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For my children; may you always know your parents’ love is unconditional.

THE RUMOUR

CHAPTER O​NE

Savannah and I made our way down the skinny path from the sports fields at UNE to Oxley College. Weary looking trees ringed the brown paddock around us. It had been a dry summer, but the weather around Armidale was like that. Months and months of no rain then it wouldn’t stop until everything was completely water-logged. None of my friends usually tagged along to hockey, but Savvy popped up at my games every now and again. We’d walked in silence for a few moments when Savvy cleared her throat. “How are things with you and Christian?”

“Fine,” I said, scrunching my brows. “That’s a weird question.”

“It’s the start of a new year, you know ...” She trailed off, leaving me wondering where the query had come from. Christian and I were pretty rocky lately, but it wasn’t like I’d spoken to Savvy about it, nor was I about to.

“Are you coming tonight?” I asked in an attempt to divert the conversation.

“Of course,” Savvy squealed. “Everyone will be in costume, and I’m not missing that.”

A smile tugged at the corner of my mouth. Good lord, I loved this girl’s enthusiasm. 

We were almost home and I looked both ways before we crossed the road into the car park of our dorm, Oxley College. “Are you dressing up?” I slid my phone out of my pocket and checked the time. “Shoot. Sorry, Savvy, I’ve only got ten minutes. Better run. I’ll see you tonight.”

“Bye.” She waved as we walked through the gates of Oxley and into the back courtyard, then I peeled off toward Front and ducked into the stairwell that led up to my block. Each block was home to two floors worth of co-ed students. The dorms weren’t overly fancy, but I loved living there, surrounded by friends. I also loved not being a freshman. The more senior students got the pick of the rooms and my second floor room was certainly spacious when compared to many of the others. I shoved my key in the lock, tossed my bag on the ground and ran for the floor’s communal bathroom. Lucky the shower was empty. 

In four minutes flat I was back in my room, twisting my damp hair into a bun at the nape of my neck. I slipped into an authentic blue nurse fit and pulled my joggers on, then tucked the room key into my bra as I dashed down the stairs. I ran straight to the dining hall, nodding and smiling at everyone I passed on the way.

Voices wafting out of the back room meant the rest of the social committee had already arrived. With words including keg and wine in the air, they had to be sorting out drinks. I pushed the door open and came face to face with Christian, a keg balanced on his shoulder.

“Hi, hon,” I squeezed the bicep bulging through his thin t-shirt.

He manoeuvred around me, Dane close behind him with a second barrell of beer. Dane was dressed in security-style black from head to toe. A two-sizes-too-small t-shirt stretched across his toned chest making him look like well-sculptured art. Unlike Christian, Dane met my gaze with a wide smile and a wicked wink. Good lord, the guy was a flirt.

Shrugging him off, I glanced around for the armbands I’d been charged with distributing. The box was perched on the table next to Ella Parry, the girl who’d been in my life forever. Hunched over a printout of names, her auburn hair brushed over the paper as she studied the list. Mine and Ella’s parents ran in the same social circles, so we’d been thrown together a lot over the years.

“How are we looking?” I asked.

“Pretty good. There are one-hundred-ninety-eight people confirmed, which is just about everyone in Oxley. What’s even better is I think we’ve got some ex-collegians, too.”

“Awesome. Sorry I’m late. Where are we up to?”

“You’re right on time.” She glanced up, gave my scrubs a once over, and pointed to a small box in the corner. “Get the bands and we’ll go set up.”

I grabbed the box, and Ella stood, pushing her dead-straight hair over her shoulder. Placing the box on a chair, I stacked it atop a second and heaved the pair of them outside. Tucked away in the corner of Front Courtyard sat a small registration table. I dumped the chairs behind it, admiring the placing; easy for everyone to find and with plenty of room for a line to form.

Ella bustled into the courtyard, slapping the lists and pens on the table. After shifting the chairs into place I dropped into the hard seat and picked up the yellow highlighter, ready to verify attendees. Ella heaved a huge sigh as she plopped down beside me and it seemed we weren’t ready a moment too early. Laughing and chattering, the first group approached us, and after that people kept coming. Our task was to make sure only those who had paid actually got tagged. It was the perfect job for me, because I got to socialise and work at the same time. Two boxes ticked; making sure everyone saw me, and fulfilling my social committee duty.

The line shuffled along and I glanced up into an unfamiliar face. One that made my breath hitch. He pushed dirty-blond hair back from his bright blue eyes, his hand resting against his head as I took in the coating of fair stubble lining his strong jaw. His lips—full and pink—tipped up at the corner as if he were in on a secret ... ah, flip. I’d totally been caught checking him out.

“And you are ...?” I managed to keep my voice level.

“Logan Hays.”

“You’re not from here.”

“No,” he said. “Alumni. I’ve got a place in town now.”

Well, that was sad.

“Loges!” Dane swaggered up to the table, baton bumping against his hip, and blonde bombshell #3 on his arm. He slapped Logan on the back, ignoring the girl stroking his upper arm. “He’s cool, Livia, let him in.”

The dirty flirt winked at me again. What was with him tonight? Sure he liked to banter with all the girls, but he usually kept well away from me. Christian would kill him if knew. The fact that Dane was obviously half tanked wouldn’t save him. The girl leaned into his side, and my gaze flicked back to the toned stomach right at my eye level. Covered with a loose-fitting shirt, the ripple of his muscles teased with the fabric every time it moved. I pulled in a tight breath, my gaze floating up. Logan still sported that teasing half smile, his eyebrow now raised.

“R ... right.” I dipped into the box for an armband. The whole thing toppled off the table, spilling blue plastic tags all over me and Ella.

“Flipping heck.” I shoved my chair back. Staring and dropping things—Good lord, I was an embarrassment. Scooping the tags up, I dumped them into the box, then popped back up above the table.

Logan was still watching me, his smile full-blown. “Flipping ... heck?”

“Yeah, she’s twelve.” Ella laughed. 

“Here’s your armband. Have a great night.” I shoved the thing at him. Hopefully he’d disappear into the growing crowd before I had the chance to embarrass myself further.

Closing my eyes, I drew a long breath.

“Drink?”

My eyes shot open and Savvy shoved a plastic cup at me, its yellow contents splashing over the side and onto the white table. The party theme was occupations, and well, she was dressed as a stripper who was acting out every guy’s cop fantasy. Her skimpy black dress rode all the way up her thighs, and fit her curvy form snugly.

I took the cup before I wore whatever was inside it. Then set it on the table and looked up, but she was gone, swallowed by the crowd. Music blared through the air, bouncing off the brick walls and people shouted over it, trying to hold conversations.

When the line finally petered out, I grabbed my untouched drink and swept my gaze around the full courtyard. It only took a few moments to spot Christian, standing higher than the crowd. Balanced atop one of the wooden picnic tables, he pointed at some guy who stood beside him, holding a glass stein. The dude had his head tipped back and beer coursed down his cheeks as he chugged it. A thick ring of girls surrounded them both, singing a drinking song at the top of their lungs.

Someone slammed into my shoulder, jarring me backward.

“Oh ... I’m ... I ...” The girl scooped my cup off the ground, rose and tried to shove the empty cup into my hands. “Olivia ... I didn’t ...”

Her eyes were fixed on my hands. Her hair, hanging in two long plaits to her waist, when coupled with her flannel shirt gave her a cowgirl appearance. She’d lived in the room next to mine last year—super sweet girl, but awkward as anything. She mostly stuck to herself. I was pretty sure she was a year ahead of me and Savvy. “It’s okay, honestly, I wasn’t going to drink it anyway.”

“I’m sorry,” she said again.

“How was your summer break?”

She actually met my gaze, and a wide smile broke out across her pretty face.

“It was awesome. I—”

“Olivia.” A voice boomed across the courtyard and some freshman swayed on the table, dangerously close to falling on the people crowded below. Holy heck. My stomach jumped into my throat but Christian saved him from falling off the table just as he yelled, “Let’s hook up, babe. I’ll make sweet love to you aaaall night long.” 

“What the hell?” The curse slipped out before I had a chance to self-filter.

And Christian just stood there, doing nothing. Double what the flipping hell? 

I pushed through the throng of partygoers, focused on my boyfriend and his mate who both laughed while people nearby joined in. If they thought this was funny, if it was some kind of a joke ... My fingers dug into the cup, crushing it in my hand.

“Livie, Livie, likes to—”

I reached up, and fisting my hand in the dude’s shirt, reefed him down off his makeshift stage. Still co-ordinated, despite the drunken appearance, he landed square on his feet beside me and dropped his arm over my shoulders. The tang of his beer breath washed over me.

“You have exactly two seconds to remove that arm.” I looked up at Christian. “Do something about him.”

Christian just shrugged.

The guy laughed.

“Now!” I said, my hands clenching at my sides.

One of the hanger-ons giggled.

Christian finally looked my way for the first time all night. “We’re over, Olivia. I can’t do this anymore. You’re—”

My heart stopped beating then took up again way too fast. Over? I shoved the freshman off me and my glare settled on Christian as I ground out, “Inside. Now.”

Christian shook his head and downed the rest of his beer. Then his gaze turned icy. “I can’t compete with your sex-ploits. Not. Doing ...”—he flicked his hand between us—“this anymore.”  

“My ... my ... what?”

The ice was in me, curling through my veins and settling in my stomach while all sound disappeared into a dull hum. This breakup couldn’t happen. Not in public.

The freshman made a disgusting gesture with his fingers and tongue.

Oh my god. Why in heaven’s name did Christian say that? He knew the importance of reputation and ... and everyone was staring.

And laughing.

Tingles swept up the back of my neck and my chest tightened. Christian loved me. He’d said so a million times. Sure he’d been cold lately, but that was something we could talk through.

This could not go down in the middle of the courtyard. “Not here,” I bit out. 

“It’s done. There’s nothing more to say.”

“Like hell there isn’t.” I clenched my jaw. “Whatever this is, it’s not happening like this. We’ll talk about it tomorrow, when you’re sober.”

Stiffening my back, I walked through the crowd, ignoring the stares of my fellow collegians. Not looking back. Not flinching. Not breaking until I reached my room where I slammed the door closed and slid down it.
CHAPTER TW​O

I waited for a few minutes after sending the text, but either Savvy wasn’t awake yet, or she was already in the dining hall without her phone. A glance at the screen showed the tick that indicated it had sent;

Skipping breakfast. See you tonight.

Almost thirty-six hours had rolled past since Christian’s public outburst, and he still hadn’t shown up to explain himself. To top it off, things had been weird since Saturday night. Stares and whispers had followed me through the courtyard. 

He was a dick. Stay strong. Dinner together at 6. 

I sent back a simple thumbs up. Today was a school day, so pushing the weekend aside I grabbed my backpack and headed to class. Hunger gnawed at my stomach halfway through the twenty minute walk to campus, so once I reached the first vending machine I fished enough coins from my purse to select the most substantial item inside. It clattered to the tray and retrieving my breakfast, I decided to head right to class. It was a little early, but that was better than hanging around at Oxley—at least up here the people from my dorm were a minority, so I could blend into the crowd and forget about Christian.

I took a bite of the banana flavoured-muesli or whatever-it-was bar and picked up the pace, wanting to make sure I had plenty of time. The arts building was a little down the hill.  Just as I passed the library an ear-piercing wolf whistle sliced the cool end-of-summer morning. Not an uncommon noise, so I kept walking, but then it came again.

“Olivia!”

I glanced across the perfectly mowed lawns to a group of people gathered under one of the huge gum trees.

A fresher I’d seen around the dorm a few times beckoned me over from amid a group of first years. Maybe they needed help with directions or something. I’d sure gotten lost up here during my first few weeks. The campus may have been small when compared to the city universities, but it still felt mighty huge when you were fresh out of high school. I walked toward them, and the dude who’d called out jumped up and sauntered toward me.

“Hey.” He smiled, a little on the smirking side. “I hear you’re one hell of a vixen in the sack.”

Every muscle in my body went rigid and I tightened my grip on my bag. “You know this is like the exact legal definaition of sexual harassment, right?”

I spun away. I really shouldn’t have stopped.

“C’mon, baby.” He grabbed my arm.

Heat raced to my face and I tugged myself free of his slimy grip. “You know the sexual harassment that can get you up to an eleven thousand dollar fine, or two years in jail?” I looked the piece of slime up and down. “If you’re too broke to pay.”

It took every ounce of my strength to walk away instead of running. It was no secret that I was a little old-fashioned, and put too much stock in what other people thought. Maybe this was a stupid challenge for one of Oxley’s boys’ clubs. Whatever it was, I wasn’t hanging around to find out.

“You’re a bitch.”

I tuned them out and kept walking until I was safely inside the glass doors and steadily moving down the stairs to my lecture theatre. Thankfully, no one else had arrived.

I slid into a seat in the third row, and hung my head in my hands. What a nightmare. Stares, whispers ... if there was some sort of sexual rumour going around about me, my upcoming campaign for student council president could turn nasty. Reputation was everything. Well, that and a perfect academic record, and I’d worked hard to maintain both.

Rumours spread, and with Ella Parry’s father a senior partner at the law firm I was gunning for ... Ella told her mother everything, who in turn told every person who happened to cross her path.

The room filled in around me. Christian wasn’t always perfect. We weren’t perfect, but  we’d had something special. Yeah, things had been worsening. It wasn’t the sex; that seemed all right. But he had been avoiding sleeping over lately. Making excuses to leave before we fell asleep. Whatever his reasons, the way he’d behaved on Saturday night wasn’t him, and  he hadn’t been that drunk. Not like his fresher mate.

“Mind if I join you?” A deep voice broke my thoughts and I looked up into the brightest blue eyes. They weren’t a steely blue-grey, nor were they a darker navy. They were like the azure of a tropical ocean pool and they were crinkled at the corners, matching the tiny amused smile curling one side of his full lips.

Amused smile.

“Logan Hays.” I tapped my pen on the desk.

“Olivia ...”

“Wants to sit alone.”

“I won’t bite, promise.” Logan tipped his head to the side and made those eyes of his rounder. Before I could answer, he slumped into the seat beside me.

This guy was in my class and I’d never noticed him?

“You studying human nature?” he asked.

“Arts, Law major. And I haven’t seen you in this class before.”

“I’ve seen you.” A smile stretched across his full lips and the way he held my gaze made warmth collect right in the pit of my belly.

I shuffled to the far side of my seat, pulled out my tablet and attached the keyboard, the weight of his gaze prickling my back as I set the device up on my table.

“Often.”

I flinched and pulled my bag into my lap to search for an imaginary item. Anything to avoid looking at this guy who just owned up to watching me. Often. Heat rushed to my cheeks.

Logan chuckled, a deep throaty sound, and then it hit me. He was just doing the same thing as the fresher outside; hitting on me because of a dumb game, a stupid rumour, or whatever. He was a friend of Dane’s after all.

“You should go sit somewhere else. I’m not interested.”

Logan pulled a notepad out of his bag and slapped it onto his desk.

“Nope.”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m not moving.”

I scooped up my tablet and grabbed my bag. There was no way I’d stay there for his amusement. Standing up, I took a step, but was tugged back into my seat by a firm hold on my waist.

Tingles shot through my entire body like little earthquakes and the place his hand sat? That was the gosh darn epicentre. Or maybe the vibrations were centred somewhere south of the pit of my tummy. Our gazes remained locked and his blue eyes softened.

“If you really want to be alone, I’ll go.” All traces of teasing had vanished from Logan’s voice. I dropped my gaze, ashamed of the right royal bitch inside me.

“Don’t bother. I just ...”

The lecturer chose that moment to finally arrive, saving me as he bustled down the aisle and took his place at the lectern. I kept my eyes on the front of the room for the entire hour, not once glancing away from the balding man speaking in a dreary monotone. Not even when I could practically feel the strange tension in the few centimetres of air that filled the space between me and Logan. Tension because I’d been a bitch, and now things were weird. Definitely not because he was hot.

The professor must have wound up, because people began moving, yet I still sat there facing the front, watching the space he no longer filled.

“I usually sit up the back. Last to arrive, first to leave.”

I jumped at the sound of Logan’s voice for the second time that day. “So you’re not a stalker then.”

What the heck, Olivia? A guy like him wouldn’t stalk me. Stalk anyone. Surely he wasn’t short on attention from girls. Logan seemed to think my comment was funny though; it scored another one of his delicious chuckles.

“Not a stalker,” he said.

“So it appears.” I packed up my tablet and shoved it into my bag which I then slung over my shoulder. I needed to get out of there before I embarrassed myself again. This guy sure brought out the stupid in me. “Bye, Logan.”

I’d have to move fast to make it across to Business Law. I mapped out the long route in my mind—around the back of the arts faculty, through the carparks, all the way around the back of campus to the other carpark, then up through one of the dorms. A bypass of the science faculty and I’d be there, with no risk of running into that loser fresher again.

“Olivia ...”

I spun around, my hand landing on the door.

“What’s your last name?” Logan asked.

“That’s the type of question a stalker would ask.”

And with that I slipped out of the lecture theatre. 

****
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HALF A DOZEN PEOPLE lounged in the common room, watching a bad reality television show. I scooted around the back of the seats and up into the dining hall. Dinner smelled good—burgers—if my senses served me right.

Twirling my meal card around my fingers, I strolled right up to the servery and stood in line. The girl in front of me turned and I tossed a smile her way. She smiled back. The line wasn’t moving yet as dinner hadn’t officially started, but people began flowing in, increasing the number of voices in the room.

“Hey, Liv.” Savvy appeared beside me. “How’re you doing?”

“All right.”

“No. How are you really doing?”

I bit my lip. Wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans. The clock clicked over to six p.m. and the long queue started moving.

We walked through the servery and built burgers: meat, egg, tomato, beetroot, no lettuce, and a slathering of tomato sauce. On emerging from the other side, plenty of empty tables filled the room, so I set my tray down on one near the back, then flicked my phone out of my pocket and gave it my undivided attention.

Savvy giggled and I looked up to see Dane Beaumont with his hand on her shoulder. He dropped into the chair beside her and Savvy shot me a sneaky wink.

A string of girls who had been freshmen with me last year walked right past us. When people are talking about you, it’s not hard to tell. And those girls were most definitely doing just that. The glances my way every few seconds were a dead giveaway when everyone else in the room had deliberately avoided my gaze.

“What’s wrong with people today?” Savvy asked.

“No idea.” Whatever was going on, it was weird. I was the captain of Oxley’s hockey team, netball team, in the social committee, and even campaigning for the university’s student council. There was always someone demanding my attention.

And now ... the whispers and stares, the fresher at uni this morning, that guy on Saturday night, sexploits—Oh my gosh. Christian.

Christian walked in wearing a grin as he chatted to a feshman I didn’t know. Christian hadn’t been that happy since ... well, since I couldn’t remember. Lately he’d been kind of cranky and always tired.

I swung back around in my seat and the idiot from this morning had taken the chair opposite me. He stared at me from across the table as if he wanted revenge. The stench of old beer wafted off him and his shiny eyes kept slipping from my gaze.

Those same eyes locked on my mine and he placed his flattened palm on his chest like he was about to dive headfirst into a heartfelt apology. Which frankly, he owed me. But no, his hand circled over his left pec, going for his heart then it moved to the other side and—ohmygod did he just tweak his nipple? My heart pounded a little faster. His hand trailed down his chest and disappeared under the table in the general direction of his groin.

I pushed his chair back with my foot. “Get lost, loser.” 

He moaned, then his arm started moving slow at first and increasing in speed, all while his dark eyes held my gaze. Then the crazy guy rolled his eyes back in his head and yelled, “Yes. Aaa—aa—ash. Yes!”

Savvy’s drink landed in his face, but the idiot didn’t care. “She said to piss off.”

He arched his back. What in hell’s name was this freak doing? It was like that old nineties movie where the chick faked an orgasm in the middle of a café, except this was some dude in the centre of the dining hall and I wasn’t entirely sure he had faked it.

“Sexual harassment,” I ground out. 

“Are you fucking daft?” Savvy’s voice was loud and blunt. “She said to stop and she was nice enough to warn you, so you must be too fucking stupid to understand the consequences of your own dumbass actions.”

Everyone stared.

I couldn’t move. It was as if the air had frozen around me.

My cheeks burned so hot they should have caught fire. Blood rushed past my ears so loud that I couldn’t hear a single thing; my stomach lurched.

Whatever held me in place snapped free. I shot to my feet and high-tailed it out of the dining hall, past a zillion staring faces. The common room was no more than fuzz at the edge of my periphery, Front Courtyard much the same. I cut across the back of block F and made a beeline for K, then darted up the stairs and into my room.

Whatever was going down, the joke was on me.

A soft tap sounded at my door. I flung myself on my bed, totally humiliated. I didn’t sleep around. I wasn’t a tease. I was just me, plain old Olivia Grace Dean. This had to be because of Christian. He’d said sexploits, and there must be a sexy rumour with  my name slapped on it. We needed talk this out like we should have on Saturday night.

The knock sounded again. Savvy said, “Olivia. Let me in.” 

“No.”

“Goddamn it. Let me in, Liv.”

“I just want to be alone.”

Her sigh was so loud I heard it through the door. “Okay.”

I couldn’t move at all. My legs felt all wobbly, and my stomach still threatened to bring up all the food I hadn’t eaten today. Good thing I kept a stash of snacks in my top cupboard. Somehow managing to climb to my feet, I threw the cupboard open and my heart sank. It was just about bare. My fingers scraped along the smooth surface and caught against a pack of dried fruit in the very back. With it in hand, I plopped at my desk, busting the packet open.

After staring at the black screen until it seemed pointless, I flicked my computer on, and when it booted up, went straight to email. Four new messages. Mum, Student Services, Savannah, and lhays14@uni.com.au. Savvy’s message was date stamped five minutes ago.


I’m so sorry about Christian. The guy’s a jerk and revenge will be sweet. I won’t let you stay locked away for long. Said revenge needs planning.


I clicked to open the other message from an unknown sender.


Olivia Wants-To-Sit-Alone,

Your screen was noticeably blank at the end of today’s lecture. Thought you might appreciate a re-cap. 

You’re welcome.

Stalker Boy


Ohmygod. I snapped the offending laptop closed.

Logan so wanted in because of those damn rumours. Whatever they were.

CHAPTER THR​EE

I wasn’t going to show my face around college until this mess was sorted. At least not in crowded places like the dining hall, which meant food had to come from somewhere else, which meant a trip into town. Luckily, Tuesdays started late. My first lecture was at eleven, leaving plenty of time to nick in and back out before I needed to head to campus.

After a quick shower, and pulling on my jeans and tee, I grabbed my purse and headed out. I took the long way around the back of the dorm and to the street, then over to the bus stop. Not walking through college was self-preservation, not cowardice. At least, that was what I told myself. While waiting for the bus to arrive, I tipped my head back and peered up at the dappled light passing through the massive elm trees.

Town, then uni, then that night I’d track down Christian.

We’d had something good, but now it was over. Christian and Dad had gotten on so well when he’d come to visit me over the summer break that my parents would be disappointed. Christian came from a good family that was well connected. I sighed. Who broke up with someone without even discussing the reasons? And publicly? It all seemed really ... high school.

“Livia!”

Savvy waved from the other side of the road, glanced both ways far too quickly and darted across the street. Her arms swooped around me as she pulled me in tight. I almost melted into her embrace.

“I’ve been worried about you, girl.” She pushed me back at arm’s length and her gaze rolled over me from head to toe.

“You look terrible. Where’s all your style ... and your ... your makeup?”

A rumble made me bring my gaze back to the road in time to see the bus pull up.

“That’s my ride, but I need to talk to you. Tonight?”

“I’ve gotta talk to you, too.”

I pushed away, fished a handful of coins out of my purse and handed them to the driver as I climbed on the bus. There were a few people sitting up back, but mostly it was empty. I slid into a vacant seat near the middle and rested my head against the window.

I looked terrible?

Something smacked into the glass and I glanced outside where Savvy waved her arms around. When she realised she’d caught my attention, she shook her head and pouted. Was that a no, she couldn’t talk tonight? The bus pulled away before I could figure out her wild gestures.

I upended my purse searching for my compact, my mother’s voice admonishing me even when she wasn’t there; always look your best, Olivia. It doesn’t matter if you’re out to lunch with the queen or just lazing around the house. She’d hate to see me in jeans, not a skirt or dress pants. At least my hair was styled perfectly and not pulled up in a messy ponytail. Most of the contents of my bag rested on my lap and my fingers scraped the bottom lining. I shoved everything back in and took to staring out the window.

We finally pulled up at my stop and I got off. My stomach rumbled like I hadn’t eaten in three days, which I kind of hadn’t. Not a proper meal anyway.

I headed into the mall, stopping out front of an almost empty cafe. Privacy was perfect for today, so I walked in, eyeing off all four booths and less than a dozen rickety tables. Grabbing a menu from the table, I gave it a quick once over and sat down.

I scanned the menu more thoroughly. Pancake stack served with your choice of maple syrup and double cream or a fresh fruit compote.

Hmm not bad.

Fried bacon, mushrooms, tomato, hashbrown, eggs cooked to your liking. Served with two slices of deliciously thick toast.

My mouth flooded. The food called my name.

“Well, if it isn’t Olivia Wants-To-Sit-Alone.”

My hand hit my purse which scooted across the table, knocking over a jug of water that wasn’t there a moment ago. Liquid pooled on the wooden surface and seeped toward its edges. Shoving my chair back, I grabbed the only napkin in the otherwise empty holder and tried to soak up the mess. My fight was futile though—water cascaded down the sides of the table while Logan chuckled. He swept a cloth over the wooden surface, and soaked up my mess, yet bubbles of water remained on the shiny surface. I’d made such a mess even his towel sized cloth couldn’t absorb it all. What was wrong with me? Every time I was around this guy my coordination failed.

“I’m a disaster lately.” My cheeks began to burn.

“Hey.” Logan’s large eyes captured mine. “It’s just a little water, no big deal.”

Maybe it was a build up of the past few days, or maybe it was the tenderness in his voice, but for a split second I lost all my inhibitions, all sense of what was important and how I should behave. I slumped back into the chair and didn’t fight the lump in my throat or the burning behind my eyes.

“Olivia ...” Logan’s voice was soft, warm. “If you’re a disaster, then I’m a tornado hot on the heels of a tsunami that was caused by an earthquake.”

A smile crept onto my lips. I glanced up at him, only he wasn’t all the way up there; his face was level with mine, his blond hair catching on his stubbled cheek as he leaned in. He’d pulled another chair over and sat so close his jean-covered knees bumped mine.

“What about the flash flood?” My teeth caught my bottom lip, because I was the flash flood. The proof was right in front of us, in a puddle on the floor.

A smile crept onto his mouth and he leaned further in until his face was right up in mine. “I’m the fire that burned so intense it evaporated the flood waters.”

His gaze blazed as hot as his words and heat radiated off every part of me, too. Sweat trickled down my back. He was too close, way too close, but I couldn’t move and I wasn’t sure I really wanted to.

I must have stopped breathing, because when he pulled back I sucked in a big breath.

“Do you like music?” Logan asked.

“I ... I ...” Something had severed the pathways between my brain and mouth. Logan watched while words failed me. He tucked the chin-length strand of hair behind his ear; his eyes still held the same heat.

“Perfect,” he said, standing up. “There’s a great band playing up at the university bar next Friday.”

Was that? Did he ... my heart leapt into my throat, filling the space between with a delicious warmth. Logan Hays wanted me to go ...

No, no, no. I wasn’t going on a date with him. With anyone. No matter how nice his smile was, those eyes, his ridiculously toned biceps ... Damn it. He was too hot, which meant this had to be just another huge joke. I needed to toughen up, before he faked an orgasm. I shook my head, but Logan had already turned around and was walking away, the notepad sticking out of his back pocket jigging with his steps.

He returned a moment later with a fresh jug of water. “Now, what can I get for you?”

“Umm ... I ... ahh ...”

“Breakfast? Cake? Early lunch?”

I still wasn’t, couldn’t, go out with him. I just ... how did I know he was genuine? I didn’t.

“About next Friday—”

“Pancakes, eggs, toast, fruit salad. What would you like?”

“I ... big breakfast, please, but I can’t—”

“Coffee, tea, OJ?”

“OJ. I’m not going out with you.”

“Did I ask you out?” Logan tucked his pen behind his ear, and his gaze flashed away from mine. “I thought I told you about a gig you should check out.”

Foot. Mine was firmly planted in my mouth, and I still couldn’t form a coherent sentence. Logan turned and walked toward the counter, but not before I caught the tiny smile tugging at his lips.

****
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THE REST OF MY DAY was uneventful. There was no one from Oxley in any of my Tuesday classes, and I managed not to bump into anyone on campus. I even made it back to my room having only passed a small group of people who sat in the courtyard.

After heating a packaged meal in the microwave which sat in our block’s tiny kitchen, I headed back to my room and flicked the laptop on. I didn’t bother pulling out any text books, because I wouldn’t be able to concentrate. I’d been trapped in my own head all day, thinking about Christian, my future, my presidential campaign, but mostly thinking about Logan.

Settling at the wooden desk, with my creamy chicken pasta balanced on the edge, I hovered over the Facebook icon on my favourites bar. Nope. Instead, I opened my inbox and there it was. How did I forget all about Stalker Boy’s email when I saw him at the cafe? I should have asked how in the hell he got my address, and why he was emailing me in the first place. Sure it was kind of sweet that he noticed my lack of notes and thought to offer his, but it was weird that he had somehow procured my contact information.

I scanned his email again and shook my head, then clicked on an email from Savvy I’d somehow missed yesterday. It was time stamped ten-o-nine Sunday morning.


Babe! What happened to you last night? You just up and disappeared. I know it’s study day, but WE HAVE TO TALK.

Let me know what time’s cool or I’ll come by when it’s not.


If I’d actually spoken to her yesterday when she asked, maybe this could have been dealt with sooner.

I finished off my pasta, and went to look for Savvy to find out what she knew. It was half seven, so she would have been done with dinner. I doubted she’d be in her room since she said she was busy, but it was the first place I headed anyway. A quick dash across the courtyard and up her staircase, then I raised my fist to rap on her door. No answer. The little whiteboard attached to the front read BBL. I sighed; fat lot of info that gave me. Knowing Savvy, later could mean anytime between now and Thursday.

The quiet girl from last year opened a door and stepped out into the hallway. Molly was in flannelette PJs that were as becoming as her unbrushed bed-hair. Her gaze flicked from her angry bird slippers to me.

“Hi, Olivia,” she mumbled as she shuffled past.

“Molly,” I called. “Do you know where Savannah is?”

“Ah, no. But ...” She glanced back toward the door she just came out of. “Are you okay?”

Wow, everyone had heard about Saturday night.

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

“I don’t believe them.”

“Pardon me?”

“The rumours about you. I don’t believe them.”

“Gee, thanks Molly.” I ran a hand across the back of my neck. “That means a lot.”

She smiled as she disappeared into her room. And there it was; further proof there were rumours flying around about me. Just freaking great. If it was anything damaging I could say goodbye to the job at Ella’s father’s firm Dad had lined up. Lawyers have to live up to a certain standard and if my reputation was ruined, there’d be no hope of recovering. Deakin Parry Associates wasn’t just the best firm in the country. It was my dream. Curling my arms across my stomach, I turned on my heel and went straight down the stairs. Once in the courtyard, my gaze flicked up to Christian’s window, and sure enough the light was on. He owed me an explanation and he was going to deliver it.

I marched up the stairs, past the middle floor and all the way to the top floor of block L where a fat beam of light fell into the hall from Christian’s open doorway. I walked right up to it and went inside without knocking, only to be met with people lazing all over the floor. Or so it felt, because for the first time ever the huge room seemed tiny. They all sat in a rough circle on the floor, playing cards in their hands.

I focused on my ex-boyfriend. “We need to talk, and don’t give me any of that ‘not now’ crap. It’s happening. Now.”

More sets of eyes than I cared to count shifted toward me.

“Dude, I think you better talk to her.” Dane climbed to his feet, the Celtic disc on his surfer necklace slapping against his chest as he tossed a handful of playing cards onto the rough carpet. My gaze never wavered from Christian, whose shoulders dropped. I rocked back and forth on my heels, my arms clinging to my tummy while his friends filed out. Their absence revealing my friend, hanging behind Dane.

So that was why she was busy. Savannah mouthed something as she slipped away, but I didn’t bother trying to make it out. She’d chosen to hang with the guys whose rumour had caused all the horrendous moments of the past few days? So much for friendship.

Christian sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I’m sorry about Saturday night. It shouldn’t have gone down like that. I was—”

“Drunk, Christian. But you weren’t that drunk.”

“Yeah, I was ...”

He glanced toward the door where Savvy, Dane and the other guys had disappeared. 

Christian pushed himself off the floor without bothering to gather up the discarded cards. He walked across the room, and closed the door softly, looking just as good as always, in cargos and a polo-shirt.

“Olivia ...”

I met his gaze, and his brow furrowed, his lips pressed into a thin line. “We’re not right together.”

I took a deep breath, and he dropped onto the edge of his bed. A bed we
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