sawdust covered everything in the room, even the off-cuts littering the floor. “You know it’s not my thing.”

“Rubbish.”

He tossed me one of his scraps, a small piece of timber no bigger than Roar, who’d just raised his head to look around. Little mutt probably thought he was missing out on something. I turned the piece over in my hand. There wasn’t a lot to be done with a bit this size, maybe something decorative. I retrieved a sheet of coarse sandpaper from the floor, no doubt left where it last fell, and set to work smoothing down the wood. I’d been there the entire summer, helped him open the door for the very first time right before Christmas. Tourist season was coming to a close though, and things would slow down now until Easter. That slow period would be the real tell for the business.

We worked in silence most of the afternoon, only breaking for the bell indicating a customer had entered the shop. Not that we needed a bell, with Roar’s excited friends-are-here yap. Usually I spent more time up front than out back and the old man did the opposite, both of us where we liked to be. Although it got boring, working the wood beside him held a certain solidarity, even if my efforts couldn’t be called art. But his ... he had an unmatched talent which meant this was a viable business. He just needed to run it properly for these first few years to get it off the ground. So Driftwood Creations didn’t become a statistic—failing in the first two years.

The bell jingled again and I set my work on the bench.

“It’s just me,” Mum called from the front door. Roar ran circles around the dusty workshop floor, not stopping until Ma’s rosy face appeared in the staff entry door. “I thought you two might be hungry.”

She placed a wicker basket on the workbench and Dad set his piece down, scrubbing dusty hands on dustier work jeans. Good thing the old girl was on the ball; she plucked one of those cleaning wipe things from a packet in her bag and passed it to him. Dad cleaned his hands then took a look in the basket, plucking out a slice of bread which he offered to the dog.

“Smells good, darlin’.”

I gave my own hands a onceover with the hospital-grade disinfectant. She passed me a plastic container that warmed my aching fingers, fingers that were used to pushing a pen at college, not working timber. Looked like some kind of stew—chunks of beef and potato swimming in brown gravy. It smelled more than good; it smelled bloody amazing. I dug in, shovelling a huge hunk of beef into my mouth. The muggy January heat might have had me sweating, but there was nothing better than a good feed, stifling weather or not.

“Is this your work?” Mum held the piece I’d been carving, its tiny branches like long fingers messed up in a tangled wooden knot.

“Yeah ... just humouring the old man.”

“It’s hardly humouring, Dane. This will make a fine ornament.”

Leaning against the counter, Pa gestured my way with his fork. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell him. Kid won’t recognise his own talent.”

I laughed around my last mouthful of casserole. “Give it up, already. I’m at the business end of this show, and you both know it. Got a head for it.” It wasn’t that I hated working with my hands—it just wasn’t my thing. “You staying now, Ma?”

She nodded.

“Then I’m out.” Pressing my hand to her shoulder, I kissed her on the cheek then gave the old man a see-ya-later nod.

I crossed to the back door and left the tiny shop, emerging into the equally small parking lot where my Outlander waited. The best thing about my black SUV was the fact my surfboard could slide in the back, so I didn’t have to worry about it being strapped to the roof when I wasn’t with my wheels. I climbed in, and the springs in the driver’s seat sagged under my weight as I worked to wind down the squeaky window. Felt like a hot box in here, thanks to another almost forty-degree Celsius day. I cranked up the stereo and slung an arm on the open window, then peeled out onto the road.

With tourist season in full swing, my preferred beach had become a little cove out of town. I zoomed along the highway for a good fifteen minutes before pulling into the road that led to the coast. My phone buzzed along the way, and when I brought the Outlander to a stop in Five Mile Beach’s dirt parking lot, I grabbed the cell off the passenger seat.

Yo, Beauy. What’s happening?

That was Logan; nothing for weeks, then a text out of nowhere. We’d been friends for a few years and had been through some serious shit together. The kind that shot the formalities out of the park. I flicked back a reply.

Nothing. Just about to hit the surf. What’s doin’?

I popped the hatch and climbed out, taking my phone. It buzzed before I’d even reached for my bag.

Heading back to college this year. Don’t suppose you’re looking to move out

of Oxley? Get a place in town? I could use another roommate.

I dragged my duffle bag over from the far corner and stepped out of my flip-flops, then dropped the boardies and pulled my spring wetsuit up over my arse while contemplating a response. The high pitch of laughter caught my attention, and I looked over to where a pair of chicks had just climbed out of the only other car in the lot. The curvy brunette offered up a smile.

And lose the free flow of ladies? Appealing as living with you is, it’s my last year.

Oxley’s the place to be.

Grabbing a handful of shirt at the back of my neck, I tugged it off over my head then shoved the keys to the Outlander inside my towel and grabbed my board out of the car.

There was something about walking up the wooden path with Shea oaks on either side, sand oozing between my toes, that felt like home. I’d probably spent more time in the water than I had anywhere else over the years. Even as a kid I’d joined Nippers—surf lifesaving for kids—rather than the soccer team, like my mates. Saltwater was in my blood. 

I crested the hill and sucked back a whiff of ocean air. In only a few weeks I’d be hundreds of kilometres inland. Should’ve picked a university based on location, not its courses. There was no doubt I was enrolled in one of the best business courses this side of the big cities, and Oxley wasn’t too far from home. Still, I missed this place when I was away.

I hefted the board under my arm, reshuffling its weight. Soft sand gave underfoot as I walked off the wooden steps and out onto the dune. A few people bobbed around in the surf, but nowhere near as many grommets as you’d find at the beaches in town this time of year. I jammed the end of my board into the sand and dropped my towel, taking a moment to appreciate the crashing waves, watching for where they broke, seeing which direction the swell pulled.

Satisfied I had the drag pegged, I dropped my towel on the sand and pulled up the top of my suit, sliding my arms inside the sleeveless top, and caught the long zipper cord between my fingers then pulled it up until it hit the top. I tucked my board under my arm and made for the water. The soft sand gave way to firm, and the moment my toes hit the shore I couldn’t wait any longer. I jogged into the rolling waves until the water lapped at my knees then I flopped onto the floating fibreglass belly first and paddled out to deeper waters.

As I pulled each arm through the briny waves, I realised that this was what made me happy. Made me feel the same way my dad felt when he was turning wood. Being one with the ocean, knowing which wave to catch, then the breathless six-second ride to shore—that was what life was about. Following my gut always gave the best ride, and that was bloody awesome. Time moved in a different way out there. An hour could pass in the blink of an eye. A whole day in just a moment. 

When the sun fell close to the tree-line, I paddled in to shore. My hair flicked off my forehead as I shook the water out and hoisted the board under my arm.

“Hey ...” Giggling, the girls from earlier walked my way. One stepped forward. “Impressive surfing out there.” Wearing a white bikini, and with a pair of flip-flops hanging from her fingers, the chick was damn hot. Her redheaded friend was of much the same calibre, if not better, thanks to her cherry locks.

“The swell was pretty mediocre, but thanks.” Her swell sure wasn’t average. I began my trek up the beach. They’d follow. The talkers always did.

“You from around here?” 

Bingo.

“Sometimes.”

“We haven’t seen you before.”

“You mustn’t have been looking, babe. I’m here every day.”

“Well then, I might see you tomorrow.”

“Maybe.”

The smile she offered said she’d be here waiting, available for the taking.

I unzipped my wettie and peeled it back to my waist, enjoying the warm air on my bare skin. I tossed my towel around my neck and looped the Outlander’s keys into the tag on my suit before heading back up the beach and to the parking lot. It hadn’t been an epic session, but it didn’t need to be to sate my thirst for catching a wave. Those few seconds when I got up on a good one were unlike any other moment in life, and each wave ... each wave told a different story. No two rides were ever the same.

I leaned my board against the Outlander and unlocked the hatch. Lifting it up and peeling off the wetsuit, I then changed back into my board shorts, feeling refreshed and alive thanks to the drying saltwater on my cool skin. I reached for my phone and woke it up with a thumb to the screen to see what Logan had come back with.

Mate, come on. There’d be just as many girls to bring home,

only you’d have a much bigger bed to roll them around in.

He’d need a roomie for the money, but as good a bloke as Logan was, I couldn’t not be at Oxley. I’d made a promise to myself to watch out for Savannah West, and I might have spent the last year doing it from afar and through mutual friends, but there was no way I could it keep an eye on her all the way from town.

Soz, dude. No can do. Pumped you’ll be back on campus though.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Dane

I’d been back at Oxley for a whole day, and already Christian had me lugging shit around for the social committee. I hefted the keg out of the back of my Outlander and stood aside while my mate grabbed the second one, grunting as he heaved it out of the car. Always the organiser, Olivia, the impeccably ordered redhead he’d been dating for almost a year, pushed the hatch closed, and led the way into the dormitory we called our college home. As we came around the corner, her screech just about killed my ears. “Savvy!”

Good thing I was paying attention or I wouldn’t have pulled up in time to stop from barrelling their hug-a-thon over. “How was the summer? You never called, or emailed, and your texts were so ...” Olivia blahed out a sound. “I missed you so much!”

“Likewise. Life sucks when I don’t see you every day,” Savannah bellowed in her friend’s ear. Christian raised a brow, but I’d already noticed the way Savvy’s tight shirt didn’t quite contain her assets. Dude needed to keep his eyes locked on his girlfriend.

They kept jumping. I kept watching Savvy bounce. Christian kept gawk-grinning.

“How was your family?” Olivia bubbled. “I bet Kody was happy to see you. And your parents ... they good?”

Savvy never missed a beat, nor did she acknowledge my disapproving look. Instead, she placed her hands on Olivia’s arms, her pretty blue eyes trained on the other girl as she lied. “Ecstatic. Now, tell me about your break. What happened? Who did you see? What did you get up to? Oh my god, Christian met your family. How did that go?”

My mate took that as his cue to heft the keg higher onto his shoulder. “This damn thing’s too heavy.”

Olivia’s hair bounced with her shrug. “It was all right, I guess. My dad loved him and they went golfing every other day, so there was that.”

“Oh ...” Savvy glanced toward his retreating back, and damn, if Christian wasn’t right. My arm ached; best get the beer put away. I reshuffled the weight, shot them each a suave smile and took off while Savvy continued as if there’d been no interruption. “But it was good having him there, right? You guys got some alone time?”

Their voices faded, but the voice in my head, Savvy’s, brushing off Olivia’s question didn’t. Shit, if everything about that didn’t sit wrong.

****
[image: ]


Savvy

OLIVIA TURNED AROUND and grabbed a fat envelope off her desk, which she passed to me. “Here, I saw this and thought you’d love it.”

The pink paper bulged between my fingers, thicker than just an envelope holding a letter. “You shouldn’t have, Livia.”

“Just open it already.”

I tore open the delicate paper and a pair of hibiscus-shaped earrings, made from seashells, if I wasn’t mistaken, laid within. “These are just gorgeous. Thank you!”

I unpinned the tiny diamond studs in my ears and replaced them with my favourite flowers, then kissed her on the cheek.

“I’m so glad you like them. I saw them at this lovely little boutique on the harbour and—”

“The harbour? Shut up! One of these days I’m coming home with you so we can hit the city shops together.”

“That would be so nice, Savvy.”

I threw myself onto her bed and watched Olivia move around the room with more grace than ever. She always seemed more refined after school breaks, as if she were taking more notice of how she moved. Her fingers moved over the paper laid out on her desk.

A peek over her shoulder revealed a huge calendar on the desk, already colour coded with several social events, hockey games, and term breaks. It looked like Olivia was facing another hectic year. The woes of being Ms Socialite. Fancy dress courtyard party covered one of the pink squares.

“What’s this?” I jabbed at the date three weeks from now.

“That’s our first major function of the year. It’s just a keg party in Front Courtyard, but we’re dressing it up with a theme.”

“Come on, girl. Give up the details. You know how much I love costume parties.”

Olivia offered me a real smile, along with a pencil and notepad. “Occupations.”

Squealing with delight, I snatched the stationery and started sketching a plan. Something fun, different, and just a little bit sexy. That was what I’d need to create the perfect costume.

“What are you wearing?”

“No idea. But Dane and Christian were talking bodyguard costumes.”

She didn’t talk much as she made the calendar look like a fluorescent bingo card. I didn’t have a lot to say either, so when my sketch was complete, shopping list and all, I got up. The silence was a tad unusual for us, but I wasn’t going to push her to talk about summer break if she didn’t want to.

“Right, I suppose I’d better unpack. I’m in block L this year, mid floor. Swing over when you finish up here.”

“Sure.”

I bounded out of her room and down the stairs, then into a courtyard sprinkled with people. Waving to a group of fellow teaching students across the way, I felt pretty good inside—light—as if a weight had lifted off my shoulders since I’d left home this morning.

“Hey!” I yelled across the courtyard, my voice echoing off the brick walls that enclosed it.

“Savvy,” someone shouted back. “Get over here!”

I ducked under the chain-link barrier and out onto the grass. Just as I stood up, my shoulder slammed into a rock-hard ...

“Mother fu—”

Papers fluttered everywhere, but I straightened up, glancing into the same cool green stare I hadn’t stopped thinking about for the past three weeks, even if I had pretended to totally ignore it just a half hour ago.

“Shit. Sorry, Sav.” Dane’s mouth curved around my name like he was happy it had passed his lips. Lies ... all lies ... The guy knew how to make a girl swoon.

“Dane.” I fake smiled, scooping up my sketches.

“Now, now. Don’t be like that.”

“Like what?” I deadpanned.

“You know we’re friends, right?”

I raised my eyebrow.

“You don’t have female friends, Dane.”

“Sure I do.”

I went to move around him, but Dane’s hands gripped my shoulders, holding me in place while his eyes searched mine. The connection was too much to handle, so I dropped my gaze, taking in his loose tank. The neck scooped so low the trail of his leather necklace led right to the stupid smattering of hair that peeked out the top of his shirt.

“We’ve been friends for a long time, and that night—”

“No.” I held up my hand. “Please, just no.”

He dropped his arms to his sides, sucking in his lips as if he knew he had no right to mention what had happened back then.

“Kasi,” I shouted to the friend who’d waved me over earlier. “I missed you SO much.”

I didn’t look back as I shot across the courtyard, away from the only person at Oxley with whom I couldn’t pretend.

“Get your arse over here, Savvy,” Kasi called. “I’ve got so much to tell you.”
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CHAPTER FOUR

[image: ]


Savvy

Music pumped through Front Courtyard, bouncing off the walls so loudly it was near impossible to hold a conversation. They were the perfect party tunes to shimmy along to as I worked my way through the crowd, holding a plastic cup in my hand. It felt like my head—too light. Whatever they put in the stuff they called Go Gas sure was potent. I swallowed another mouthful of the sweet, strong liquid.

“Looking good,” a low voice growled in my ear, and I spun around, facing my favourite ex-next-room neighbour.

“Dono, how are you?” Setting my empty glass on the ground, I threw my arms around his ample shoulders and pulled my friend in for a hug, as if I hadn’t seen him just yesterday in the dining hall.

“Better now I’ve seen you.”

Tossing him an eyebrow waggle, I said, “I bet that’s what you tell all the gals and guys.”

“Just you, baby, just you.”

It looked as if he’d decided cross-dressing was the name of the game for tonight’s occupations theme. He had on a plaid school uniform, the fabric of the pinafore stretched taut across his round belly, while a wig, its ginger locks pulled into two braids, covered his short, spiked hair. I twirled one of the woollen braids around my index finger, but Dono was oblivious to my harmless flirting. His gaze was fixed on a spot through the crowd, where the boob patrol surrounded Dane like a flock of seagulls chasing a lone chip.

My teaching classmate Kasi hung off Dane’s every word, giggling like the schoolgirl Dono had dressed as. Her hand rested on Dane’s chest, and I’d bet she was copping a good feel through the tight button-down he had on. My fingers twitched. I clamped them around my cup tighter.

True to his word, Dane had dressed as a bodyguard, and it looked damn good on him. All black and white, his shirt was coupled with an honest-to-god suit and some kind of ear piece that connected to a tiny microphone at his mouth. That mouth moved with slow purpose, probably uttering just the right thing at just the right moment to keep the boob patrol’s attention. In that moment, he must have said something funny, because laughter surged through his little flock.

“Savannah!” The squeal pulled my attention away from the scene across the way and to Becca, who’d lived on our floor last year, too.

“Becca, bo-decca. How’s my girl?” Dono tossed the leggy blonde a wink and smiled.

“Not bad. Love the dress, pretty boy!” She bent to kiss his cheek, then grabbed my hand. “I can’t believe we haven’t caught up yet. How was your summer? What did you get up to?”

“Pretty good,” I answered. “I didn’t do much really, just hung out at home.”

“Good to see your parents?”

I shrugged, tamping down the pang in my chest as I flat-out lied. “Always.”

“You’ve got a sister too, right? I bet you guys hit the beach together every day.” She scanned the crowd. “Gee, I’d love to live on the coast.”

“Yeah ...” An image of Kody sprung to mind—parked in front of the TV all summer, watching reruns of Glee. “I miss the ocean when I’m here. Everything else though”—I swept an arm through the air, indicating I meant Oxley—“I miss when I’m at home.”

“You’re the sweetest,” Becca said, as if it were a personal compliment.

“No, you are.” I forced the last of my drink past the aching lump in my throat, and placed a hand on her elbow to move past her. “But my bladder isn’t. It’s time to pee.”

Edging my way around her, I tried not to stab anyone’s feet with my pointed heels. Those shoes may have topped off my police costume perfectly, but gee they were deadly. 

The crowd was extra thick tonight, so making it to the edge of the courtyard was hard work. Once I reached the fringe, my exit grew easier, and even though people had spilled over into Back Courtyard, I managed to make it upstairs to my floor and my own bathroom without anything more than a wave and hello as I trotted past. 

I lingered up there longer than was absolutely necessary. Probably because the mention of home had brought a lump to my throat that I needed to get under control, pronto. I twisted the manufactured curls back into the ends of my hair using my fingers, then reapplied a fresh coat of cherry lipstick. My police cap had somehow twisted, so I repositioned it back into place too, slightly off centre.

Feeling more composed, I was ready to head back downstairs, but first I ducked into my room and checked my phone for messages. Carrying it with me proved impossible since the tiny black dress was devoid of pockets. Aunt Rosy always went on about the danger of sticking a phone in one’s bra. Too much radiation, or some such business, could cause breast cancer.

No new messages or calls. Things sure were different to last year; it seemed that Miller kept Tori well occupied. I pulled the door closed behind me, glancing at its empty timber. The whiteboard alone wasn’t much to look at. I really should get around to decorating that sometime. The blank canvas look was so un-me. I scrawled my name across the top and added a few flowers to pretty it up. That’d do for now.

My heels clipped against the brown tiles as I descended the echoing staircase. The bass of the music thrummed, even from here. Happiness seeped into me from the beat, and I tapped my fingers against my thigh. There was nothing more grounding than a good courtyard party. I really did love being around these people.

“Sav-aaaaan-nah!”

Throwing an arm into the air, I waved at whoever lingered across the courtyard as I walked past. Stopping to mingle back here was just too far out of the fray.

“Come join the masses,” I shouted back.

When I reached the edge of Front, the gathering grew mighty loud. No wonder they’d upped the music’s volume. A crowd had assembled around one of the wooden picnic tables, and it looked like beer races were on. Christian Allan and Blaine Stratford stood up on the table, each chugging down giant yard glasses. I struggled to catch a glimpse through all the people, but after a bit of ducking to see through the gaps yup, sure enough, Flirty McFlirt Dane was there too. If Christian was playing drinking games, then his surfer sidekick was usually in on it, too. Dane held a glass stein he’d procured from god knew where, and despite his raucous talking and laughter, he was still the plaything of Kasi and co. If the well-practiced panty-dropping smile he tossed their way every minute or so was any indication, he looked to be loving every moment of their attention.

Glancing up at his mates, he said something to Christian, but one of the boob patrol used long fingers on his chin to force him to look at her. She said something sexy-looking and swayed just a little while Dane dropped a kiss on the corner of her mouth.

My stomach clenched.

By morning there’d be another
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