
        
            
                
            
        

    



As Rose laughed loudly and placed a paper crown on her head from out of
her cracker, she happened to glance down the table and caught Leo looking at
her. 


He winked. 


Rose quickly looking down,
grinning at her plate. She felt so aware of him. She could still feel his eyes,
she concentrated hard on the plate. It was daft but it made her feel
wonderfully happy just because he winked at her.


“What are you smirking
at?” Alex leaned over to examine the plate she had been staring at.


“I’m not smirking!” She
replied still trying not to look at Leo.


“Yes you are, like the cat
that stole the cream.” Jack joined in from across the table.


“Oh don’t be ridiculous!”
She really didn’t want to draw any more attention to herself. Bloody Leo.
Perhaps she could get him back later somehow. 


At that moment the new
kitten caused a distraction by jumping on the table to try and catch a spinning
top. 


Bending her head again to
her food she allowed her hair to swing in front of her face disguising her
expression as she began to smile again.
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Boys, boys,
boys! That’s all Sophie and Grace seemed to talk about this year. Maybe they’d
throw in a little gossip, clothes, magazines and make-up. But otherwise it was
boys. Boys they might like and the boy band they definitely liked, boys they
knew and boys they wanted to know. School came a very poor second.


Rose Falcon
was really enjoying being back at school this year. The summer had been great
but her parents were always working and she had missed the girls. She and her
younger brother Toby had spent three weeks of the holidays with her cousins,
Jack, Alex and Ellie, but she had been on the phone almost every day to Sophie
or Grace, or both of them.


She
supposed that officially Alex was her best friend. Even though they were
cousins, they had been born only days apart and had been close their whole
lives, but at sixteen she had found that she and Alex had started to drift
apart slightly. They were both in the same year at Compass Court Boarding
School and both in the same Schoolhouse, West Tower, but this year she just
seemed to be hanging out a lot more with Sophie and Grace and seeing less of
Alex.


At a
certain age you just needed good girlfriends, and Alex certainly didn’t want to
talk about boys.


Rose,
Sophie and Grace had shared a dormitory at Compass Court since they had started
at the school over five years ago and though the three of them were very
different they had bonded instantly.


Rose was
arty, she wore her long wavy hair loose and when she was out of school uniform
she tended to favor brightly colored clothes and floaty dresses that
complemented her auburn hair. She thought her tummy and her bum were too big,
but they were curves which suited her well. 


Sophie was
always fashionable, with a perfect hourglass figure; she wore her jumpers tight
and her skirts short. Her blond hair was highlighted and she spent ages every
morning with a pair of straighteners getting her bobbed cut sleek and shiny so
it curled just under her jaw line. 


Grace, on
the other hand, always pulled her brown-blond hair into a ponytail; she was the
practical one of the three. Small and slim, she envied the curves of her
friends and favored much more casual wear. Jeans, fluffy jumpers and knee-high
boots were all she would consider at this time of year and she rarely bothered
with make up.


The fourth
girl in their room, Diana, had never really been their friend.


Diana
didn’t seem to have or want female friends. She was thin and had perfect,
porcelain white skin, with an oval face, dark eyes and naturally red lips.
There were a few girls in the year below who hung on her every word and tried
to copy her waist length long dark hair, but she seemed hardly to notice them.
Her aloofness seemed to make her even more attractive to boys, who fought to
sit next to her and carry her books, but she acted as though they were merely
annoying and had said ‘no’ the only two times a boy had been brave enough to
ask her if she wanted to go on a date with him. Rose thought Diana was very
beautiful but very cold.


The only
person Diana was close to was Leo Flanagan. Both Diana and Leo were Irish,
though both their families now lived in England, only about half a mile away
from each other by all accounts. Rose thought that Diana and Leo might be
related, but as neither of them spoke much to her or her friends she didn’t
really know.


“Who are
you looking at?” Sophie nudged Rose out of her reverie.


“No one.”
Rose shook her head. “What were we talking about?” 


“I was just
saying what a dry term it’s been for boyfriends. It’s Christmas already and
we’re all still single.” Said Grace


It was the
20th of December on the last day of their first term in Year Six. It
was dark by five o’clock now and the Common Rooms were the coziest place to be
in the evenings. The three of them were sitting in the West Tower Common Room,
enjoying the fact that as it was the end of term, they didn’t have to do any
studying. They had a low coffee table at one end of the room with a sofa and a
leather armchair that they always tried to occupy to before anyone else. It was
comfortable and intimate. There were no other seats close by so no one could
overhear their conversations. Across the room in an alcove under a tall lamp,
Leo and Diana had a little table for two and it looked like they were actually
doing homework.


“And I was
wondering what’s going on with you and Ben Castle this year?” Grace continued
as she swiveled sideways on the sofa to rest her feet against the radiator on
the wall.


Rose
shrugged. “You know how it is with me and Ben, he asks me out, eventually we
kiss and then it just seems to fizzle out.”


“So are you
going out or not?” Grace furrowed her brow in confusion.


“Beats me.
I would say probably not, seeing as we haven’t spoken in over a month.
We had that snog at Halloween and we spent most of the evening talking. But
we’ve hardly had time to speak since. He’s always got sporting commitments and
I’ve been working on my English coursework most nights. It all just seems a bit
of an effort to find the time and I’m not going to chase after him.”


“I think
you should just dump him once and for all,” said Sophie. “You two have been
on-again off-again since the first year, you’ve never done more than kiss and
neither of you is getting the chance to date anyone else.”


“That’s
true.” Rose thought back to her first year. It was Alex who had befriended Ben,
they were in the same biology class and he had introduced him to her.


Ben was
considered very attractive, though not traditionally handsome. He stood at over
six feet and his large frame was reassuringly solid but his gentle personality
made you feel you would be safe with him. He had brown hair that had a tendency
to curl, big brown eyes and a friendly wide smile. There was something very
appealing about his open countenance. So it was all the more confusing that he
blew hot and cold with their relationship.


“The thing
is,” Rose continued, “there isn’t really anyone else I want to date anyway.”


“No. The
talent has totally dropped off now that Jack’s gone.” Sophie pouted. Rose
laughed, as Sophie’s crush on Jack had been extreme and unrequited for several
years.


“But I
don’t want to date Jack.” Rose joked “That would be gross; he’s my cousin.”


Sophie
kicked Rose’s foot off the table to show how little she thought of the joke.


“Sorry,
Soph.” Her face softened at her friend’s down-turned mouth. “One day Jack will
notice how lovely you are.”


Sophie
glanced at Grace. They both knew that Jack had already noticed Sophie, but had
decided not to tell Rose as she would only rail at Jack about it. Grace saw the
look and nodded imperceptibly to show she still knew not to say anything.


Sophie and
Jack had gotten together at the end of year dance for the Upper School at the
beginning of the summer. More than gotten together. The trouble was that they
had both gone home the next day and although Sophie had given Jack her phone
number, he had never called. She was too embarrassed to tell Rose. Rose had
spent some of the summer holidays with Jack’s family and she would have forced
him to call Sophie. After discussing it with Grace, Sophie had decided this
would be worse than Jack not calling. Unfortunately, Jack had now left Compass
Court for University and Sophie was despairing of when she might get another
chance to speak to him without looking obvious.


“Anyway,”
said Rose “Didn’t you have a bit of a thing going this term with Danny Barnett
in Year 5?”


“Barely.”
Sophie snorted. “At first I thought he was cute, with his boy band looks and that
fab hair.”


“His hair
is only like that because he puts so much gel in it.” Grace said.


“Totally.
Anyway, cute or not, he turned out to be really vain and immature. It lasted
what? Only two or three weeks before he got on my nerves. I think he thought because
I was in Year Six I would be easy or something. I’m not going to date anyone
younger than me again.” Sophie stated.


“We were in
the fifth year only a few months ago.” Grace reminded her with humor.


“Yes but
we’re girls, we mature a lot faster. Danny was not decent boyfriend material.
He actually seemed to think I would be impressed if he could guess my bra size
correctly.” She rolled her eyes and then rounded on Grace. “Let’s not forget
about you. What’s your tally been this term? Even worse than us, the only
action you’ve seen is that you spent the North Tower Christmas Party in a
corner with Jerry! What were you thinking? He’s hardly brain of the year.”


“I wasn’t
interested in his brain.” Grace smirked. “I just like my men big.”


“I’ll bet
you do. And just how big is Jerry?” Sophie waggled her eyebrows suggestively.


“Not like
that!” Grace laughed and threw a cushion at her. “You know what I mean. I like
a bit of muscle on a man. I can’t stand skinny bony boys.”


“Maybe you
should date Ben then instead of me.” Rose joked. 


“Yes,
because that’s what friends do to each other.” Grace said sarcastically.


“Tell me
again what you’re doing this Christmas?” Sophie asked Rose.


“Well, as
you know it doesn’t look like my parents will be able to leave South America until
early next year,” Rose chewed her lip, “and Uncle John is training troops right
up until Christmas day. So Jack’s organized it that we all stay at school
during the holidays and his parents are coming just for Christmas lunch.” By
‘all’ Rose meant herself, her brother Toby, and her three cousins, Jack, Alex
and Ellie.


“You’re so
lucky,” sighed Grace. “No parents, no schoolwork, just total freedom.” Her own
parents were pretty strict and made her study several hours a day, even during
the holidays.


And two
weeks with Jack,
thought Sophie, though she didn’t say it aloud. “I can’t believe the school are
just letting Jack come and stay.” She said.


“Yeah,
well, it is Jack. You know how much the head teacher thinks of him. I
think she probably cried when he left last term.” Rose rolled her eyes.


She
wasn’t the only one,
thought Sophie. “When is he arriving?”


“Sometime
tomorrow, you might see him before you leave, do you want me to ring and ask
him?” Rose said.


Sophie
shook her head. She didn’t want Jack to know she was bothered.


“So, who
else is staying?” She asked.


“I’m not
sure.” Rose’s eyes traveled back to where Leo and Diana were sitting. She had
heard a rumor that they were both staying, though she couldn’t think why.


“Definitely
Anne-Marie, the head girl, and I think a boy in Toby’s year, which will be nice
for him.” Toby was thirteen and had not taken the news of his parents’ absence
this coming Christmas at all well.


“So no one
particularly interesting. No cute boys?” Said Grace.


Rose let
her gaze linger on Leo for a second more. “No. No-one interesting.” She
confirmed.
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It was the
first night of the Christmas holidays and Sophie Jones was settling back into
her bedroom at home.


Her mother
had attended Compass Court when she was a girl and had been enthusiastic about
Sophie attending the same school. It was a two hour drive from school back to
their family home in Wiltshire and her mother had been full of constant
questions all the way. Sophie had tried to fill her in on everything that had happened
in the Autumn term, but the truth was she wasn’t in the mood to chat to her.
All she really wanted to do was ring Grace for some advice.


Now,
finally, her mother had left her to unpack and she had some time alone. She
pulled out her phone and looked again at the text message Jack had sent her.
She called Grace.


“Hi Soph.
Where are you? Are you home now? How are your parents?” Grace sounded pleased
to hear from her.


“Yes, I’m
home and they’re fine, but listen, something happened after you left today.”
Sophie felt impatient to tell her everything.


“Oh?”


“Jack
arrived just before my mum picked me up and he came over and spoke to me!” She
imparted dramatically.


“Whoa! How
did it go?” Grace was clearly eager to hear more.


“I’m not
sure, good I think. He said ‘Hi,’ then told me he was sorry again for taking
advantage of me and that he didn’t want a girlfriend.”


“That
doesn’t sound so good?” Sophie could hear the frown in Grace’s voice.


“No, but
then he asked me if I was seeing anyone, and sort of looked pleased when I said
I wasn’t.” Sophie struggled to recall word for word. “Then I asked him if he
was seeing anyone and he said he was seeing a couple of girls at Uni but
nothing serious.”


“Okay.”
Grace drew out the word, showing she wasn’t committing yet to any thoughts.


“Then I
asked him if he still had my phone number and he said he did,” Sophie
continued, “and then I said he should call or text me sometime, and then my mum
arrived and I left.”


Grace was
silent for a moment thinking it over.


“Do you
think you walked away looking cool or did you come across all pathetic and
needy?” She asked warily.


“I’m not
sure. Cool, I think. I haven’t told you the best bit yet.” Sophie said. “About
ten minutes after we drove away I got a text from him.”


“You’re
kidding! What did it say?” Grace was suddenly sounding much more excited.


“It says: I
like your new hairstyle. That’s it.”


“Oh for
goodness sake! That’s not much to go on. Why does he have to be so cryptic?
Mind you, on a positive note, at least he does like your hair cut.”
Grace laughed.


“I know
right? What on Earth does it mean? Is he just trying to be nice? Or is he
trying to start something? I wondered if maybe it was sort of something in
between. Like he’s making a point of giving me his number but still being cautious
not to sound keen?” Sophie poured out all her thoughts. 


She badly
wanted Grace to tell her that it sounded like Jack was interested, yet at the
same time she was worried Grace would say he clearly wasn’t. Grace wasn’t the
biggest fan of Jack, since he had slept with her friend and then not called
her.


“Hmmm, I
don’t know.” Grace said unhelpfully. “Have you replied?”


“No. I
don’t know what to say. I need your help.” Sophie doodled on a pad in front of
her, ready to write down anything useful Grace might come up with. “I want to
reply with something really funny and clever, yet at the same time I want to
send something that he has to respond to.”


“I don’t
know, Soph. Maybe you would look cooler if you didn’t reply at all?” Grace knew
Sophie wouldn’t go for it, but she personally thought it was all Jack deserved.
She was proved right as Sophie yelped in distress.


“Alright,
alright!” Grace continued with a smile. “I know you want to text him back, but
at least wait a few days?”


“I guess.”
Sophie sounded depressed. “How many days do you think?”


“At least
two. It will give us time to think up the perfect witty reply.”


“Yes.
That’s exactly what I want.” Sophie was relieved to have Grace on board. Best
friends really were your best asset when it came to playing the game with boys.


***


Rose lay in
bed that night thinking how weird it was being in the dormitory with just
Diana.


 Sophie and Grace had both left earlier in the
afternoon, and it had transpired that both Diana and Leo were staying at
school for the Christmas holidays.


It was bad
enough that she had to be stuck on her own with Diana at night time, but Rose
was particularly worried that things could get very awkward with Leo.


The history
between her family and his dated back to half way through her first year.
Rose’s parents were journalists. Or more precisely, her mother was an
investigative reporter and her father was her cameraman and producer.


Their
career had started long before Rose was born. Her mother had been a weather
girl for the BBC, sent to the Greek Islands to cover an unusual tropical storm.
Her father had been a young freelance cameraman, working with a different
station, desperately trying to make a name for himself in a competitive
industry. What happened next had totally changed their lives. A freak hurricane
had ravaged the South of Greece, destroying islands and causing mass loss of
life and wide spread panic. The two of them had been trapped right in the eye
of it. They did however have the only broadcasting equipment to survive the hurricane
and captured images
that were then transmitted all around the globe. Her mother was able to give
the only on-site reports of what was happening. In the few days immediately
after the devastation, before anyone else was able to fly into the area, they
had become world famous and had also fallen in love.


After that,
they went on to cover all the big stories together, braving war zones and
exposing corruption at the highest levels. They tried to curtail it after Rose
and then Toby were born, but they had been drawn back in, which was why they
had sent their children to boarding school.


It was just
an unlucky coincidence that when Rose was eleven they had done a piece on a
London Crime Lord that resulted in two men going to prison for life. One of
those men had been Leo’s uncle.


When her
father had discovered that she was at the same school as the nephew of the
infamous Brian Flanagan, he had wanted to pull Rose out of the school. She had
kicked up one hell of a fuss. They had chosen Compass Court because it was
where her cousins were, and Rose had been adamant that if she couldn’t stay
with her parents then she didn’t want to be separated from the only family she
had around her. Her dad had reluctantly agreed to leave her there, after all it
couldn’t have been planned by the Flanagans seeing as both Leo and herself were
already at the school before it happened. But he had been firm on the point
that she must not become friendly with Leo Flanagan. He was scared that somehow
she might become a pawn his family would try to use for revenge.


Not wanting
to risk being taken away from school, she had agreed. No one at the school,
apart her family, knew what had happened. Except she supposed Leo must know. He
had avoided her as much as she had him. She knew he felt the same way she did.
They might be in the same school house, but he hardly ever spoke to her
directly, and didn’t look her in the eye when he did have to speak to her. They
ate at opposite ends of the house table and relaxed at opposite ends of West Tower
Common Room. They had a lot of the same friends though, and comments had been
made. Rose just laughed them off and faked confusion if asked why she didn’t
like him. 


“What are
you talking about? I don’t dislike him, we’re just not close friends.” She assumed
he said something similar.


Unfortunately
Sophie and Grace both seemed to fancy him. They always sat in the sofa group at
one end of the Common Room with Rose, but there was no doubt that both their
heads lifted whenever his laughter was heard across the room. When he wasn’t
studying with Diana, he and some of his friends had become regulars in the
armchairs at the far end and enjoyed loud games of cards and laddish banter.


In the end,
she had confided in Sophie and Grace. Their constant discussions around boys
had too often been centered on Leo in recent years, and her excuse that she had
nothing in common with him had been too easily dismissed.


It was true
that Leo was extremely fanciable. He wasn’t particularly tall, probably around
5 ft 10 or 11, but his jet black hair, coupled with his blue Irish eyes, made
his looks striking. He was lean and moved with a confident grace, and spoke
with a gorgeous Dublin accent. He might have been just her type if not for the
history that kept them apart. That and Diana Carmel.
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Toby was
really upset about not going home for Christmas. Rose had pointed out that
Christmas would be great fun at Compass Court, but Toby wasn’t comforted. 


“But it’s Christmas!”
Toby had whined.


At that
moment Alex and Ellie had come in, full of excitement at spending Christmas at
School and Toby hadn’t said another word. At least not to her, though she was
fairly sure he had given their parents a hard time for abandoning him.


Determined
to ensure he wouldn’t feel too sad on Christmas day, Rose had gone a bit mad on
presents and bought some for everyone staying in the school over the Christmas
holidays, including handkerchiefs for the teachers and even some chocolate
snowmen for Leo and Diana. For Toby she bought about ten small presents, even
though he already had a mountain to open from their guilt-ridden parents.


She had
been very surprised to find the rumors were true and Leo was staying for
Christmas. Last year Diana had stayed at Compass Court, Rose wasn’t sure why,
but Leo had gone home. This year, his parents had been going skiing and he had
asked if he could stay and study instead. Rose was pretty sure that Diana was
the real reason he was staying. 


She was
confused because Leo and Diana didn’t seem to be a couple, yet it seemed they
preferred to be together than apart. Sophie and Grace often discussed what kind
of relationship Leo and Diana had. Were they like brother and sister? Were they
just best friends? Were they in love but hadn’t told each other? Were they waiting
until they were older before taking their relationship to the next level?


Rose
listened to her friends debating it but she never joined in, just saying “Who
cares?” if asked for an opinion, but secretly she did wonder. She didn’t think
it was like her relationship with Alex. She and Alex really were ‘just
friends,’ more like brother and sister. In fact, as first cousins of the same
age, they were better friends than she was with her actual brother. But then,
Leo and Diana didn’t seem to have that easy friendship like she had with Alex.
They seemed more intense somehow. Rose tried to analyze why she was so
interested in their friendship. It was fine for Sophie and Grace; they were
both openly interested in Leo, not to mention half a dozen other boys too. But
Rose wasn’t even supposed to be allowing herself to register him. She had
reached this point without any problems, so why was she thinking about him now?
She could blame the girls for talking about him a lot; it had made her curious,
she reasoned. Then again, Sophie and Grace talked about all boys a lot. Not
just Leo. They had both been interested in lots of different boys over the
years. Plus Sophie had that massive crush on Jack, and in their second year,
Grace had even tried to get Rose to ask out Alex for her. Rose was less
interested in boys than they were. She’d had that flirting thing going on with
Ben Castle for years now, but just didn’t have very strong feelings for him.


She
supposed her curiosity about Leo and Diana had grown because now that Sophie
and Grace had gone home for Christmas, she was stuck in the dorm room alone
with Diana. But Rose comforted herself that it was only to sleep, she would be
with Toby and the Parkhurst clan the rest of the time and Diana would stick
with Leo. 


Christmas
Eve turned out to be great fun. There were about fifteen students of various
ages from all four school houses. The teachers were having a ‘staff meeting’ at
the pub in Oakworth, leaving only the head girl, Anne-Marie, who was in Year
Seven, in charge. There was only one table for dinner and they all got a bit
silly! They had some fruit punch that someone might have tampered with a little
and Toby set off some firecrackers at the table, which almost caused a nasty
accident. Leo and Alex had a mock fight with plastic swords and Marie-Anne got
into a tickle fight with Jack, before going very red and giggly. Jack produced
some mistletoe, which he hung from a streamer, and kissed her while she was
laughing and everyone else laughed when she tripped backwards over a chair in
surprise. They all piled presents under the big tree at one end of the room and
even Diana seemed cheerful and excited for a change.


Rose woke
early the next morning, thinking about Toby. Since both she and Toby had
stopped believing in Santa Claus, they didn’t get a stocking anymore. Instead,
their parents normally snuck in during the night on Christmas Eve and put a
special present on the end of their bed to have when they woke up. 


She was
worried that Toby would wake up and feel upset that there wasn’t one and it
would make him miss their parents. So she decided to creep down early and find
his main present from their parents under the tree.


She wasn’t
allowed into the boy’s dormitories, so she would have to wake Alex and ask him
to put it on Toby’s bed.


She pulled
her green velvet dressing gown on over her pajamas, and crept out of the
dormitory so as not to disturb Diana. She waited until she was outside the door
before ringing Alex’s mobile. She didn’t think a text would wake him.


“Hello?”
Alex sounded both groggy and grumpy.


“Sorry, Al.
It’s me. Look could you do me a massive favor and meet me in the Common Room?”


“Aw hell,
Rosie, it’s seven o’clock in the morning on Christmas Day! I wanted a lie in.”


“I know,
I’m really sorry.” She explained about Toby not having a present on the end of
his bed and how it might upset him. Alex grumbled a while more, then grudgingly
agreed to meet her.


“But give
me twenty minutes to freshen up ok? I think I might even have a bit of a
hangover.”


She smiled
as she hung up. Then, taking the stairs two at a time, she ran down to the main
hall, collected Toby’s present and went back to the silent West Tower Common
Room to wait.


She jumped
as something moved at the far end of the room. It was Leo. He was reading, curled
deep in his favorite armchair, but he put the book down as she approached and
stretched like a cat before rising out of the chair.


“Well hello
there, Rose. You’re up particularly early.” His Irish lilt was soft.


It was a
perfectly normal thing to say but Rose felt like she had been caught naked.
They never spoke to each other ‘normally.’ They usually only spoke indirectly
or gave one word answers. She dragged her dressing gown tighter around herself
and began to babble about Toby and the present whilst fiddling with the cord at
her waist. 


He said
nothing until she looked up. It seemed to her like it was the first time they
had ever made and held eye contact . His eyes were brighter blue than she
remembered, darker at the edges, wide in the dim light. They seemed full of
some emotion she couldn’t name. She couldn’t seem to drag her own eyes away and
still he said nothing and simply looked back at her. She could hear her own
heart beating, way too fast, as the moment stretched on and on. In five and a half
years at school together, she couldn’t ever remember them being alone before.


 “I saw you got a present for me under the
tree, I have one for you too.” He said casually.


He began to
walk towards her. Covering the distance between them too quickly for her to
think, and suddenly standing far too close for her loudly beating heart. 


“Ah, um,”
she squeaked “Gosh. It’s only chocolates.” 


She backed
away coming up against a wall.


“That’s
sure disappointing,” he seemed to drawl the words with mischief in his eyes.
“Mine is worth more than chocolates. I think you will have to give me something
else as well.” He paused looking at her speculatively.


Her eyes
widened, her mouth open but no sound came out.


“Or maybe I
should just take it?” He suggested gently then stepped forward again, almost
right against her, his arms pinned hers against the wall and he kissed her.


The world
turned slowly upside down.


She could
feel his tongue testing against her bottom lip seeking a way in, her lips
parted without thought and he deepened the kiss. Her knees wobbled and he
pressed her harder into the wall to keep them both upright.


Rose
couldn’t think at all. She just needed more. She felt dizzy, high, hungry, oh
hell - she didn’t know what she felt, only that she hadn’t felt it before,
hadn’t experienced anything as exciting in her life.


Leo hadn’t
meant to kiss her more than briefly, but she tasted like heaven. He knew he was
attracted to her; his body certainly knew he had been for a while, but he
didn’t want to like her. He tried to hold himself back. He knew he had to break
the kiss. He didn’t want it to stop but he was getting in over his head.


“Shit!” Leo
stepped quickly away from her “Sorry, Rose.”


“Why… why
are you sorry?” Her voice came out a bit too high. She leant back against the
wall to regain her balance; she couldn’t quite trust her knees.


“Well, you
know, I mean… we don’t really like each other, I didn’t mean to kiss you quite
as much as that.” He could tell he was making no sense. His brain function was
not fully coherent. 


“Blame the
mistletoe.” He pointed up. 


She looked
up and sure enough, there was the mistletoe from last night hanging from the
wall above her. How had it gotten there? She looked back at Leo, her eyes full
of suspicion. Had he planned this? He looked innocently back at her, his own
eyes giving absolutely nothing away. Of course he hadn’t, she reasoned, why
would he even want to?


Leo went
into his pocket and drew out a small box tied with ribbon. 


“Happy
Christmas.” he said with a slight smile. He thrust it into her hand before
walking to the entrance of the boy’s dormitory without even a backward glance. 


Rose stood
stupidly holding the box, looking at the spot where he had vanished. She shook
her head to try to clear it, but she still felt completely spun out at being
kissed like that. She took a few deep breaths and looked down at the box. 


What would
he buy her? 


She heard
some footsteps coming down the stairs, and knew it would be Alex. Now wasn’t
the time to open the present. Putting it into her pocket she retied her
dressing gown a little tighter and tried to compose her features.


 “Hi!” Alex jumped the last three steps and
pulled her into a bear hug. “Happy Christmas!” 


She hugged
him back, burying her face in his jumper for a second to arrange her features. 


“Happy
Christmas, Al.” Her voice was muffled but he instantly detected she was not
herself. He pulled back a little so he could look her in the eye.


“Are you
feeling sad about not being at home for Christmas?” He asked as he searched her
face with concern.


“Hmm?” She
seemed distracted, and she looked at him then quickly looked away “Oh, yes, yes
that’s what it is.” 


Alex
frowned. Rose never lied, and he didn’t think she would ever lie to him, yet he
was convinced she just had.


“What’s
going on, Rose?” 


She fought
the urge the scuttle away. It was difficult to act naturally in front of Alex
when she was feeling so unsettled; he knew her so well and was bound to notice.
But she couldn’t tell him; she didn’t even quite understand herself quite what
had happened.


“Nothing’s
going on. It’s Toby.” She tried to act normally. “I just wanted you to put a
present on his bed for me. Is that a problem?” She asked defensively.


“Of course
not.” Alex’s voice was full of surprise. “Why are you being weird? You just
snapped at me.”


Rose
sighed, “Sorry Al, just ignore me, it’s nothing, I promise. Will you sneak this
onto his bed? Thanks.” She smiled as he nodded. 


Alex still
didn’t look convinced though. She faked a cheerful laugh and over compensated
by hugging him again. Then she kissed him on the cheek, gave a wave and said,
“See you at breakfast in half an hour?” over her shoulder before bolting for
the stairs to the girls’ dormitories.


Alex walked
slowly up the stairs holding Toby’s present. His instinct told him her behavior
was very odd. She had always been straight with him. Why wouldn’t she be now?
Did she feel differently towards him for some reason? And why had she kissed
him on the cheek? That was unusual. He stopped dead in his tracks. Did Rose
have new feelings for him? Is that why she was being weird? He hoped not. He
would have to watch her carefully today, he didn’t want to say anything to make
it awkward but he didn’t fancy her, that would be totally uncomfortable, she
was his best friend and they were cousins.
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Rose poked
her head cautiously round the door to her room. Diana was still asleep, thank
goodness, her long dark hair streaming over the pillow. She looked serene,
almost nice when she was asleep, Rose thought.


She crept
back into her own bed, plumped up the pillows behind her back and took out the
gift Leo had given her. She pulled the ribbon off slowly. She was extremely
curious about it, but she couldn’t help wanting to make the moment last. What
would he buy her? She hadn’t put her gift to him under the tree until the
previous evening so how had he known to get her something? It was probably a
generic gift he had kept just in case he needed one for someone, and then he’d
probably wrapped it at the last minute when he saw she had bought something for
him.


The ribbon
off, she eased the lid of the box and gasped. This was no generic gift! It was
a silver necklace with a winged horse pendant. She glanced up at the massive
poster over her bed of Pegasus flying against a full moon. 


Leo had
never been in her room but her love of winged horses was reasonably well known.
This gift had been bought especially for her. It was a perfect match with the
silver star studs she always wore at her ears and the silver bracelet her
parents had given her for her 16th birthday.


I should put it in my trunk, she thought; it was bound to draw
attention. Someone would ask where she got it. But she just couldn’t, she
already loved it and just had to wear it. She fastened it around her
neck and after pausing for just a moment to admire it again she slipped it
inside her top so it couldn’t be easily seen.


She lay
back on the bed to think about how she felt about the kiss and the gift.


She touched
her fingers to her lips. It had felt wonderful. But as handsome as Leo was, he
was still a Flanagan. His uncle was definitely dangerous, and his cousins had
been suspected of related criminal activities, even his own father had been
implicated, though later he had been cleared. But that didn’t make Leo a
criminal.


Rose sighed
loudly, it didn’t make any difference, she couldn’t go anywhere near him. All
her family had been warned to be cautious about his family and her parents
would be really concerned. It was fine for Jack and Alex to be friendly to him
when they were all thrown together, like this Christmas. It was in their nature
to be friendly to everyone. But they wouldn’t deliberately seek him out and
they would be horrified if Rose were to ever be more than friends with
him.


Across the
room, Diana began to wake up. Rose snatched up a book and pretended to be
reading it. Diana was another problem. Diana wouldn’t like the idea of Rose and
Leo kissing, she was sure of it, and she still had to share a room with Diana
for the next year and a half. 


Why was she
even thinking about this? Ok, so they kissed. Big deal. It wasn’t likely to
happen again. So they were attracted to each other. She was attracted to lots
of boys, she reasoned. He had kissed several girls if the stories were true. In
fact he was probably just proving he could. Pushing boundaries. Nothing more.


But what a
kiss!


She had
acknowledged he was attractive a long time ago, but that hadn’t made her want
to do anything about it. Now she wondered how she could have been in the same
room as him for years without wanting to kiss him. It was like a spell had
lifted, or had been cast, she wasn’t sure which, but the kiss had changed
everything. Now she wanted him to kiss her again and then maybe kiss her some
more.


It wasn’t
personal, it was just chemical; an unfortunate attraction to the wrong person.
He had even admitted he didn’t like her, hadn’t he? She frowned trying to
remember his exact words.


But what
about the necklace? He had put thought into it. When had he bought it? She
reached up and touched it again.


“Happy
Christmas.” Diana said brightly swinging her legs off the bed.


Rose was
surprised, Diana wasn’t a morning person as a rule and usually said very little
for a few hours after she got up. Actually she said very little to Rose or the
other girls most of the time. Rose wondered for the first time if maybe Diana
wasn’t stuck up but was just shy.


Rose smiled
back at her and said “Same to you. Isn’t it fun being here?”


“Fun?” Diana looked mockingly at her
before walking off into the bathroom. Rose ground her teeth; maybe Diana was
just stuck up!


She dressed
quickly in jeans, trainers and pulled a long baggy jumper on over a t-shirt.


Looking in
the mirror she suddenly wanted to look a bit less ordinary and a bit more
girly. “Because it’s Christmas Day,” she told herself firmly. She brushed her
hair and put it up in a ponytail, then added a bit of eyeliner and mascara.
Just a little bit, so Alex wouldn’t notice and tease her. But she did feel she
looked instantly better. She swapped her trainers for brown leather boots and
her baggy jumper for a white cashmere cardigan. 


Stopping in
front of the mirror again she got cross with herself. Why was she making such
an effort? Did it look like she was
making an effort? Critically she looked over the outfit. It was a perfectly
normal outfit, similar to what many of the girls would wear at the weekend. She
looked good, but not over the top. Satisfied, she smiled at her reflection and
quickly did up her top button, so the necklace wasn’t showing. Half way down
the stairs she had a vain moment and pulled the band out of her hair so it
swung loose around her shoulders.


Leo watched
Rose enter the breakfast hall where one long table had been put out for the
teachers and the students to all sit down together. She looked fantastic.
Actually he reasoned, she always looked fantastic, but he had never seen her in
such tight jeans, or maybe he just hadn’t noticed before. He was sure she was
even better looking this year than she had been last year. Not that it
mattered, she didn’t like him, and he tried to avoid her so she wouldn’t know
how much he wanted her to.


Had she
opened the gift yet? Her eyes scanned the room in a general sort of way. She
saw him and her hand went up to touch something round her neck. Yes. She’d
opened the present and was clearly wearing it. She gave him a very quick smile
and then waved at Alex Parkhurst, making her way to the far end of the table
beside him. Leo didn’t care. Inside he was grinning like a maniac. She wasn’t
pissed at him for kissing her. He was sure she would be angry or disgusted or
maybe even laugh at him. But instead she had smiled at him and she was
wearing the necklace.


Diana came
into the room and he jumped up to meet her.


“Happy
Christmas” he said warmly. “How are you feeling?”


Diana smiled
back at him for his constant niceness. “I’m fine, I’m glad we’re here.” She
settled onto the bench opposite him and he poured her some juice.


Rose
watched them beneath lowered lashes. What was going on between those two?


“Al, can I
have some juice?” Rose nudged her glass towards Alex.


“Sure.” He
didn’t even look up, just shoved the jug of juice in her direction.


“Gee,
thanks.” She said, more sharply than she intended. Alex's head jerked up and
his eyes narrowed as he looked at her. It was an appraising look.


“What?” she
said trying to keep her voice normal and smile.


“Are you
wearing makeup?” he said in a neutral tone.


“I’m
sixteen, Alex, it’s quite normal for girls to wear some makeup.” She waited for
him to point out that she never really wore makeup. But he didn’t say anything
more, just looked thoughtful as he chewed his cereal. Beside her Toby laughed
and said she needed it. Jack, sat across from Toby, disagreed and said she
didn’t. Which was unusually nice of him.


“Shall we
go for a walk after breakfast?” Rose poked Alex as he didn’t seem to be
listening. “A walk down to the river? Work up an appetite for lunch?”


“What just
the two of us?” Alex frowned “No, I don’t think we should.” Was Alex being odd
or was it her imagination?


“Ohhh kaaay
then… Are you ok, Al?”


“Of
course!” he smiled at her “I just think we should do stuff as a family, you
know, as it’s Christmas.”


Maybe it
was just as well, Rose thought. The urge to confide everything that had
happened to Alex would be hard to overcome if they went off privately together.
She wasn’t sure yet how much she wanted to tell him, or even if she should at
all. But she had never kept secrets from him and she was desperate to tell
someone. Maybe she should send a text to Grace after breakfast. Grace was great
at practical advice. Though actually she didn’t really want any advice, she
just wanted to talk about Leo. Or maybe she wanted to talk to Leo.


She fiddled
with the necklace and looked down the table at him and Diana conversing
quietly.


“I need
some fresh air.” She told Alex loudly “I’m going to go down to the river on my
own, do you mind?”


“’Course
not,” he said buttering some toast “I’m not finished anyway.”


Leo watched
her leave the hall and wondered whether he should follow.
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Rose walked
slowly along the edge of the river. She was getting near the woods and would
have to turn back soon. Why had she not worn her trainers? These boots were not
made for walking! She sighed and tried to remind herself that she liked walking
alone, when she heard someone coming. Her heart leapt at the sight of Leo. She
hadn’t realized how much she had wanted him to follow and she hadn’t realized
how happy it would make her to see him. She sat on a boulder and waited for him
to reach her. 


“Fancy
seeing you here.” He quipped with a raised eyebrow.


She grinned
back at him. “Shocking surprise, clearly!”


“Do say if
you really did want to be alone?” he asked looking more serious.


“No.” She
felt suddenly shy. “I wanted to thank you for the necklace. I love it. It’s so
perfect.” She was desperate to ask him when and why he bought it, but wasn’t
sure how.


“I really
wish I’d given you something more than chocolate now.” She said.


“Oh, but
you did.” He smiled wickedly. “Or have you forgotten already?”


Rose
blushed at the memory. “It still doesn’t seem enough compared to this.” Her
fingers stroked the winged horse.


“Well, we
could always do it again,” he suggested sitting down beside her “and maybe
again after that?”


Rose
sighed. God yes, she wanted to. “Leo, you know we can’t. You’re a …” She broke
off realizing how stupid it sounded.


“A
Flanagan, yes, I know. We’re just the regular Romeo and Juliet. A plague on
both our houses!” He quoted.


She
laughed, “I know it’s daft. But yes, it is a bit like that. I’m sorry.” 


“Don’t be.”
He squeezed her hand to show he understood.


They sat in
silence for a moment then he said quietly “I know some of the things my family
has done, but they’re not all bad you know.”


“Oh Leo!”
Rose felt her heart contract with regret “I didn’t mean to suggest that. It’s
my Dad, really. He wanted to take me away from Compass to stop me being friends
with you. He could still take me away if he thought we were getting closer.”


“I think we
already are friends Rose, except that nobody else actually knows.”


“Oh, come
on,” she laughed. “This is our first real conversation in over five years.
That’s not much of a friendship.”


“I like
you. If you could like me too then that’s how friendships start.” He brushed a
lock of her hair off her cheek and tucked it behind her ear. She quivered at
what felt such an intimate touch.


“Are you
cold?” he asked, misreading her shiver.


“Yes, a
little.” She fibbed, suddenly needing to be nearer to him. He shifted closer on
the boulder and put an arm around her shoulders. She allowed herself to nestle
into his warmth. She couldn’t resist bringing one hand up and placing it on his
jumper against his chest. She could feel his heart beating under her hand. She
looked up at him under low lashes.


“Careful,
Rose,” he warned, “You’re playing with fire.”


She trailed
her hand down his chest, across his stomach and then along the edge of the
waistband of his jeans. She didn’t know what inner demon made her do it, only
that she wanted to very much. She was usually so shy around boys.


He pulled
her against him. Her chest crushed against his, and kissed her once again.


She sighed
with satisfaction against his mouth. She had craved this since the first kiss.
A warm spiral of pleasure wound through her. She curled her hands around his
biceps and reveled in his physique; how could she not have noticed before just
how incredibly yummy he was?


He pulled
back suddenly and she looked up at him, taking in almost for the first time the
tousled black hair, the sky blue of his eyes, the fantastic cheekbones and strong
chin. But he wasn’t looking at her. His eyes were on the row of trees between
them and the school, and then she heard what he must have heard.


“Leo? Leo!”
Diana’s voice. “Where are you?” her tone began to get plaintive.


“Damn!” Leo
jumped to his feet. “Sorry, Rose, once again I shouldn’t have done that.”


Rose, who
had been feeling all dreamy staring at him, suddenly felt annoyed.


“Are you
and Diana a couple?” She had to ask.


“No, not at
all.” He ran his hands through his hair as though stressed. “But it’s
complicated. She would be very upset if she thought we were doing this.”


“She’s in
love with you?” It seemed the only possible explanation to Rose.


“No, of
course not! It’s complicated.” He kept glancing towards the school.


“Yes, you
said that.” Rose waited for him to tell her more.


“I have to
go.” Hmm, apparently he wasn’t going to tell her anything.


“Right, and
this never happened?” She tried to clarify where they stood with each other
now.


“Never
happened.” He agreed. 


He turned
as if to walk away. Then spinning back he pulled her to her feet and wrapped
his arms around her.


“Last
time.” He whispered against her lips. It was a hard and quick kiss but Rose
still felt the whole world tilt. He released her and strode off back toward the
school as she sat back with a bump on the rock.


So, where
were they now? Back to how they used to be? It was pretty clear to her that he
fancied her and probably pretty clear to him that, no matter how unfriendly she
might have been in the past, she definitely fancied him too.


How
annoying that her first serious crush was on a Flanagan! It couldn’t be anyone
worse as far as her family were concerned. She couldn’t deny to herself that
she definitely had a serious case of lust for him now. By kissing her socks off
like that he had made her want him badly. The kisses she had experienced in the
past had been nothing in comparison.


For the
first time, since Leo had first kissed her, she now remembered Ben. How easily
Leo had eclipsed Ben from her mind. Ben was lovely and she did like him, but
she now realized her attraction to Ben had only ever been lukewarm from the
start. He’d never made her feel dizzy with desire. Maybe no one but Leo ever
could. Not that it mattered; she and Leo weren’t going to kiss again. But she
would have to have a conversation with Ben. She and Ben weren’t a couple; after
all they had barely spoken since the start of November. She had only let it
carry on all these years because there had never been anyone better. It had
been nice to have a back up boyfriend, to occasionally make an effort for, but
now she was being honest with herself, she realized that was all Ben had ever
been to her, something she kept going while waiting for the real thing. It
sounded terrible and she would have felt guilty if she didn’t suspect that she
was exactly the same to him; at least she really hoped she was. Sophie was
right, she and Ben needed to properly talk and agree that it was completely
over.


It was a
shame in a way. Ben was so perfect. Sophie and Grace both really liked him,
Alex really liked him, even her parents really liked him. They would not like
Leo. Her parents would flip out if she so much as mentioned his name.


Was his family really so bad? she mused. Was his dad really just
like his uncle? Would he try to use any connection between them to hurt her
parents? Maybe; she had to trust that her parents would know better than her,
the Flanagans certainly made them nervous, and they had been directly
responsible for putting Brian Flanagan in prison. She wondered if they had ever
been threatened. It wasn’t the first time she had wished her parents just had
nice, safe, boring jobs. 


No, they
must never kiss again. Though that shouldn’t be a problem as he had already
said they were both supposed to forget it had ever happened. As if! Mmm, she
closed her eyes and relived it for a moment, as she had done several times
since the first kiss. But it was just lust, right? She didn’t have any real
emotional feelings for him, did she? No, definitely not. Whatever he said, they
were NOT friends. She was just attracted to him against her will.


Having come
to this conclusion she began to stomp her way back to the school building.


So why was
she so annoyed that he also seemed to be attracted against his will? She
wanted him to like her unconditionally. It wasn’t her family that had
tortured and murdered people! Also it would really help if he wasn’t so nice.
How could she dislike him if he continued being friendly and funny and bloody
gorgeous?


Of course,
there was the issue of Diana. He hadn’t been completely upfront about her. But
Leo wasn’t thinking of Diana when he was kissing her. She smiled viciously,
thinking of how saying that to Diana would give her great satisfaction. The
feeling only lasted a second before she ticked herself off. What a horrid thing
to think. Diana didn’t have many friends; she didn’t want to take Leo from her,
just because Diana was a cold, emotionless, stuck up cow. Rose began to laugh
at herself for her even thinking it.


Ok, so they
kissed; and they were going to pretend it never happened. On the one hand, this
was very good. His mates wouldn’t know, it wouldn’t be spread all over school,
her family wouldn’t find out and be upset, things could stay the same. On the
other hand, it was very bad. It meant she couldn’t tell Grace or Sophie, they
would never be able to keep it to themselves, and she badly wanted to talk to
someone about it.


Well fine.
She would just pretend it never happened. She wasn’t madly attracted to him.
She didn’t like him anyway. He wasn’t good-looking and he wasn’t nice. And he
hadn’t given her the most lovely present…


She
fingered the necklace again. She was already dying to kiss him just once more.


She should
get back to the school, it was nearly time for the six course lunch in the
upper school hall followed by presents in front of the log fire lit next to the
huge Christmas tree in the library.


Rose headed
to the library, where everyone was meeting. Armchairs had been laid out in
front of the fire and the lamps had all been covered with red shades to create
a warm glow.


Ellie was
on the floor, playing with a small black kitten. Her face was shining with joy.


“My present
from Mum and Dad. Isn’t he wonderful?” She enthused as Rose went down onto her
knees beside them.


“Adorable,”
agreed Rose rubbing him behind one ear. “What will you name him?”


“Sherlock.”
Ellie said laughing, “Because he’s been sticking his nose into absolutely
everything.”


“Good
name.” Rose agreed as the kitten’s head disappeared under her jumper and he
tried to investigate her belt.


Rose turned
to greet her aunt and uncle who had arrived while she had been outside.


“Rosie. I
swear you’ve grown even more beautiful since the summer.” Her aunt Nora pulled
her into a bear hug. “I’ve put your main present under the tree but I saw this
jumper just yesterday and couldn’t resist buying it for you. I thought it would
look perfect with your hair.” Aunt Nora fingered Rose’s auburn hair. “Why don’t
you run and put it on so we can check it fits, I can always change it if you
don’t like it.”


Rose smiled
a thank you, talked briefly with her uncle, exchanging news on her parents,
then took the package up to her room.


She dragged
off her white jumper and pulled on the new one. A perfect fit. It was a mossy
color and really brought out the green in her hazel eyes. She brushed her hair
so it gleamed like freshly spun rich copper and for good measure she added a
little bronze lip balm to her mouth. She considered changing her jeans; they
were kind of a snug fit. She turned trying to see her bum in the mirror
wondering if looked ok, and decided she would have to pass on Christmas pudding
if she didn’t want her stomach to pop out. She would start a diet tomorrow she
vowed, before bouncing back down the stairs leading to the hall.


Leo was
already seated at the near end of the table with several others and Rose had to
walk right past him to the far end where Alex was waiting. She deliberately
didn’t look at him as she went past. But even with her head down she couldn’t
help the warm feeling that washed over her at being so near to him. She just
hoped the heat didn’t reach her face as it really didn’t suit her when she
blushed.


The meal
passed in a jolly way with lots of banter and silliness. The Falcons and the
Parkhursts were especially exuberant, but apart from uncle John saying “Now,
now,” at one point, no one bothered to restrain their high spirits.


As Rose
laughed loudly and placed a paper crown on her head from out of her cracker,
she happened to glance down the table and caught Leo looking at her. 


He winked. 


Rose
quickly looked down, grinning at her plate. She felt so aware of him. She could
still feel his eyes, she concentrated hard on the plate. It was daft but it
made her feel wonderfully happy just because he winked at her.


“What are
you smirking at?” Alex leaned over to examine the plate she had been staring
at.


“I’m not
smirking!” She replied still trying not to look at Leo.


“Yes you
are, like the cat that stole the cream.” Jack joined in from across the table.


“Oh don’t
be ridiculous!” She really didn’t want to draw any more attention to herself.
Bloody Leo. Perhaps she should get him back later somehow. At that moment
Sherlock the kitten caused a distraction by jumping on the table to try and
catch a spinning top. Bending her head again to her food she allowed her hair
to swing in front of her face, disguising her expression as she began to smile
again.
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Ok, so what
would be the harm in a little flirting? Rose watched Leo from under lowered
lashes as he lounged in front of the fire that evening. Her aunt and uncle had
gone home and she was sat with Toby and the Parkhursts around a game of Risk,
while he sat alone near the fire with a book open in his lap.


She didn’t
have to be his girlfriend or anything. They didn’t even have to be friends. But
it would be fun to flirt with him a bit. 


Sophie and
Grace were always flirting with boys. She could practice some of the moves she
had seen them constantly use to get boys to notice them.


Grace, the
more quiet and intellectual of the two, would develop the hobbies of those boys
who took her interest. She would learn all about the subject and be able to
impress if necessary. She would arrange ways to constantly be bumping into the
boy until he thought destiny kept throwing them together. Rose would tease her
that it was tantamount to stalking but it did actually seem to work with
alarming regularity and Grace was regularly asked on dates. However Grace found
fault easily and tended to dump every boy after one date. Rose sometimes
wondered what Grace was holding out for.


Sophie was
more outgoing and used a lot of loud laughter and hair flicking to attract boys
to her side. Sophie said she enjoyed the game of flirting so much that she went
off a boy as soon as it actually seemed to be going anywhere. However Rose knew
that this was really because the only boy she was remotely interested in was
Jack and all the others were just practice till the day he noticed her.


She thought
about the two techniques. She already shared his main interest of art. She was
passionate about art and spent a lot of her spare time in the school art
studio. It was only now, as she was thinking about it, that she realized so did
he. Other than that, she couldn’t think of any thing else he did regularly in
his spare time. Reading perhaps, could she see what he was reading? She tilted
her head sideways to see into his lap. Oops! He caught her looking at him, and
not at his face! Damn. She pretended she had been bending down to pick up a
piece of fluff from the floor. She would swear he had that smug smile on his
face again though. She could feel it from several feet away. She tried to look
focused on the board game.


Ok, she
could find out what book it was later, and maybe get a copy and read it as
well. What else could she do that Grace would do? Run into him more often. Well
they were already in the same school house so they already had a lot of lessons
together. How could she mastermind doing that if it already happened anyway?
Hang on though, didn’t that mean she’d already got that one covered? Perhaps
she could see him more in the Common Room, maybe first thing in the morning,
before anyone else was about, he was an early riser. But everyone knew that, so
wouldn’t it be a bit obvious if she suddenly started getting up early and
hanging out in the Common Room? Hmm, stalking was harder than it looked!


She had her
turn, tried to invade Canada and lost about fifty troops. She really ought to
be paying the game more attention.


Instead she
pondered on what Sophie would do. Ok, that was easier, it didn’t require
anything but him being in the same room. She wound a lock of hair round her
finger as she had seen Sophie do when flirting. She played with it for a while
slowly. Was he looking? She couldn’t check or he might see. 


At that moment,
Alex made a funny comment about Jack’s intentions towards Poland as Jack
amassed a huge force in Germany. Rose laughed loudly at Alex’s joke and tossed
her hair back.


He was
bound to be looking over now. What should she do next?


Ah ha!
Sophie’s ‘I’m interested in you too,’ double glance. There was a masterpiece of
body language, which she well remembered Sophie teaching her.


The trick
was to look up, see a boy looking at you, and then look down and smile. If you
looked to the left or right then you were saying: “I’m not interested”, so it
was important to look down. Hold the eyes down and smiling pose for two seconds
then look back up at him again. Hold his gaze for maybe three seconds, which is
too long for it to be meaningless, and keep smiling to make yourself seem
friendly and approachable. Then turn back to your friends, more laughing and
hair flicking, then time about five minutes for him to get the nerve up to come
over. Sophie swore it never ever failed.


Rose looked
up. What were you supposed to do if he wasn’t looking at you?


As if he
felt her eyes, he did suddenly look up, only to catch her looking at him. Damn
damn! She was doing this all wrong. She smiled and looked down. One – two. She
looked back up just as Diana came into the room. Leo was looking at Diana.


Rose ground
her teeth.


Diana
dropped onto a cushion at Leo’s feet and leant back against his chair. He put
his hand on her shoulder and rubbed it.


For goodness’ sake, thought Rose. They should just get a room. What on Earth was she doing, trying to
flirt with him anyway? He was a Flanagan, not to mention an annoying git.


She tried
to focus on the game again.


As Leo
watched Rose laugh and play with her family, he longed to go over, to be a part
of their easy-going group.


The boys
had always been nice to him. Not over-friendly, but perfectly nice. They hadn’t
invited him to join the game, but then he had never done much with them
socially. If he went over to the group he was sure they would welcome him to
join them.


Leo looked
down at Diana. She looked like she had been crying again. He sighed and stayed
where he was.


It was
nearly midnight when the family games came to an end. Ellie was asleep in her
chair and Toby was getting grumpy with tiredness, which was never fun. Everyone
else had gone to bed ages ago. Christmas was over. Rose waited for the others
to go up to their dormitories then poked her head into the West Tower Common
Room. She glanced towards Leo’s favorite chair but it was empty.


Actually it
wasn’t totally empty. His book was lying in the chair. This would be a good
opportunity to see what he was reading. She walked over and picked it up.


At that
moment Leo walked in from the stairs to the boys dormitories. Wearing only
pajama bottoms.


Rose felt
her mouth drop.


Hot damn!
She had felt up his arms when they kissed and she had seen him in a wet shirt
after playing sports in the rain, but never had she thought his chest would
look so amazing. She had seen her dad’s chest, lots of hair and a bit of a
tummy. Alex still had a pretty skinny frame, his chest almost concave. OK, so
Jack had filled out and looked good without a shirt, but most of the boys her
own age were fairly unimpressive. But Leo had muscle definition. His muscles
moved when he walked.


Rose could
remember him when they had started Compass Court, he had been shorter than her
then. Not any more.


Perhaps he
did weights in his room? He must be really vain. But even as this thought
crossed her mind, Rose dismissed it just as quickly. Leo wasn’t vain.


If anything
he looked really embarrassed. Rose quickly shut her mouth, which was still
hanging open.


“Looking
for me?” She tried for a flirty tone.


“Uh, no. I
forgot my book.” He gestured to the one she was holding.


“Then come
and get it.” She tried to bat her eyelashes. Wasn’t flirting supposed to be
easier than this?


She had
accepted that they were attracted to each other. It was nothing more. So maybe
that could be fun. Except he didn’t seem to be playing along now.


He didn’t
move.


Rose took
her courage in both hands and decided to step it up a notch.


So she went
towards him instead, using his own technique to back him against the wall, she
leant into him. But he just groaned in a frustrated way, clenching his fists as
he fought not to touch her back.


Rose
pressed closer and he could smell the dusky rose perfume he knew she wore on
special occasions. Her breath feathered his ear as she whispered “Don’t you
want to kiss me?”


“Yes, very
much.” He said, giving in and to hell with his conscience.


They kissed
passionately against the wall, and then for another 15 minutes with her on his
lap in the armchair. She got to run her hands all over his upper body, though
he managed to restrain himself from doing the same to her.


They didn’t
speak, they barely breathed, just kissed, shifting positions to get as close to
each other as they could. 


Finally, as
he nibbled her ear, he said “If we are going to do this are we going to be able
to keep it a secret?”


“Definitely.”
Rose nodded. She had no desire for her family to hear about this. Not just how
embarrassing that she was kissing a boy, but the reaction if they knew it was
Leo Flanagan.


***


Jack went
up to his room after the family games session on Christmas day and switched on
his phone. He looked again at the reply he had received from Sophie a couple of
days ago.



“Who is this?”


He smiled
again at her boldness. He was pretty sure she knew perfectly well that the text
message complimenting her on her new haircut had been from him. She had
suggested he text her sometime and ten minutes later, he had. He still didn’t
know why he did it. But now she was just punishing him for taking months to
text her by pretending she didn’t know it was from him. But she was trying to
play a master. He could see straight through it. 


That is, he
was fairly sure she knew. Or maybe he wasn’t sure at all. Perhaps she
had a lot of boys sending her messages? There was no doubt she was a pretty
girl. And it was true he had never given her his number so maybe she genuinely
didn’t know who it was from?


Just in
case she did know and was trying to play it cool he had waited a couple of
days, reviewing her reply. His instinct had been to text her straight back,
with an outraged: “It’s Jack!” but he held himself in check. That was
surely exactly what she had hoped would happen. Girls could be manipulative and
if she were trying for a reaction she wouldn’t get it. At least not straight
away; she had waited two days before replying. Two could play those games.


He checked
the time. It was after midnight, so strictly speaking he had let three days go
by.


Maybe it
was time to respond. If she then waited another two days to answer then he
would know for sure she was just trying to appear aloof and it was all an act.
Somehow he hoped she wouldn’t. He’d had a few glasses of red wine with dinner.
It had been laid on for the adults and as he was nineteen in a few weeks he
counted as an adult now. The wine was still in his system, making him feel like
he wanted to keep going, but everyone else had been ready for bed. If he’d
still been at University he and his mates would have gone looking for a party,
but at Compass Court he heard only deathly silence. 


He had
briefly considered knocking on Anne-Marie’s door and seeing if she wanted to
take up their kiss where it had left off on Christmas Eve under the mistletoe,
but he didn’t know which was her room and was bound to wake up the wrong person
if he went blundering around the girls dormitories. In truth, Anne-Marie wasn’t
his type anyway. She had just been the only girl there worth kissing.


He wanted
to text Sophie back. Sophie was certainly his type to look at; she’d be anyone’s type, he thought. But
he had been put off by her keenness. He liked her when she was fun and flirty,
he hated needy and easy.


Though to
give her credit she had never once called him after their night together. She
could easily have gotten his number from Rose. But she hadn’t, she wasn’t
needy. She didn’t even seem to have mentioned it to Rose. Also she definitely
wasn’t easy, maybe she had been with him, but he knew for a fact that it had
only been him. While that was very flattering it was also concerning.


He tapped
his phone, he didn’t want to hurt her, he wasn’t looking to get involved and he
didn’t want to lead her on.


Though she
couldn’t be that keen on him after all, if it had taken her two days to reply.
He scrolled through his contacts until he came to her name.


What should
he put? Nothing flirty. Just a nice message to let her know for definite that
the last text had been from him.


He typed
and deleted a few times then settled on:



It’s Jack. How was your
Christmas?


There, nice
and bland. He hit send and chucked his phone on the bedside table. Turned out
the light and prepared to go to sleep.


Beep beep.


He sat up
and grabbed his phone in the darkness. He hadn’t expected to hear back that
night. He hadn’t expected to be so happy about it either. He blamed the wine
and the boredom of school.


Hi Jack.
My parents are driving me crazy already. I wish I were there.


He furrowed
his brow trying to work out if her quick reply this time meant she had known
who it was last time or not. Maybe she hadn’t after all. That nettled him. He
acknowledged ruefully that he was contradicting himself. He wanted her to want
him but not too much. He decided to stop thinking about it. He was putting way
too much thought into all this. It wasn’t his responsibility whether she liked
him or not. He fancied a bit of Sophie and she could handle it.


I wish you
were here too. Right here in this bed 


The
darkness around him created an intimacy and he felt full of anticipation. There
was a long pause before she replied:



Tough luck


He
laughed, so she wasn’t going to be easily seduced into flirty texting.


Can I call
you? He typed. He
felt confident he could talk her round.


No, the
walls here are paper-thin and I’m going to sleep now, maybe some other time.



Ok. Good night Sophie.


She didn’t
reply again. He smiled as he put the phone back. She was definitely punishing
him for not calling her sooner. Fair enough. But her tactics were working. He
wished now that he had called her before. He would definitely try again at some
point.


Sophie sat
on her bed with her knees pulled up to her chest. She’d totally ballsed it up.
He’d wanted to talk and she’d blown her chance. But she had thrown herself at
him once before and he hadn’t respected her for it. He’d behaved like a total
pig. She liked him so much, but she had some pride. Yet her stupid pride might
have cost her the only opportunity she was going to have to get close to him
once more. She’d be lucky to ever speak to him again.
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Rose was
awake early the next morning. She wanted to go down to the Common Room and
write to her parents. But instead she lay in bed. She had dreamed of Leo. He
might be in the Common Room and then what? She desperately wanted to see him
but she was also so unsure how to act. Had they agreed to secretly ‘date’?
Where they just going to fool around together for a while when no one was
looking? She already ached for him to kiss her again. 


This was
all his fault. She had hardly thought about him at all before he had kissed her
and given her the winged horse necklace. How could one kiss change her feelings
so much? Had her feelings changed or was it just a physical thing?


In her
dream they had been flying side by side across the ocean. It hadn’t been
physical at all. It had been the pleasure of being together far away from
everyone else.


Ok, so she
liked him a bit more than she maybe admitted to herself before.


Sighing
quietly she decided not to go down early, she would try to act normal in every
way. She and Leo could not be friends in public, but every now and then they
could slip off secretly together until they got the attraction out of their
system.


Several
opportunities to be together came up over the rest of the holidays. With the
school almost empty they found lots of places to be alone without causing
suspicion. Rose began to dread everyone else coming back to school. She would
never find time alone with him. She usually spent all her day times at classes
with either Alex or with Sophie and Grace. When would she be able to see Leo?


Being with
him was becoming the highlight of every day. Not just the kissing, though she
couldn’t get enough, but he was also funny and clever, she loved just talking
too.


Rose also
really started to resent Diana, who seemed to come looking for Leo whenever
they disappeared together. What was her problem?


She tried
tackling Leo on the subject again. But he refused to talk about it. 


“I’m not
discussing Diana with you, it’s not my place to tell you anything about her.
She wouldn’t want me to. But there is nothing romantic between her and me,
there never has been, so you really don’t need to worry.” That was the most she
ever got out of him. She tried very hard not to rubbish Diana to him as he just
got cold and his eyes took on a shuttered look. She had to be content with
that, they were otherwise getting on too well for her to want to ruin it with
an argument.


Her
favorite time with him was always last thing at night. When everyone else had
gone to bed they would both sneak back down to the West Tower Common Room and
snuggle up on a sofa together. This was a luxury that would end when the rest
of their schoolhouse returned as there was nearly always someone staying up
late studying in the Common Room.


One night
she tackled him about the necklace. She hadn’t taken it off, except to sleep,
since he’d given it to her. She had started to close her hand around it
whenever she felt the need for comfort or reassurance.


Rose lay
with her head in Leo’s lap and lifted the necklace up to look at it again. She
let the silver horse spin in the dim light. “I’ve been meaning to ask about
when you bought this?”


“Tarnation.
I was hoping you’d not ask.” He tried to distract her with a tickle, but she
playfully slapped his hand away.


“Why not?”


“Well, I
didn’t want you to know how long I’ve liked you.”


Rose sat
up, very interested. “How long?”


“October.”
He rolled his eyes at his own perceived weakness.


“Oh.” Rose
said, disappointed. “That’s not so very long.”


“It was still
three months of asking myself what in sweet heaven I was thinking.”


“What made
you buy it?” She was intrigued to hear more.


“Actually
it was Nate Naverly. You were in the pub in the village with your friends and
he was all over you. For some reason it really got my back up. I just thought
you were too good for him. It never bothered me when you were with Ben, but the
idea of Nate getting his hooks into you made me madder than a box of frogs. I
don’t trust him.”


“Neither do
I.” She laughed, “But he does seem to be making Ellie very happy. They’ve been
together two months now and still seem totally into each other. So you hardly
have to worry about him going after me.”


“Hmmm.” He
didn’t look wholly convinced. “Well, he definitely was after you, and it got me
thinking. Thoughts I didn’t want to have, about wanting you for myself. Then,
one Saturday visiting day, I was out having lunch with my mother in Bristol and
she dragged me into an antiques shop and I saw the necklace. As soon as I saw
it I thought of you, you have winged horses drawn all over your art folder and
Diana’s mentioned your poster.” He shrugged as if that was all there was to say
but she poked him to encourage him to continue. 


“Fine,
fine.” He grumbled but carried on. “I’d bought it before I’d really thought
about it. I suppose that somewhere in my mind I hoped that one day I might be
able to give it to you and that you might like me back.”


“I do like
you back. A lot.” She kissed him with passion.


The
holidays ended all too soon. In some ways it was great when classes started
again. She and Leo had all the same classes and spent a lot of time exchanging
secret looks and smiles. The occasional squeeze in the corridor and knees
touching under the table in the science lab where they had to share a bench.
But the real highlight turned out to be the art studio. They both loved art and
although their friends were around them during lesson time, no one questioned
either Rose or Leo if they said they were off to the art studio for some extra
time on their coursework.


After the
first art class of the year, Leo stayed back, chatting with the Art Master, and
Rose stayed at her bench after telling her friends that she was going to spend
lunch finishing the painting she was working on.


Shortly
after everyone else had gone, Mr Grimes, or Grimey as he was obviously called
by the students, wrapped up his conversation with Leo. He looked around the
room and saw that only Rose remained. Both Rose and Leo were favorite pupils of
his.


“Ok you
two, I’m going to lunch, but can I trust you to lock up the art studio when you
leave?”


“Of course,
Sir.” Leo assured him exchanging a quick grin with Rose. She nodded in
agreement.


“Great,
just make sure the door shuts properly behind you, then no-one can get in until
I get back.”


As soon as
Grimey left the room, Leo closed the door firmly behind him. It locked shut
with a click that could be opened easily from the inside but required a key
from the outside.


Rose jumped
up to put her arms around Leo but instead he took her hand and led her to the
stairs to the second floor.


“I’ve got
something to show you.”


The art
studio was housed in a tall Victorian building built in the grounds of the
school as the Dower House to Compass Court from the days when it was a stately
home. The basement was now given over to pottery and housed a large kiln. On
the ground floor, where the ceiling was particularly high and the windows were
tall and let in a lot of light, the school had created a proper art studio. The
second floor was given over to textiles, reams of material and sewing machines
filled the three rooms.


Rose
assumed Leo was heading for the second floor but as they reached the top of the
stairs he stopped at a wall covered in wooden paneling. Rose watched as he took
a tiny key from his pocket and inserted it into a keyhole she had never noticed
before. A door swung open in the wood and revealed a narrow staircase. Rose
gasped with surprise and looked at Leo for an explanation.


“It goes up
to the attic. Grimey sent me up here in my second year to dig out some extra
supplies. He keeps the key in his desk and I lifted it earlier today in the
hope I could show it to you. I think hardly anyone knows it’s here.”


“Wow.” Rose
was excited with anticipation to see what was up there. “Then lead on, Macduff!”


She
followed him up stopped when they were suddenly standing at the top of the
stairs in complete darkness.


“Hang on a
sec.” She heard Leo moving around and then striking a match. He lit an old oil
lamp that stood on a side table, next to a huge overstuffed red velvet sofa.


Rose gazed
in wonder around the attic room now that it was dimly lit. It was built right
into the eaves and wooden joists crossing above them. There were trunks full of
clothes, baskets of plastic fruit that must have once been used for still life
painting and a folding changing screen with a Japanese design that she supposed
still life models must have used for undressing.


“This is
amazing!” She sat down on the sofa, and was enveloped in a cloud of dust as she
sank into it. Coughing and laughing, she struck a reclining pose.


“Planning
to paint me nude were you?” She joked.


“You can
laugh,” he said with a grin, “but you haven’t seen what I found when I explored
a bit!” He walked over to the farthest wall that was still in near darkness and
began to flick through a bunch of old oil paintings that were stacked in the
corner.


“Here we
are, brace yourself.” He held out a small canvas.


She took it
curiously. “Oh my stars! Is that who I think it is?” She grimaced at the
painting, which showed a young woman in old-fashioned underwear posing just as
Rose had on the very same sofa.


“Yup, our
scary headmistress in her heyday.”


“No way! Do
you think Grimey painted this? I wonder if they were involved? She must be
crazy to have left it lying where anyone could find it.”


“I suppose
they forgot it was here, it must be years old, and also no-one else seems to
know about this place, maybe it was their secret love nest.” He said.


“And now it
can be ours.” Rose held her arms out to him and he went into them pushing her
back on the sofa.
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In the middle of January the whole of Year Six got
together to discuss the end of term play. It was a tradition that their year
put on a play on the last day of term. This was then followed by the Upper School
Dance, which was attended by Years Five, Six and Seven, plus any dates they
wanted to bring.


After much shouting, joking around and stupid suggestions,
some serious debate took place and the majority of the year eventually agreed
that the play would be Bram Stoker’s Dracula. As one girl put it:
“Vampires are totally hot right now.”


Lots of people put their names down for acting parts but
also for directing, producing, costumes, lighting and other technical roles,
and all sorts of other areas of the production.


Rose and Leo exchanged looks across the room, and both
signed up to do set design, knowing it would give them an excuse to spend even
more time in the art room, and perhaps in the attic room above it too.


The first role to be handed out was that of Director. It was
bedlam as people shouted suggestions, and the drama teacher sat down to wait
until the chaos subsided. In the end it was Grace who sorted it. She handed
everyone a slip of paper, told them all to write down who they thought it
should be and within minutes the hall had gone quiet as everyone thought. She
then had Sophie and Rose collect up all the slips and was completely bowled
over to find that most people had put that it should be Grace herself to direct
the play.


From that moment on, she was considered in charge of the
whole operation. She collected a list of people interested in assisting her and
said she would speak to each of them individually, then together with those
that were selected she would begin to sort out who else would be doing what. It
was custom that everyone in the whole year should have some role and it would
be a large daunting task, but one that Grace, with her method and
organisational skills, was well equipped to handle.


Grace
approached Rose a few days later. 


“I’m really
sorry and this might be awkward for you but the only people with any real
talent who signed up for set design are you and Leo Flanagan.”


“Oh dear.”
Rose tried to look concerned.


“I thought
maybe you could be assigned totally different sets to do, and each of you could
be in charge of a few people separately, but unfortunately it will mean both of
you being in the art studio quite a bit. Are you going to be ok with that?”
Grace looked very apologetic.


“It’s fine,
Grace. Leo and I are often the only people in the art room anyway, it’s never
been a problem.” She didn’t mention that in the last few days it had been a
pleasure.


Keeping the
relationship secret from Grace, Sophie and Alex had turned out to be a lot
easier than Rose had thought. None of them even considered that anything was
going on. Only Alex commented, saying it was good that she was ok with doing
the set design with Leo.


Sophie and
Grace still occasionally sighed over him. Speculating on why he didn’t have a
girlfriend when he could choose almost anyone. Rose only got tense when they
talked about him and Diana.


Meeting at
night time was becoming much harder, and they gave up trying to stay up late
enough to do so on a school night, otherwise they were both yawning through
classes the following day, but Rose spent all week looking forward to Friday
night when they had agreed that he would wait in the Common Room until it was
empty and then send her a text so that she could join him for some
uninterrupted time alone.


It was just
after midnight when he finally texted her and Rose could tell by the breathing
of the other three girls that they were finally all asleep. Sophie had a bad
habit of reading very late on her Kindle, but none of them stirred as she slid
out of bed, put on her dressing gown and slippers and snuck down the stairs to
meet Leo.


He was
waiting in his favorite chair. Her heart melted at the sight of him. Sat
reading in the soft glow cast by a small lamp, the light danced in his black
hair. She wound her arms round his neck from behind and he turned, his face lit
up by his warm smile.


“Couldn’t
sleep, huh?” She teased.


“Not with
you on my mind.” He teased back.


She curled
herself into his lap. He slid his hands inside her dressing gown and round her
waist. They sat there and smiled at each other for long seconds, all time
together was precious and so it went so fast.


He finally
bent his head, and kissed her slowly, with great tenderness. She sighed against
him in happiness, her fingers pushing through the soft hair on the back of his
head.


She noticed
nothing, felt nothing but him, floated in his arms until quite suddenly…


“Oh! OH!
How could you!”


Rose jumped
up. Diana was standing in the doorway. Tears were streaming down her face, her
hands pressed over her mouth and her eyes wide with horror and hurt…
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Diana fled
through the door, not towards their room but instead out to the stairs going
from the Common Room down to the rest of the school.


Rose put
her hands on her hips and turned to Leo. “How could I? Who does she think she
is? It isn’t up to her what I do. How bloody melodramatic was that!”


Leo sighed
running his hands through his hair. “Not how could you, Rose. How could I.
She was talking to me.”


“What the
hell is going on with her, Leo?” 


He
shook his head. “Sorry, Rose. It’s none of your business.”


“None of my
business?” she felt her voice rise to a screech.


He just
shook his head again. “I’d better go after her.”


Rose glared
at him “Don’t you dare! You owe me an explanation before her!”


He just
looked at her. She thought she might thump him if he shook his head again, but
he just looked kind of sad.


Her
shoulders slumped. “I see.” Well, she knew where his priorities were now.
“Well, I guess that’s that then. You’d better go and pander to the princess.
But don’t expect me to still be here when you get back!”


She spun on
her heel and stormed up to her room.


She cried
quietly under the covers. She hoped he would tell Diana it was none of her
business. But she had already seen in his eyes that Diana came first. It took
Rose several hours to fall asleep. By the time she did, Diana still hadn’t come
back.


***


Leo knew
where Diana would be. He hurried straight to the first floor. Once there, he
went round the corridor until he got to a large bay window covered with a heavy
velvet curtain. Behind the curtain was a window seat covered in cushions. Diana
was curled up in a ball on the cushions.


Leo climbed
onto the seat next to her.


“I’m
sorry.” He reached out and hugged her. 


“Why her
Leo? Anyone but her!”


“I
understand. But it’s not her fault, Di. Don’t give her a hard time, she hasn’t
done anything.”


Diana
sniffed. “I know. I’m being completely unreasonable. I can’t help it. I just
hate her! She has everything and now she wants you too… It’s not serious
between you is it? Please promise me you won’t get together with her, Leo,
please. Is it so much to ask?”


Leo looked
down at her tear-streaked face and felt the heavy weight of responsibility.


“Of course
it isn’t. I won’t go near her except when I have to, ok? But you have to
promise me to cheer up. I know Christmas was awful for you but you’ve got to be
stronger.”


Diana
nodded and cuddled deeper into the cushions. “Can we stay here for a while?”


Leo put his
arm around her. She still looked so young and childlike to him. He wished she
were more confident. Like Rose Falcon. He pushed images of Rose back out of his
mind. Oh well, it had been great while it lasted. But until Diana was over her
trauma, he would stay away from Rose. He wondered if that was likely to happen
any time in the next year and a half. Would he have to watch as Rose got
together with someone else? Maybe he would find someone else himself. After
all, he never meant to get involved with Rose. Sure, she was pretty, and funny,
and intelligent, and she had fantastic legs and a fantastic laugh. Oh bugger!
He couldn’t envision wanting anyone else like he wanted her. He loved just
being with her, even just talking. Much better to go back to how they were
before any of this happened. Stay well away from temptation.


***


It rained
on Tuesday. Rose arrived at the art studio dripping wet, having tramped over
from the main school building. She wondered if she’d ever felt so low. She was
wet and cold and she and Leo hadn’t spoken for three days.


She watched
him covertly as he painstakingly painted a London Street on a huge canvas. He
wouldn’t even make eye contact and she was too proud to show how much it hurt.


He had gone
after Diana that night and then she hadn’t seen him again until breakfast. He
had sat at the far end of the table as usual, but she felt the distance
instantly. There would be no more quick smiles or winks coming down the table.
No more feeling a hand brush over her bum as he walked past her in the
corridor. No more sneaking off together and definitely no more kissing.


Rose wanted
to cry, she wanted to talk about him constantly, but who could she tell? If she
told the girls then it would be all over the school in minutes. Maybe she could
talk to Alex? No, he would be horrified. He didn’t worry about the Flanagans
the way her dad did, but he would still think getting involved with Leo was a
mistake.


Also Alex
wasn’t exactly experienced when it came to relationships. He had never had a
girlfriend, as far as she knew. Of course, he might get up to all sorts that he
didn’t tell her about, but she didn’t think so. She wondered if he had a crush
on anyone. There had been a couple of times when she had been sure he was going
to confide something of the sort, but had chickened out.


Rose
shrugged out of her jacket and a load of water tipped off her collar and down
her neck. Great! She wanted him to say something, but he didn’t look up. He was
such a tosser. Dumping her without any explanation. Not that they had had a
real relationship. But if it wasn’t a real relationship, why was she so
miserable that it had ended? Why did she lie awake late each night, wishing his
arms were around her? Why did it hurt so much? She couldn’t she stop looking at
him, needing him, missing him desperately. She loved him… 


She loved
him and he didn’t love her. Could she feel any worse?


***


Later that
night, Diana watched Leo eating his dinner. He pushed the food around his
plate, just as he had the night before and the one before that.


“Shall we
do something fun tonight?” She asked brightly. He just shrugged.


“Let’s
forget homework and play a game or something?” She persisted.


“If you
like.” He gave her a strained smile.


She sighed
to herself. Why was he taking it so hard? It wasn’t as if she was stopping him
for dating anyone else, she just didn’t want to see him with Rose Falcon. It
wasn’t totally irrational.


Diana’s
eyes went down the table to where Rose and Alex were sitting. They were both
looking at her. She met Rose’s eyes briefly. Rose gave her a look full of anger
then turned away. Diana looked at Alex, he wasn’t looking at her now. But he
was definitely blushing. Why? They were probably talking about her when she had
looked up and caught them at it. No wonder he looked embarrassed. She should
have known Rose would tell Alex all about it.


She wished
Rose hadn’t seen her crying the night she had discovered the two of them
together.. Rose was bound to think she had a secret thing for Leo, which just
wasn’t true. They weren’t talking to each other, but that was nothing new, she
and Rose had barely spoken in the last five and a half years.


There had
been a time in their first year when she thought they might be becoming
friends. Rose and Sophie and Grace had been nice to her in those first few
months at Compass Court and though she was naturally very shy, Diana had wanted
to let her guard down a little and be friends with them. Then came that awful
Christmas, and she knew she couldn’t tell them, and had kept a distance. Now
she would never be able to bridge that gap.


The other
girls were ok, but Diana resented Rose more than anyone else in the world. The
girl who had everything. Her cool cousins around her. The wonderful famous
parents, who wrote to her every week. The same parents who had indirectly
destroyed Diana’s life. Sophie and Grace would stick by Rose through anything.
And Alex. Rose was popular, Rose was great at art as well as being clever, Rose
was becoming more attractive to boys every year, and now Rose had wanted Leo
too.


Diana felt
her resolve strengthen. Didn’t Rose have enough? She didn’t need to take her
best friend from her as well.


***


It had been
five days since he’d even spoken to Rose, and Leo felt the pain like a punch in
the gut.


He knew why
it hurt so much. He loved her. He hadn’t meant to love her, but it had happened.
If it was love then shouldn’t he fight for it? Shouldn’t he tell Diana that he
was still her friend, that he would be there for her, but that he could be with
Rose as well?


No. She
would give him that kicked puppy look and he couldn’t do it to her. Diana had
been through enough, and though her hatred of Rose was ridiculous it didn’t
change the fact that he couldn’t have picked a worse girl to be with.


He just had
to get over her. Somehow.


***


Alex sat
next to Rose in Chemistry and wished for the thousandth time that she would
just tell him what was wrong. Her concentration was totally off. He reached out
and stopped her adding the litmus paper to the liquid in front of them. It was
so unlike her to make such a simple mistake. But she didn’t seem to care. She
just dropped it back onto the bench without comment.


He knew
women were up and down with their moods, but this was unusual. She had been so
happy a week ago and now she was so down. What could it possibly be that she
wouldn’t tell him? Was it something to do with him? He had tried to ask her,
but it was probably the only time she had laughed this week. He had been
relieved by that. For a short while he had suspected her feeling towards him
might be more than they should be. All that loud laughing at his jokes, and
wearing make up, and perfume, and playing with her hair! He knew those signs,
after all he had seen a lot of girls chasing Jack over the years. He had tried
to talk to her about it, but she had found his suspicions extremely funny.
Which was a good thing. But a minute later she looked like she was going to
tell him something and instead had gone all tearful and left.


***


Three weeks, Leo thought, staring moodily at his plate. He
wanted to watch Rose as she walked past him to her end of the house table, but
he tried never to look at her. How embarrassing if his eyes were full of
longing. She was angry that he broke up with her and hadn’t explained himself.
She had every right to be angry. She had probably moved on to not even caring
by now. His stomach churned again. He just had no appetite.


He risked a
quick glance down the table. Rose looked tired. Still beautiful but definitely
tired. For some reason it made him feel a bit better. He wanted to think that
she still cared. He wanted to be the one to make her smile again. How selfish
he must be, if he really loved her, surely he would just want her to be happy?


Diana
watched Leo push his untouched plate away. He was losing weight. It had been
three weeks and he was still unhappy. She had never seen him so quiet and she
was getting really worried. It was all Rose Falcon’s fault.


No it
wasn’t. It was her fault. Diana shared a room with Rose and she had lain
awake, listening to Rose pacing about when she thought they were all asleep.
She could see Rose in the darkness sitting at the window every night staring
out at the moon till almost dawn. She knew Rose was as miserable as Leo. She
hadn’t realized they were so into each other.


Diana
looked at Leo. He had done so much for her, and what had she done for him? She
looked at Rose. Could she tell her? She really didn’t want to, but perhaps she
had to.


***


It had been
three weeks and Rose still wasn’t sleeping. Her schoolwork was suffering and
her friends had stopped asking her what was wrong and were starting to get
irritated with her depressed moods.


That
Friday, Rose decided she had to tell Alex. After all, he couldn’t be cross with
her for going out with Leo, because she wasn’t going out with Leo. Not
anymore. She needed a friend and she needed some advice on what to do. She
wanted to have it out with Diana, but what was the point? Leo had already
chosen Diana over her. Which was fair enough, they had been friends for years.
She would show the same loyalty to Alex, if she had to. The trouble was she
couldn’t see any reason why she would have to.


As soon as
lessons finished she sent him a text, asking him to meet her by the front door
with his coat.


Together
they walked away from the school down towards the river. It was a crisp day at
the end of January and Rose walked with her hands pushed deep in her pockets,
her shoulders hunched against the slight wind. She poured out the whole story
quickly, as she was afraid she might embarrass herself by crying. Alex went
through a range of emotions. Horror at her getting involved with Leo, then
indignant at his treatment of her, relieved to know what was bothering her,
then confused by what was going on with Leo and Diana.


Rose felt a
hundred times better after talking it through with Alex. Except that if she
hoped he might have some answers about the behavior of men, she was mistaken.


“I just
don’t understand!” she concluded, “Even if Diana has a crush on Leo, he doesn’t
have one on her, so why stop seeing me?”


“Hmm,” Alex
looked thoughtful. “Would you stop seeing someone if I asked you to?”


“Not unless
you had a very good reason.” Said Rose honestly.


“Then, can
we not assume that there is a good reason?” He said fairly.


“Are you
sticking up for them?” Rose bristled.


“Oh calm
down, hot head. Leo seems a good guy, but he could be a total arse to women,
for all we know. He could be using Diana as an excuse.”


“I don’t
think so.” Rose hugged her knees to her chest. “He really seemed to like me.”


“Ok. Well I
still don’t think you should blame it all on Diana. She’s so sweet.”


“Sweet? Sweet?
Are we talking about the Ice Princess? She’s cold and hard and snooty and
spoilt! ‘My family are descended from Irish royalty, the rest of you are
just peasants.” Rose began to mimic Diana.


“She didn’t
say that, did she?” Alex looked disgusted.


“Well no,
actually she didn’t.” Rose confessed “But I can imagine her saying it!”


“Well I
can’t.” Alex retorted. “She always looks so sad to me, and scared. Not at all
cold and hard.”


“I’m the
one who shares a room with her.” Rose asserted. “How would you know? You’ve
barely even spoken to her. Oh blimey – you fancy her don’t you? Alex!”


Alex
punched her on the arm. “I do not!” 


Rose raised
her eyebrows to show she didn’t believe him.


“Can we get
back to my problem?” She huffed.


“I can’t
really see there’s anything you can do, Rosie. I’m sorry but I think you have
to be fair and accept that it’s probably not anything to do with you. Maybe
he’ll come round in time. But I think you should give Diana a break, after all,
you clearly don’t know the full story.”


“Stop
sounding so grown up and reasonable.” She punched him back, giving him a dead
arm.


“Ow!
Bully.” He teased her. She did feel better. Still miserable as a sin, but
better than she had.
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Diana was
alone in their room when Rose got back. Remembering everything Alex had said to
her, she didn’t turn round and walk back out.


“Hi.” Rose
said between clenched teeth. Ok, it was a fairly unfriendly ‘Hi,’ but Rose felt
that at least she was the one who was taking the high ground.


“Hi.” Diana
sat up on her bed “Where are the others?”


Rose was a
little taken aback. “They said something about a birthday bash in the North
Tower Common Room. I can’t remember who. I wasn’t in the mood.”


“No. I
know. And that’s my fault isn’t it?” Though Diana’s words seemed accusing, Rose
realized that Alex was right, her tone was more sad than anything.


“I don’t
know, Diana. Why don’t you tell me?” Rose pulled off her boots and sat down on
her own bed, looking at Diana.


Diana
looked acutely uncomfortable. Keeping her head bent so her hair masked her face
she said “Yes, actually I was planning to tell you.”


Rose
couldn’t hide her surprise “Really? Why?”


“For Leo,”
Diana spoke quietly “He’s so unhappy, and I would do anything to make him happy
again, even if it’s you that makes him feel that way.”


“Charming!”
Rose hadn’t meant to sound so acerbic. Softening her tone she asked “He still
likes me?”


“Yes.”
Diana confirmed.


Rose
managed a small smile. “Are you going to tell me why he isn’t talking to me
then?”


Diana
nodded and Rose realized that behind her hair, Diana was crying. Rose was too
soft hearted to stay angry. She bounded off her own bed and on to Diana’s.


“Whatever
it is Diana, it can’t be that bad!”


“It’s a bit
of a long story,” Diana blew her nose.


“Well, I
think we have a few hours. I’ve just remembered it’s Jerry Doury’s birthday,
his friends will have organized some major carnage.” Rose smiled at the memory
of last year’s party being closed down by the Deputy Head at nearly two in the
morning.


Diana
nodded and pulled her pillow into her lap. Rose crossed her legs under herself
and bounced a little till she was comfortable, settled facing the other girl.


“My mum
came over from Dublin when she was just nineteen and married my dad within
weeks of their meeting. He says she was so full of life and happy back then.
But after I was born, she began to get what she called ‘black thoughts.’ She
would get terrible low for weeks at a time and then seem to bounce back to
being herself. My grandmother in Ireland was worried sick, she said there were
others in her family who had been that way and it could go on for years. She
bought us a house in the same village where the Flanagans lived, because she
knew the family well and she hoped Leo’s dad would keep an eye on us, which he did.
My father didn’t really know how to cope with my mother, he said he found it
even harder when she was madly happy then when she was down. He said it was her
‘Irish temperament.’ 


“They began
to fight all the time and my father drank more and my mother seemed to get
depressed more often and sometimes she’d get really hysterical. They used to
send me over to the Flanagan’s every time things got too loud between them.
Eventually, my dad got fired from his job because of his drinking and we lost
almost everything but the house, which he couldn’t sell as it belongs to my
grandmother.”


Diana
paused to collect herself. Rose was stunned, she had always thought Diana was
loaded, not poor!


“I think
Mum was very relieved when Grannie insisted on paying for me to go to Compass
Court with Leo when I was eleven. Mum secretly saved to make sure I had nice
clothes to bring and everything, so no one would know what was going on at
home. Maintaining an image was important to her, and she didn’t even tell Mr
Flanagan how bad it was. Though I think he suspected - they were really kind to
me and bought me one of almost everything they bought Leo.


“Then in
November of my first year here your parents put Mr Flanagan’s brother in
prison. But he wasn’t the only one was he? Nobody thought much about the second
man, Sean Mathrey, he was just an accountant. But he was also
my mother’s Godfather. She was very close to him and took it really badly.


“My first
Christmas back home was awful. Mum was always crying and I had forgotten how
much they argued and how wrecked the house was. On Christmas Day, Dad was
totally plastered and I think my mum had had enough. She made me pack a bag and
then she hugged me and told me to go to the Flanagan’s house and ask if I could
stay the night.


“When I got
there I was really upset and told them everything. Mr Flanagan went straight to
our house. But he was too late. By the time he got there, Mum had taken the car
and gone. She drove it into a wall and was killed instantly.” Diana stopped
with a sob. 


Rose was
open mouthed in horror. “Diana I’m so sorry! I had no idea!” She felt acutely
ashamed of the way she had treated Diana. Rose had never had to deal with
anything like that. She had an amazing, happy family, who loved her; no wonder
Diana hadn’t liked her! She wondered if Diana blamed her for any of it, but
didn’t know how to ask.


“I didn’t
want anyone to know.” Diana took a deep breath and continued. “Mum’s death was
officially recorded as an accident, but Dad holds himself responsible. Now he’s
trying really hard to stay sober. But he never manages it at Christmas. In my
second year we spent Christmas at the Flanagans’, but that made him worse,
somehow. I think he prefers to wallow alone, so now I stay at school. He’s ok
in the other holidays.


“The Flanagans
have been really good to me. They cover for him a lot and look out for him and
check on us all the time during the summer. It drives my dad mad sometimes, so
mostly they send Leo over to visit. Leo has been great, he was such a good
friend after my mum died and he’s really good at dealing with my dad if he’s
had one too many. Anyway, I don’t need to go into all that…”


Diana
trailed off and fidgeted with the bedspread. Not quite meeting Rose’s eyes she
said “But none of that properly explains why I have been so unfriendly does
it.”


Rose put
her hand over Diana’s fretful fingers to stop them shredding the sheet.


“Yes it
does. I totally understand.”


“You do?”
Diana looked relieved.


“Yes, my
background is the total opposite of yours, I’ve been really lucky. I’m so sorry
that my parents were involved in sending your mothers godfather to prison. Do
you really think it triggered her depression?” Rose asked nervously. 


Diana
emphatically shook her head. “I don’t blame them, it was just one more reason.”



“Ok, but I
can see why you didn’t like me, and I can see why you and Leo are so close, and
I threatened that.” Rose felt awful.


Diana
sighed. “I shouldn’t have made you the enemy Rose, and it all happened five
years ago now, but if you and Leo get together I’m going to feel even more
alone.”


Rose
squeezed Diana’s hand tightly. “You’re not going to be alone! I’m going to be
your friend as well, whether you like it or not. And so are Sophie and Grace.”


Diana
pulled her hand away. “I don’t want your pity, I just thought you should know
the full story so you would understand why Leo stopped talking to you when I
asked him to. And, I really don’t want Sophie and Grace to know all this, but I
expect you’ll tell them anyway!”


“It’s not
pity, you wally!” Said Rose. “I really do think we could be friends, after all,
we have to share a room for another year and a half. I won’t need to tell the
girls anything if you don’t want me to, they have always been ready to be
friends with you if you’d just let them.”


“Oh.” Diana
blinked a few times. “You can tell Alex if you like. I trust him not to say
anything.”


“No, he
never would, but why Alex? You don’t even know him. Why would you trust him?”
Rose thought Diana blushed a little but her hair was hiding her face again.


Interesting! Thought Rose. Out loud she said
“Well, if Leo and I can work this out, then maybe the four of us could go to
Oakworth Village together at the weekend?”


Diana
smiled. “Yes, I’d like that.”


Rose leaned
over and hugged Diana. Diana felt stiff and uncomfortable.


Rose
laughed “Ok, maybe we’re not ready for hugging yet! You’re going to be my
friend now, so you’ll have to get used to me a bit better.”


Diana gave
her a small smile. “You should go and find Leo.”


“Ah, um.”
Rose was suddenly very nervous about seeing him. “Could you tell him, Diana?
Can you tell him that you told me everything and see what he says? He might not
want to get back together. I tell you what, could you tell him I’ll be in the
art studio if he does want to find me? He’ll know where I mean.”


“Sure, Ok.”
Diana’s smile broadened “He will want to find you, Rose.” She watched Rose pull
her boots back on, pick up her bag and then panic! She pulled a brush through
her hair, looked in the mirror, picked up lip-gloss and put it down again,
picked up perfume. She looked at Diana.


Diana shook
her head. “Just go, I’ll go and talk to him now.”


Sitting
on the dusty sofa in the attic over the art studio, Rose looked toward the dark
stairs. It was dusk and would be dark soon. She had lit the lamp on the side
table and enjoyed the comforting glow and the little warmth it gave off.


It was soon
totally dark, the rooms below her had emptied out and Rose was beginning to
think he wasn’t coming when she heard footsteps below her.


He creaked
open the door and ascended the stairs. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking;
his eyes were bright in the lamplight. He was by her side in two long strides,
gathered her body against his and kissed her till she was breathless.


“I love
you.” He whispered.


She held
him tightly. “I love you, too.” She never wanted to let go of him again.


A long time
later, well after curfew, they still lay on the sofa in each other’s arms.


“We still
have one more hurdle to overcome” Rose said with a note of warning in her
voice.


“Oh yes?
What?” Leo trailed his fingers across her bare stomach.


“How the
hell are we going to tell our parents?”
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On
Valentine’s Day two weeks later, Rose reveled in the enormous luxury of sitting
on a sofa in the West Tower Common Room, chatting with her friends and being
able to enjoy having her boyfriend’s arm openly around her shoulders. She and
Leo had decided to put off telling their parents at least until the end of
term, but it was great to be able to be openly together at school. Extra
armchairs had been pulled up to accommodate Leo and Diana into their sofa
group.


Sophie and
Grace were talking about boys. Not remotely put off by the presence of Leo and
Alex, they had openly discussed who they currently liked, who might like them
and what their favorite boy band might be doing that night.


“So who got
cards and who did everyone send a Valentines Day card to?” Sophie asked the
group at large. “I’m not counting you two.” She wagged her finger at Leo and
Rose. “You’re enough to make the rest of us feel sick. How about you Grace?”


Grace
pulled a face. “Pass. I’m not telling.”


“Oh, so you
did send one?” Sophie looked delighted. “Alex? What about you?”


Alex
blushed and muttered “Pass!”


Sophie
rolled her eyes. “You lot are useless.” Her eyes hovered on Diana who looked
terrified she might be asked next. Sophie smiled at her and let her off the
hook. “Well, I got three this year.” She continued cheerfully.


“I think
you might find it’s four.” Said Rose looking at the door. Sophie turned
following Rose’s eyes. A nervous looking first year stood there, holding six
long stemmed Calla Lilies.


“They’re
not for me, I’ve never seen that kid before. Though Calla Lilies are my
absolute favorite.” Sophie broke off as the kid in question made his way over
to them.


“Are you
Sophie Jones?” He asked her. Sophie nodded looking confused.


“These were
delivered to the front door for you.” He thrust the lilies into her arms and
scurried away.


Sophie
looked stunned. “Who on Earth?” She started. Rose leaned forward, plucked a
small envelope from the cellophane wrapping and held it out. Sophie took it and
slid it open. The simple card inside read:



Forgive me? Jack x


Grace
frowned but Rose laughed at the dumfounded look on Sophie’s face.


“You told
him didn’t you!” Sophie accused. “You must have told him they were my favorite
flowers? When? How? What did he say?” She gabbled totally thrown by the
development.


Rose
nodded. “He rang me a couple of days ago. He told me everything, by the way.
How could you not have told me that the two of you hooked up?”


“Well,
hello pot, this is the kettle calling.” Sophie nodded towards Leo.


Rose
laughed. “Yeah, ok fair enough, I should have told you about Leo, but you
should have told me about Jack months and months ago! I gave him a proper
dressing down.”


“So he sent
these because he feels guilty?” Sophie felt the wind go out of her sails.


Rose shook
her head. “I don’t think so. He was already planning it when he rang me, he
just rang to ask about what flowers to send. But I hope you’re going to tell
him to get lost anyway? I told him I was going to advise you to totally ignore
him.”


Grace
nodded in agreement. “See, isn’t that just what I said, Soph? Don’t let him get
under your defenses, he doesn’t deserve another chance.”


Sophie
looked depressed. “He doesn’t actually say he wants another chance, only to
forgive him. That’s not exactly flirtatious or expecting anything is it?”


Rose leaned
forward and put her hand on Sophie’s knee. “Seriously Soph, I think he’s been a
total prat. He doesn’t deserve you. You’ve got to move on and focus on someone
else. Jack isn’t the boyfriend type, he’s probably sleeping with loads of girls
at Uni. Don’t let him use you again, promise me?”


“I totally
agree. You are absolutely not allowed to call him. I will personally take away
your phone and sit on you if you are remotely tempted.” Grace said forcefully.


“Thanks.”
Sophie said sadly. “You’re good friends. I do know that he’ll only hurt
me, I just like him soo much!”


“Jack’s
selfish, he never considers other peoples feelings.” Alex chimed in with
surprising anger. “On the other hand, I’ve never known him to send flowers
before.”


Sophie
stroked a petal. It was just so thoughtful to ring and ask Rose what flowers
she would like best. Especially as he must have known Rose would give him a roasting.
But her friends were right. She had to ignore his gesture. No good could come
of it.


***


The whole
school seemed griped with Valentine’s Day fever. The fact it had fallen on a
Saturday this year meant that the school had actually agreed to a Valentine’s
disco and everyone was a bit over excited. First, second and third year pupils
had the Main Hall from six until eight pm, then years four and over had the
room from eight until ten pm. Most of the older kids wouldn’t even make an
appearance until around nine.


Ellie
Parkhurst and Flora Kincaid were in Year Four, but Ellie’s boyfriend, Nate, was
in Year Six, so they were planning to show up late. It was a great relief to
them that they had been bunched in with the Upper School, which usually only
included years five to seven.


Ellie was
hugely enjoying getting ready for the disco, but Flora was a bundle of nerves.
Flora was madly in love with Ellie’s boyfriend’s best friend, Gabriel Brenner.
The trouble was that there were a lot of reasons why Gabriel would never notice
her. Gabriel was two years older than Flora, he was by far the most handsome
boy in the whole school, he already had a girlfriend who was a model and not a
schoolgirl, and he was damn elusive and unfriendly!


Ellie had
done her best to help Flora to get Gabriel to notice her. She had badgered Nate
into arranging things that the four of them could do together, but Nate was not
keen on being helpful. He claimed that Gabriel’s girlfriend was great and they
were good together and so he had point blank refused to talk to Gabriel about
Flora or be involved in any of Ellie’s plans to separate Gabriel from Vanessa.


The only
recourse left to Ellie and Flora was to try to get Gabriel to notice Flora on
his own. This had worked for Ellie when she had wanted Nate to notice her, but
it was not working now. Firstly, since Gabriel had become involved in the Year
Six School Play, he was rarely to be found in the Games Room or at any other
evening activity, and secondly, he generally ignored Ellie and Flora when
forced into their company. He was polite, but distant, and preferred talking to
his male friends than flirting with girls. It was all very frustrating.


But tonight
was the Valentine’s disco and Flora was determined to look as good as she
possibly could in the hopes that he might finally notice her. She and Ellie had
been to the chemist in Oakworth, the local village, and bought some make-up.
Ellie had done her best to give Flora a makeover and Flora was quite pleased
with the results. Her long blond hair had been brushed and curled and bounced
around her shoulders, she was wearing a new mini skirt with her long boots, and
a bright pink top that matched her new lipstick. She was feeling more confident
than ever before and really looking forward to the disco.


***


Gabriel
was in a seriously foul mood. Angry, hurt, depressed and another helping of
angry. He’d just rung Vanessa to see if she liked the gifts he’d sent her for
Valentine’s Day, only to discover that she had left the hotel she was supposed
to be staying at and moved into another one, three days ago. She’d forgotten or
just not bothered to tell him.


Vanessa was
working in Los Angeles on a modeling shoot and they had agreed that the
distance was too far for them to try to get together for the night. He couldn’t
leave school for longer than just the weekend anyway. She was supposed to be
staying at the Hilton but she had just blithely told him she was now at the
Excelsior, where she had moved to be closer to her friend Frances. She and
Frances were going to a party together that night. He had heard her mention
Frances a few times before and always assumed she was a female friend. Tonight
he had discovered that Frances was in fact Francis. A male
friend, who often escorted her out and about. A huge row had ensued and in the
end he had told her that if she spent Valentine’s Day with Francis then their
relationship was over. She told him not to be such a child, and that as her boyfriend
was always at school he couldn’t expect her not to lead the life of
a grownup in his absence. He had told her to go and live it without him then
and hung up.


He was
tempted to walk out of school and go and get a flight to L.A. and punch
Francis’ lights out. But what good would it do? It wouldn’t make things better
with Vanessa and the school would not take it well. He could leave permanently
if he wanted to, he was old enough, but he had wanted to stay the extra year to
get involved in the Year Six play. There would be a lot of parents attending
who had jobs that might help him if he could come to their attention. Being an
actor was the most important thing in the world to him but he didn’t want to
rush off and sign up with an agency, he wanted to do it properly, he wanted a
place at a stage school. The best way to get one would be to get excellent
grades in his A-Levels at the end of Year Seven and then apply. He wasn’t sure
he could wait that long, especially with all the extra pressure from Vanessa,
but now that he had secured the lead role in the Year Six play he knew it had been
worth staying for.


So he
ditched the idea of chasing after Vanessa and decided instead to be tough about
it. Everyone always said he was a cold hearted bastard, and it was true that he
let very few people get close to him. Nate, Vanessa and his younger brother
were probably the only people he truly cared about. No, not the only people, he
loved his father very much, but he could never forgive him for remarrying after
his mother passed away. They had never been close again after that.


So what
would a cold hearted bastard do? He would screw someone else and Vanessa would
never hear from him again.


He walked
into the school disco projecting an outward appearance of being calm. It was
pathetic still being at school, no wonder Vanessa was embarrassed by it. The
school disco was a joke too. He sneered with contempt at the gaudy valentines
decorations. He was here only for one purpose. To find a girl and use her to
wipe all thoughts of Vanessa from his mind.


He spotted
Nate sitting with Ellie and her friend. Nate nodded at him to come over but he
was in no mood to be around the happy couple. His eyes settled on the sleek
blond hair of Sophie Jones. She was single, as far as he knew. She had lovely
long legs and generous curves. Yes, she could warm his cold heart. He swept
past Nate, Ellie and Flora without a second look and went over to where Sophie
was chatting with Grace Porter.


Flora had
steeled herself to at least speak with Gabriel tonight, but one look at his icy
eyes and disdainful expression and she had chickened out. She could tell he was
in a bad mood. He was clearly pretending not to be, but his lips were tight and
his jaw was clenched. She hoped he was ok. It was killing her watching him chat
up Sophie and she longed to be able to smooth away his stress, but he would
bite her head off if she tried to flirt with him tonight. Oh well. She had made
all this effort, she might as well practice some flirting with someone else,
maybe the disco could still be fun. Flora determinedly smiled brightly and
within minutes a boy from her year had asked her to dance.


Gabriel
smiled ruefully as he watched Sophie check her phone for third time since
they’d started chatting. What an arrogant sod he was, he thought. He’d expected
her to be flattered by his attention and be a total push over. He knew he was
handsome, he saw no point in pretending otherwise, but though Sophie was
clearly enjoying his efforts to be charming, he could tell that her attention
was really elsewhere. He decided to leave her to it.


He wondered
why he didn’t feel more depressed about it. He’d struck out tonight with
Vanessa and now Sophie. But in his heart he knew he didn’t want to sleep with
Sophie, he wanted Vanessa. Paying her back was not going make him happier. He
would be better off being around his mates and just preying that she and
Francis really were just friends, as she had insisted. Not that it mattered
anymore, since they’d split up, but he felt sick at the thought of her spending
the night with someone else. Rather ironic, as he had nearly done the same
himself. Oh well, he would find Nate and exert himself to be nice to the girls.
That Flora had a sweet smile, he could let her gentle and cheerful personality
sooth him a little.


***


Sophie
didn’t know how she knew, as her phone was on silent, but she sensed it the
minute Jack texted her. She was at the disco but had brought her phone in a
small handbag.


Did you get the flowers? Jack


She’d
promised her friends that she wouldn’t contact him, but really she felt now
that she should have let him know they had arrived. The lilies would have been
pretty expensive. Surely it was rude not to at least acknowledge receipt? He
only wanted to know that they had arrived, it wasn’t like she was starting
anything with him.


She
was having a great time being chatted up by Gabriel Brenner but the temptation
to keep reading the text message kept pulling at her. Gabriel was amazing
looking and it was very flattering to be the object of his attention, but her
heart was elsewhere. Still, she reasoned, the girls had told her to move on,
and she was loving all the jealous looks she was getting. Gabriel hardly ever
bothered to chat anyone up, she was fairly sure he had a girlfriend who didn’t
go to their school, but maybe they had broken up. Anyway, she basked in his smooth
charm for half an hour before she literally couldn’t hang on another minute to
text Jack back.


Sophie
glanced over at Rose and Leo, they were so obviously in love. They couldn’t
stop touching each other. Even though at that moment they were talking to
completely different people, she could see their fingers entwined under the
table. At least they would never notice her leaving. But she knew that Grace
would confiscate her phone the minute she told her that Jack had texted her, so
instead she said she had a headache and was going up to their room to get some
painkillers. She half wished she’d told Grace, but she needed to do this or she
would never be able to move on.


Sat
on her bed she took a deep breath. If he didn’t reply within ten minutes then
she would go back down to the disco.


Yes, thank you, the flowers are beautiful. There is nothing to forgive,
so please don’t worry about it again. Sophie


She
chewed her thumb for a long minute before he replied.


I was thinking of visiting Alex and Ellie next weekend, could I take you
out for a drink afterwards?


Her
heart thumped, she shut her eyes looking for inner fortitude.


I don’t think so, but thanks for asking. She finally put.


Dinner then?


Why
hadn’t he offered dinner the first time she wondered? He obviously thought she
was just playing hard to get. Was she? No. She had to have some self respect
and put an end to this.


I’m busy.


What about the weekend after? He persisted.


Sophie
felt her defenses wobble. But then she thought of what Grace and Rose would say
and she thought of Gabriel. His attention had given her a confidence boost,
just what she needed to be strong.


I’m permanently busy.


He
didn’t respond again. She waited about two minutes before turning her head into
her pillow and sobbing her heart out. It was the right thing to do, but it felt
oh so wrong.


***


Jack
was in a bar with several friends and quite a few girls that he had been
considering making a move on. Instead he found he was staring at his phone in
surprise and wishing he’d sent Sophie flowers months ago. He looked at the
girls around him. None of them were a patch on her. He tried to think of
something to text back that would make her like him again but he couldn’t think
of anything. 


Had
he totally blown it? He’d had a really hot, kind, funny, smart girl who was
really into him and he’d taken it for granted. She wasn’t playing any kind of
flirting game with him; it actually looked as though she didn’t like him
anymore. 


He
turned as a girl called Kelsey, or something like that, tugged on his arm. He
talked to her for a bit but his mind was busy turning over how he was going to
win Sophie back. He had thought about her a lot since Christmas and somehow he
was suddenly convinced that she might just be the only girl for him. Now he
just had to work out what to do about it…
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