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      Claire

      “Ow!”

      I suck my finger, wincing. When I take it out of my mouth a bright bead of blood pops onto the fleshy pad at the tip. “Dammit!”

      I climb carefully out of the window display, trying not to disturb the gold and silver baubles I’ve already put in place. I scowl at the offending box of pins, sitting where I left it on the scrubbed wooden floor, then make my way between the racks of clothing, holding my throbbing finger.

      Luckily the shop is deserted at the moment. I rummage behind the till for a band-aid, finally finding one at the back of a drawer. I’m just wrapping it around my finger when there’s the sound of the bell on the shop door. I straighten up.

      A tall, broad-shouldered guy dressed in shorts and a T-shirt comes in, followed by two giggling girls, both slender and gorgeous with long shiny hair and exposed midriffs.

      “Oh my god,” one of them squeals, running over to a rack of silk tops. “I completely love this label! Can’t believe they’d have it in a shitty little shop like this.”

      I raise my eyebrows, trying not to sigh. November is early for an influx of Christmas assholes, but I guess people can be annoying all year round.

      Bright sunlight streams through the front window, sparking off the gold and silver baubles, glinting from the box of pins on the floor. Shit. I need to grab those before someone kicks them over. The girls rummage through the racks, both still giggling and tossing their hair. The guy, his sandy blond hair tousled, is leaning against a pillar, his muscular arms folded.

      I come out from behind the counter. “Hi,” I say in a friendly tone, as I pass the girls on my way to get the pins. “Let me know if you need any sizes at all.”

      They both ignore me. Well, one curls her lip, while the other lets a $300 top slide from the hanger, leaving it in a crumpled heap on the floor. I suppress another sigh. Definitely Christmas assholes. I am not looking forward to a season of this.

      Lorne, on the Great Ocean Road, is a popular holiday destination all year round, but it really hits its stride over the long Australian summer break. People from nearby Melbourne descend on the place in droves, flocking to their outrageously expensive holiday houses on the hillside and along the winding coast road. Parking is a nightmare, and the extra crowds of wealthy people usually means we encounter more than our fair share of entitled jerks. But it’s also the time of year when businesses, like this shop, make their money, tiding them over through the leaner months of July and August. So we grin and bear it. We know it’ll be over at some point.

      The girls have moved on to a rack of dresses, pulling them from their hangers to hold up against themselves, then leaving them draped over the rail.

      I go to pick up the top first, then to the dress rack, re-hanging the dresses. The guy leaning against the pillar is watching me. His eyes are deep green, and one corner of his mouth is slightly curled. I glance at him, and the curl deepens. One of the girls laughs.

      “Sorry,” she says, in a voice that is in no way sorry at all. “Like, is this your shop or something?”

      “No.” I smile with the same level of sincerity that she’s giving me, trying not to grit my teeth as yet another expensive dress slides to the floor. “It’s not. Can I help you find something?”

      “Do you offer discounts?”

      This is the other girl.

      “It depends,” I say, “on how nice people are.” It doesn’t, and no one gets discounts. But something about the girl’s high-pitched giggles and the way the guy is staring at me is rubbing me the wrong way.

      He’s smiling now, revealing straight white teeth. Then he straightens up, coming over to the girls. “You find anything you want?” His voice is deep, and something about it thrills through me.

      “Yes, I want this.” One of the girls thrusts a top at him.

      He turns to me. “If I’m nice to you, will you give me a discount?” I swear he winks at me.

      “Look,” I say, flustered, heat coming to my cheeks. “That’s not really how it works. This isn’t my shop and⁠—”

      “God,” one of the girls says, “do you even know anything about surfing?”

      “Surfing?”

      “Yeah,” the guy says. “Surfing. You know, ride a board, big waves?” He smirks at me.

      “I know what surfing is,” I snap. I know enough about it to know that I don’t like it, anyway. But I’m not telling him that.

      “If you do, then maybe I should get a discount. I am one of the reasons you’re selling so much of this stuff, after all.” He jerks his head, glancing behind me. I turn.

      “What?” God. I wish they would all fuck off. My finger is still sore, and I don’t need this shit.

      “The poster…” one of the girls says, shaking her head as though she thinks I’m deficient in some way. I push down a surge of rage.

      There’s a poster in a frame on the wall behind the till. It’s gorgeous, a shot of a curling translucent turquoise wave, a line of deep green palm trees visible just beyond. There’s a small Ocean’s Curl logo in the corner with the words “Bryce Maylands” next to it, and riding the wave, his board kicking up white spray, is a guy with slicked back hair, a rugged profile and impressive abs. Abs that, in fact, I’ve stared at on more than one occasion. But I still don’t know what the fuck they’re on about.

      “That’s me,” the guy says. “Like I say, I’m part of the reason you sell stuff in here. Surely that gets me a discount, doesn’t it?” His mouth curves in that crooked grin again, and his tone is definitely flirtatious. Heat rushes through me and I look at his stomach, unable to help it, though his loose T-shirt isn’t giving much away. “You do recognise me, right?”

      For one heart-stopping moment I think he’s going to lift his shirt, but he just turns his head. Yeah, the profile is the same, the full lips and strong jaw, the long straight nose. Aaaand I’m staring. Goddammit.

      “Maybe I didn’t recognise you because the guy in the photo isn’t being an asshole,” I snap, before I can stop myself. Then I clap my hand over my mouth. What the hell is wrong with me? Not calling the customer an asshole is shop-assistant rule number one, surely. Anyway, it’s the girls who are the problem, not him.

      But Bryce throws his head back and laughs, like I’ve just told a really good joke. “Yeah, I’ll give you that.” He heads over to the counter, putting the top down. “I’ll take this. No discount required.”

      I’m so mortified I give him one anyway, ten percent off. Anna won’t mind. I just hope she doesn’t fire me if she hears about this.

      Anna is the owner of the boutique, which also bears her name. We sell high-end beachwear, gorgeous dresses from India and Bali, where Anna lives, plus a few local designers. We also carry Ocean’s Curl clothing, as well as a couple of other good quality surf labels. There’s a part-timer, Lisa, who works on the days I don’t, but I basically run the shop for Anna, who pops in every month or so with new stock. She recently opened another shop in Melbourne, and I know she’ll be back soon for Christmas with her family.

      I realise I’m taking a very long time to wrap the top. Bryce is staring at me. He really is hot, with high cheekbones, intense deep green eyes, and a lush mouth. I try not to think about his abs, or his muscular chest and shoulders. Or anything else. Aaaaaand I’m staring again. I hastily slide the top into a bag, sealing it with a sticker that says “Anna’s” in curling gold letters, and basically shove it at him, my cheeks hot with humiliation.

      “Thanks.” His hand brushes mine as he takes the bag. I flinch as though he’s burned me. His lips part, and he seems about to say something. But instead, he just winks at me again and leaves, the girls trailing behind him.

      I groan, dropping my head down onto the desk, resting on my forearms. What the hell is wrong with me? I can’t speak to customers like that. There’s a buzzing noise from under the desk, and I lift my head, rubbing my hands across my face.

      I check my phone, which is still buzzing. A couple of text messages appear from a number I don’t recognise.

      
        
          
            
              
        I miss you so much

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Remember, I love you more than anyone.

      

      

      

      

      

      I block the number, put my phone down and drop my head again, wondering if it’s too early to shut up shop and go home. My finger hurts, I called a customer an asshole and now I have to deal with this. The day was going so well until I pricked my finger. It’s as though it’s flung me into a twisted fairy tale where everything is slightly off-kilter.

      I sigh, picking up the box of pins and heading to the window display once more. Christmas is coming, and I need to make sure the shop looks nice. Annoying texts and frustrating customers will have to wait. I pick up a golden garland, tiny stars hanging from it, and pin it in place. Only three more hours to go.

      Bryce

      Man, I love the coast.

      I spend my life on the water, visit surf breaks around the world. But when I say “the coast” everyone who knows me knows I mean this particular stretch, the curving start of the Great Ocean Road, which winds its way from Torquay around headlands and through coastal towns all the way to Port Fairy.

      It’s good to be back here, to smell the eucalyptus and hear the shriek of cockatoos, the hiss and roar of the ocean. It’s home, or as close to home as I can get, anyway. I grew up in Melbourne, and Mum is still there, but I don’t visit her as often as I should. These days, I spend most of my life chasing waves around the globe.

      I’m back, though, because I have responsibilities. I need to go and see Mum, and check in on a few things. I also have an appearance at a surf store in Torquay next week; Ocean’s Curl are one of my biggest sponsors, so I need to give them what they pay for. My face and my time. I don’t mind doing that. I like meeting people, especially kids who love to surf. Going home, however, is a whole different thing. Which is why I’m here, fucking around with girls and booze, instead of being in Melbourne already like I’m supposed to be.

      I have my reasons for that. Some people, if they were brave enough, might even tell me I’m running away. Not many of my friends have said that to my face, though. I guess they like keeping their noses the same shape they usually are.

      But Matt is one of my closest mates, and has a way of cutting to the heart of things that I can’t fault him for. Plus, he can throw a punch as well as I can. We’ve known each other since we were kids, rode waves together all along the coast road. But he followed his heart and married a local girl, whereas I followed mine into curling blue water. I’d say we’re both pretty happy with how things turned out.

      I’m staying at his place while I’m here, in the hills above Lorne. And he doesn’t fail to remind me, every day, that I need to go home. But I’d rather hang around here. The town has changed a lot over the years – there are lots more fancy shops and cafés than there used to be – but I love it just as much as I used to. Plus, the pub still rocks. As I wander the main street with my two latest hook-ups in tow, my head still aching from a night of drinking and messy sex, I breathe in deep. I’m glad to be back here, despite everything. I’ve taken a few weeks off the circuit; it’s a quiet time of year anyway. “A personal issue,” I told my agent. He swore at me and told me I needed to clean up my act. “Sponsors love you, but they’re not going to for much longer if you’re constantly getting fucked up and falling out of bars with a different girl every night,” he’d said. “Maybe taking a break from doing that for a few weeks would be a good thing.”

      Yeah, right. I’m not taking a break because I need to dry out. I’m taking one because I need to sort out something I should have faced up to a long time ago. Besides, he’s right. Sponsors do love me. I’m a damn good surfer.

      “Let’s go in here!” The girls, whose names escape me at the moment, grab my hands, pulling me towards a small shop. It’s one of the newer businesses, sitting in a little white timber-clad hut, which from memory used to be a hardware store. Now the big front window has two mannequins clad in floaty dresses, gold and silver Christmas baubles scattered across the scrubbed timber floor, tiny starry garlands pinned between the mannequins. Gold lettering on a weathered white wooden panel above the window reads “Anna’s”.

      I let the girls pull me into the shop. I suppose I could treat them. God knows they were good to me last night. I’m under no illusions that money is one of the main reasons they’re with me, though from all the sighing and moaning last night I think I’m a pretty good fuck as well. I suppose I’ve had plenty of practice.

      As we enter the shop a girl straightens up from behind the counter. She looks to be in her early twenties, and has long dark hair parted in the middle and falling in waves around her face. Her skin is tanned, freckles scattered across her pert nose, her mouth a perfect pink pout. And her eyes are blue, like the deepest part of the ocean. She’s fucking gorgeous.

      She’s also frowning and holding one of her fingers, which, I notice, has a band aid around it. The girls are already pawing through the racks. I lean against a pillar, trying to ignore the pounding in my skull, and watch the girl behind the counter. She comes out from behind it, and my gaze immediately goes to her small waist and curving ass covered by a pair of high-waisted dark denim shorts. Her legs are slender and tanned and, as she bends to pick something up off the floor, I get an eyeful of lush, rounded tits down the neckline of the loose silk top she’s wearing.

      I shift position, my groin stirring. I’ve seen a lot of beautiful women, slept with them too, but this girl… There’s something about her that pulls at me.

      And she’s fierce, too. I watch in growing amusement as she follows the girls around the shop, her frustration obvious as she cleans up after them. They are being brats, I guess. I almost laugh out loud when she shuts them down about getting a discount.

      Then I decide to give her a hard time as well. Maybe it’s the hangover, or maybe it’s something else. Her blue eyes widen when I speak to her, but then she frowns when I mention the poster.

      That’s interesting. Women usually fall all over me when they find out what I do. I don’t need or want a discount, but something about this girl makes me want to get a reaction out of her. But it’s not the one I expected.

      When she calls me an asshole I laugh, surprise bubbling through my chest. Her cheeks are pink, her hands covering that kissable mouth, and I find myself wanting to pull them away so I can see her. She’s fucking adorable, as well as correct. We are kind of being assholes.

      I watch her as she wraps whatever I’m buying, paying without even really noticing how much it is. She keeps glancing at me from under her long lashes, pink still on her delicate cheekbones. “Thank you,” she mumbles, pushing the bag towards me.

      My fingers brush against hers as I take the bag, and my shorts feel tighter all of a sudden. What the fuck is going on? I’m about to ask her out when I remember the two girls and realise what a dick move that would be. Still, as they drag me from the shop, still giggling, I make a mental note to go back there again. Alone.

      “Where to now, ladies?” I sling an arm around each of my companions’ shoulders as we continue along the street, but turn for one last glance at the shop. The girl is in the front window, pinning up more garlands, her shirt pulling tight across her as she reaches up.

      Yeah. I wouldn’t mind seeing her again.
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      Claire

      “I’m home!”

      My voice echoes around the open-plan living/dining area of my home. No one answers. Not surprising, really, seeing as I live alone.

      I put my bag on the long dining table and head into the kitchen area, switching on the kettle. It might be hot outside, sun still streaming through the floor-to-ceiling windows looking out at the ocean, but I like to wind down after work with a cup of tea.

      Wild, right? I’m a regular party queen.

      I don’t mind a drink, actually, but don’t make a habit of it. I am going out tonight, but need a few minutes first.

      What a day. It ended up being pretty quiet for the rest of the afternoon, but I’m still recovering from calling a customer an asshole. And not just any customer, but the guy from the actual poster in the store.

      Oh god. I stir my tea, remembering how he laughed, how he watched me as though I was a puzzle he was trying to figure out. And how hot he looked doing it. I really, really hope he doesn’t complain to Anna. I like my job, even if I don’t necessarily need it. It makes me feel like part of the community, though I haven’t been here long.

      I take my tea outside. The wooden decking is warm under my bare feet, and I sigh with relief as I sink into the soft cushions on the sunlounger. I sip my tea and take in the view. I never get tired of it. The ocean is silver-blue, the dark green coastline undulating like a snake, Lorne a distant cluster of buildings cradled in one of the curves. There are surfers out at the nearby point, riding the waves as though they can walk on water.

      I live on the Great Ocean Road. Well, below it, to be completely accurate. A driveway lined with tall eucalyptus winds from the road down to a flat open area cut partially into the cliff, which is where my house is. It’s long and low, built of timber and glass, wrapped around with decking to capture the stunning views. An infinity pool runs along one edge of the decking, a hot tub set into it, and the jagged cliff tumbles away beneath it, a crooked pathway lined with Ti-tree leading to the beach below.

      It’s my parents’ dream house.

      Shame they’re not here to see it.

      I finish my tea and head back inside. I check my phone before I start getting ready to go out, just in case. I’m meeting a couple of friends at the Inlet pub. I could have gone straight from work and met them for dinner, but just felt like I needed some space.

      No more worrying texts, thank god. I guess he hasn’t managed to find another number yet. Instead, there’s just a message from my friends, letting me know they’re already at the pub and to get my ass down there. I’m really looking forward to it, I realise. I need to vent, blow off a bit of steam, and these girls are the best for that.

      I head into my bedroom and through to the ensuite, turning on the water in the big walk-in shower. As I step under the warm spray, I try not to worry about the fact I might get fired. I do a good job, Anna knows that. It’s not that big of a deal. And Bryce didn’t seem like the type to make a complaint anyway. I hope.

      As I soap my body, I think of him. The way his green gaze followed me, the way his T-shirt was tight around his shoulders and chest. The way his mouth curved.

      Too bad he’s a surfer. He was pretty hot, otherwise.

      Bryce

      The ocean here is silver-blue, the water cold even on the warmest days. There’s nothing between us and Antarctica except for Tasmania and the small islands around it, and I swear sometimes there’s ice in the waves.

      It’s perfect.

      The shock I feel as I duck dive under the first wave, emerging to shake my head like a dog, takes me out of whatever bad mood I might be in. I keep paddling out towards where the waves start to lift and curl before they break.

      There are a few surfers out here already. I’m not worried. The breaks aren’t as crowded here as they are up north, plus the summer rush hasn’t yet started. And I know quite a few of the people down here anyway. I’ve heard horror stories over the years of surfers being beaten up, dropped in on or having their cars vandalised, simply for the crime of being a “tourist”. I think it’s bullshit. The ocean is always moving. She belongs to no one but herself, and there are waves enough for everyone.

      I nod to the surfer closest to me. She grins, lifting a hand to wave. I recognise her. It’s a friend of Kylie’s, Matt’s wife. Just a friend. I haven’t kissed her. I don’t think I have, anyway.

      I straddle my board and sit up, enjoying the feeling of just floating with the waves and being in communion with the water, with the people around me. We’re all out here for the same reason, and that’s how it should be. No aggro, no bullshit. Just the water and us.

      I catch a couple of waves, riding them into the shore, paddling back out. Nothing fancy, no tricks. Just pure surfing and that feeling of physical release which comes with it, the ache in my shoulders as I push my board against the waves, the contraction in my abs.

      Then I just sit for a while again, letting my body and my thoughts float. I’m surfing at one of the points, the land curving out then in again, the road rising. There are a couple of houses set into the sloping cliff below the road, nice places made of timber and glass, surrounded by huge trees. It’d be pretty sweet to have a place like that, actually. Somewhere you could wake and be at one with the ocean, perched above the waves. I can almost feel the sun-warmed deck timbers beneath my feet, hear the rustle of leaves, smell the medicinal scent of salt and eucalyptus.

      I don’t have a place to call my own. Not really, unless you count a storage unit full of stuff. I tend to just travel around, following the waves and the competitions, crashing on couches or in spare bedrooms or, if I’m going to be somewhere for more than a few weeks, renting an apartment. It’s suited me fine, so far.

      But now, as I drift in the cool water, looking up at the houses, I feel something tugging in my chest. Maybe it would be nice to have a home, I think. Someplace where I can lie in bed and listen to the rain on the roof, wake up and wander down for a surf, sit on the deck and watch the sunset. It’s a strange feeling.

      I think I see someone moving in one of the houses, and then a figure with long dark hair comes out onto the deck, sitting down. It’s the weirdest fucking thing, but I’d swear it’s the girl from the shop in Lorne. Even from a distance. It just feels like her.

      The ocean moves beneath me, the waves cranking up again. I lie down and start paddling, checking I’m not dropping in or stealing a wave. I pull my feet up under me and stand, the movements automatic, my body adjusting as I balance on my board. I crouch as the wave curls over me, whooping as I emerge from the small barrel, tossing my head before I drop off the board, diving back into the blue. This is all I need. Waves and my board. None of this weird shit about a home, or a girl I barely met. My home is here, in the ocean. But when I surface, my gaze goes to the house on the cliff once more.

      Later, towelling myself off in the small car park, I hear my phone buzz. I ignore it. Whoever it is can wait. I wrap the towel around my waist, peeling off the rest of my wetsuit, then dropping it to get dressed. Bare arses are a common sight along this stretch of road, and I’m no prude. I pull on board shorts, chucking my towel in the back of the station wagon. It’s actually my car; I leave it at Matt’s for him to use when I’m not here. I suppose it’s the closest thing I have to a space of my own.

      “You heading to the Inlet pub later?” I look up to see Kylie’s friend walking past with a couple of other surfers. She’s pretty cute, I think, as I check her out. I need to be careful, though. Kylie is a good mate.

      “Yeah, we’ll head down in a bit,” I say.

      “See you there.” She grins, flicking her hair back, definitely flirtatious. I jerk my chin at her, returning her smile. I need to speak to Kylie before I dip my toe in that pond, though. I cannot fuck my friends over.

      My phone starts buzzing again and I grab it. It’s my agent, calling me.

      “Hey, Jeff, what’s up?” I sit on the back of the wagon, drying my feet off, the phone tucked between my ear and shoulder.

      “What’s up is that you need to answer your fucking phone.” My agent sounds pissed, but that’s not unusual. “You down the coast? Having a good time there? Wait, I already know the answer to that.”

      “What?” I finish putting my shoes on, sitting up and holding the phone to my ear. “What the hell is going on?”

      “What’s going on is that the ‘personal issue’ you’re taking time off to work on seems to involve fucking a couple of girls at the same time, at least according to social media.”

      “Fuck.” My memories of the night before are reasonably vague, though definitely pleasurable. I don’t remember any photos being taken, though. I tell Jeff that.

      “Yeah, probably because you were passed out by the time it happened,” he snaps.

      “How bad is it?”

      “It’s not great. It only showed up on her stories, but one of your bedmates decided to share a happy snap of the three of you snuggled up together after what looks like a pretty hard night out.”

      I rub my hand over my face. I don’t really give a shit, to be honest, as long as it’s not X-rated. But I know Jeff will. “Right. And…”

      “And she tagged a couple of surf brands. So now I have sponsors on the phone asking tough questions.”

      “All publicity is good publicity, right?” I know it’s lame. I can feel it as the words come out of my mouth.

      “No. No, it fucking isn’t,” Jeff snarls. “And if you’ve got time to screw around down there, then you’ve got time to work.”

      “I told you, I’m⁠—”

      “Taking time out?” His voice softens a bit. “Look, I know you have family stuff going on, but this shit isn’t making you look good. Sponsors pay you to ride waves and look good doing it, not shag randoms on a night out. And lately it’s been not enough of the former and too much of the latter.”

      I suppose I have been partying a lot lately. But while Jeff is right that I have family shit going on, it’s not really his, or anyone’s business.

      I sigh. “What do I need to do?”

      “Ocean’s Curl are one of the brands who were tagged, and they’re pissed. You’d better be ready to do some serious ass-kissing when you go to their store next week. Sign some stuff, happy families, chat to the kids, do fucking cartwheels around the shop if that’s what they want you to do. You can’t afford to lose that sponsorship, especially because then it’ll make everyone else start to question whether they feel like putting up with your shit. You’re not the only good surfer in the world. So show up, take some promo shots while you’re there, and play nice. You think you can manage to stay out of someone’s bed between now and then? Or if you can’t, to at least keep it quiet?”

      “Yeah. I can do that.” I’m stung at his reference to other surfers. I know I’m good, but I’m also aware I’m not the only one. I don’t need reminding.

      “Oh, and if you can manage to get yourself a nice girlfriend at some point soon, that wouldn’t hurt, either.”

      I huff out a laugh. “Yeah. Maybe don’t push things.”

      I hang up without saying goodbye.

      He’s right, I guess. This trip was meant for checking in with Mum, not for partying. But I’ve only been back a couple of days and I don’t think it’s going to matter if I unwind here before heading to see her. I check my phone, feeling oddly irritated. There are no messages, thank fuck. None from today, anyway. Mum knows I’m here and that I’m coming to see her. I quickly type something, but pause before I send it, my finger hovering over the button.

      “Screw it.” I close my phone down without sending it. There is shit to deal with, but not tonight. Tonight, I need a drink.
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      Claire

      “Holy shit, is that Bryce Maylands?”

      Joss, sitting opposite me, puts her drink down, eyes wide.

      I’m mid-sip of my second cocktail and having a pretty good evening so far. But at her words my stomach sinks. Surely the universe wouldn’t screw with me like this.

      Like I say, so far it’s been a great evening. I managed to score a taxi to the pub, which is full of people yelling and laughing and drinking, spilling out onto the patio area along one side of the building. My friends were waiting for me, already a couple of drinks in, and I’m doing my best to catch up.

      “Bryce Maylands is a surfer.” Sal, sitting next to me, leans in, seemingly thinking she’s being helpful.

      “He’s not just a surfer; he’s a fucking sex god.” Joss is still staring over my shoulder. She licks her lips. “Maybe tonight will be my lucky night.”

      “I know who he is,” I mutter.

      “You do?” Sal giggles. “That’s unlike you.” Both Sal and Joss think it’s hilarious that I’ve chosen to live in a surf community but have no interest in surfing. I actually think surfing itself is pretty awesome. It’s the crap around it I don’t like.

      So, if Bryce Maylands, in all his green-eyed glory, has decided to show up here with his entourage of giggling girls, I’m not interested in seeing him. Not at all.

      “Yeah. What’s the deal? You finally coming around to surfer boys? You might actually pop that cherry of yours if you do, you know.” Sal and Joss also think it’s hilarious that I’m still a virgin, though they don’t give me too much of a hard time about it. They know me and my history too well for that.

      “No,” I say, more forcefully than I mean to. “He came into the shop today.”

      “And asked you to meet him at the pub?” Joss looks hopeful.

      I burst out laughing. “No. Not in the slightest. I doubt he’d want to have a drink with someone who called him an asshole.”

      Sal and Joss both squeal, Sal spitting out some of her drink. “You did what?”

      “Oh god, I know.” My cheeks prickle with heat as I tell them what happened. I’d been so busy catching up on their news I hadn’t had the chance yet. I also kind of tried to put it out of my mind, to be honest, wanting to just enjoy my evening and not think about work. But now bloody Bryce Maylands has to show up here and spoil everything.

      Sal can’t stop laughing. “You are one harsh bitch, Claire,” she splutters. I know she means it with love. “I can’t believe you did that.”

      “What if he complains to Anna? I can’t lose my job.”

      “He doesn’t seem the type to complain,” Joss says. “But maybe you should go and apologise. And then introduce us. I wouldn’t mind a piece of him,” she continues. “I mean, come on. Look at the guy.”

      I chance a look over my shoulder. Bryce is leaning against the bar, dressed in a blue Ocean’s Curl T-shirt and boardies. And he’s looking right at me. Shit. I turn back quickly, taking a long sip of my drink. “I am not going over there,” I hiss. “Are you kidding me?”

      “Ladies.” Aaron from behind the bar appears next to our table, a tray of drinks in his hand. He puts three more cocktails on the table.

      “We didn’t order these,” I say. “Thanks, though.”

      “Don’t thank me,” Aaron says. “Thank the asshole in the blue shirt.”

      “What?”

      Aaron nods his head towards the bar. “That’s what he told me to say. Don’t know which of you ladies caught his eye, but good luck with it. He gets around.”

      He’s gone before we can ask anything else. We all turn to the bar. This time, when Bryce sees us looking, he winks, lifting his beer.

      “Fuck me,” Joss breathes. “Half your luck, Claire.”

      Because, apart from the message that came with the drinks, it’s blindingly obvious that it’s me he’s looking at.

      “You sure you don’t wanna go over there?” Sal whispers, which makes me want to giggle. My stomach is flip-flopping and, when Bryce grins at me, it does a sort of flutter.

      Going over there feels like madness. I stand up.

      “Go get him,” Joss says.

      “I’m going to the ladies,” I hiss. “I need a minute.”

      I need to leave. I don’t know why I’m having such a strong reaction to Bryce, but again I feel as though my world is twisting off-kilter, like when I pricked my finger. But I can’t just walk out.

      As I make my way across the crowded room, I see Bryce straighten up, an expectant expression on his face. But it changes as I go past him, heading towards the bathrooms. Then a hand grabs my arm, pulling me through the crowd.

      “What the hell?” I resist, but then I realise who grabbed me. My whole body suddenly feels as though it’s covered in ice. I can’t move.

      It’s him.

      My ex.

      Bryce

      The Inlet pub has changed a bit over the years, but it’s still got a great view of the sunset, looking from the hilltop out to sea.

      Still smells the same, too, despite the latest makeover. Beer and good times. A hint of sunscreen. I’ve been coming here since I was tall enough to blag my way inside, had many a drink at the long bar. Had a few kisses in the car park too. And in other places.

      It’s crowded tonight; all the tables on the patio are full and there’s not much space to move inside either. Matt and Kylie are already heading for a spot at the bar when I see her.

      The girl from the shop.

      She’s wearing the same shorts, but this time with a turquoise tube top, her slender tanned shoulders bare. As she turns, looking over her shoulder with those ocean-dark eyes, I meet her gaze.

      And something sparks between us. At least, that’s how it feels, a bit like a firework in my chest. What the hell?

      She turns back to her friends, both of whom are also looking at me. Okay. So that’s how it’s going to be, is it? I head to the bar and join Matt and Kylie. When the bartender comes over, I place my order, pointing out the table. “Tell them it’s from the asshole in the blue shirt.”

      Matt raises his eyebrows but doesn’t say anything. Kylie grins, then shakes her head. “What are you playing at now?” she says, the words full of affection. “Hasn’t all your messing around already got you in enough trouble?”

      I shared my woes with Matt and Kylie when I got back to their place after my surf. Matt, after laughing his head off, punched me in the arm and told me to get my shit together. Kylie was more sympathetic, concern in her eyes. I hate worrying her. And I know they’re right. But something in me can’t resist playing around.

      “Just watch and learn,” I say. The girl gets
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