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Book One in the Flirting Games Series

by

Stella Wilkinson

Chapter One

“So how are you settling into Compass Court? Seen any boys you like yet?” Ellie Parkhurst sat cross-legged on her bed and leaned over to pinch one of Flora’s sweets from the bedside table between them.

They were three weeks into the autumn term and the girls were getting to know each other.

“Boys?” Flora laughed. “It’s hard enough being the new girl, let alone talking to boys yet! And you do things so differently in England than in America, it’s still confusing me. There’s no Middle School and your school years have different numbers to ours. Being at a boarding school is kind of a culture shock too.”

“I guess so; this is my fifth year here now, so it seems normal to me.” Ellie nodded thoughtfully. “But there’s loads more to do outside of lessons, than if I were living at home.”

“Like what?” Flora sat up on her own bed and reached for another toffee.

“Hmm, let’s see.” Ellie began to tick things off on her fingers. “There’s the Games Room if you want to socialise; have you been in there yet?”

Flora shook her head. “I’ve seen it, but it’s way intimidating if you don’t know anyone.”

“There’s a bunch of sports teams you can join; do you play netball or hockey or anything?”

Flora shook her head again. “I’d rather not unless I’m forced to.”

Ellie smiled. “Fair enough, I give sport a wide berth too. I’m on the debate team and in the chess club.”

“Chess club? You’re kidding?”

“No, I love chess. You have to think of it as being like dating. There’s lots of strategy involved and sometimes you have to be a bit sneaky in your positioning.” Ellie mimed moving chess pieces around as she warmed to one of her favourite subjects. “You don’t want to give away your game plan too early or you might get outmanoeuvred. You can bait a trap, then it’s exciting waiting for your opponent to make the next move. Both boys and chess partners like a good game. If it’s too easy to win, they lose interest, but if you are too good and beat them too quickly, they still lose interest. Hence chess and dating are both games of strategy.”

“Oh.” Flora looked bemused. “Have you had a lot of boyfriends?”

“A few, though most of them were too scared of my big brother to do more than hold my hand.”

“Your brother Alex?” Flora sounded surprised. She had met Alex, who was in the year above them, and he wasn’t exactly scary.

“Not Alex, Jack. He left at the end of last term for university. I didn’t realise how dull it would be here without him. He and his friends were really daring, maybe a bit too wild sometimes; they used to get into some right scrapes: doing midnight kitchen raids, going swimming in the river at night, that kind of stuff. He used to let me tag along sometimes. Jack is cool. You’ll totally fall in love with him when you meet him, everybody does.”

“Wow.” Flora’s eyes widened. “I’m an only child, but some of my friends back home have brothers, and they say they are a complete pain in the ass.”

“That’s probably true of most brothers; I’m not nearly as close to Alex. But there’s nearly three years’ age difference between Jack and me, so I guess we don’t have so much to fight about. He spoils me really, but he also still thinks of me as his baby sister he has to protect.” Ellie reached for another sweet. “In my third year he caught me kissing Bryn Dawes in the common room, and he threw him against the wall and held him there by his neck demanding to know what he thought he was doing.” She giggled at the memory.

“Jeez! No wonder boys were scared, then!” Flora began to chew a fingernail, then quickly whipped it out of her mouth as she realised what she was doing; she was determined to break the habit this year.

“So what about you? Have you got a boyfriend back home?” Ellie asked.

“Not really. I went to an all-girls high school for the last two years. There was one boy I knew, Chris. He asked me to be his girlfriend but then turned sort of mean when his friends were around. I guess he was immature – one minute he was pulling my hair and running away, the next he was saying we should make out in the old hay barn, and then he threw tomatoes at me from his bike when he was with his friends. I stopped talking to him after that, but I suppose we never really broke up.”

“He sounds like a moron.”

“I think most of the boys were morons back home. It’s only a small town, so everyone knows everyone else too well. I did like this boy, Joe, but I never really forgave him for putting a frog in my backpack when we were five. Plus they know everything about you too. Everyone remembers the time I fell off a horse and into a huge pile of stinking manure, and then they remind you of it for the rest of your life. Sooo embarrassing!”

“Well, you have a big advantage here; no one knows you, so you can reinvent yourself however you want.” Ellie stopped as her phone began to ring. Fishing it out of her sheets, she answered it.

“Jack!” She was thrilled to hear from him. “How’s uni this week? Have you done loads of partying?”

Jack said, “Yeah, it’s pretty mental, always something going on right outside my room. Talking of which, the lads are picking me up in a minute to go for a pub-crawl, so I don’t have long. How’s school? Are you still sharing a room with ‘dull and duller’?”

Ellie looked across to the other side of their dorm room and the two perfectly made beds with hospital corners. 

“Yeah, they’re okay. I barely see them, they’re probably in the library.” She rolled her eyes at the thought of anyone studying on a Saturday. “But there’s a new girl in with us now as well.” Ellie smiled at Flora, whose bed was next to Ellie’s and far messier. It was totally unmade and the floor beneath it was littered with their sweet wrappers.

“Oh? What’s she like? Potential friend or super swot?”

“She’s nice so far.” Ellie winked at Flora. “Her name’s Flora and she’s a Yank.”

“A Yank? The loud, abrasive, gum-chewing kind?” Jack laughed.

Ellie smiled at the chewing-gum wrapper on Flora’s pillow. “No. She’s actually quite quiet, for an American,” she joked.

“It’s hard being new. You should make an effort to invite her to stuff,” Jack said seriously.

“I will,” Ellie promised. “But there’s nothing to do today, otherwise I wouldn’t be talking to you on a Saturday afternoon, would I?” she teased.

“How’s Alex getting on?” Jack asked. 

“He’s fine,” Ellie confirmed in a bored tone. 

“Okay, keep your chin up. I’ve got to go, text me later if you like.” There was suddenly a lot of noise in the background at his end.

“Jack?” Ellie raised her voice.

“Yes?” He sounded distracted.

“Will you visit on my birthday weekend at Halloween?”

“Count on it, kiddo. Bye.” He hung up.

She hung up more slowly. Compass Court had been so much more exciting with Jack around. She was just opening her mouth to continue her conversation with Flora when they heard a tentative tap on the bedroom door. Looking round, Ellie saw her cousin Rose peering in. 

Rose was in Year Twelve with Alex, and the two girls got on well, but Rose was so like Alex in personality, just plain nice. Ellie was much more like Jack.

“Hiya. I’m going to down to the village to meet Alex and some of the others at the pub. Do you want to come?”

Ellie looked at Flora. “You want to? We might as well, there’s bog all else to do today.”

Flora sprang up enthusiastically. “I’ve never been to an English pub. Will they serve us? I don’t have any ID or anything.”

“You’re allowed to buy soft drinks. They don’t need ID unless you want alcohol.” Ellie swung her legs off the bed. 

Ellie nodded to Rose. “Yeah, ok thanks. Give us five minutes?” 

“Sure.” Rose smiled and turned to leave. “I’ll be in the Common Room.”

Ellie grimaced at her reflection in the mirror. Her fringe was sticking up all over the place. Hmm, not how she wanted to be seen. At nearly sixteen, you didn’t let boys see you going about looking like a scarecrow. 

She pulled a brush through her long dark hair and added some mascara to her lashes. She had finally been able to persuade her mother to let her buy some make-up this summer. She wasn’t really allowed to wear it in class, but she had been sneaking on mascara all term; it made her brown eyes seem brighter and gave them more impact. Of course, wearing a school uniform did no one any favours. But in Oakworth, the local village, she could dress how she liked, so she added some cherry lip balm too. Looking down, she was happy with her outfit. Black top, with long trailing sleeves, and tight black jeans with her favourite grey suede boots. 

Flora spent a couple of minutes attempting to collect the sweet wrappers off her bed, and putting on her shoes.

Ellie’s mind was still on the phone call. It was nice that she had Flora now, but school was boring without Jack. What she needed was a new challenge, something to liven up the year. She flicked her hair over her shoulder, leaned forward to kiss the mirror and decided she was good to go.

***
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Nathaniel Naverly smiled at himself in the mirror. He ran his hands through his blond hair and flexed his chest. His reflection pleased him. Five years of school sports had filled out his upper body: now his shoulders were wide, his stomach tight and his arm muscles looked toned. He’d spent a lot of the summer swimming, as well as playing plenty of football and cricket.

Now back at Compass Court Boarding School for the sixth form, or Year Twelve as they also called it, he reckoned he was ready to pull anyone he wanted. He knew girls liked him; they thought he was cool and good-looking and he’d spent the last few years learning how to impress them. 

Impress them, seduce them and then dump them. 

And now, he wanted Rose Falcon. He’d been planning it since the start of term. It was not motivated by desire; it was the chase. 

This year Rose had returned from the summer holidays all grown up. All his friends had noticed, too. Rose was suddenly extremely pretty and shapely, yet still very much the innocent when it came to boys. 

In fact, she was exactly his type. He thrived on the challenge of getting shy or difficult girls. Unfortunately, once he had succeeded they weren’t a challenge any longer and he lost interest. 

It would be depressing except that he didn’t much care for the company of girls anyway. He was a guy’s guy. He had a group of male friends who thought he was great, and that was all he needed. It was almost amusing that half the girls in the school seemed to hate him, yet they hardly ever said no.

He and Rose had so far had very little to do with each other for their first few years at Compass Court. She was in a different schoolhouse; he was in North Tower and she was in West Tower. They had one or two classes together, but had different friends. He didn’t see anything particularly interesting about Rose. She was generally quiet, probably fairly boring; barely noticeable to a popular boy like himself.

He had honed his skills a lot in the last year. His usual game plan was to do his homework on each conquest as if he were studying for an exam, gathering information from her friends. It made it so much easier if the girl thought they had lots in common.

So to get close to Rose he had befriended Alexander Parkhurst. Alex and Rose were cousins, the same age and apparently close friends too. Her female friends were bound to be suspicious of him, so he wanted Alex to like him. 

Surprisingly, Nate had discovered he actually liked Alex. He had thought Alex was kind of a geek. But as Nate made efforts to get to know him he had discovered that Alex was fun company with a really dry sense of humour. 

It was good to be back at school, back in the familiarity of his room at Compass Court. He took one more look at himself, wearing nothing but a pair of jeans, and flexed his muscles at the mirror again. Yes, he was ready. He dragged a t-shirt over his head and fished his trainers out from under his bed, found his socks still stuffed inside, and pulled on socks and shoes.

He and Alex were going into Oakworth Village. They were meeting up with Rose in the Fox and Hounds pub. He grinned, thinking the name of the pub was apt. He stuffed his wallet in his back pocket and headed out to meet Alex in the school courtyard.

Chapter Two

Ellie watched Nate Naverly with narrowed eyes. He had come in with Alex and joined their table. He had made everyone laugh and seemed to settle easily with the group, who were mostly from West Tower House. She hadn’t paid much attention until he had turned his megawatt smile on Rose. 

He was sitting too close to Rose, whispering into her ear. As Ellie watched, Nate picked up Rose’s hand and began to trace a pattern across her palm. Ellie strained to hear what he was saying: something about predicting Rose’s future. He slowly rubbed his thumb across the wrist he was holding and Rose seemed to shiver.

Ellie could plainly see that Rose didn’t know what to do. Rose had never had such a good-looking guy single her out like that. She was blushing and nervous. Quite suddenly, Nate dropped her hand and turned away to talk to Alex, leaving Rose looking shell-shocked and a bit bereft.

Ellie frowned. That was not a good thing. Nate was a self-satisfied jerk, but dynamite with girls. Ellie had seen too many crying over him in the bathrooms to doubt it. There was no way on earth that Rose was a match for his charms if he had set his sights on her. 

Eyeing Nate suspiciously, Ellie wondered what he was playing at. Did he genuinely want Rose? Even if he did, it was reason for concern. Rose was far too nice for him. Ellie was extremely fond of her cousin and didn’t want to see her get hurt. She had a very bad feeling that this was a game to Nate and not a genuine desire to be with Rose.

Ellie looked at Alex to see if he had noticed anything. Of course he hadn’t. He was as naïve as Rose. She wished again that Jack were still at Compass Court; he would have stamped on any pretensions Nate might have. 

Mentally squaring her shoulders, Ellie decided she would have to keep an eye on the situation herself.

***
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Nate felt smug. Stage One was a success. He wanted Rose to be aware of him and now she was. He had flattered her and he had touched her, so she noticed him. He had been fully aware that the hairs on the back of her arm had gone up when he’d intimately stroked the inside of her wrist. Not too much, not to draw attention, just enough to confuse her. He concentrated on Alex and tried not to look too pleased with himself. A few more moments like that and he would have her where he wanted her.

His second opportunity came at the bar. Rose was helping carry out drinks. He put one hand on the small of her back, leaned in close behind her and curved his arm around her to reach for his drink. She jumped and came right up against him. He smiled at her and didn’t step back. She blushed yet again. It was quite endearing really. This was going to be easy.

At dinner that evening, Alex suggested that Nate join them on the West Tower table. There were assigned house tables, but students were free to sit anywhere. The Headmistress was a fan of house integration and tried to get them to all mix as much as possible. 

Nate accepted the invitation, much to the obvious confusion of his friends watching from the North Tower table as he walked in with Alex and went over to the West Tower table instead. 

He caught the eye of his best friend, Gabriel, who was frowning at him with a look of disapproval. He gave a subtle wink and Gabe acknowledged it and nodded. They had been friends a long time and he didn’t need to do more than wink. He hadn’t told Gabe what he was doing, but his friend would know he was up to something. He watched as Gabe returned to his food reassured.

Gently steering Alex, Nate managed to get himself seated between Alex and Rose. At dinner he directed most of his conversation to Alex, but under the table he concentrated on pressing his leg, very slightly, against Rose’s. She moved away a little. He shifted a tiny bit and again his knee was touching hers. She shot her hand out for her water glass and knocked it over. He wanted to laugh, but instead he reached for a pile of paper napkins and helped her mop it up.

“Alright there, Rose?” he asked innocently while refilling her glass. 

She looked like a deer in headlights. Again he placed his hand on her back, supposedly in a reassuring manner, but really just to assert that it was his touch that was making her jumpy. 

It was at that moment he really noticed Ellie Parkhurst for the first time. She was sitting across the table from Rose and giving him a very speculative look.

He quickly withdrew his hand and turned back to Alex, but his thoughts were on the look in Ellie’s face. He had the feeling that she might be on to him. The suspicious gleam in her eyes, coupled with the disdainful curve of her lip, suggested that she was questioning his motives and drawing conclusions he didn’t want her to.

He shrugged to himself. So what? She was the year below him and beneath his notice. He didn’t doubt his own power to conquer Rose, and Ellie wouldn’t be able to do anything about it. Did Rose listen to Ellie? As far as he was aware they weren’t especially close. They were cousins, but he was confident that it was Alex he needed to get on his side. Rose listened to Alex. Ellie Parkhurst didn’t figure in his plan.

***
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Ellie had seen enough. Nate was definitely not to be trusted. He was clearly playing one of his games with Rose. If he genuinely liked Rose he would have been more attentive, and if he didn’t then he wouldn’t have been so touchy-feely with her. She had briefly caught his eye at dinner and he had looked shifty; just for a split second, but she had seen it. The question now was what to do about it.

Ellie reasoned that she had a pretty good grasp on what motivated boys. She had two older brothers and she had learned plenty at the knee of Jack, one of the best players she had ever seen. Nate was overconfident; he needed taking down a peg or two. Yes, he was older than her and yes, he was a pretty cold customer, but could she somehow take him on? 

She pushed away the doubt. Rose was so sweet, Nate would eat her for breakfast. She had to act. Would talking to Rose help? No, probably not. Rose would deny everything until it was too late. Ellie’s telling her that Nate wasn’t really interested might even hurt Rose. But Rose would get hurt no matter what unless somebody stopped this right now.

Maybe the key here was to take his focus off Rose. Ellie was objective enough to know that Nate had never even noticed her before. Plus she was a year below him. Unfortunately he was quite good-looking and pretty full of himself. Girls threw themselves at him in obvious ways, and they tried less obvious ways. He seemed to prefer doing his own chasing. So how could she get in under the radar? What was going to distract him?

Ellie lay awake in bed that night thinking about it. She wasn’t hugely vain, but boys did seem to like her. The fact he knew so little about her could perhaps work to her advantage by intriguing him. Should she go in with all guns blazing, or act in a more mysterious manner? Could she manage to entice him without appearing too interested? Just like he seemed to be doing to Rose.

She smiled in the darkness – yes, she would try playing him at his own game.

If this was chess then Rose was the Queen that needed protecting. Nate was a sneaky Bishop sliding in sideways. She would be the Knight, coming from the back where he hadn’t noticed her and jumping straight into his path.

Chapter Three

Flora Kincaid was horribly homesick. After California, England seemed too green. Endlessly green. Green grass. Green trees. Even the river running past the school was a shade of green. She looked with disgust at the dark green stripe on her school tie that signalled she was in West Tower Schoolhouse. She preferred brighter colours – colours that complemented her hair and skin tone.

She missed the vibrant vineyard where her mother worked, the bright sun and open cloudless sky. It was the end of September and the burgundy-red grapes would be coming in from harvest. It seemed years since she’d seen that last sunset of orange and pink and red and purple. She longed for the rich smells of autumn. Even the world sounded different, here. It was too quiet in England. 

Her hair was a honey blonde and she wore it neatly braided down her back. When you lived on a farm you learned to keep long hair tied back, and so she had been braiding it for years. She had even features, slightly freckled skin and large brown eyes. She knew she wasn’t exactly beautiful, but she hoped she might be considered pretty.

At fifteen, there was no way her mother would allow her to wear make-up, but as she had clear skin she hoped she was passable without it. Some mascara might be nice, to make her eyelashes darker. Perhaps when she got to know Ellie a bit better she might be able to borrow some mascara from her.

She liked sharing a room with Ellie. Ellie seemed to know everyone, and hanging around with her had made being the new girl a lot less lonely. It was so hard starting at a new school when everyone else in her year seemed to have been there since they were eleven and had now had over four years to bond and form cliques.

She supposed she could have gone to stay with her dad, but she hated his new girlfriend, and she still hadn’t forgiven him for having an affair.

Her mom had recently gotten remarried, to an old friend called Travis. Flora had been glad; Travis adored her mother. But then he had offered to take her mother on an extended tour of the vineyards of Europe as a sort of honeymoon.

There was no question of Flora’s missing a year of school to go with them, so they had decided that a boarding school would be best if she didn’t want to stay with her dad. 

Compass Court in England was close to where her mom was touring in Europe, so she could not only regularly fly over and visit but live in a part of the world that spoke English.

Her mom and Travis were starting their tour in Bordeaux, France, just over the Channel, and it was good to know they were literally only an hour away.

So here she was, an American girl in an English boarding school. It was just like she’d imagined, but with fewer ghosts.

The girls she shared the room with all seemed nice, but two of them were kind of high achievers and Flora was a little intimidated by them. Ellie, however, was open and friendly and had made no secret of the fact that she sucked at sports and history, making her more approachable.

Flora felt that with Ellie as her friend it might not be so bad at Compass Court after all. 

***
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Ellie began working on her strategy to get the attention of Nate Naverly carefully. She would have liked to spend longer on the details of the plan, but time was of the essence. She had to get him away from Rose before Rose got emotionally involved.

The first point of action was to get noticed. Noticed indirectly. She needed both the right location and outfit. The school provided a large games room with sofas and pool tables and table tennis and other games, and a lot of people hung out there in the evenings. You didn’t have to wear uniform and you didn’t mix only with your own year. Remembering that Nate and his friends often went there after prep for a few games of pool, Ellie decided it was her best bet.

She dressed in an outfit that she hoped was attractive yet understated. A firm believer in the tenet that “less is more,” she hadn’t gone for a low-cut top or a short skirt. Instead she had chosen a white chiffon, full-covering shirt that was very slightly see-through, with a black vest top underneath. With shirt and vest teamed with jeans and trainers, she hoped she looked good, but not like she was trying too hard.

She decided she couldn’t go alone without looking a bit obvious, so she invited Flora to go with her. As they walked into the games room, she was relieved to find Nate and his three usual friends there. 

Firstly, she and Flora chatted with some boys from their year who were playing cards in one corner; then she suggested to Flora that they play pool.

“I suck at pool,” Flora said candidly, “but I’ll come and watch.” 

Ellie was pleased; Flora was cute and was clearly going to be an asset as a wingman.

As Ellie chalked her name up for a game, she chose her first combat partner with care. She went for one of Nate’s more stupid friends, an over-muscled oaf by the name of Jerry Doury. As she leaned over the table to break she gave him a bit of a pouty smile, and then slammed the white ball as hard as she could with the cue.

She didn’t know how good any of them were at pool, but as Jack had a table in the garage at home, she had spent a lot of time playing and was feeling fairly confident. 

The game definitely suited her purpose: she could move around the pool table, drawing attention to herself without obviously meaning to. She watched Nate covertly as he leaned against the wall with Gabriel Brenner. They didn’t really seem to be paying much attention to the game, they were just chatting quietly between themselves. On the other hand, Jerry Doury and Owen Lang were definitely engrossed in eyeing up both her and Flora. In fact, Jerry wasn’t much competition, and Ellie cleared the table pretty quickly. She put a hand on his chest and smiled sweetly at him.

“Sorry, Jerry. Better luck next time.”

As the winner she stayed on the table, and this time it was Gabriel who stepped up. Unfortunately, Gabriel was a much tougher nut than Jerry. He showed very little interest in her at all and she only got two shots in before he cleanly potted the black and gave her a cold smirk.

Time to retreat and regroup, Ellie decided. She smiled in a carefree way, and she and Flora immediately left the games room. 

Had he even noticed her? She was sure at least two of his friends had. Knight takes Pawn, she thought with a giggle. 

Right now this was just a case of baiting the trap...

***
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Flora was completely awestruck by Gabriel Brenner and she talked almost non-stop about him to Ellie all the way back to their room.

“Oh my goodness, did you see his cheekbones? And do you think his hair is naturally that blond? I mean, back home there are a loads of beach-blonds with that kind of colour, but they usually dye it. I can’t imagine him dyeing it. And his eyes, such a deep shade of blue. Sorta like the sea, don’t you think? Like the Pacific at sunrise.”

Ellie smiled at Flora. “If you say so. I didn’t really notice.”

“How could you not feel that presence? I mean, it’s like all the air gets sucked out of a room when he’s in it.”

“Well, he’s clearly made an impact on you. Maybe you should try talking to him next time?” Ellie laughed at the look on Flora’s face.

“Talking to him? No way, never in a million. He’s too perfect. What on Earth would I say? He’s a year older than me for a start, and drop-dead gorgeous. He’s never ever going to notice someone like me.” She paused for breath. “Do you think he has a girlfriend?”

“I think he does actually. Sorry.” Ellie saw Flora’s crestfallen expression and wracked her brain for what else she knew. “I think I heard that he’s dating a model and she’s much older than him.”

Flora sighed. “Yeah, I can believe that. Not that it matters. He didn’t even notice I existed.”

Ellie couldn’t disagree. “I don’t think he even noticed I existed and I was the one playing him at pool. I bet he thought I was just some girl who needed swatting. Like a bug.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure. I can guarantee the other boys noticed you. Nice moves, by the way.” She jabbed Ellie in the ribs.

Ellie grinned back at her. “I know I was acting like a bit of a flirt with Jerry, but there was a good reason.”

“Yeah? I could see four good reasons. I love being at a school with boys!”

That night Flora sat at the desk by her bed and filled three pages of her journal describing Gabriel Brenner: his tall lean frame, his almost white blond hair, his chiselled cheekbones. 

She had been so homesick, but now she felt she never wanted to leave Compass Court. Now she felt lovesick. Gabriel-sick.

Chapter Four

Nate sat in the North Tower Common Room with his friends. Gabriel was teasing Jerry about being beaten by a girl.

“Not just a girl, but a lowly year eleven!” Gabriel laughed.

Jerry’s eyes took on a dreamy look. “Yeah, but mature for her age. Did you notice her behind when she bent over the pool table?” This last comment was made to much elbow nudging and more laughter.

“Definitely a fox,” agreed Owen. “She can play me whenever she likes.”

Nate privately agreed with them; Ellie had looked good. 

He was a little perplexed by Ellie; he had been positive she had come there to see him. He had sensed her watching him. Then she had totally ignored him and instead played with two of his friends, but not him. She could have put her name back up and then she would have been playing him next. Instead, she had left. He got the feeling she didn’t like him. Did it bother him? Maybe it did a little. He changed the subject.

***
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Gabriel tuned out as his friends talked about girls, wishing Vanessa would call him. He hated it when she was on a modelling shoot in some foreign backwater and couldn’t call. It made him insecure, suspecting that she was going off him. It was a novel feeling for him – girls had always liked him – but he had an unfortunate tendency to take them for granted if they were too nice. It wasn’t like that with Vanessa. She was so glamorous he felt lucky to be with her.

He remembered how beautiful she’d looked when they first met. Laughing with her friends in a bar on the mountain, she was dressed in a bright red ski suit with matching hat. Her skin was flawless and the cold had made her blue eyes sparkle, and her lips were full and the same red as her outfit. She was the very image of perfection.

Vanessa had spotted him and come over. She’d assumed he was a model as well and been stunned to learn he was still at school. It was a bit of a contentious issue between them. After all, he was old enough to leave school if he wanted. She hadn’t wanted to be seen dating a schoolboy, but he’d persuaded her to meet him again.

That night he had taken her to dinner and pulled out all the stops to charm her. They stayed out drinking and talking till two in the morning and then she invited him back to her chalet. It was a night he would never forget. They opened a bottle of red wine and lay on a sheepskin rug in front of a roaring log fire. He explored every inch of her amazing body and felt he could die happy in that moment.

It was six in the morning when he had rolled back into his family chalet, only to find his dad still up and furiously pacing. He’d been sorely tempted to leave school right then and there and forget about the education his father thought was so important. But the truth was it was important to him as well.

Vanessa kept trying to persuade him to leave school and become a model.

“Just think about how much money you could be making right now instead of wasting your time doing silly lessons,” she would argue.

But he didn’t just want to be a pretty face. He had a plan. He didn’t want to leave school with no qualifications, for a career that was a few years at best. She thought he could use modelling as a platform into acting. That was his real dream, but he didn’t want to bypass the training, he wanted to prove himself and get a place at a decent stage school. He wished she understood, but she didn’t.

Jerry kicked his foot, dragging Gabriel back to the present. He was talking about the new girl, Flora.

“She’s pretty. I like that wholesome look. How old do you think she is?” Jerry said, a bit too hopefully. Clearly he had something of a crush.

“Too young, that’s how old she is,” Nate said.

“Yeah, I suppose.” Jerry shrugged. “If only we could all have older girlfriends like Gabe, then we might actually get some action.”

Gabriel smiled, but the smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. He hadn’t heard from Vanessa in days. He hoped he still had a girlfriend.

***
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After his friends went to bed, Nate pulled out Alex’s mobile phone that he’d swiped off the table at dinner. He would return it to Alex at breakfast in the morning, but in the meantime it provided the perfect opportunity to get Rose’s phone number. She was hard to get alone, and sending her a few cheeky texts or emails would be a good way to get some one-on-one banter going. Even the most shy of girls could be flirtatious when it wasn’t face to face. Scrolling through the contacts, he noted Rose’s number and her email address. And then, for some reason, he copied Ellie’s too.

***
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Ellie took her breakfast tray over to the West Tower table and sat between Flora and Rose. Flora was doing some last-minute homework and dropping marmalade on her textbook, and Rose was sketching. This was nothing unusual. Rose was passionate about art and always carried round a pad for doodling.

As she finished her cereal Ellie looked over to see what Rose was drawing.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake!” she huffed when she saw the picture. It was a sketch of the North Tower table. Though it was incredibly good, Ellie was not pleased by what she saw. Rose had captured the features and personalities of about eight people, all sitting in a row. Ellie could clearly distinguish the thin face of Owen Lang, thrown into relief by the large frame of Jerry Doury. Gabriel Brenner’s haughty expression was conveyed perfectly, and there right in the middle, looking like Christ at the Last Supper, was Nate. Rose had been shading in his golden hair and had made him, if anything, even more handsome than in real life.

Ellie resisted the urge to get cross. Her temper was particularly short first thing in the morning. Telling Rose off wouldn’t help; she was probably completely unaware that she was sat there drawing Nate with a dreamy expression on her face. Clearly he had gotten to Rose too much already.

“Can I have that?” Ellie took the page when Rose nodded.

“Good. Sorry, Rose, but he’s just not that angelic.” Ellie grabbed a black pencil and gave Nate evil eyebrows and a twirling black moustache, then for good measure she drew a pair of devil’s horns on top of his head.

She smiled. “There. Much more accurate.”

A shadow crossed the paper. Beside her, Rose turned bright red and stared at the tablecloth. Ellie groaned inside, knowing exactly whose shadow it was bound to be. She looked up defiantly, but Nate addressed Alex.

“Hey, Al, is this your phone?” He sounded relaxed.

“Oh, brilliant. Cheers, mate. I thought I must have lost it,” Alex said, totally unaware of Ellie’s and Rose’s embarrassment.

Ellie slid out of her seat. She pushed the picture under her books, mumbled to Flora about seeing her in class and made a quick exit. She could feel Nate’s mocking gaze all the way down the room.

Chapter Five

On Sunday afternoon Nate watched Rose walk to the river with her sketchpad. Keen not to miss an opportunity to catch her alone, he followed at a distance until she sat on a wooden bench and began sketching the school rowing team out on the water. Now he knew who had drawn the picture of him that Ellie had failed to hide.

Nate leaned against a nearby oak tree and watched her with an indulgent smile. Rose was so absorbed that she jumped when she noticed him.

“Hi,” she said shyly. “I didn’t know you were interested in rowing.”

“I’m not.” He said it laced with meaning.

“Oh, then–” she stopped suddenly as Ellie came towards them walking swiftly.

“There you are, Rose! I think Ben is looking for you.” Ellie pulled Rose up and gave her a shove. “In the courtyard.”

“Really?” Rose looked delighted and hurried away. Ellie felt bad about lying to her, but needs must.

“I’m pretty sure those two will get together this year,” Ellie told Nate, who glared at her with barely-disguised annoyance. “They used to date ages ago and both still really like each other.” 

Nate raised one eyebrow. “Is that so? We’ll see.”

Ellie clenched her fists, stepped right up to Nate and snapped, “Yes, it is so! Why the hell don’t you pick someone else for your games?”

Nate looked down at the angry little year eleven squaring up to him and smiled nastily. He slowly looked her up and down. 

“Someone else? And that would be...you?”

Nate folded his arms, leaned back against the tree and laughed at her.

Ellie stepped up so close they were almost nose to nose.

“You have no idea who you’re dealing with.” Her voice dropped to a low and sultry level. “Come and have a go, if you think you’re hard enough.” she murmured, then turned on her heel and walked away.

Nate was almost struck dumb with surprise. He had just been challenged, and he actually had to stop himself from chasing after her and taking her up on it. She was a only fifteen, for goodness’ sake! Hardly worth his time. Extremely pretty, yes. Very popular, yes, but still surely she should be a bit more in awe of him. 

He went to bed that night thinking about Ellie Parkhurst.

***
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Ellie lay in bed thinking about Nate. It had been a few days since she had attempted flirting with him by the river and she hadn’t properly seen him since. 

She was putting extra attention into her appearance each day, but wondering if it was a wasted effort. She saw him at mealtimes, sat at the North Tower table, and sometimes from the corner of her eye she was sure he was looking at her, but when she turned round he wasn’t.

Ellie had plenty to keep her occupied: her homework for a start, and actually a rather good social life. She was also enjoying getting to know Flora. Flora had quite a cheerful personality and found the funny side in most situations. Ellie liked that a lot. She wondered if having had Jack as her best friend might have prevented her from developing a close friendship with another girl. Flora might well turn out to be the best friend she hadn’t realised she needed.

Ellie also had several “boyfriends”, though she kept them at arm’s length. She had never really felt enough for any of them to let it go much beyond flirting. A few kisses had been the extent of her actual experience. 

Most boys had been too scared of Jack to try to take it any further, but since his departure their levels of persistence had gone up. She had finally agreed to meet Tyler Phillips in the common room at midnight a couple of weeks ago and he had asked her to “go out with him exclusively.” Ellie had tried to turn him down gently but he’d become offended and gone back to bed in a huff and hadn’t spoken to her since. Then Liam Anderson had asked her out in the library just yesterday. She had been flattered – he was in Year Twelve and a prefect – so it had come as a bit of a shock when he had then attempted to stick his tongue down her throat in front of the Geography books. She had actually had to push him away. It hadn’t put him off though. In the end she had promised to go with him the next time she went into Oakworth Village.

But she wasn’t thinking about him tonight. She tossed and turned in bed, wondering what to do next about Nate Naverly. She reached over to her bedside table and checked her phone to see if Jack might have texted her. He hadn’t. It was nearly eleven; probably too late to text him. She looked over at Flora, who was sleeping peacefully. She lay awake for another ten minutes. Perhaps she was hungry. She kept a tuck box under her bed, but she had a sudden craving for ice cream and slipped out of bed. She tied her dressing gown around herself and crept barefoot from the room.

She tiptoed past the Matron’s room at the end of the corridor, listening for the familiar sound of snores emanating from her open door, then went as lightly as she could down the stairs, deliberately missing out the bottom step, which generally squeaked.

She paused as she reached the West Tower Common Room. What was she doing? She had never been to the kitchens alone at night. With Jack, yes, several times. But Jack wasn’t here any more.

She decided to press on; some adventure was necessary in her life. 

Creeping down the dark stairs to the first floor, Ellie smiled, wondering if Nate would be daring enough for a midnight kitchen raid. She would bet he was. Then she gave herself a mental slap. She was spending too much time thinking about Nate! Her plan to keep him away from Rose didn’t explain why she was wondering what he was doing right now. 

She tried to rationalize it in her mind. Nate was a skilled player and he could very possibly hurt Rose. Ellie had a duty to get in the way of that. 

But she knew she was kidding herself. She had enjoyed their interactions so far, more than was good for her.

She had almost reached the first floor and had one foot on the bottom stair when a door opened on the landing right next to her and an arm shot out and pulled her through.

She screamed, but as there was a hand over her mouth, very little sound came out. It was dark on the first floor and all she could feel was a warm body behind her and the breathing of another person.

“Stop wriggling, you idiot, it’s me.” A low voice sounded in her ear. She had no idea who “me” was, but that wasn’t the way a teacher would speak, so she stopped struggling. 

The tone of the voice and the hard chest at her back told her the assailant was male, and familiar.

Nate? What on earth would Nate be doing on the first floor at night?

“The Deputy Head went past just before you, and you know how much trouble we would be in if he spotted us.”

Yes, definitely Nate. Her heart continued to hammer as he moved his hand from over her mouth and pulled her deeper into the dark corner behind the door, his chest firm against her back. He kept her from moving away with a strong grip on her arm as she turned to look at him in the moonlight.

“Well, well. Miss Eleanor Parkhurst out of bed. Bad girl! Come to see if I’m hard enough yet?”

She suddenly really regretted saying that. Especially to a boy who was older than her and probably more than ready to take her challenge much further than she was willing to go. She pulled her dressing gown tighter around herself, feeling very underdressed.

“I was on my way to the kitchens if you must know,” she hissed. “And by the way, Rose is now going out with Ben, so you can leave her alone because you won’t get anywhere.” It wasn’t true, but she hoped he didn’t know that.

His white teeth flashed in the dim light as she edged away from him. 

“Is that a retreat, Parkhurst? I thought you were made of more than that?” 

Her quick temper flared, but she fought it. There was nothing for it but to keep being sassy and fight fire with fire. If she backed down now she would definitely look like an idiot.

“Not at all,” she said sweetly, though through a gritted smile. “But if you want to impress me you’re going to have to try harder than this.” She hoped the dig would make him back off a little.

Unfortunately, he seemed to rather enjoy the interaction. His smile widened and he tugged her nearer. 

“How would you know from over there?” 

Ellie feared she had got in over her head. Still, she forced herself not to pull away, instead allowing him to pull her even closer. She heard him take a deep breath in and grinned to herself. His hormones were definitely his greatest weakness in this game. She deliberately blew softly in his ear and he swayed slightly.

“I said you have to impress me. And what I meant,” she continued in that same sweet tone, “was mentally!” With that she gave him a swift kick in the shins and slipped out of his arms as he yelped in pain.

Pulling open the door behind her, she legged it back out onto the staircase and ran all the way up to her dormitory, so high on success that she didn’t even feel out of breath.

Chapter Six 

The evening following his unexpected meeting with Ellie, Nate sat in the North Tower Common Room and stared unseeing at the Chemistry book in his lap. 

The girl was like his father’s brandy. Heady to smell. Noxious at the first taste. Brandy made him cough, but always left him rolling his tongue round his mouth wanting to taste a bit more. Being around her was like being a bit drunk. 

How had he never noticed her before this year?

He had been at a secret birthday party in South Tower and was sneaking back to North Tower when he’d seen her coming down the stairs. Her feet had been bare and she’d been wearing a dark, silky dressing gown over her pyjamas. 

She had looked innocent and sexy all at the same time. 

She smelled a bit like his mother’s Lily of the Valley. Was it a perfume, or her natural smell? It seemed to come off her hair, so it was probably her shampoo.

This was mad. 

Why was he even thinking about her? It certainly wasn’t the plan. But if she was right about Rose and Ben, then maybe the plan was out the window anyway.

Mind you, he reminded himself, if Rose had been with Ben before it wouldn’t have stopped him. He’d prised girls he really wanted away from their darling boyfriends quite easily before. So why had he lost the taste for it? He just couldn’t find the motivation to carry on with his plan. Rose was nice; she didn’t deserve it. 

He tried to find a rationale for switching the seduction to Ellie. Could it still work? No. She was only fifteen and he didn’t want to play those games with an underage girl. 

The only reason he could think of to date her was to chew up that “too-big-for-her-boots brat” and spit her out again. Teach her a lesson. 

His leg still hurt where she had kicked him the night before. 

He’d never felt anything like the desire she caused when she blew in his ear. He’d never have guessed that it would be such a turn-on. He would “impress” her because he wanted his own back. This was personal. She was playing with fire and she was going to get burned. Badly. 

A smile curved his lips. He had a plan again. Now he just needed to work out how to execute it.

He turned to Gabriel, who was sitting next to him swearing over his maths homework. Gabe usually knew all the gossip.

“What do you know about Ellie Parkhurst?”

Gabe looked suspicious. “Why? You got a thing for her?”

“No.” Nate thought quickly and decided the truth was better. “But I want her to have a thing for me.”

Gabriel frowned at him, clearly confused. “You know, I thought I saw you looking over there a lot at dinner recently. And what was with eating at their table the other day?”

“It’s part of the plan, Gabe. One I don’t want to share right now, but I haven’t got a thing for her.”

Gabriel chucked his calculator on to the table. “Jack Parkhurst will knock you into next week if you touch her.” 

“In case you haven't noticed, Jack Parkhurst isn’t here any more. And do you think I’m scared of him?”

“You should be. I would be.” Gabriel smiled and held up his hand in mock apology. “Okay, okay, what do I know about your latest? She has no shortage of boyfriends; none serious so far. But there’s no gossip about her actually doing anything.”

“What does that mean? She’s all attitude but no action?” Nate looked thoughtful.

“Or maybe that she’s just clever about who she’s doing what with.”

“Hmmm,” Nate pondered. “Will you see if you can dig anything up on that? Who are her closest friends?”

“Good question. Everyone seems to be friends with her, but no one particularly close. Not unless you count her big brother. She seems to be spending quite a bit of time with that new American in her year. I don’t think her friends are the way to go, though. Got a bit of a mind of her own. I think you would have to go straight in with this one.” Gabriel leaned forward and spoke quietly. “Why are you bothering?”

“She’s a challenge.” Nate admitted.

“Aha.” Gabriel leaned back again, comprehension dawning in his face. “Then I will find out what I can and wish you luck, mate. Not that I think you’ll need it, except maybe when Parkhurst finds out you corrupted his sister.” Gabriel laughed at that. 

Nate threw a book at him. Gabe was right, he decided. He needed to go straight in, get her hooked, and quickly, before her attention was diverted. He wanted to get even with her. He usually played a long game, the softly softly approach, but that wouldn’t work with her. He chuckled as another idea came to him. Let the games continue!

***
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That weekend, Ellie sat next to Alex in the library arguing over whether she should spend her Saturday doing homework, or whether she should spend it doing whatever she liked. 

The school had arranged it so that the library was the only place in the building where any of the pupils could get Internet access. There were several banks of computers as well as connection points for laptops.

Ellie had gone to the library after lunch to check her email, when Alex and Rose had joined her.

“I really don’t see that it’s any of your business what...” Her voice trailed off as an email popped up on her screen from Nate. How on earth did he know her email address?

Opening the email, she found a scanned copy of Nate’s last report card. Nearly all his results were A’s, bar one, and his House Master had written “Very impressive” in the comment card at the top. At the bottom of the page Nate had put:

Not just a pretty face.

Ellie laughed, her eyes instantly lifting to scan the room. Nate was looking at her from the far corner with one eyebrow raised.

She quickly pulled the keyboard towards her and typed:

Tolerable, but not handsome enough to tempt me.

Let’s see just how clever he was; it was unlikely he would work out that it was Mr. Darcy’s first snooty comment on Elizabeth in Pride and Prejudice.

Alex turned back to her. “Who was that from?” He leaned to look at her screen and frowned. “Why is Nate sending you messages, Ellie? What’s going on?” 

“None of your business,” she said, without even a glance. She was too busy watching Nate, who had clearly opened her email and appeared lost in thought.

“Ellie, I get that he’s good-looking to girls, but he’s bad news!” Alex persisted.

Ellie rolled her eyes, giving him a look that clearly said, “So what?” 

Nate was typing again, something that was taking a while.

“Seriously, Ellie, it’s not just that he’s in Year Twelve and too old for you, but he’s not boyfriend material. I like Nate, we’re friends, but I would never date him!”

Ellie grinned. “I’d be surprised if you did, Al. Especially as I’m pretty sure you’re not into boys that way.” She turned away from her spluttering brother as her computer binged to indicate another email.

Clicking it open, she read his reply. A different quote from the same book:

It is happy for you that you possess the talent of flattering with delicacy. May I ask whether these pleasing attentions proceed from the impulse of the moment, or are they the result of previous study?

(You clearly didn’t notice I got an A in English.)

She couldn’t help it; she laughed out loud again, getting amused looks from up and down the library. She definitely was impressed. 

Now what? She couldn’t think of anything to top that. Maybe it was better not to say anything at all; leave him wanting more. 

Ellie desperately wanted to look over at Nate, but restrained herself and instead began talking to Bryn Dawes, who had sat down on the other side of her.

***
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What a cool customer! Nate thought, looking at her with admiration. How many girls would have been able to resist keeping it going? None he was aware of. Now he wanted to break her even more than ever.

That guy Bryn sat beside her. He clearly fancied her. Did she have to be so tactile with him? She was brushing crumbs off his chest, and he was looking all goofy and loved-up. She wouldn’t want an idiot like that, surely?

His attention was brought back to his friends at the table. They knew he was trying to get Ellie’s attention; he hadn’t made a secret of it, especially now he’d obviously sent her emails. But they were all laughing at him. Something had just been said and he hadn’t even heard it; he’d been too distracted. It would be bad for his reputation if he spent too long staring at Ellie Parkhurst. 

He rejoined the conversation with them, but his mind was busily turning over his next move. Or should it be her move next? He didn’t want to come on strong, but this wasn’t a normal situation and he would rather she chased him, really. But would she? 

He needed to engineer something that didn’t seem to come from him, and he needed to know more about her to do it. He suspected that Alex wouldn’t be quite so accommodating about inviting him into their circle any more. He needed to plot carefully from here.

Chapter Seven

Flora was searching for Ellie. She’d tried the library and wondered whether to go alone into the Games Room. Ellie was probably in their bedroom, but she wanted to check the ground floor before she trudged all the way up the stairs to the West Tower.

She felt stupid for being nervous about entering the Games Room alone, but it seemed being new meant you were under constant scrutiny, and Flora didn’t do well under close observation. Taking a deep breath, she pushed through the door and then turned into a puddle of doubt as she saw it was empty except for Gabriel Brenner.

He wasn’t playing any of the games; he just sat on a bench texting on his phone.

She gulped and started to back out.

“Flora? It is Flora, isn’t it?”

He knew her name? She wavered with indecision; part of her just wanted to run. But her legs wouldn’t work. She tried to say “Yes” but her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth and all she managed to come out with was “Ung.”

He smiled at her, a nice welcoming smile. 

“Come on in.” He stuck his phone in his pocket and waited expectantly.

Flora cast a helpless look back at the corridor, but the heavy fire door was slowly closing behind her and she would look ridiculous if she ran for it now.

“Hi,” she managed. “Have you seen Ellie Parkhurst?”

“Not recently.” He patted the seat beside him. “Come and chat to me instead.”

Flora wondered if she was dreaming. Gorgeous Gabriel Brenner was inviting her to come and talk to him.

Every step toward him felt like she was clumping through a vineyard trail after the heavy rains. She sat gingerly on the bench.

He leaned against the wall, apparently completely at ease. “So, how are you settling in?”

She began to gabble nervously. “Okay. Good, I think. Everyone has been super nice and it seems like a really good school.”

“Really? I think it’s pretty crap. Standards seem to go down every year. I think the teachers are pissed half the time.” He looked irritated.

“Really? None of my teachers seem angry,” Flora asked.

He laughed. “No, it’s a British expression. It means ‘drunk’.”

Flora wasn’t sure if he was joking or not, so she just said “Oh.”

“So you’re happy here? You’re sharing a room with Ellie, aren’t you? Do the two of you get up to much?”

“Umm, well, Ellie does. She has so many friends and does lots of activities and stuff, but I don’t really know many people yet and there are a lot of lessons here that are different from my last school. You don’t cover half the subjects we did, but you’re all way ahead in other subjects, so I’ve been trying to catch up.”

He nodded. “So what does Ellie do that you can’t tag along to?”

She shifted a little on the bench beside him and began to tell him. They talked for another twenty minutes. She was just starting to get comfortable in his company when he checked his watch and rose to his feet.

“Cool. Anyway, it was nice talking to you. I’ve got to go. See you around.” He sauntered out of the room.

Flora lingered for a couple minutes more, feeling the glow his presence had left. Watching the spot where he’d sat, she remembered the way he pushed his hair off his face, the relaxed way he crossed his feet. He was too gorgeous for words. 

She floated up the stairs on a cloud. Entering her dorm, she found Ellie sitting at her desk, frowning over a history book.

“Hi,” Ellie said without looking up. “Any idea why Ethelred the Unready was called that? Do you think he took hours to get dressed for a night out and when his friends came to pick him up they would say, ‘Forsooth, Ethelred, you are never ready; all the buxom wenches will be taken!’ No, of course you don’t know. You’re probably worse at British history than I am.”

Flora gave her a dreamy smile. “Sorry, not a clue. Though I could tell you the entire life of Benjamin Franklin if that would help.” She threw her school bag onto her bed and then sat beside it, bouncing up and down. “You will never guess who just spoke to me.” 

Ellie turned away from her books. “The Holy Spirit?” she joked.

“Gabriel.” Flora spoke his name with reverence, stringing it out into three clear syllables.

Ellie gave her a wry look. “So almost the Holy Spirit then.” 

“We talked. He actually took an interest in...” Flora broke off, a look of horror coming over her face. “Oh my goodness! I’ve just realised: all that time I thought we were talking about me, we were talking about you!”

She flopped backwards onto the bed, her arms wide. “I don’t believe this,” she wailed. “I finally fall in love, for the first time in my life, and he was only pumping me for information about you!”

Ellie sat beside her and patted her arm. “I’m sure that’s not true. Gabriel has no interest in me whatsoever.”

“He does.” Flora shut her eyes against the pain. “Everything he asked me was indirectly about you. Why is every boy in this school in love with you? Everywhere we go it’s all, ‘Hey, Ellie,’ ‘Hi, Ellie,’ ‘Cute shoes, Ellie.’ Gabriel is just another victim of the Ellie magic!” Flora knew she was being unfair, but she pulled away.

“Seriously, Flora, you should pay more attention. It’s never actually about me. None of them care about me. It’s because I’m Jack’s sister. If you think about it the comments are more like, ‘Hi, Ellie, how’s Jack?’ ‘Hey, Ellie, what’s Jack doing now?’ I’m known for being his sister. It’s not really that flattering.”

Flora opened her eyes. Thinking back, she realised Ellie had a point. People were always asking about Jack. 

Ellie saw the comprehension dawning in Flora’s eyes and nodded. “Jack was such a legend at this school, even the teachers ask me how he’s getting on. He was Captain of everything. Half the trophies in the hallway have his name on them and he boxed for the County, so he’s even famous for having punch-ups. That’s the only reason everyone knows who I am.”

Flora sat up. “It’s not the only reason. Boys ask you out because you’re pretty.”

Ellie smiled. “I hope so. But it’s not easy living in Jack’s shadow. I’ve often wondered if that’s why Alex is so different from Jack.” She looked thoughtful. “You know, he’s actually much smarter than Jack, at science anyway. Alex is very clever. Maybe he purposely doesn’t compete with Jack.”

Flora flopped back again. “Gabriel wouldn’t care about Jack. He never mentioned him.”

“Hmmm, I wonder.” Ellie was still smiling. “Do you think maybe Nate put him up to questioning you?”

Flora once more jerked back up as relief swept through her. “Of course! He was asking for Nate. He’s Nate’s best friend and Nate clearly has a total crush on you.” 

Ellie went back to her desk. 

“Well, I don’t know about the total crush, but it makes more sense.” She bent her head back down to her book, wanting to avoid Flora’s eye. She was sure that Gabriel had been asking for Nate. But why? She couldn’t help but feel a furl of excitement in her chest that Nate had obviously talked about her to Gabriel. Was Nate genuinely interested in her? Or was this part of some flirty point-scoring game they were playing with each other? 

Either way, it was a pretty big compliment.

***
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Later that evening, Gabriel waited till Jerry and Owen went to bed before brandishing his list triumphantly.

“Ahem – I now present the full, unabridged and completely boring low-down on one Eleanor Parkhurst: she likes cats. She watches school sport most Saturday mornings; likes watching the First Fifteen play rugby this time of year or the cricket in the summer. She is good friends with the school chef, René, and has tea with him every Sunday around six p.m., sometimes with Rose or Alex, or both. She is fond of Chinese food. On Mondays she sometimes plays at the chess club; where she is long-standing champion. Her other evenings are generally free. She is very good at English and French, but failing Maths and History. Current boyfriend is Liam Anderson; at least he says he is. His friends confirm they are going into Oakworth together on Halloween, which is also her sixteenth birthday. Because of her brothers and cousins she has friends in almost every school year. She emails her parents every week and talks to her eldest brother just as often. Do I need to remind you who he is?”

“Blimey, Gabe! You got all that in a few hours? You should join MI5.” 

Nate took the list from Gabriel, who lounged back with a smug grin. “So now you have it, what will you do with it?” 

“I’m not sure; there must be something useful here. Chess club? That’s a bit geeky; I’ll give that a miss. Tea with René, yes, maybe that could be useful. Failing History, yes, I’m sure I can use that.” He skirted over the Liam Anderson bit. “Thanks, Gabe, I totally owe you one.”

***
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At four o’clock the next day Nate paid a visit to René under guise of learning the history of breadmaking for a school project. The school had an old-fashioned bread oven, said to date back to 1730, and Rene was enthusiastic about explaining to him how it all worked. They continued to chat about the different baking methods in Tudor times until nearly six, when René commented that Ellie and Rose would be coming down to visit shortly, and Nate said he really ought to be off. 

He passed them in the long corridor to the kitchen. He smiled and gave a passing nod, but didn’t stop.

Rose nudged Ellie. “Gosh, he’s good-looking, isn’t he?”

Ellie shrugged. “I suppose so. You don’t fancy him, do you?”

Rose smiled. “No, he’s definitely not my type: far too arrogant, but I can still look! Anyway, Alex tells me that Nate seems to have set his sights on you.”

Ellie’s insides jumped. Was that really true? Personally she had thought Nate was playing this cat and mouse game because she had got in his way and annoyed him. She should have backed off as soon as Rose stopped being his target, but she couldn’t help feeling a little thrilled by his attention. 

Trying not to give anything away, she shrugged again. “Nah, it’s just a bit of harmless flirting. He’s not interested in me.”

Rose looked concerned. “Are you sure, Ellie, because he’s a bit of a heartbreaker. Not that I think you couldn’t handle him,” she hastened to add. “I’ve always admired how blasé you are with boys, but I figured it was because you had just never fallen in love. It would be awful if you finally did and it was Nate!”

Ellie gave Rose a look that quickly shut her up. She didn’t want to have this conversation. Rose was more right than she realised when it came to Ellie’s feelings about boys: she was searching for that elusive, amazing guy who made her feel something more. But she didn’t want it to be Nate either. 

Unfortunately, the more Alex or Rose told her to stay away from him the more appealing he became. She seemed to see him everywhere suddenly, and she wished people would stop mentioning him at all.

René waved from the stove, indicating that they should sit at the table.

“What a shame,” he said. “You’ve just missed Nathaniel Naverly. I’ve not spoken much with him before, but he seems a very intelligent boy.”

Ellie sighed. It was all a great big plot to make her think about him constantly. 

And everyone was in on it.

***
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Nate was pleased. As plotting went, this game was going well. So far he had ignored her leaving the kitchens, but hopefully left René talking about him. He had overlooked her in the Games Room, chatted to his friends while she had been there with hers. He had passed her alone in the courtyard and pretended to be talking on his phone. He had sent Owen to chess club and got him to mention him a lot. He had even let Pamela McBride sit on his knee at dinner one night, even though she bored him, aware he was in full view of Ellie over at the West Tower table.

He had given Ellie too much attention and now he wanted her to miss it. She was a clever girl, but she was out of her league at this game. Right about now she should be feeling a bit neglected. 

The next stage of his plan was to somehow get their History teacher, Mrs. Marsh, to invite Ellie to join him for some extra History lessons, and if he’d got it right Ellie ought to jump at it.

***
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Ellie was feeling rather neglected. Nate had openly made a spectacle of them both by sending her emails and talking to her friends, and now he seemed to be avoiding her. 

Was he not interested? Because that was just fine. Neither was she. She didn’t know what he was playing at – it rather looked as if he had forgotten about her – but if it was still a game then she was determined to figure out the rules before she got played. Letting Pam McBride slobber all over him was going a bit far, though. Maybe he wanted her to get jealous? If that was the case, then two could play at that.

Halloween was Ellie’s sixteenth birthday and she went into Oakworth Village, as arranged, with Liam. She hadn’t seen much of Liam in the last few days; she had stayed in the West Tower Common Room studying most evenings rather than in the library where he often cornered her. But now she decided to be as nice as possible. She linked her arm through his to walk to the village, laughed at his jokes and didn’t duck when he gave her a quick kiss. They found a table to themselves in the Fox and Hounds pub, and he bought her a Diet Coke.

It was a visiting weekend at the school and Ellie reckoned that most of the pupils from the Upper School who didn’t have family coming to visit would be going into Oakworth Village. In fact, she was counting on it.

Chapter Eight

Jack Parkhurst looked forward to dropping in on Alex and Ellie at his old school. Their parents normally tried to do a Saturday visit once every couple of months, but as a recent ex-pupil it was liberating to come up the driveway and know that he wasn’t going back to his old room and boring prep. 

He smiled fondly at the grand old building. Compass Court Boarding School had been his second home for seven years and he’d been happy there. 

It was an old manor house built around the first-ever large fixed compass in Britain. The huge iron compass itself still stood in the centre of the large courtyard in the middle of the square building. A tower had been built at each corner, making up the four schoolhouses. The towers were each at the corner they were named after: North, East, South and West. He’d been in West Tower House. He could even see his old window from the front drive.

Looking around the driveway, he watched as various parents collected their children for a day out. He waved at a couple of people he knew from the year below him. 

You always got a funny mix at boarding school. Kids were sent here for so many different reasons. His own father travelled often as an army Captain, and his mother preferred to rent a house in barracks rather than stay at home without him. They shut up the family house during term time, which was why he, his brother and his sister had all attended boarding school.

Jack wandered into the main hall looking for his brother and sister. Alex was in the courtyard with their cousins, Rose and Toby. 

Alex and Rose had been born only days apart, and so they’d always been close. Rose’s younger brother Toby was only fourteen, and Jack hadn’t ever really had much time for him as the age gap between them was so large, he himself having turned eighteen last January.

He was more interested in finding Ellie. As younger sisters went, Ellie was pretty cool. She was full of mischief and sharp as a tack. He’d actually really enjoyed having her around when she finally joined him and Alex at Compass Court. She was cheeky with his friends, up for any dares and perfectly capable of charming her way out of trouble with the teachers. Plus it was her birthday this weekend, and he was looking forward to surprising her. 

Alex saw Jack and made his way over to him. He let him know that Ellie was in the village pub.

Rose looked up and gave Jack a wave. He waved back, but didn’t bother to go over. Rose and Toby had spent three weeks of the summer holiday at his parents’ house while their own parents had been abroad working, so he didn’t feel the need to chat to her again so soon. Not that he’d seen a huge amount of her during that time. She had spent most of it on her phone gassing away to her friends. 

Rose had changed this summer, blossoming into a mature teenager. She seemed far more interested in fashion magazines and boys than she had been before. 

Poor Alex, Jack smiled to himself, he was getting left behind. He hoped Alex grew up a bit this year; he was too skinny by half. It was such a shame that Alex preferred science to sport.

There were other faces he recognized, quite a lot of people nudging each other and pointing him out. He tried not to feel gratified by it.

He was still smiling as he got back into his car to drive into the local village. Maybe school days really were the best days of your life.

***
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Sophie Jones had watched Jack out of the corner of her eye from the moment he’d arrived to talk to Alex, until the moment he drove away. Her stomach was clenched with longing. Jack was just the most perfect guy she’d ever met. He was bright, funny, charming and unfairly good-looking. Tall and broad-shouldered, he had floppy, dark-brown hair, an infectious grin and golden brown eyes that sparkled when he laughed. He was friends with everybody; everybody except her. She suspected he was avoiding her now after she’d thrown herself at him. Likely he didn’t respect her any more. Not that he’d said so. But he had said he would call her and then he never did.

She wished she could talk to Rose about it. But she couldn’t tell Rose. Rose would be outraged on her behalf and probably try to force Jack to ring her. It would be really embarrassing. Especially as her friends thought she was the authority on flirting. It was true she wore her skirts short and, yes, she liked chatting up boys; she thought she had gotten quite good at it, in fact. She just wished she had played the game better with Jack. But she’d run out of time. It had taken her five years just to get him to notice her, and then he was leaving Compass Court. There was no guarantee she would ever see him again. 

The end-of-year dance for the Upper School was her last chance. She’d had a few drinks for Dutch courage and then she’d flirted outrageously with him till he took her up on it. They’d had a monster make-out session in the woods behind the school, and it had been amazing. Right up until the last moment. He’d stroked her face and told her she was beautiful. He’d walked her back to her dormitory door and then he had shattered her perfect illusion by apologizing and saying it shouldn’t have happened. 

***
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As Jack steered the car down the curving driveway, he glanced back at the school. It was then that he noticed Sophie Jones standing near Rose.

He felt guilt lance through him at the sight of her. She had cut her blonde hair since he’d seen her last; she now wore it in a bob just above her shoulders. It suited her, though he’d liked it long. 

He remembered only too clearly how he’d unclipped the piled-up style she had worn at the end-of-term ball last year. He could still recall how silky it felt when he’d run his fingers through it before they kissed.

Damn, he shouldn’t have done it. He’d known how much she liked him. But it was the last day of his final year and he’d had a fair bit to drink that night.

She’d been flirting with him outside the front door and he’d practically hauled her into the woods by the river to kiss her. He’d tried to apologise, but that seemed to upset her. He liked her a lot and he really did fancy her, but he didn’t want a long-distance relationship and he didn’t want to start university with a girlfriend to think about, especially one who still had another two years at school. 

He wouldn’t have minded having a girl in the background just for a bit of fun, but he didn’t think Sophie was that kind of girl. She liked him too much; he’d just end up hurting her even more.

He still had her number in his phone. He wondered if he should call her. Or maybe he could just text her.

He shook his head and put the car into third gear. He needed to bring his concentration back to the road ahead: the metaphorical road as well as the real one.

Chapter Nine

Ellie had her back to the door, but listened to people coming and going. She heard Nate enter with his friends and order at the bar, which meant they must have a clear view of her table. Sliding over onto Liam’s lap, she wound her arms round his neck and began to kiss him. After his initial surprise, he kissed her back, his arms around her waist. She thought she had been doing it long enough to make a statement to Nate and was just about to move away when a voice made her freeze.

“Eleanor Parkhurst! I swear you are so in trouble!”

“Jack!” She jumped up, nearly knocking over the table. Blushing from head to toe, she hugged him. “What are you doing here? Sit down. Um, this is Liam Anderson,” she said, wincing in preparation for the explosion.

Jack laughed at her and sat, shaking hands with Liam, who looked completely terrified at meeting the infamous Jack Parkhurst. “I remember you. You’re in South Tower?” 

Liam nodded dumbly in reply. 

“I did tell you I would try to drop by for your birthday,” Jack explained, still smiling at Ellie’s discomfort. “Alex told me you were here.”

“I’ll get some more drinks,” Liam said, standing quickly. “Let you see your brother properly.”

“He seems alright,” Jack commented, watching Liam walk away. “I guess I don’t need to worry about Alex’s last email full of angst that you were getting involved with Nate Naverly?” 

Ellie shook her head, unsure what to say.

“That’s him at the bar, isn’t it?” Jack continued, and Ellie nodded.

“And that would be Brenner beside him? You know the girls in my year used to call them ‘The Hell’s Angels.’ Apparently because they both have the names and the faces of angels, but the souls of devils.” He smiled at the joke. “He must be sixteen or seventeen now?”

“Yes, I suppose so.” Ellie got a stubborn look on her face. “I don’t know what Alex told you, but if you think you have any right...” Her voice trailed off as Jack held his hands up in mock surrender.

“Don’t look so worried, Ellie, it was just a social call. Anyway, you look like you have your hands full of Liam Anderson. Let’s have a birthday drink and then I should be on my way. I’ve got a long drive up to Manchester this afternoon.”

Ellie looked downcast that he was leaving so soon. He drew her in for a tight hug. “Cheer up, brat. I’ll be back here for Christmas, don’t forget. It’s only a short term.”

Dear little Ellie, he thought. Actually not so little Ellie; she was sixteen now. He wondered if he ought to say something sensible about boys. Not that she would listen, he thought; she’d already had several boyfriends. He hadn’t approved, but at least it had all seemed fairly innocent. Until now. Openly kissing in the pub! He considered whether to threaten Anderson about not taking it any further than that.

He looked at her, trying to assess how boys her age saw her. She had inherited the same Parkhurst good looks that he had. Her eyes were the same golden brown, framed by thick dark lashes, but she wore her chestnut hair long, with a straight fringe over her eyebrows. Her bow mouth was also just like his, but much more feminine. 

Alex could be quite good-looking too, he mused, but his looks were less obvious as he wore glasses and kept his hair far too neat. 

“Try to stay out of trouble, won’t you?” he said, sounding like their dad.

Ellie attempted a smile. “There isn’t nearly as much trouble to find without you here to cause it,” she countered.

“Pleased to hear it.” He chucked her under the chin.

Ellie was really glad to see Jack and for some reason it mattered that he hadn’t tried to forbid her to date Nate. Not that there was any chance she was going to, but his reaction had crossed her mind late at night when she had briefly considered it, and knowing he didn’t seem to mind somehow made her feel happier.

After Jack left, Ellie and Liam went back up to the school. She wanted plenty of time to get dressed up for the school Halloween dinner; after all, it was also her birthday, so she had a good excuse for making a special effort. It wasn’t remotely because she was hoping to impress anyone with her sexy black dress; at least, that’s what she kept telling herself.
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Nate sat at the West Tower table and watched Ellie walk in for dinner. She was wearing a long black dress. He wasn’t sure he had ever seen her in a dress before, though he supposed he must have, as the girls often wore dresses for the Halloween dinner every year. It revealed some curves that her school uniform didn’t, and the candlelight shined on her glossy red lips and chestnut hair. 

He found he was cracking his knuckles under the table like a caveman.

That scene in the pub today had thrown him. She hadn’t even seen him; she had been too busy sucking face with that idiot, Anderson. She wasn’t pining for his attention; she hadn’t even noticed him! Then her brother had come in, and he had hoped Jack Parkhurst would be angry at her public display of affection. In fact, he’d expected Jack to put Anderson through the wall, but no luck there either. Still, he was glad it wasn’t him that had been caught kissing her. Jack might have left Compass Court, but you still wouldn’t want to get found compromising his sister.

On the plus side, Alex was being friendly again and had persuaded Nate to come and sit at their table for dinner. He wasn’t sure why he had agreed. It was masochistic if Ellie was bringing Anderson, and it was against his plan, which was to be aloof until the right time. But then the plan was clearly not working, which stumped him. It had always worked before.

Ellie had indeed invited Liam Anderson to join the West Tower table. Alex called her over and she sat down opposite him. With a polite smile at Nate she pulled Liam down next to her so he was seated directly in front of Nate.

As dinner unfolded, Nate began to re-examine his failed plans. 

From the corner of his eye he took note of all the small signs. Ellie wasn’t looking at him, but she was deliberately not looking at him. She let Liam whisper in her ear, and laughed and smiled up at him, but Nate noticed that when Liam tried to put his hand on her knee she shoved him away without really noticing. 

Nate felt the sudden lightness of relief. It was for his benefit; it was all for his benefit! She didn’t have strong feelings for Anderson at all. What a player! She had very nearly fooled him into thinking she was totally indifferent to him. He had to give her credit for matching him in the game. 

But it had made him jealous just the same and it wasn’t a game he wanted to continue any more. Somewhere along the way his feelings had become involved. He couldn’t remember that ever happening before. He didn’t want her to be with anyone else. He needed to work out exactly what he was feeling.

Maybe the time had come for a change of tactics. Maybe it was time to get more up-front and personal.

Chapter Ten

On Wednesday afternoon Ellie sat through yet another pointless History class. When the lesson ended she set her head on her desk and waited until the room had cleared. She couldn’t keep the kings and queens in any kind of order. She turned, sighing, to put her book back in her bag and found Mrs. Marsh at her elbow. 

“Still struggling, Ellie?” her teacher asked kindly. Ellie nodded; she liked Mrs. Marsh, but really didn’t enjoy the class much. She had been fine with the War of the Roses, but now she was lost.

“You know if it carries on this way you won’t even get a C grade,” the teacher continued. Ellie nodded again dejectedly. 

“Did you know that Nathaniel Naverly recently sat the entrance exam for Oxford University? A whole year early. They’ve offered him an unconditional place to study History regardless of how well he does in his A levels.” 

Ellie looked suspicious. Was Mrs. Marsh part of the conspiracy that everyone seemed to be in on to talk about how wonderful Nate was all the time?

“So how about a little extra tutoring?” The teacher continued. “Nathaniel mentioned that the two of you were friends and that he would be happy to give you some tutoring if you could join him on Thursday evenings?”

Ellie was dumbfounded. Nate had suggested it? How did he even know she was failing History? He had told the teacher they were friends? Why? 

Ellie found herself nodding at Mrs. Marsh’s suggestion. 

The teacher smiled. “Well, that’s great, Ellie. I have no doubt Nathaniel could help you scrape your grade up to at least a B. He has special access to the History books in my classroom after Prep time. I’ll add your name for a late pass on Thursday evenings for the next few weeks and you can let me know how it goes, alright?” 

Ellie nodded again, still too surprised to speak.

On Thursday she had tried to catch his eye at breakfast, lunch and dinner, but he never looked her way. She had even tried to stop him for a quick word in the hall, but he hadn’t seemed to even hear her and had carried on talking and laughing with his friends as they swept out of the door.

That evening, as she stood in front of the mirror, she tried to work out what his game was. Why would he want to tutor her? He was smart and had probably worked out what her game was, and he was a total player himself, so he was probably playing it back. That would make sense. Yet Nate had pretty much ignored her for the past couple of weeks. He had stopped taking any interest in her or playing any games. He had seemed to forget she even existed, which was fine, as until this year she hadn’t existed as far as he was concerned.

But this year she had exerted herself to come to his attention. Not because she had a crush on him! she reiterated to herself firmly. But because she didn’t trust him and didn’t want him near Rose. 

Is that really the reason you don’t want him near Rose? her inner voice whispered. 

“He’s bad news!” she said out loud to her reflection. Why didn’t she seem to care about that? 

He’s so gorgeous, whispered the annoying inner voice. 

Yes, but so is Liam and several other people who are much nicer! her sensible mind answered back. 

So why don’t you want them? Why don’t they make you feel like he does? 

Shut up!! she almost shouted in her head. 

Who was she fooling? Only herself. She was clearly a sucker for a bad boy. When had she fallen for him? How had it happened without her noticing? The whole point had been to make him fall for her, not the other way round. No, the point had been to get his focus off Rose, and it had worked. But he was clearly much better at matters of the heart than her; she had ended up being the one who had fallen for him. In a big way. 

Having admitted it to herself, she realised she wanted him badly – and only him. There had been moments when she had felt as if she was winning their flirting game. When she had turned up at the Halloween dinner, she truly thought she was getting under his skin for real, but now she accepted she was probably the loser. 

Hopefully he didn’t suspect. She could never let him know. Still, now she was in this situation she planned to make the most of getting some time alone with him.

She applied her make-up with particular care, trying to perfect the “I look great, but I don’t look like I’ve made an effort” style of subtle shading. Although it was officially a History lesson, she also decided that as it was after hours she would dispense with school uniform, and instead she went in jeans, trainers and a long sweater which constantly slipped off one shoulder, hopefully giving that “I didn’t mean to look sexy, it just keeps slipping” sort of skin appeal.
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Ellie was bending over, looking at the books on the lower shelves, when Nate entered the History classroom. He stopped in the dark doorway for a few moments to admire her bottom before coughing to making his presence known.

“Nate! You startled me,” Ellie said as she edged behind a table. “I don’t understand why you told Mrs. Marsh we were friends. Why have you invited me here? What’s really going on here?”

“History is what is going on here,” Nate replied smoothly. “And I thought we were friends? We’ve chatted a few times, even sent the odd email; what a swamp of a mind you must have to think it’s anything more.”

His eyes were full of humour as he teased her and she began to smile back, relaxing slightly. Though not too much, he noticed. No, she wouldn’t let that guard down too far.

“I’m quite serious about History though, and I really am going to teach you,” he continued. “Put your books away. What you really need is to be familiar with the real people.”

He pulled up two chairs side-by-side at a table and laid out a huge Royal family tree; each important name had a portrait illustration beside it.

“Sit down. You can’t see anything properly from over there.” 

Ellie looked at the chair next to Nate. She sat down, shifting slightly away from him, but Nate just laughed and dragged her chair a little closer.

“I’m not going to bite you! Well, not yet anyway,” he said suggestively. “But you do need to be able to see. Come on, snuggle in.” She elbowed him hard in the ribs in response, but leaned closer. They sat side-by-side, looking at each other for a few moments before Nate began to speak.

“You need to know every king and queen personally. They all have a story of their own. You need to know each of them like an old friend so you can spot their face in a crowded room.” 

As they both looked at the family tree, he began to tell her the story of Edward II. How he had spent lots of money on pleasure and paid no attention to the country. How Robert the Bruce had defeated him at Bannockburn and how in desperation his own wife, Isabella of France, had successfully led an invading force against Edward to put their son on the throne instead. 

He was full of amusing anecdotes about each king, and Ellie soon found that she could pick out each one based on Nate’s humorous stories. 

“Do you know,” Ellie said at last, stretching and surreptitiously moving a little closer, “I’ve learned more in the last couple of hours than I have in four years of History classes!”

“Last couple of hours?” Nate waved to the clock on the wall. “It’s past midnight.”

“You’re joking!” Ellie checked her phone for confirmation. “How did the time go so fast? We only had a pass from nine until ten-thirty.” But she still didn’t move.

He rolled up the large document in front of them and leaned on his elbow, looking directly at her. 

“The old adage about time flying when you’re having fun might apply here,” he suggested. “Are you having fun, Ellie?” 

He traced his finger across her cheek and it seemed to pleasantly burn where he touched her. She looked back at him, eyes wide, and was lost for words.

They continued to look at each other for several seconds and she was sure he was about to kiss her.

At that moment he froze and lifted his head to listen to the sound of someone coming along the dark corridor. 

“Damn! It’s probably the caretaker,” he whispered, looking frantically round for somewhere to hide. 

Grabbing her hand, he pulled her swiftly away from the desk and over to the stationery cupboard in the corner. He tried the handle and was surprised when it opened.

Bundling her in, he pulled it almost shut, careful not to let it lock closed behind them, and they stood silent in the darkness with just a crack of light showing through the gap in the doorway.

She was acutely aware of his closeness. They had very little room and their breathing seemed suddenly very loud.

It was the caretaker. He moved into the classroom, mumbling to himself, “Was sure there was something, someone. Blooming kids.” They heard him moving around and then suddenly the light went out in the room, plunging the stationery cupboard into almost pitch black. They heard the sound of the door to the room closing again and then a key being turned in the lock.

Ellie made a move to get out of the cupboard, panicked that they might be locked in the room for the night, but Nate kept a firm grip on her arm.

“Don’t worry. Mrs. Marsh gave me a key,” he said, reading her thoughts.

The sounds of the caretaker’s footsteps receded down the corridor and Ellie again pushed at Nate. He let the cupboard door swing open and moonlight streamed in from the long windows that looked out onto the courtyard.

“I think we should wait for a minute,” he said, keeping his voice low. “You know how sneaky he is. He might have suspected we were here and just hoped to give us a scare before coming back.”

Ellie nodded. She didn’t care. All she was aware of was her hand now on his chest, his whole body pressed against the side of hers. They didn’t have an awful lot of room in the cupboard and even if she backed up there was nowhere to go, just rows of shelves behind her. He pressed a little closer and she could see the mischief in his eyes as he smiled wickedly down at her.

“Did you make a wish on your birthday?” Nate asked softly, his breath feathering in her hair.

Ellie shook her head.

“Make a wish now instead.”

Ellie closed her eyes and wished silently to herself.

“Granted,” he whispered, as he bent and brushed his lips across hers. Then he lifted his head, giving her a chance to escape if she wanted. 

She didn’t want to. She didn’t move, just gazed up at him, waiting.

“God, Ellie,” he groaned. “You have no idea what you do to me.” He put his arms around her and bent his head again. She opened her mouth and he kissed her deeply. 

She felt like she had been waiting forever for his kiss. All those weeks of flirting and games, all leading to this one moment.

Chapter Eleven

Her heart beat wildly, her brain turned to mush and every bone in her body was yearning to get even closer to him.

His hands snaked under her jumper and explored the bare flesh of her midriff. She murmured in pleasure and her own hands sought out the buttons of his shirt. She began to undo them, still kissing him passionately. She wanted more and pressed her body against him. Then, abruptly, Nate pushed away from her.

“No,” he said gently. “Not like this. Not for you and me.” 

Ellie felt dazed and confused. Wasn’t he trying to seduce her? Didn’t he want her? 

Nate leaned against the shelves and did his shirt buttons back up. 

“I think we’d better call it a night, before I do something we’ll both regret,” he said, not meeting her eye.

Ellie’s face burned with humiliation. She had let her guard down. How could she be so dumb? This was Nate Naverly, the heartbreaker. And now she’d just handed him all the cards, he now knew she wasn’t immune to him. That was probably exactly what he wanted.

She strode over to the door. “Can you let me out please? I’m really tired all of a sudden.”

She was hugely grateful for the darkness hiding her face, as he turned the key in the door and checked the corridor for teachers. She slid out of the room beside him and they moved quietly down the corridor together. They didn’t speak until they reached the stairs to West Tower.

“Ellie...” Nate reached out to take her hand, but she moved out of his reach.

“Thanks for the history lesson, Nate. Goodnight.” She began to climb the stairs, aware of his eyes as he stood on the landing below her.

Flora was still awake when Ellie snuck back into their room at nearly one a.m. Ellie quickly undressed and brushed her teeth. Flora had been reading with a torch under the covers and stuck her head out when she heard Ellie climb into bed.

“So?” she whispered, her voice full of the excitement of gossip. “Did he kiss you?”

Ellie sighed, “Yes.”

“I knew it!” Flora squeaked.

“Shhh!” Ellie looked nervously over at the beds of the other two girls in their dorm room, neither of whom would appreciate being woken up.

Flora lowered her voice. “How did it feel? Was it amazing?”

Ellie was silent for a moment considering how to answer. It was a novel experience having a girlfriend to discuss this with. She wondered if she should brush off what had happened, or if Flora might be able to help her work out why he stopped kissing her. She could do with some advice, but she’d never talked about her feelings with another girl before and she didn’t know how much to share.

“It was great and then it went weird,” she whispered. “He kissed me and it was pretty mind-blowing. He’s definitely a good kisser, though I suppose he’s had lots of practice. But then he just stopped; he actually pushed me away and said we should ‘call it a night’. But I can’t work out why. Do you think I misread the signs? Do you think he was messing with me? Or do you think he doesn’t really want me but was just taking advantage of the opportunity of having any old girl right there with him in a dark room?”

“Maybe he likes you too much? Maybe he’s afraid you’ll hurt him?” Flora suggested, trying to think of something good to explain his actions.

Ellie snorted.

Flora smiled. “Okay, then maybe he was trying to do you a favour because he doesn’t want to hurt you by letting it go any further when he doesn’t want to be in a relationship?”

“This is Nate we’re talking about? He has no trouble with kissing a girl and never speaking to her again. I’ve heard the rumours,” Ellie said bitterly.

Flora tried again. “Well, maybe he likes you too much to do that to you? And anyway, rumours aren’t always true.” 

“He doesn’t ‘like’ me that much. He’s never been particularly nice to me without some agenda. I think he does fancy me though, if that doesn’t sound big-headed. There seemed to be a real spark between us tonight, like great chemistry, you know? But if he does fancy me then why stop kissing me?”

“Hmm, I don’t know; sorry. Maybe because he’s really experienced and you are younger?” Flora snuggled down under her duvet so only her head poked out.

Ellie sighed in the darkness. “Maybe. I’m going to sleep now, goodnight.”

Flora didn’t answer and her eyes were closed.

Ellie lay staring at the ceiling. She replayed their kiss over and over in her mind. She thought it had been pretty spectacular. Had he thought so too?

It was time for a strategic retreat.

***
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On Friday morning straight after breakfast, Nate went to the library to study for the French test he had to sit that afternoon.

He wished he could get his mind off Ellie. He knew now that she liked him back, enough to kiss him anyway. He should be feeling smug, but he didn’t; he just wanted more of Ellie. He wanted her to like him as a person as well.

He hoped that she at least felt grateful that he had stopped their make-out session from getting out of hand. It had been like pouring water on a burning flame, and not at all easy. He wasn’t used to doing the right thing. It wasn’t nearly as rewarding as doing the wrong thing.

After Gabriel had finished his first period English lesson, he slid into the seat next to Nate, and took out a book he was supposed to be writing an essay on for Drama.

“So.” He shot a grin at Nate. “You were back pretty late last night. Get lucky, did you?”

“Shut it, Brenner, you know I don’t kiss and tell,” Nate laughed back.

“Ahh, so there was kissing was there?” Gabriel teased. “Somehow I thought there might be. Is she a goer?”

Nate shook his head and looked around them to see if anyone was listening. “It’s like I said, I want her to like me, but that’s all. I kissed her because I want her a little bit hooked, but you know I can’t take it any further than that – she’s too young, so what’s the point?”

“It’s not all about sex if you like someone.” Gabriel’s eyes looked into the distance for a moment.

“Yeah, right. That’s easy for you to say, your girlfriend is nineteen and oozes sex out of every pore in her body. She goes like Jessica Rabbit, but you love her for her witty conversation?” Nate’s tired brain made him grumpy.

Gabriel gave him a look that clearly said he’d overstepped the mark.

“Sorry,” Nate mumbled. “To be honest, I do like Ellie, but she’s too innocent for me. I just can’t.”

Gabriel nodded. “I agree. I never understood why you were wasting your time on her. She’s only fifteen.”

“She’s sixteen now, and I’m sixteen too,” Nate corrected, not knowing why it mattered.

“Well, you’re seventeen in December, why not go for someone older? I’m sure Vanessa has some friends I could introduce you to.”

Nate raised his eyebrows. “Oh, come on, mate! You had a well hard time getting Vanessa to go out with you when she found out you were still at school. That’s why you like her so much. And let’s be honest, you’re better-looking than me, and already seventeen. None of her friends are going to bother with me.”

Gabriel shrugged but didn’t disagree. “Well, one of the girls in school then. What about Miranda Thompson in Year Thirteen? I’m pretty sure she likes you.”

“Yeah, maybe. But I already dated her friend Zoë, and you know what girls are like about that sort of thing. It’s easier with girls in our own year. In fact, most girls prefer a guy who’s older than them.”

Gabriel’s lip thinned as he moodily nodded his agreement to this statement, clearly thinking about the age gap between himself and Vanessa.

“Too bad you’ve already ticked off most of the girls in our year then, isn’t it.” Gabriel gave Nate a friendly punch on the arm, before turning back to his book.

At lunchtime, Nate noticed Ellie walk in. She didn’t look over to the North Tower table, but the colour was high on her cheeks and he was sure she knew he was watching her. She kept her head turned away and smiled at her friends as she joined them. Liam Anderson was waving at her from the South Tower table, and when she didn’t respond he went over to her table and squeezed in next to her. Nate curled his hand into a fist.

That night in the Games Room, Nate kept looking up every time the door opened. He told himself he wasn’t looking for Ellie, just keeping a lookout for some fresh talent. He played several games of pool, and was thinking about joining a poker game that someone was starting up for real money stakes, when he noticed Melissa Roper giving him the eye.

He looked at her thoughtfully. He’d always dismissed her because she was too easy. She was a very girly girl with blonde bouncy hair and baby pink lipstick. At a first glance she was really pretty, but up close he always felt she was wearing too much make-up and trying just a bit too hard. He liked the chase and with Melissa there wouldn’t be one. Or maybe there would? He’d never given her a chance.

Nate looked around the room. No sign of Ellie or any of her friends. He walked over to Melissa.

Chapter Twelve

On Saturday night, Nate went to bed early. He couldn’t be bothered with the usual good times going on in the North Tower Common Room.

He flicked through his phone, looking at old photos of himself and his friends. In the background of one of the shots he found Ellie. She was walking across the playing field behind his group, with her brother Jack. He zoomed in on her. She was looking up at Jack and laughing. Despite the slightly blurred focus, he could see the adoration on her face. Why didn’t she ever look at him like that?

He scrolled his contacts; he had Ellie’s number.

He tapped his fingers on the side of the phone a few times before composing a text to her.

Sorry about how things ended on Thursday. Are we still on for another lesson next week? I did promise Mrs Marsh I would get your History grade up.

There was a long wait, during which time he ate two packets of crisps and put his socks into pairs. He threw himself back down on his bed when his phone finally buzzed.

Yes. But no more trying to take me over to the dark side.

He grinned. Did she even know what film she was referencing with her “dark side” comment, or was she talking about the caretaker turning out all the lights?

He typed:

Don’t worry, I shall use the Force.

Her answer came straight back:

You’d better. I’ve felt “your presence” and it wasn’t anything to write home about. Don’t let it happen again.

He was smitten. A girl who could quote Star Wars? He might just have to date her after all. He loved the way she took the mickey out of him.

He couldn’t resist one more:

Watch your mouth, kid, or you’ll find yourself floating home.

She was quick with a counter-quote: 

Into the garbage chute, flyboy!

He lowered his phone, smiling like an idiot. He should remember that she had two older brothers; no wonder she knew Star Wars so well, and no wonder she was so good at banter.

His phone buzzed again.

He swiped it on with anticipation. But it wasn’t Ellie, it was Melissa.

Hi, handsome. Last night was fun. It’s a full moon tonight, just perfect for a sneaky stroll.

Nate frowned. Didn’t girls know it was a total turn-off when they did the chasing? Maybe it wasn’t like that for all guys; perhaps it was just him, perhaps he had issues. It would be nice to just be with a girl for a while instead of always looking for the next challenge. As long as there was some spark between them, he felt he didn’t want to keep playing games any more.

He tapped his fingers again against the back of his phone as he thought. Then he began typing a reply to Melissa, just as an experiment:

That’s no moon, it’s a space station.

She replied immediately:

It is? Wow, really?

He sighed.

No, it was a joke.

Huh? I don’t get it.

“Of course you don’t,” he mumbled to himself. It wasn’t her fault she didn’t know Star Wars; she was probably an only child. And he couldn’t say there was no spark just because she didn’t get his joke, but he had already worked out the night before that she wasn’t exactly witty.

I’m sorry, Melissa, I won’t be joining you for that stroll. It’s not you, it’s me...

He couldn’t really be bothered to find the words for a decent excuse; he left it hanging and pressed send. In the old days he might have found his detached feelings funny, now he just felt like a jerk.

I really am sorry, you’re very nice, and very pretty, I just like someone else more...

It sounded ridiculous; he deleted it before he sent something so obviously unlike him. He definitely did have issues! He turned off his phone and went to sleep.

***
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“I think they should ban double gym class on a Monday!” Flora moaned, pulling on her hockey skirt, “It’s just pure evil.”

Ellie agreed heartily. But very little seemed able to dampen her spirits today. She wavered between various states when it came to Nate; sometimes she was miserable because he had all but rejected her when they kissed, but sometimes she wondered if it was because he was actually serious about her and just didn’t know how to say so. After his texts on Saturday night, she felt more than ever that he really liked her.

Flora stamped out of the room and Ellie took her time doing up the laces on her boots. She was in no hurry to run around on a freezing field in a short skirt.

Her head shot up as she heard Nate’s name. Someone on the other side of the changing rooms was talking about him. There were too many lockers for her to see who. She tried to creep to the end of the row in her clumping hockey boots.

It was Melissa Roper, a year twelve girl from East Tower, who was surrounded by her friends, but crying.

“So we spent all Friday night together, and he acted like he was totally into me. Then to dump me by text message! It’s so out of order.”

“You spent the night together?” One of her friends sounded shocked.

“It wasn’t like that, obviously.” Melissa glared at her friend. “Not that Nate didn’t try of course, you know what he’s like. I just meant we spent the whole evening chatting together. He was really flirting with me and then on Saturday he just went and froze me out.”

One of her friends patted Melissa half-heartedly on the shoulder. “I don’t know why you’re surprised, Mel, he did exactly the same to me a year ago, remember? Only way worse! And we all made a pact not to get involved with him. Or did you forget and let your hormones do your thinking?”

Ellie slumped onto a bench. So Nate had spent Friday night snogging Melissa? He had pushed Ellie away and the very next night had been with Melissa? How far had it gone really? Why was she at all surprised? She had known Nate was like that. It was the whole reason she had tried to stop him from seducing Rose. 

He was a total slimeball, good-looking, slimeball, funny, slimeball, sexy slimeball!

Coach Midden appeared at the door of the changing rooms. “Miss Parkhurst? Do you feel like joining us today, or would you prefer a detention?”

Ellie jumped up, grabbed her hockey stick and marched out onto the field ready to whack the stuffing out of some hockey balls.

Chapter Thirteen

Nate paced up and down in front of the books that normally gave him so much comfort. The history classroom was the nicest in the school in his opinion. The books were old and well read, just like the subject.

Nate found himself mired in self-analysis. Did he live too much in the past? Why hadn’t he ever had a long-term girlfriend? Or perhaps he had been so much in the moment that he hadn’t thought about the future enough? Why was he suddenly looking at himself and not liking what he saw? How did Ellie see him?

He wondered if he was screwed up in some way. He could hardly fault his parents for his attitude, they were fairly normal and loving; he couldn’t blame it on a bad upbringing. Maybe he was just growing up a bit. Where was all this self-doubt coming from? He was usually so sure of himself. It was something to do with Ellie, of that he was certain.

Despite Gabriel’s being so dismissive of Ellie, Nate had spent most of the last week thinking about her. He had lain awake every night going over their kiss in his mind.

He had gone further with other girls, but somehow, just kissing Ellie had felt like more. He would be satisfied if that was all he got. Strangely, he didn’t even want more, he just wanted to be with her. It would be enough.

The time had come to stop messing around; he would try being a real boyfriend. He would ask out Eleanor Parkhurst, and to hell with what his friends thought.

With that decision made, Nate became restless for her to arrive so he could tell her.

She was nearly fifteen minutes late. Nate began to tap his feet. Maybe she wasn’t coming? Where was she?

Ellie finally put in an appearance for their one-to-one tutoring session at twenty minutes past nine. She looked almost annoyed to find him waiting for her.

Nate gave her a big smile anyway. She looked adorable. No make-up on at all as far as he could tell, just simply beautiful exactly as she was.

“Ready to cover the Second World War?” He gestured to the books he had laid out. “It will come up in your exams, so I thought we could spend the next two sessions doing it pretty thoroughly.”

Ellie shrugged. “Sure, whatever.”

Nate frowned; was she still upset over last week? He thought they had smoothed that over with their texting on Saturday.

“What’s wrong, love?” He put his hand on her arm, but she shook him off.

“There’s nothing wrong with me.” Ellie began to unpack her notepad and pens, not making eye contact.

“Ellie,” Nate said pointedly, so that she looked at him. “Are you upset about us kissing last week? Because I’m not. In fact, it’s something I would kind of like to repeat on a regular basis.”

Ellie gave a disbelieving laugh. “Oh, that is priceless, you think I’m just going to fall into your arms and be grateful for the attention? Your head is the size of a watermelon. I don’t like you. I don’t like the way you treat girls. I had to listen to yet another one crying over you this week, and I wouldn’t kiss you again if you were the last man on the planet!”

Nate reeled slightly. He hadn’t been expecting this. He had to think who on earth would have been crying over him, and then he groaned; Melissa. Why, oh, why had he chatted up Melissa?

“You do know that nothing happened with me and Melissa?” He felt the need to clarify. “We just talked, I didn’t mean her to get the wrong impression, and then she texted me about going for a walk and I blew her off. It was right after I texted with you and she just wasn’t you, she didn’t get a Star Wars reference at all!”

He could tell by the look on Ellie’s face that he had somehow made things worse.

Ellie snapped her notebook shut. “Firstly, why would I care what happened between the two of you? Secondly, I don’t believe you anyway that nothing did. And thirdly, you were texting her and me with the same stupid Star Wars stuff? You really are a player and a half! I think I’ll find someone else to tutor me – you make me sick.”

With that Ellie shoved her book back in her bag and flounced out of the room.

Nate stared at the door. That did not go as expected, he thought, anger rising inside him.

***
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Ellie felt utterly miserable as she went back to West Tower. In the common room everyone was chatting and laughing; it was someone’s birthday and there was a big cake on one of the tables. She put a false smile in place, chatted briefly with Alex and Rose and then slipped past the crowd up to her room.

She sat on her bed with her knees hugged to her chest. Had she been too harsh? There was no way he would speak to her again now. She was just so hurt by his behaviour.

Was it true that nothing had happened with Melissa? She tried to replay in her head the conversation she had overheard. Had Melissa actually said they had kissed or anything like that? Maybe she hadn’t, maybe Ellie had jumped to that conclusion. 

If a girl threw herself at Nate and he turned her down, did that make Nate the bad guy?

He said he wanted to kiss Ellie on a regular basis, but did he mean as a boyfriend or just on the quiet? Why hadn’t she clarified that? Why hadn’t he been clearer? She could only assume he wasn’t committing himself.

She accepted she had feelings for him. She had thought it was a game, but now she really liked him, yet at the same time she didn’t like him at all! Why couldn’t she have fallen for someone else? She didn’t want to like Nate.

Liam was a genuine good guy, why couldn’t she fall for him? It wouldn’t be that hard, surely?

And that comment Nate had made about texting Melissa about Star Wars? That had really got her goat. She had actually felt like their texts were somehow special and intimate. She was such an idiot to think he would be different with her. He was just being his usual self and she had fallen for it, just like every other girl did.

Ellie got her phone out and sent a text to Liam.

She sat for a few minutes more pulling herself together. Then she went down to the common room to get some cake.

***
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Nate had been in a foul mood for two days. Ever since Ellie had walked out of the history room, he had been fuming mad and snapping at everyone.

His thoughts went back and forth between being outraged that she had not listened to him and depressed that he had messed it all up.

Now his anger was finally leaving him and the depression was taking over.

This was his comeuppance. All those times he had treated a girl badly, and now he was the one who felt like his heart was breaking.

She hated him.

There was nothing he could really say to change her mind either, because even though she had got it wrong about Melissa, there were plenty of other girls whom he had led on and then dumped. He didn’t deserve Ellie. He had finally found the perfect girl, a girl who could quote Star Wars, and she hated him. That was what he deserved.

He didn’t feel like doing anything social, but it was Saturday evening, and his friends would all be back from their day out with visiting relatives. He might as well go and see if anyone had snuck any alcohol back in with them; he could do with a drink and a laugh.

A short while later, Nate followed Jerry and Owen into the Games Room, then stopped dead. Ellie was sitting on a sofa with Liam Anderson. Actually she was sitting on Liam’s knee, on the sofa.

He couldn’t leave again now – she had obviously seen him, but she looked away as though she hadn’t.

His gut twisted. Being ignored was worse than being hated. She might have been upset before, but at least it felt like she’d cared.

He gave Liam a bad-tempered look. Liam was in his own year, and he clearly wasn’t bothered that Ellie was younger than he was. Nate wondered why it had ever been an issue for himself.

He’d lost her.

That night he lay in bed looking at the photo of her on his phone for what seemed like hours. He wrote her text after text then deleted them. When he went to sleep, she haunted his dreams.

***
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Ellie went to bed feeling confused. She had tried to like Liam instead, she really had. But she only wanted Nate. Kissing Liam had been a mistake. It only made her realise that kissing Nate was a million times more exciting. 

In the end she had told Liam everything. It had turned out to be a good move. Liam hadn’t been upset; he’d been so nice. He had laughed and told her she was an idiot.

“Give Nate another chance.” Liam had said. “Seriously, Ellie, the way he was looking at me all evening, he’s completely head over heels about you.”

Ellie wasn’t at all sure that was true. But she had to find out. She decided to sleep on it.

The only thing she was sure of was that she didn’t want to date anyone else. It was Nate or no one. She was nuts about him and if he didn’t feel the same way then she was swearing off boys completely.

By Sunday morning she had made her mind up. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. She got her phone out determinedly. She wasn’t the type to mope about, she told herself firmly, she was the type to seek out adventure, to boldly go! 

He might be a total slimeball but she was pretty sure she loved him. She had to find out how he felt about her, no matter what the cost to her heart.

She texted Nate:

Are you still up for teaching me about WW2 on Thursday?

He replied straightaway:

How about now?

Ellie had a momentary freak-out, she was still in her pyjamas. She took a deep calming breath; she didn’t have to hop to it just because he suggested it.

How about this evening? she finally put down.

I’ll check with Mrs M, but if you don’t hear back from me then History Room at eight? he answered.

Ellie felt a bundle of nerves at the thought of it being just the two of them again. But she sent back an affirmative and then climbed back into bed. She needed lots of time to think about how to act, and what to wear...

Chapter Fourteen

Nate was tense and nervous as he waited for Ellie. It was just like three days earlier, except that last Thursday he had been full of confidence that she would go out with him, and tonight he had no such illusions.

He had no idea what had altered her feelings about meeting him for some tutoring, but he would respect her reasons whatever they were. If she were just worried about her history grade, then he would help her get a better one. If she wanted to shout at him some more, then he would take it. If she wanted to torture him by talking about Liam, then fair enough. He just wanted her to be happy.

But if there were any opening to change her mind about him, then he would take it.

When Ellie came into the room, the first thing he noticed was that she didn’t look angry any more. Which was a good sign. Her smile was a little distant but not cold.

Nate attempted to keep it businesslike. He put some books down on the desk they had sat at before and she gingerly took the chair next to him again.

He began a brief recap of World War One, outlining how it led into World War Two. The problem was that he was having trouble focusing.

He could smell Lily of the Valley. It was intoxicating. She must have just washed her hair. Her hair was such a rich deep chestnut and her eyes... he actually wanted to write poetry about them. When had he become Shakespeare’s fool?

And her lips, his gaze dropped to her kissable full lips. She licked them as if giving him an invitation and he couldn’t resist any longer.

He moved too quickly for her to dodge him, and kissed her full on the mouth. His hands clamped her shoulders to stop her moving away as he searched for a response.

She resisted for an awful second, then he felt a rush of relief as she softened and kissed him back.

He couldn’t seem to get enough; without taking his mouth off hers he pulled her into standing position and backed her up to the wall where he could deepen the kiss.

She let him.

He could feel the flames burning between them once again, it didn’t matter that she hated him; at least she definitely felt the pull between them as much as he did.

After a several minutes he reluctantly removed his tongue from her mouth. He ran his hands through his hair and took in her flushed face.

“Ellie... I wanted to say...”

“Oh, shut up.” She cut him off with a grin, then grabbed him by the collar and pulled him back for another kiss.

He could certainly spend the next several hours kissing her if that was what she wanted, but he felt things should be cleared up between them first.

“You forgive me then?” he murmured when she let him up for air.

“Not really, but you can keep making it up to me like this, and I can think of lots of other ways you still have yet to impress me.” Laughter twinkled in her eyes as she shifted her body against his.

“You wretch.” Nate shook his head happily. “You’ve been leading me a merry dance for weeks. You are the most annoying, disrespectful, irritating little minx, but lord help me I love every maddening inch of you!”

She was so shocked she whispered back the important part. “You love me?” 

“Yes, I do. And I’ll pummel to bits any other man you touch. Is that clear, Miss Parkhurst?” Then he put one finger under her chin, tilting her head up to look him in the eye. “You and me, we’re going to take it slow, okay?” he said firmly. 

She nodded. 

“But you’re my girl from now on. No dating other boys, got it?”

He did love her! Ellie felt giddy with relief and confidence.

“I’ll think about it,” she said cheekily.

He growled from deep in his chest as he pinned her back against the wall.

Her eyes shone with happiness. She would have plenty of time later to enjoy testing his patience levels, but first she had to kiss him a whole lot more.

Telling him she loved him too could wait a little while as well, she giggled to herself; he deserved to suffer a little bit for being such a player.

“Checkmate,” she whispered.

And, as her arms snaked around his neck, Ellie and Nate locked together in a kiss that said more than any words.

Chapter Fifteen

It was the first day of the Christmas Holidays and the front drive was full of cars as parents arrived to pick up their children.

Flora stepped out of the front door and then quickly darted behind a pillar as she noticed Gabriel standing over to her left talking on his phone. She crept round the pillar to get a bit closer and overhear what he was saying.

“But Vanessa, we only had three days together as it was.” He spoke crossly. “I’m flying out to you in Paris and then it was supposed to be just the two of us for New Year’s Eve. We’ll be in the most romantic city in the world and now you want us to go to a party with your friends?” He paused for a few moments, listening. “Yes, actually, I do mind. So in fact I’ll be coming all the way there for just one proper night together?” He paused again. “No, I do not want you to pay for my flights!” He sounded outraged.

He started to pace away from the door and, though Flora longed to hear more, she knew he would see her if she tried to follow. Instead she hugged herself with the thought that it sounded as though Gabriel and Vanessa were having problems. She hoped it didn’t make her a bad person, but how was she ever going to get Gabriel for herself unless he broke up with his girlfriend?

Flora looked around for Ellie. She would love to get her feedback on what she had just heard. Ellie had been trying to help her get noticed by Gabriel, but so far there hadn’t been much opportunity. 

She finally spotted Ellie in the courtyard and rolled her eyes. Nate Naverly was wrapped around her friend as usual and they were totally oblivious to the rest of the world. It seemed to Flora as if Ellie and Nate had spent most of the last month kissing non-stop. She decided to leave them to set the world on fire by themselves. After all, Nate was supposed to be leaving at three and her own mother wasn’t due to collect her until five.

Her mom and Travis were catching a taxi from the airport to get her and then they were going straight back there and getting a plane to Bordeaux, where they were all going to stay in a massive chateau with some friends of Travis’s for Christmas. She couldn’t wait to see her mom again and tell her all about Compass Court.

At the same time, though, she was already looking forward to coming back after the Christmas break and starting her campaign to become the next girlfriend of the hottest guy in the whole school.

***
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Jack Parkhurst parked his car at the front of the school and pulled his suitcase off the back seat. It felt weird to be coming back to Compass Court to stay for two weeks over the Christmas holidays. 

Rose and Toby’s parents were working undercover somewhere in Brazil and so his cousins had been going to come to the Parkhurst house over the holidays, but now his own dad was also apparently unable to leave work except on Christmas Day. He was preparing some soldiers for a duty tour in the Middle East just after New Year, and now it seemed he was to accompany them for their first month.

Jack’s mother had of course said she didn’t mind having all five children to stay over the holidays on her own and that she would lay on Christmas, but it was Jack who put his foot down. He knew that she wouldn’t want to be apart from his dad for his last two weeks in this country for some time.

Compass Court allowed pupils to stay over the holidays. It was generally for the pupils who had come to the school from other countries and couldn’t always go back and forth, but people stayed for a variety of reasons. Usually other family members had to put up in the large hotel in Oakworth Village down the road, but the school had made an exception for Jack as an ex-pupil.

Though his mother had never said anything, Jack knew she was scared and worried about his father going back to a combat zone. To help out, he had personally liaised with the school and then informed her that all the kids would stay at Compass Court and that she and his father would come there for Christmas dinner.

His mother was such a gentle person that she had been quite overwhelmed by Jack’s taking charge and had given in after only a small fight. Jack knew that he and Alex, Ellie, Rose and Toby would have a great time wherever they were.

Jack watched the ebb and flow of parents, a scene that never really changed. Young Jasper Clements looked embarrassed as his mother openly cried and hugged him. Just behind him, he saw Gabriel Brenner climbing into a mud-spattered, ancient Vauxhall Corsa, looking moody and embarrassed for a different reason. His father was chatting up some of the mothers and wearing a dirty, torn Barber held together with black masking tape. You would never guess to look at him that he was actually Lord Wentworth and owned half of Gloucestershire.

Then Jack spotted the shiny blonde hair of Sophie Jones. She seemed lit up by the sunshine, wearing a short dress that showed far too much leg as usual, and her large blue eyes were looking straight at him. Without a thought his feet started taking him in her direction.

Sophie looked around, as if assessing possible escape routes, which made Jack’s pace slow, giving her the chance to leave and relieve him of this sudden burden. He felt awkward. It wasn’t a feeling he was used to. He told himself that he needed to apologise again and that he needed to get back on friendly terms with her because she was a close friend of Rose. The guilt of not calling her was painfully acute, seeing her face-to-face. He wasn’t the type to shy away from something that needed doing, but in truth he had no idea how to handle Sophie. He never had.

She was a bundle of contradictions. She was loud and confident in a group, yet quiet and sensitive on her own with him. She came across as cynical and experienced in the ways of the world, but really she was as innocent and naïve as a baby bird learning to fly. She merrily jumped without looking first, then seemed terrified by the drop.

He stopped in front of her. “Hi.”

“Hello, Jack. How nice to see you.” She sounded over-polite and strained, yet the hopefulness in her eyes was a kick to the gut. She still had feelings for him. Damn. How did he tell her to move on? Because, really, he didn’t want her to. And yet, he knew that was selfish. What a pig to want her to stay just as she was for a few years until maybe one day... 

No, he wanted her to stop thinking about him and have a great time. But perhaps she could do it in a longer skirt so that other guys would stop looking at her legs!

“Sophie...” he started, and then paused having no idea what to say. “I think I should apologise again,” he said, finally. 

A flash of anger darkened her expression, but she didn’t say anything. 

He ran his hand through his hair. “I shouldn’t have taken advantage and kissed you like that.”

“You didn’t. I mean, I wanted you to do it.” She didn’t voice the thought that she still wanted him to.

She had sensed him before she had even seen him. It was like radar inside her when he was near. She had known he would be here today, but despite lying awake half the night coming up with clever things to say, now that he was here she could barely stop herself from throwing her arms around him and begging him to hold her once again.

“Are you seeing anyone?” Jack mentally slapped himself. Why on earth had he asked that?

She shook her head. “Are you?”

“Umm, yeah. Two or three girls at uni. Nothing serious, you know. I don’t want a steady girlfriend.” There, he’d said it. So why did he feel like it was the wrong thing?

“Do you still have my number?” Sophie couldn’t believe she had so little pride as to ask, but she had wondered every day for six long months.

“Yes, of course.”

“Then call me some time. Or text me. I’ve got to go. Goodbye, Jack.” She forced herself away and over to her parents’ car that had just pulled up. She didn’t look back. She leaned in the car window to kiss her mother and then climbed into the back seat.

They were about a mile down the road when her phone beeped.

I like your new hairstyle.

That was all it said. But she could hardly restrain herself from bursting into tears of happiness. She was sure it was Jack’s way of giving her his phone number. If he truly wanted to close the door on the two of them then he surely wouldn’t have done it. She reread it a hundred times on the long journey home. Now if only she could think up the perfect witty reply...

The End
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More Flirting Games
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Book Two in the Flirting Games Series

by

Stella Wilkinson

Chapter One

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 school house, 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 favour brightly coloured clothes and floaty dresses that complemented her auburn hair. She thought her tummy and her behind 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 favoured 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 Twelve. It was dark by five o’clock now, and the Common Rooms were the cosiest 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 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 were sharing a small table for two, and it looked like they were actually doing homework.

“And I was wondering what’s going on with you and Ben Everest this year?” Grace continued as she swivelled 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 then Alex had introduced Ben to her.

Ben was considered very attractive, though not traditionally handsome. He stood 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 they 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 snuck off for some serious kissing at the end-of-year dance for the Upper School at the beginning of the summer. 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’s 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 Eleven?”

“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 Twelve I would be easy or something. I’m not going to date anyone younger than me again,” Sophie stated.

“We were in Year Eleven only a few months ago,” Grace reminded her with humour.

“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 Headmistress 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 travelled back to where Leo and Diana were sitting. She had heard a rumour 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.

Chapter Two

It was the first night of the Christmas holidays and Sophie Jones was settling back into her bedroom at home.

Her mother had gone to 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 said: 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 haircut.” 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, not since he had kissed 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.

––––––––
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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 halfway 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 capture 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 was born and then Toby, 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 she 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 from 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 centred 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.

Chapter Three

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 rumours 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 Leo and Diana didn’t seem to have that easy friendship like she had with Alex. They seemed more intense somehow. 

Rose tried to analyse 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 Everest 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 staying for the holidays, of various ages and from all four school houses. Most of the teachers were having a “staff meeting” at the pub in Oakworth Village, leaving only one teacher and the head girl, Anne-Marie, who was in Year Thirteen, 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 Anne-Marie 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 Father Christmas, 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 pyjamas, 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 favour 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, okay? 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 favourite 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 their being alone before.

“I saw you left 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 and her mouth opened, but no sound came out.

“Or maybe I should just take it?” he suggested flirtatiously, 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.

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

“Why... why are you sorry?” Her voice came nervous and high. She leant back against the wall as if to regain her balance; he knew he couldn’t quite trust his own 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 she knew 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 was distracted; she looked at him then quickly looked away. “Oh, yes, yes, that’s what it is.” 

Alex frowned. Rose never lied, but he was looking at her as though he knew 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. But she couldn’t tell him; she didn’t yet 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 overcompensated 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 behaviour 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? Was that why she was being weird? He hoped not. It was extremely unlikely, but he’d heard it could happen. He didn’t want to say anything to make it awkward but that would be totally uncomfortable. He would have to watch her carefully today. 

Chapter Four

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 off 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 sixteenth 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? Okay, 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 and 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. Halfway 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?

“Ohhhkaaay then... Are you okay, 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 to Alex everything that had happened 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.

Chapter Five

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 revelled 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 backup 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.

Is 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 weren’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 colour 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 it looked okay, 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.

Chapter Six

Okay 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 consistency, 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 Leo’s main interest, 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 anything 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.

Okay, 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 what Sophie would do. Okay, 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, 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 wait 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 favourite 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 pyjama 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 in return.

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 fifteen 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 then 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 kiss. 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 she was still pretty innocent. 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.

Still, 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 sure 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.

Chapter Seven

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”? Were 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.

Okay, 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 daytimes 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 favourite 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 school house returned, as there was nearly always someone staying up late studying in the Common Room.

One night she questioned 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 favourite 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; now it 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 panelling. 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, overcome with anticipation to see what was up there. “Then lead on, Macduff!”

She followed him up stopping 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 with 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, still in near darkness, and began to flick through a bunch of old oil paintings stacked in the corner.

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

She took it curiously. “Oh my! 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.

Chapter Eight

In the middle of January the whole of Year Twelve 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 Eleven, Twelve and Thirteen, 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, not just 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 assignment 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 out. 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 organizational 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 okay 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 okay about 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 favourite chair. Her heart melted at the sight of him. As he was 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 too 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...

Chapter Nine

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. “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, okay? 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.
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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 family 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 Leo 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 stop looking at him, needing him, missing him desperately. She loved him... 

“My only love sprung from my only hate,” she quoted in a whisper to herself.

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

––––––––
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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 from 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. She and Rose weren’t talking to each other, but that was nothing new; they 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, 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 okay, 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 so would 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.
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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.
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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 feelings 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.
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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 until 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.
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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 behaviour 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, hothead. 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 sin, but better than she had.

Chapter Ten

Diana was alone in their room when Rose got back. Remembering everything Alex had said to her, Rose didn’t turn round and walk back out.

“Hi," she 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 onto 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 until she was comfortably 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 terribly 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 Flanagans’ 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 Flanagans’ 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 right enough 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 mother’s 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.” 

“Okay, 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! But 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, okay.” 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 silent, 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?”

Epilogue

On Valentine’s Day two weeks later, Rose revelled 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 the 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 favourite boy band might be doing that night.

“So who got cards and who did everyone send a Valentine’s 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 Year Eleven boy 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 favourite.” 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 favourite 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, okay, 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 defences, 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 monogamous 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 people’s 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.
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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 overexcited. Years Seven to Ten had the Main Hall from six until eight p.m., then Year Eleven and above had the room from eight until ten p.m. Most of the older kids wouldn’t even make an appearance until around nine.

Ellie Parkhurst and Flora Kincaid were in Year Eleven, but Ellie’s boyfriend, Nate, was in Year Twelve, so they were planning to show up late.

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 almost 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 Twelve 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.

––––––––
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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 modelling 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 Twelve 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 Thirteen 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 Twelve 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 cold-hearted, 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 guy do? He would bed 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 Valentine’s 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 okay. It was killing her watching him chatting with 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 the 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 pushover. 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 to make him happier. He would be better off being around his mates and just praying 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 soothe him a little.
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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 defences 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.
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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 attractive, 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...

The End
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Further Flirting Games
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Book Three in the Flirting Games Series

by

Stella Wilkinson

Chapter One

“Because if a woman's heart was free a man might have hope.”

Bram Stoker, Dracula

“New boy! New boy. Gorgeous new boy,” Sophie Jones cried, bouncing into the West Tower Common Room before completely running out of breath and panting with her hands on her knees.

Her friends looked at her in surprise. Sophie never usually had a hair out of place, let alone look all pink-faced and puffing. Clearly her news was exciting.

“Gorgeous Newboy?” Rose frowned thoughtfully. “Wasn’t that the horse that won the Derby last year?”

Alex shook his head “You’re thinking of Gorgeous George. Perhaps she means Neptune? He won the Grand National.”

Sophie waved her hands at them in disgust, still trying to catch her breath. “Not a horse, you geeks! A new boy. Here at Compass Court.”

“Oh, cool.” Grace joined in with a smile. “Bit of alright is he? Details please.”

Sophie regained her composure. “Yup,” she nodded, “and I call dibs. He’s Scottish.” She looked at the three of them with delighted satisfaction.

Alex raised one eyebrow rakishly, and did a bad Sean Connery impression, “Well, if you like Shcottish Mish Moneypenny. I can show you a bit of Queen and Country.”

Rose laughed. “He might not be from Edinburgh. He could be from Glasgow like Billy Connelly and be all fecking ijit, and get arrsed.”

“He’s not! He’s a Highlander. Like Mel Gibson in Braveheart. How romantic is that?” Sophie grinned.

“But didn’t Mel Gibson have a really dodgy accent in that film? He sounded like an Irish Aussie.” Alex looked confused.

Sophie rolled her eyes at him. “That’s not the point, Alex! He doesn’t have a dodgy accent. It’s adorable, Och aye, and all that sort of thing.”

“So you’ve spoken to him?” Grace pumped.

“Uh huh, I’m his assigned guide for the next couple of days.” Sophie hugged herself. “And he is fit fit fit.”

“Good.” Grace was pleased Sophie finally seemed to be getting out of her depression over Jack.

Sophie had been crazy about Jack, Alex’s older brother, for years, and last year had finally kissed him; but then he’d left their school for University and not called her again for months. Recently he had seemed to be trying to rekindle things between them, even sending Sophie flowers on Valentine’s Day, but it had been way too little too late as far as Grace was concerned, and she had encouraged Sophie not to return any of his texts or calls. But after getting the flowers last week Sophie confessed that she had texted him – but only to tell him she wasn’t interested, so hopefully that was the end of that. Sophie had been moping around like a wet Sunday ever since, so Grace was delighted that she was finally showing an interest in someone else.

“His name is Torrin Frazer,” Sophie continued, “isn’t that sexy? Anyway, shut up because he’s on his way here now, can you believe he’s in our Schoolhouse? So I ran ahead to warn you all to keep your hands off.” She rummaged in her school bag and, grabbing a hairbrush, quickly pulled it through her blond hair, returning it to its usual sleek bob. She was just reaching for some lipstick, but quickly dropped it unused back into her bag when Torrin Frazer came into the room. He was clutching a map of the school and looked very relieved to have found her.

“Torrin, I’m so sorry I had to dash off, I needed to tell my friends, uh, something.” She gave him a wide smile. “Come and meet them. This is Rose, Grace and Alex. Alex will have to show you to your room because we’re not allowed into the boys’ dormitories. He’s in 14B.” She finished by turning to Alex.

After the two boys had headed off up the stairs to the dormitories, Sophie turned to the girls. “Isn’t he gorgeous? Don’t you think he looks kind of like R-Patz?”

Grace sighed and shook her head. “No, Soph, I think he looks like Jack.”

Rose agreed. “Very like Jack, only shorter.”

Sophie’s shoulders slumped. “Oh. Well, at least I’m consistent in my type. That’s not why I like him.” Her lips thinned defiantly.

***
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Torrin couldn’t believe his luck. He’d hated his old school. It was only tiny and half the pupils had been members of his extended family, yet he had always felt like an outsider. Everyone there had known him his whole life and he could never shake his loser status. Maybe because he had collected bugs as a kid. He wouldn’t make that mistake again. He had no close friends and he’d never had a girlfriend. Now he could make a fresh start, as far away as physically possible from everyone he knew. Except for his parents of course; they had scored a Conservation job on a nearby reserve. It was, unfortunately, out of reach of local schools; but he’d jumped at the chance to come to Compass Court instead. The school had a great reputation for sporting achievements and he loved sport. Best of all, though, had to be the girls. 

Sophie was a cracker, he’d almost passed out when the Head Teacher had called her in to take charge of his induction. 

Sophie was a bit taller than he would have liked; he was self-conscious about being slightly shorter than her, but she had curves like the lowlands, and she had actually flirted with him. At least he hoped that was what it was. He wasn’t one hundred percent sure. She’d kept touching his arm and had sat really close as she’d gone through his lesson plan with him.

He tried to return his attention to where Alex was going; the place was like a rabbit warren of corridors that all looked the same.

“It’s four boys to a room,” Alex was saying. “Each room has its own bathroom that the four of you share. You also get a desk and a wardrobe each, which you can lock if you like, and only you four and the house master have the key code to the room.”

“Sounds great.” Torrin smiled, but inwardly his stomach dropped; in his excitement he hadn’t thought much about sharing a room. What if none of the others liked him?

Alex stopped at a door. “This is you, I’m in the next room down if you ever need anything.” He pointed to his own door. Torrin exhaled with relief. Alex seemed friendly and he was just next-door.

Alex raised his fist and knocked on 14B. But there was no answer. “Damn, Larry and Clarke are probably trying out for the rowing team down at the river. That’s Dave Larimore and James Clarkson.” He gave Torrin a look of pity, “I’m afraid you’re in a room with two sports nuts. Stinking socks drying on the radiator, that kind of thing. Leo moans about it all the time. He’s the third guy in your room, he’s probably in the art studio.

“You don’t like sport?” Torrin was amazed that anyone at a school like this wouldn’t.

Alex smiled “No. Science is my lady. Come and wait in my room if you like?”

Torrin nodded and Alex unlocked his door and ushered him in.

“Here, take my desk chair. I’ll use Clem’s. Sorry, that’s Jasper Clements. I don’t know why, but all the guys who play rugby seem to go only by their surnames. Of course that’s half the boys in our year, it’s the main sport here during the winter.”

“If they’d called me just Frazer back at home, then most of the pupils in ma school would have turned round. It’s a popular local name.” Torrin explained. “Do you think there’s any chance of me getting on the team? I realise the season is already nearly over.”

Alex looked at him critically. “There’s always a chance, the coach is very fair, but what position do you play?”

“Ah know I seem a bit wee for rugby, but I’m verra fast. I’d like to play on the wing.”

“Well, the team could certainly do with someone fast. Owen Lang has been on the wing most of this year and he’s got all the acceleration of a constipated caterpillar. I tell you what, why don’t I take you down to the gym now, instead of waiting here? We might find the coach.”

Torrin nodded enthusiastically and jumped up. “Aye. If you would’nay mind?” Was it really going to be that easy to fit in here? And what about the girls? He wondered if Alex was dating any of them and whether it was too soon to ask him.

He cleared his throat uncomfortably “So, ah, do you have a girlfriend?”

Alex blushed, “No. Not at the moment. Do you?”

“No. But I would like to. Sophie seems nice, and her friends – Rose and Grace was it?” Torrin asked, hoping Alex wouldn’t laugh at him.

“Sophie had a bit of a bad experience recently, but she’s definitely single. So is Grace, but Rose is going out with Leo, who you’ll be sharing a room with, so I wouldn’t consider her – if you were. I think Sophie might have the hots for you actually.” Alex grinned, giving Torrin a sideways glance. “But hey, don’t fall for the first girl you see, there are quite a few of them here, you know.” They both laughed and then dropped the subject as they re-entered the Common Room.

Torrin’s meeting with Coach Webley went well. The coach gave him a few practice kicks, catches and throws, then made him do a timed lap of the field. Despite the fact that Torrin was in “weekend clothes” and not gym kit, he clearly did fairly well, as the Coach promised him a place on the bench next Saturday as a substitute.

Coming out of the gym a short while later, he discovered Alex had been joined by Sophie and two dripping-wet boys who turned out to be his new roommates just returned from rowing on the river. They clapped him on the back at the news that he would be joining the team and Torrin felt an air of camaraderie that he never had before. He was going to fit in here, it was all going to be good. Feeling incredibly brave he put an arm around Sophie, and when she didn’t pull away, he kissed her.

Chapter Two

“Yes, there is someone I love, though he has not told me yet that he loves me.”

Bram Stoker, Dracula

Flora Kincaid tried hard to concentrate as her mathematics teacher droned on about the hypotenuse of a triangle. Looking at the blackboard for inspiration she copied down what he had written: “Soh-Cah-Toa”. It had something to do with some old Greek called Pythagoras and his lame pal Isosceles.

She couldn’t think of a single situation in real life where she would ever need to calculate the tangent of a right angle. She tuned out again. Ellie would explain it to her later. Or maybe not, she thought with a smile, as she noticed Ellie was staring out the window at some boys exercising on the school playing field.

The words Soh-Cah-Toa reminded Flora of a cheerleader chant back home in California. She envisioned jumping up and down, pom-poms waving, shouting “Sock-it-to-ya! Pythagoras is totally blah, Math class is really slow. Go team go!” 

Okay, maybe it wasn’t the best of chants. Not that it mattered now. She had hoped to try out for cheerleading again this year but instead her mom had moved Flora to a boarding school in England, while she herself toured round Europe with her new husband. They didn’t have cheerleaders at all in England. She wasn’t too depressed about that though, chances were she would have fallen on her ass at tryouts again, or worse; the year before last she had been so nervous that she had thrown up spectacularly in the trash can before going in. The result hadn’t been pretty. Even worse, she’d been just wiping her mouth when all the popular kids had come past and seen the evidence. She had been called Puke-Chick for weeks after that, and had not been selected as a cheerleader.

In some ways her new school was totally stuck in the Dark Ages; the uniform was gross: girls had to wear unflattering knee-length skirts and the boys had awful drainpipe-like trousers, all in an ugly grey. Also, totally mediaeval, was the fact that students could get Internet access only in the library. Flora suspected they did that to make sure that anyone at all even went into the library. Who even needed books these days when everything was online?

But Compass Court Boarding School had a lot of other stuff going for it as far as Flora was concerned. She had been seriously lucky to share a room with Ellie Parkhurst, for a start. Ellie was popular and outgoing and the two of them had become best friends. Flora often wondered if she would have loved Compass so much if Ellie hadn’t taken her under her wing. Probably not.

The other main attraction of Compass Court was Gabriel Brenner. He was seriously hot and she felt it was love at first sight. At least it was on her side; she still had to make him notice her properly.

Another great thing about Ellie was that her boyfriend, Nate, who was in the year above them, was Gabriel Brenner’s best friend. What could be more perfect? Flora regularly daydreamed about the four of them going on double dates. It didn’t help, though, that she was still only fifteen and he was already seventeen. But it could happen – if Ellie had managed to get Nate to fall for her, then why couldn’t Flora get Gabriel? 

Until recently Gabriel had been pretty “unavailable”. He had an older girlfriend who was a real live fashion model. But it was all over the school now that they’d had a row on Valentine’s Day and he’d broken up with her.

So now Gabriel was young, free and single! Just like her. Flora smiled and wrote his name in the right-angle triangle she had just copied off the blackboard, and then turned it into a heart shape.

Chapter Three

“Listen to them, the children of the night. What music they make!”

Bram Stoker, Dracula

Grace Porter glanced down at the clipboard in her lap and was horrified to see she had doodled all over her notes. She was supposed to be focussing on the auditions taking place on the stage in front of her, but her concentration had gone from the moment Ben had walked on to the makeshift set.

Ah, Ben. Lovely, gorgeous, sweet Ben. Her expression had become dreamy as she allowed herself to indulge in watching him. This was one situation where it was okay to stare at him for as long as she liked without fear of him noticing, or one of her friends catching her doing it.

She looked back down at her clipboard with a frown. The page was covered with drawings of mountains, big mountains with snowy ice caps; some of the mountains even had little mountaineers climbing up them. It was what she always drew without thinking when her mind was on a certain boy, specifically: Ben Everest.

She tore off the page and screwed it up into a ball. Starting a fresh sheet she wrote across the top “Bram Stoker’s Dracula – Cast List”.

Raising her focus once more to the stage she watched Ben kiss the hand of her best friend, Sophie, and tried not to feel jealous; they were only acting. On stage Sophie giggled and flirted back, just as her character was supposed to. Grace took a deep calming breath. After all, she was used to seeing Ben with someone else. He wasn’t hers. Unofficially he belonged to Rose, her other best friend, which made him as “off-limits” as a boy could be. Rose now had a new boyfriend, Leo, but it was an unwritten rule that you never ever date your friend’s ex-boyfriend.

Barely looking down she began to rewrite her cast list. It was depressing how few of the roles had been cast yet; she hoped they wouldn’t have to do much more auditioning.

Grace had a team of four others to help her. Her assistant, Felicity; the Producer, Owen; his assistant, Pam; and the Stage Manager, Bradley. The five of them had spent the best part of the morning on auditions now, and this was the fifth time they were watching the same scene being enacted, each time with a different set of people trying out.

Glancing around she saw that Owen was playing on his phone, that Pam was twiddling her hair and that Felicity was looking at Bradley, and not watching the auditions.

“Felicity!” she whispered none too subtly, “Whilst I appreciate that Bradley is clearly fascinating, do you think you could make some notes?”

Felicity went a bit pink but just stuck her tongue out at Grace. Bradley, however, grinned and gave Felicity an appraising look in return.

Grace sighed; this was par for the course, she supposed. She had read often enough in magazines about relationships that happened on the set of movies. There was something about the close proximity of a production that threw people together and invariably sparked new attractions. She just hoped none of it got in the way of the play.

Speaking of which, it was her turn to blush as Jerry Doury put his head round the door of the fire exit nearest to them. Only a couple of months earlier she and Jerry had indulged in a bit of a make-out session at a Christmas party, and she had been avoiding him ever since.

Jerry held up his phone to indicate he was answering a summons. “Did you want something, Owen?” he whispered, trying not to disrupt the auditions.

“Yeah, water.” Owen glanced at Pam, who nodded. “Two bottles of water. Cheers.” He flicked his fingers at Jerry, clearly dismissing him.

Jerry looked a tiny bit annoyed. Grace felt bad for him. Owen was supposed to be Jerry’s best friend but he didn’t treat him that way – more like his lackey. She wanted to smile at Jerry to soften the blow, but she fixed her eyes firmly on the stage instead until she heard the door shut quietly behind him.

Grace slumped as she watched two boys hamming it up on the stage; they were ruining the chances of the others. She realised yet again what a huge task she had taken on.

The role of Director had been the very first one handed out, and Grace was extremely flattered that the majority of Year Twelve had picked her for the position. She was trying very hard to do a good job but it was difficult when half the people auditioning were clearly just there to fool about. She had to keep reminding herself that the play was supposed to be fun and she shouldn’t take it so seriously.

But casting the main roles was a priority so that the actors would have plenty of time to learn their lines. It was already mid-February and the play was due to be performed on the last day of school in July. Everyone who was interested in a role had put their name down and was given a section of the script to read.

Gabriel Brenner was an obvious choice for Dracula. He was by far the most experienced, as he had been doing private acting lessons for years, and his haughty arrogant good looks absolutely sealed the deal. He was tall and lean and his face was all carved cheekbones with a firm pointed jaw. The only issue was his white-blond hair, but a wig could be found to give him black hair.

Mina was harder to cast; it seemed loads of girls liked the idea of taking the lead role, but balked at the rehearsal schedule, which would eat into most of their free time. In the end the part went to a girl called Beatrice Greene, who did a very good reading opposite Gabriel. As she was naturally quite shy she did justice to the prim personality of Mina, but she was a large girl and Grace and the other casting team exchanged looks, wondering if she would look right in the fitted Victorian costumes. They had a meeting after her reading and Grace voiced what she knew the others were thinking.

“Okay, let’s be honest about this. Beatrice is the only girl to read for Mina who was remotely good, right?” There was a series of reluctant nods and she continued “But she looks wrong for the part.”

Owen was more brutal. “Mina is supposed to be beautiful. Beatrice is fat and ugly! She can’t possibly play the part. She looks ridiculous next to Gabriel.”

“I agree,” Grace said placidly “but Gabriel acted everyone else right off the stage. Beatrice was the only one who remotely matched up to him in talent. We don’t want this to be a one-man show. I’m sure the make-up team will do wonders, and the clothes can be gotten in any size.” 

There were five of them in the casting group and Grace was concerned that if it came to a vote the others wouldn’t give Beatrice a fair chance.

“She’ll need tons of foundation on those spots and an extra large corset!” Pam McBride, Owen’s Assistant Producer, said nastily.

“Good idea, Pam.” Grace said cheerfully. “So we’re agreed that with plenty of make-up and a tight corset Beatrice can do it?”

She began to smile as the others murmured their assent. She moved quickly onto the other roles before the discussion could continue on Beatrice.

“Now what about the part of Mina’s best friend Lucy?” Grace personally thought that the best candidate had been Sophie, but as Sophie was one of her best friends she didn’t feel she could put the suggestion forward herself.

“I think Sophie should play Lucy,” Owen said, and Grace decided that perhaps he wasn’t as putrid as she had previously thought.

“She’s certainly slutty enough for the part,” Pam said maliciously. Grace narrowed her eyes on Pam but remained silent.

“If you mean that she’s pretty, with a good body, and the audience could believe that she has three men in love with her, then yes, she’s right for the part,” Owen said crushingly to Pam. Grace warmed to him even more.

“So are we all in agreement about Sophie?” Grace said. Everyone nodded except Pam, who crossed her arms and looked out of the window. Grace tried not to smile. The majority vote was cast and she put Sophie’s name down to play Lucy Westenra.

After what seemed like hours of auditioning and deliberation the other major characters were cast. All the other people who had signed up to act would be given minor or non-speaking roles and be part of the crowd scenes.

Grace yawned and stretched. She would post a list of names in the main hall in the morning, but first she’d have the pleasure of being able to tell her friends that they had been successful.

Sophie screamed and jumped up and down. Then she alarmed Grace by saying how much fun they would have. Next Grace sought out Alex. She liked Alex a lot and was thrilled to be able to tell him that he had gotten the role of Jonathan Harker. It was a major part and she had been surprised that Alex had auditioned. He was generally quite reserved and she wouldn’t have thought he had any desire to be on stage. But he had impressed them with his reading. He had learnt the lines given and had not needed to hold a script on stage, and he didn’t overact.

Grace found him in the library.

“Oh. Are you sure?” he asked when she told him he had the part. Grace smiled and nodded.

“You were good, Alex.” She didn’t mention that there had been an awful lot of debate over the choice between him and two others.

He pushed his glasses up on his nose and blushed. Grace remembered how she used to have a serious crush on him a few years ago. He was definitely good-looking in a non-obvious way. Quite similar looking to his older brother Jack, who was without doubt handsome. Jack was sporty and broad-shouldered with a square jaw, whereas Alex was kind of a science nerd. If Jack was Superman, Alex was the Clark Kent version. She’d always liked Alex better. He was genuinely nice. Grace had totally gone off Jack since he had kissed Sophie and then not called her for six months. Guys who messed around your best friend were lower than pond scum.

“Who is playing Mina?” Alex asked.

“Beatrice Greene.” Grace waited for his reaction. His eyebrows raised but he only said “Oh, okay.”

Grace had intended to go straight up to their dormitory and start typing up the cast list next but she found her feet were making their way over to East Tower instead. She wasn’t good friends with Beatrice but she was curious about her now.

She climbed the stairs to the East Tower Common Room and stuck her head in.

“Is Beatrice around?” she asked the two younger girls she found inside.

“She’s in her dorm. First on the left.” One of the girls jerked her head towards a set of stairs. So Grace went on up. Coming to a corridor on the floor above, she knocked on the first door.

“Come in,” she heard Beatrice call. She went in and found herself in a room just like her own. Beatrice was there alone, sitting at a desk by a neatly made bed.

Beatrice turned and saw it was Grace. She gave a shaky smile.

“It’s okay, I didn’t expect to get the part. You didn’t need to come and tell me yourself.”

Grace looked at Beatrice, wondering why the girl had such little confidence. She wasn’t that unattractive. Overweight maybe, but not massively. Her skin was pasty white and blotchy, but surely a bit more sunshine could improve that? The important thing, as far as Grace was concerned, was that Beatrice could actually act.

“Actually I came to tell you that you got the part. You can be Mina – if you want it?” Grace enjoyed the look of dumbstruck joy on Beatrice’s face for a moment before Beatrice suddenly began to cry. Grace rushed over and began patting her shoulder, feeling alarmed.

“You don’t have to do it if you don’t want.”

“Oh, I do. Thank you. Thank you so much.” Beatrice blew her nose and turned to Grace. “I won’t let you down, I’ll work really really hard.”

“I know you will.” Grace smiled. “But don’t take it too seriously, it’s just a school play.”

“It’s a lot more to me.” Beatrice sniffed into her hankie. “I didn’t want to make a big deal of it, but I’ve been dreaming about it since I came to Compass.” She dried her eyes and smiled at Grace. “What must you think of me? Sorry, slight overreaction, I’m just really pleased. Thank you for letting me know.”

Grace stood up. “No worries, I’m glad you’re pleased. It will be good to work with people who are actually committed to it rather than just seeing it as a good way to get out of lessons and waste some time.”

“I’m definitely committed. It’s just the incentive I need.” Beatrice looked very serious.

“Well, great.” Grace wondered what kind of incentive she meant but didn’t like to ask. “I’ll see you at rehearsals then.” She went back down the stairs into the East Tower Common Room.

Seated alone at the far end was Ben Everest. He was watching a movie on his laptop but looked up and smiled when he spotted her. She hadn’t intended to tell Ben herself that he too had achieved the part he tried out for, but now they were both here it seemed that she might as well.

She wished she had taken the time to stop and check herself in a mirror first, though. In nearly six years at Compass Court she had hardly spoken with Ben. 

She knew she was the girl out of her group that didn’t get noticed. Ben had generally always focussed his attention on Rose when he was around them, and both Sophie and Rose had such big personalities compared to hers. She was also shorter than both of them and her looks were understated in comparison. She sometimes felt like the duckling between two swans. Not that she resented it, she didn’t try that hard to be noticed; but now she had been thrust into the limelight a little, she realised that she should have thought a bit more about her appearance before doing “Director” duties all over the school. 

She surreptitiously ran her tongue over her teeth to check they were clean then wound her way between the sofas over to Ben.

Chapter Four

“I must take action of some sort whilst the courage of the day is upon me.”

Bram Stoker, Dracula

Beatrice sat quietly on her bed for a moment letting the surprise and gentle euphoria settle over her. If she had been the demonstrative type she might have done a little happy dance; instead she just sat there with a soft smile playing across her plump face.

After a few minutes she reached under her pillow and extracted her diary. She removed the electronic pen from its holder on the side and typed in the password on the front cover. The digital diary popped open and she began to write.

Dear Diary

Today is the first day of the rest of my life...

Today I won the part of Wilhelmina Murray in the Year Twelve production of Bram Stokers Dracula. The main female role, the lead! Yes, me. 

Things like this just don’t happen to me, I pray it isn’t some sick joke but I don’t think so. Grace Porter came and told me herself and she’s not the type to tease. She is the director of the play and I think she will do it really well. I confess though, to being very nervous about the idea of acting so many scenes with Gabriel Brenner, who will be playing Dracula. I can’t imagine him kissing me, but I suppose he will have to! He is a very emotionally distant person. But I have no doubt he will embrace his character. Like me, he is possibly the only other person here who takes acting seriously and would like to pursue it as a career. Unlike me he has made no secret of his ambitions.

I desperately want to do well at this. I cannot let my fear of being laughed at prevent me from giving it my all. When I’m on that stage I shall no longer be sad Beatrice Greene, I will be the embodiment of demure and dignified ‘Mina’, discovering once more her great and powerful love. And, dear Diary, speaking of a great love, I must tell you that Owen Lang is producing the play!

She stopped writing and her mind drifted back in time to her first meeting with Owen when she was eleven.

She had lost her parents only a few months earlier; her father had been flying her mother in their private biplane somewhere over the Pacific when it had disappeared without a trace. She had gone to live with her paternal grandmother, who was lovely but really old.

They had discussed boarding school and agreed it made sense for her to go. Compass Court wasn’t the most exclusive school in England, but it was only fifteen miles from her Grandmother’s house and Beatrice wanted a “normal” school life. She didn’t want to go to a school where the pupils strutted around like spoilt princesses acting as if they owned the place – which for her was an actual possibility. On her sixteenth birthday she had inherited the interest on her parents’ fortune and the capital remained in trust until she turned eighteen, something that would happen this summer whether she wanted it or not. Even without the considerable bulk of the capital, Beatrice suspected she was already by far the wealthiest of any of her peers, and probably all their parents too!

The media attention on her had been limited after the death of her parents, mainly because she was only a minor at the time, but she didn’t want to encourage their interest and had deliberately kept her wealth to herself and maintained a low profile throughout her years at Compass Court.

On her first day at school she had kissed her governess goodbye and made her grandmother’s chauffeur leave her at a curve in the drive so she could arrive inconspicuously. She had dragged her heavy trunk the last hundred yards herself until a school porter had spotted her and run out to help.

Entering the front hall on the first day of term at the large imposing school, she had been completely overwhelmed by the cacophony of noise as hundreds of pupils streamed up and down stairs greeting their friends.

A small boy came and stood beside her. He had a thin but nice face.

“It’s a bit daunting, isn’t it?” he smiled at her.

Beatrice nodded, deeply grateful that someone had spoken to her. 

“I have no idea where to go.” She saw lots of doors but no signs.

“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of you. I’ve been here before a few times as a visitor. My older brother is in Year Nine and he promised my mum that he’d help me get settled.” The boy looked left and right, obviously trying to locate his brother. A look of relief came over his face. “There he is!” He waved his arms and raised his voice to get attention. “Daniel! Dan! Over here.”

Daniel looked like his younger brother but his face was meaner-looking, like a ferret, Beatrice thought. Her new friend was much better-looking. Daniel walked over to them. “Don’t ever show me up by yelling for me again. I’m not here to serve you, bug breath.”

“But mum said...” 

“But mum said,” mimicked the horrible brother. “You’re on my turf now, you little turd, and in my world you don’t exist, got it?” Daniel’s eyes flicked to Beatrice, who was looking at him in disgust, and then back to his brother. “You go that way, okay? First door on the right. So don’t go running to mum saying I didn’t help you.” Then he stomped off.

Beatrice looked at her friend in silent sympathy. He rolled his eyes, apparently immune to the insults. 

“Older brothers are the pits, aren’t they?” he said. She shrugged, not having any basis for comparison. 

“I guess it’s just you and me versus the world today.” He continued, “Don’t look so worried, I’ll figure it out. How could I not with a damsel in distress to take care of?” He smiled at her and she felt all melty inside. He even picked up her hand luggage, a small rucksack that had been sitting at her feet. She wondered if he was a fan of books about King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table, he seemed so chivalrous.

He nodded down the corridor “We’ll try that door, shall we? Though knowing Daniel, it’s probably a girls’ toilet.” The crowd of other pupils seemed to swell around them; he reached out, took her hand and began to pull her through the throng. “I’m Owen Lang by the way.”

The noise echoed loudly all round the hall. Beatrice deliberately misquoted from It’s a Wonderful Life, her favourite film of all time, and quietly whispered, “Owen Lang, I’ll love you ’til the day I die.”

Their newfound friendship lasted nearly a year. They were allocated to different schoolhouses and had hardly any lessons together. He became friends with Jerry Doury, Gabriel Brenner and Nate Naverly, the boys he shared a room with, and the four of them became quite a tight group. She made a few friends, but none that were close. 

At first he found time to meet her in the library, to sit with her at breaks and to laugh and chat in the corridors, but gradually those times grew fewer and fewer. One Saturday she was hanging around outside the North Tower Common Room waiting for him as arranged, when Gabriel Brenner came out instead. Leaning back into the room behind him he mockingly called, “Hey Lango, your girlfriend’s here.”

“Stuff it, Brenner. Tell her I’ll be out in a minute, and be nice to her,” she had heard him reply. Beatrice turned red with embarrassment, but Gabriel had been nice to her, chatting about the weather for a few minutes. Owen had come out and apologised to her, then the two of them had gone into the local village for lunch.

A month after that the same situation had happened again, only this time it was Nate who opened the door.

“Lang! It’s the girlfriend again,” Nate had shouted.

She heard Owen curse, then say “She’s not my girlfriend, okay? Just some girl who latched on to me!” She didn’t stick around to hear anymore. He didn’t come after her. She felt as if she was alone again.

That was when she began comfort eating.

She watched sadly as the months went by and he became more and more like his brother, in both looks and personality. Where had the nice boy with the kind face gone? Where was her chivalrous Knight who cared about the feelings of others? She was sure he was still in there, he just needed someone sweet to bring him back out from behind his stroppy teenage persona. But he would never accept her looking the way she did; image had become too important to him.

Snapping her diary shut, Beatrice crawled under her bed and pulled out her tuck box. It was full of biscuits, packets of crisps and bars of chocolate. She put a post-it note that said “Help Yourself” on the largest box of biscuits and carried the whole lot down to the East Tower Common Room. She knew they wouldn’t last five minutes.

She went back to her room, put on her gym kit and snuck out to the school playing field. It was already dark though it was only early evening and she shivered in the cold February air as she did five laps. At dinner that night she ate a tuna salad.

Much later as she lay in bed, she closed the book she was reading and re-opened her diary.

As I was saying dear diary, today is the first day of the rest of my life. 

My father was fond of the phrase: “The journey of a thousand miles starts with a single step.”

It’s lettuce all the way from now on. This isn’t for Owen or I would have done it a long time ago. This is for me now, I have an opportunity and I want to be the best Beatrice I can be. Of course if I am at all successful and Owen happens to notice, well that’s just an added bonus.

She drew a little smiley face, returned her diary to its place under her pillow, turned out her bedside light and went to sleep.

Chapter Five

“Oh, why must a man like that be made unhappy when there are lots of girls about who would worship the very ground he trod on?” 

Bram Stoker, Dracula

“Hi.” Grace stood next to Ben and tried to resist touching him.

“Grace.” His voice was warm and deep and she liked it when he said her name. “Have a seat.” He snapped his laptop shut and indicated the chair opposite him.

She sat down, twisting her hands in her lap, until she noticed she was doing it and stopped abruptly. No one else ever made her this nervous.

She smiled at him. “You got the part of Quincey. Your Texan accent was good and you have the right look, I think.” She allowed her gaze to roam very briefly over his broad shoulders and chest. She bit her lip thinking how lucky Sophie was to be able to grope him as part of her role in the play.

He unconsciously tousled his hair as he smiled back at her, and she longed to reach out and run her fingers through it. It needed cutting, and was starting to curl, but she thought it had never looked so inviting. God, she had it bad.

“That’s great news. I didn’t think I’d get the part with Clem and Clarke messing about on the stage the way they were.”

“Yeah, they weren’t the only ones. I’m running out of places to hide the bodies of all the people who wound me up,” Grace said jokingly.

Ben was sympathetic. “It must be tough being Director, a lot of responsibility.” 

“It’s a thankless job, but I’ve got a lot of karma to burn off.” She hoped she was coming across as funny and not too spiky, but she was very tired.

Ben leaned closer and she could smell his aftershave. He smelt like sage and leather. She tried to remember if she was wearing perfume today; probably not. She inhaled deeply and then wondered why she was torturing herself. Fancying Ben, and doing nothing about it, was something she had learned to live with a long time ago.

“Um, Grace. Can I ask you something personal?” He lowered his voice.

Her breath caught, “Yes?”

“It’s about Rose. Are she and Leo a long-term thing?” Ben’s eyes watched her carefully and she saw just how much he cared.

Damn, damn, damn! She hadn’t realised until now that he had been all that serious about Rose. Their relationship had seemed very casual, sometimes weeks had passed between their spending time together. Rose always said that it was more a relationship of convenience, a partner to events, someone to dress up for, that kind of thing. She even said that he had been unbothered when she had told him that she was with Leo. Now Grace wondered if Rose had really known Ben very well. One look into his big brown eyes had shown Grace they were filled with longing. He must have been too shy to push his way further into Rose’s life.

“Sorry, Ben, but you need to move on.” She didn’t mean to be harsh but the last thing she wanted to do was get involved in a conversation about his chances with Rose.

“Right. Okay, thanks. Plenty more fish in the sea and all that.” He shifted away from her in his chair. She saw the shutters come down on his emotions. He hid them well. Much like herself, she thought.

She wanted to make him smile again. She wanted to be the one who comforted him, but it wasn’t appropriate. She hoped he would get over Rose quickly, but she didn’t really want him to find someone else. She stood up. “I’ll see you at rehearsals then?”

He nodded, but his attention was already lost. He reopened his laptop, so she walked away. He wasn’t the only one who needed to move on. She was determined to find someone new to fixate on as well. It was working for Sophie. Sophie hardly mentioned Jack’s name anymore. It was Torrin says this and Torrin says that all day long. Grace felt she could cheerfully strangle Sophie if she mentioned once more Torrin’s perfect “bod”. Rose was even worse; she didn’t say much but she was just so bloody happy all the time. She never concentrated on anything Grace said to her, she was always staring off into space with a dreamy look on her face, and she lit up like a Christmas tree whenever Leo walked into a room. When would it be Grace’s turn to have a boyfriend she could obsess over? When would anyone else compare to Ben Everest?

***
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Beatrice could hear Jenna coming all the way from the East Tower Common Room. Jenna’s footsteps pounded as she evidently took the stairs two at a time, before she whirl winded into their dorm room.

“Crumbs, Bea. Why didn’t you tell me you were auditioning for the play? I’ve just checked the cast list, you’ve got the part of Mina! You!”

“I know, Grace told me already.” Beatrice was too happy to be upset by Jenna’s obvious shock.

“But this is fantastic! I got a part too, Dracula’s tart. You know, the vamp who seduces Harker?” Jenna was clearly ecstatic, though it wasn’t a role Beatrice would want, never in a million. She tried to be pleased for her roommate.

Jenna and Beatrice gave the outward impression that they were good friends. But they weren’t really. Beatrice had stumbled in on Jenna crying in the bathroom during their first year and had been so kind that Jenna had confided in her. Her secret was that she was at Compass Court on a scholarship. Her parents had no money and she thought the other girls would tease her. Beatrice had been surprised; surely Jenna ought to be proud that she was so clever? Wasn’t a scholarship something to brag over? But Jenna had been adamant that she didn’t want anyone to know. Beatrice had considered sharing her own secret, that she was extremely rich, but it had seemed rather inappropriate so she had kept quiet. However, she was sure that Jenna suspected she had money. Beatrice had only one expensive weakness (apart from chocolate) and that was clothes. She deliberately chose designers that were not flashy with logos, but there was no hiding the fact that her clothes were extremely high end. Most people didn’t pay enough attention to Beatrice to realise what she was wearing, but Jenna was constantly pinching stuff from her wardrobe at the weekends, and there was no way she wouldn’t have noticed.

Not that Beatrice’s clothes fitted Jenna anymore. Jenna had a figure that Beatrice could only dream of. It was funny because Jenna had been short and skinny and had dark greasy hair when they started school, but over the years she had shot up in height, her hair had thickened, her eyes were almost feline and her face had become rather spectacular. Jenna had turned into a look-alike for Megan Fox. She was now very popular, especially with the boys, and was dating a boy from London who would turn up for her every other Saturday on his motorbike.

Beatrice had also treated Jenna to things all the time. If they went into the village then she paid for lunch. If they took a bus into town or went to the cinema then Beatrice got the tickets. Jenna didn’t merely take her clothes, she borrowed her sunglasses, her shoes, her makeup, even her iPad. Beatrice hadn’t minded, she had thought Jenna was her friend, but one day she overheard someone ask Jenna why she hung around with Beatrice. Jenna had laughed and cruelly said that standing next to Beatrice made her look taller and thinner.

That was the end of their close friendship as far as Beatrice was concerned, but she and Jenna still had to share a room. Jenna continued to be nice to her face, so Beatrice didn’t say anything, but she didn’t pay for anything again either.

Jenna handed Beatrice the cast list. “Take a look at who else is in it! You get to kiss Gabriel Brenner, you lucky lucky git! And we both get to kiss Alex Parkhurst – he’s pretty cute. In fact I get to rip his shirt off.”

Beatrice couldn’t help laughing along with Jenna, she was so shameless and made everything sound more fun than it probably was.

“I went and had a look at some of the costume designs. Yours is going to be rank. A Victorian dress, ankle length with a high neckline, you poor thing. Mine is totally revealing. I wonder if there is anyone I could seduce in it?” She ran her finger down the cast and crew lists.

“Ooh, what about Bradley Delacroi? I’ve always fancied him. Just like coffee and chocolate, some things are better black. And he is delicious.”

“What about Nick? Aren’t you seeing him anymore?” Beatrice said.

“Yeah, but I might dump him. He works as a waiter, for cripes sake. The boys here have a lot more money.”

Beatrice hid her disgust. She understood that Jenna was really just very insecure about being poor. “I thought you liked Nick. He’s crazy about you.”

Jenna sighed theatrically, “So many men, so few who can afford me. Just like coffee or chocolate, some things are better rich.” Jenna stopped at another name. “Oh, here we go. What about Ben? He’s not going out with Rose Falcon anymore. Plus he’s on the rugby team and fairly yummy. His dad works for Formula One, doesn’t he? He could invite me to Silverstone or something.”

Beatrice rolled her eyes. “I doubt it. But Ben doesn’t strike me as easy to seduce anyway.”

Jenna smiled wickedly, “Ah, that’s what you think. I think I can get anyone if I put my mind and body into it. Do you think you could subtly ask him if he’s seeing anyone else yet?”

“No way, my powers can only be used for good.” Beatrice shook her head firmly, glad at least to hear that Jenna wouldn’t try to steal anyone else’s boyfriend.

Jenna looked unperturbed. “I’m going to go and have a crack at warming him up now, he’s down in the Common Room. And just wait until you see my costume. It won’t be a question of if, but of when!”

Chapter Six

“I want to cut off her head, and take out her heart.”

Bram Stoker, Dracula

Grace was in a bad mood. Rehearsals were a nightmare of mistakes and her conversation with Ben had depressed her beyond belief. But now something far worse seemed to be happening. Ben must have taken her at her word. She had told him to move on but she didn’t want to see it happening right in front of her!

Grace had arrived at rehearsal early to discover a costume fitting in progress for Ben and Alex. Ben looked gorgeous in a cowboy hat, but draped all over him was Jenna Mayhew. She was helping him into a tight fitted jacket, stroking the fabric down his arms and across his wide shoulders.

Across the room, Alex was standing on a chair and Diana Carmel, who was in charge of costumes, was pinning his cuffs. At least that’s what she was supposed to be doing. Instead she and Alex were just staring into each other’s eyes, like lovesick puppies. Grace groaned inwardly. Not another couple getting together. These two had been giving each other signals for weeks, but were both too reserved to make any kind of move.

She coughed loudly and all four of them jumped.

Diana quickly grabbed a pincushion and dropped to her knees to work on the bottom of Alex’s trousers. At the same time he broke eye contact as well and took a great interest in the view out of the window.

Ben looked uncomfortable and tried to step slightly away from Jenna but she didn’t let him go; instead she put her hand on his chest in a gesture of possession. Her eyes issued a silent challenge to Grace. Grace looked away first – she didn’t want to give any indication of being interested.

“How are things going?” Grace directed the question at Diana.

“The costumes are marvellous.” It was Jenna who answered. “Mine is really sexy and full of evil intent.”

“See no evil, hear no evil, date no evil.” Grace couldn’t help herself from sniping a little. “Guys, are you nearly ready to change back? The others will be here for rehearsal in a minute.” Both Ben and Alex nodded and Jenna reluctantly released her hold. “We don’t need you today, Jenna, thanks,” she finished pointedly as the other three left the room.

“See you later, stud.” Jenna called out to Ben as he went out the door. Jenna paused as she reached Grace and eyed her clothes with mock horror. “Grace darling, whatever look you were going for today, you missed.”

Grace’s eyes widened slightly. She and Jenna hadn’t crossed paths much in the past, but she had no idea that the other girl was quite so catty. She was aware some girls did that to assert dominance, but why would someone as stunning as Jenna feel the need?

Grace kept her voice calm. “If I throw a stick will you leave?”

Anger flashed in Jenna’s eyes for a moment as she took in the implications of the comment. “I know he likes you, Grace, but do you really think you can get him if I want him?” Jenna laughed nastily and walked out.

Grace sat down on the nearest chair feeling bewildered. Firstly, what was wrong with her outfit? She had changed out of uniform into jeans and a tank top over a shirt after her last class, and didn’t think she was trying to achieve any particular look. Of course compared to Jenna, who had been wearing a black polo neck over black jeans, with her almost black hair in sharp contrast to her deep red lipstick, Grace supposed she did look a bit blah.

But that comment, I know he likes you, she had that all wrong. Had she meant, I know you like him? That would make more sense. But how would Jenna know? No one knew, unless she had been seen staring at him and obviously drooling. How embarrassing. Surely not?

I know he likes you. Jenna and Ben were both in the same Schoolhouse, East Tower. Maybe Jenna knew something she didn’t, or maybe she just meant “like” as in friends, nothing more. But then why issue a challenge? It certainly made Grace want to test whether Ben liked her liked her, and if Jenna was going to be such a piece of work then maybe she would enjoy competing with her.

For a moment Grace considered how she could get Ben before Jenna did. If he was going to rebound, then she would far rather it was with her. But then reality struck. It was Rose that he was rebounding from. One of her best friends. Grace couldn’t get involved in anything to do with Ben.

***
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The rest of the cast began to trickle in and soon they had everyone who was scheduled for the scene. Year Twelve was generally considered the “doss year”. GCSE Exams were taken in Year Eleven, and then the pupils dropped most of their subjects to focus on only three or four that they would sit exams for at the end of Year Thirteen, before graduating from the school. Having fewer subjects meant a lot less classes to attend, leaving lots of “free periods”, or “study periods” as the teachers called them. No one got serious about their A-levels until Year Thirteen, which meant that a lot of the Year Twelve pupils had the time to invest in the play. It was also a great way to gather extra credits if you were taking Drama or English A-levels.

Though everyone needed had attended for once, the rehearsal was yet another shambles of unlearnt lines and Grace felt her fuse getting shorter and shorter. Everyone’s excuse was that they had the Easter holidays to learn their part and that the play was ages away. She felt all wound up with no one to choke, though she fantasised about choking Jenna.

Gabriel too was getting irritated. He finally rounded on Beatrice as she stumbled over a poignant passage. “It’s all so bloody amateur. Mina would be in tears here. Can’t you express some kind of genuine emotion, you stupid girl?”

Grace jumped to her feet, ready to rip into Gabriel, but Jerry beat her to it. He had been sitting at the back of the hall but stormed up to the stage.

“Get a grip, Gabe, or I’ll get a grip on you, okay?” Jerry was pretty menacing when he wanted to be.

Grace didn’t interfere, much better that Gabriel should hear it from one of his friends; she didn’t fancy incurring his wrath as well, unless she had to. Gabriel could be seriously mean.

Gabriel nodded at Jerry, indicating he acknowledged what he was saying, but Beatrice was gone.

Gabriel stepped towards the wings to go after her. But Jerry pointed at him and said, “Stay! I’ll go, I expect you’re the last person she wants to see.” He left the room.

Gabriel shrugged and looked at Grace for direction. She jumped up. “Okay, let’s use the fact we have most of you here to work on the scene outside the castle instead. We don’t actually need you for this, Gabriel. Can you make it on Thursday? If Beatrice is okay then I’d like to see the scene with just the two of you, the one where Dracula and Mina meet again for the first time.”

***
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Jerry found Beatrice crying in an empty classroom at the far end of the main corridor.

Without thinking he walked over and put his arms around her. She was a big girl but he was much bigger. He played prop in the front row of the rugby team and was hard-packed muscle on more hard-packed muscle. In fact, as she wept on his shoulder, to him she felt almost fragile and thin. He patted her back and realized her clothes were made up a lot of her bulk.

“You’re losing weight,” he commented with concern. In surprise, Beatrice stopped crying. She hardly knew Jerry, except as Owen’s best friend; how would he know she was losing weight? Boys didn’t notice stuff like that, at least not about girls like her who weren’t popular or anything.

She sniffed a little. “Yes, I’m on a diet.”

“Okay, well, as long as it isn’t Brenner stressing you out too much. I know he’s being a tosser, but he split up from his girlfriend recently and he’s a bit down about it.”

“You’re really nice.” Beatrice looked at Jerry through wet lashes, noticing for the first time his slightly broken nose, his straight teeth and nice smile. His hair was like a thatch roof of dark red, and his ears had seen better days after being battered on the playing field, but the freckles all over his face were adorable. And he was really beefed out; he made her feel positively dainty. Not like Owen – he made her feel like an elephant – but Owen was the one she still dreamed of, though she wished she didn’t.

“Are you Owen’s assistant on the play?” She asked.

“Hah! More like his gopher.” He laughed bitterly. She looked confused and he clarified. “I go for this and go for that for him. A glorified slave, that’s me.”

“Why do you put up with it? Aren’t you supposed to be his friend?” Beatrice was curious.

“Because he doesn’t mean to be so chippy. He’s a good bloke underneath.”

Beatrice nodded. It was what she had always thought, and now Owen’s best friend had confirmed it. Owen was still a brave knight, his armour had just gotten a little rusty along the way.

Jerry used his sleeve to brush the last of the tears off her face. “Don’t let Gabriel upset you, he takes it too seriously.”

“It isn’t what he said,” Beatrice felt tears welling up again. “It’s because he was right. I want to act as a career, but I don’t have a tenth of his talent. I can’t even perform well in a stupid school play.”

“Are you serious? You want to do it professionally?” Gabriel’s voice made them both jump as he appeared in the doorway. “You are good, Beatrice, but not good enough.”

She silently agreed, and the tears began to trickle down her face again.

“But I’ll help you if you like.” Gabriel jerked his head at Jerry and then at the door. Jerry gave Beatrice a last pat and a reassuring smile before taking his cue to leave.

“You’ll help me?” Beatrice fumbled for a tissue. “Why?”

“Mostly because I care about the stupid school play.” He echoed her own words. “Do you want to work together to make it better?” When she nodded he continued. “Good. Can you do Wednesday evenings? Instead of prep? Fine, I’ll meet you in here tomorrow night at seven then.”

Beatrice stared at the door once he had walked out. What a turn-up for the books! He hadn’t apologised, but he’d offered to help her improve; if he wasn’t so scary she might just have hugged him. And Jerry – his kindness was totally unexpected too. Beatrice began to smile again.

Chapter Seven

“It is wonderful what tricks our dreams play us, and how conveniently we can imagine.” 

Bram Stoker, Dracula

Beatrice wiped her brow. It was her second session of being tutored by Gabriel and she was exhausted.

He had started the first evening by asking her if she knew about the “Stanislavski Technique”.

“I’ve read about it, but never used it,” she said, feeling like an idiot.

“It’s pretty much the same thing as the Americans call Method Acting. It’s basically drawing on memories and emotions from your own past and using that feeling to act realistically. Here, I’ve bought you my book on Stanislavski, read it before next week.”

So she read it, and now he was making her put it into practice. So far he had forced her to howl with laughter, to break down in tears, to go through a range of emotions she wasn’t sure she had ever felt that clearly the first time round. It was incredibly draining. Not to mention embarrassing, but she was determined to work through that.

Finally, he decided they would practice their first love scene. The idea scared the bejesus out of her. She had never kissed a boy in her life and now she had to kiss Gabriel Brenner. He was much taller than her, and much thinner too. He was so graceful and handsome that she felt it would be like touching a genuine angel, and her hands began to shake slightly.

Gabriel picked up the script. “Okay, so the first bit is a voice-over, we don’t have any lines; we just act it in silence, right? I’ll pick up my helmet and you sort of try to keep me from leaving, then we kiss. I’ll read the Prologue out first so we can hear it and then we’ll try acting it.” He began to intone: “Constantinople had fallen. Muslim Turks swept into Europe with a vast, superior force, striking at Romania, threatening all of Christendom. From Transylvania arose a Romanian knight, of the Sacred Order of the Dragon, known as Draculea. On the eve of the battle, his bride Elisabeta whom he prized above all things on earth knew that he must face an insurmountable force from which he might never return.”

Gabriel picked up an imaginary helmet and Beatrice tried for tears as she clung to his arm and attempted to pull him back from the door. Gabriel, his face full of resolution and sadness, pulled her against him in a crushing hug. The moment he looked down at her she knew he was about to kiss her, and Beatrice shut her eyes and puckered her lips.

Nothing happened.

She opened her eyes. Gabriel was still holding her close but obviously not about to kiss her, instead he seemed to be trying not to laugh.

“What?” she said self-consciously.

“You look like you’re going to kiss your Grannie, not your lover.”

“Oh.” She was lost trying to work out what she should do differently. How could she tell him that she was seventeen yet had never been kissed?

“We’re not going for a peck on the cheek here. Your beloved husband is about to leave for war! Try to think when you last felt real passion for someone.”

He looked down into her nervous eyes and read the truth there.

“Oh, right.” He rubbed the back of his neck thoughtfully. “I tell you what; let’s start with a gentle kiss, and work up to passionate, okay?”

She nodded, wishing her hands would stop shaking.

He smiled kindly. “Close your eyes. Tilt your head to the right, a little bit less. Open your mouth, not that much, just part your lips slightly and don’t use any tongue.”

His lips met hers and softly moved against her own.

It felt...nice.

He stopped and she opened her eyes.

“You alright so far?” he questioned, still looking as if he was trying not to laugh. “Of all the things I thought I’d have to teach you, this was not one of them.”

She grinned back at him shyly. “Did I do it right?”

He gave into his laughter. “Oh, Beatrice, we’ve only just started. You wait and see. I’m going to kiss you again now, but it will be a much deeper kiss. Just follow my lead.”

She closed her eyes again, tilted her head and parted her lips. His mouth brushed against hers once, twice, before their lips joined. He held her tightly and she tried to remember to breathe. He moved more this time, kissing the corners of her mouth, sucking at her bottom lip a little; his teeth nibbled on it and then she felt his tongue. He ran it across her lips, and despite his telling her not to use her tongue, she instinctively touched his with her own. He carried it on for a few more seconds, before breaking off again.

She opened her eyes slowly. She hadn’t wanted him to stop.

“Not bad, Miss Greene.” He teased her, “I think you’re a natural.”

She smiled at him dreamily, aware that she wasn’t nervous anymore. Gorgeous Gabriel had just kissed her, and she liked it.

When she was fifteen she had written in her diary about how she fantasised her first kiss would be. If she could go back and tell her fifteen-year-old self that it would happen with Gabriel Brenner, she would never have believed it.

A small part of her had always hoped it would be with Owen. Her face clouded slightly. She would be the envy of every single girl in the school if they knew she had just snogged Gabriel, but it wasn’t real. It would count as great practice, but her first kiss should have been with someone who properly liked her.

“Lang is an idiot.” Gabriel said grimly, watching her.

She stared at him for a second, wondering how he did that, how did he know what she was thinking. Then mortification kicked in. She covered her eyes with her hands.

“Oh my god. You know? Does he know?”

Gabriel removed her hands from her face gently. “Everybody knows. You could do a lot better.”

He ran one finger down her flushed bumpy cheek. “Do you want to do something about these spots?”

“Well, obviously!” She became defensive to cover her embarrassment.

“Mix some rock salt with a little lemon juice and rub it into them,” he advised.

“Really? Does that work?”

He nodded. “If your skin gets too dry from it, then beat an egg white and smear it on like a mask. Just don’t forget to wash it off after a few minutes or it will really smell!”

“That’s kind of a girly thing for you to know.” She started to laugh, feeling cheered up. She was really warming to Gabriel. He wasn’t nearly so cold as he made out.

“Nate got it out of one of his mother’s books. He had really bad acne in our third year. But don’t tell anyone or he’ll kill me.” They both laughed. “Right, then,” he said, getting all businesslike again. “Are you ready to try for passionate kissing?”

Her eyebrows shot up. “That wasn’t passionate?” she asked, referring to their last kiss.

He smiled and shook his head condescendingly. “Not yet, I’m afraid.”

“Ah, okay, well, let’s get it over with,” she joked, already feeling the adrenaline high at the thought of kissing him again.

Gabriel glanced at the door, double-checking the blind was down over the little window in it. Beatrice followed his gaze. 

“No one would believe it if they saw it,” she commented.

“You have to believe it, otherwise we can’t make it look real on the stage. Would it be so hard to feel something when you kiss me?”

Beatrice wasn’t sure how serious Gabriel was. Was he mocking the fact that she should be overcome by his kisses, because he was hot and she was a nobody, or was he not like that and genuinely concerned about the play? She knew he took his acting very seriously.

“I’ll try my best,” she said lightly.

“Okay. It’s going to be a bit more full on, stop me if you get uncomfortable.” Gabriel advanced on her and she giggled, getting nervous again.

This time he pulled her right against him; they seemed to be joined all the way from their feet to their mouths. She hadn’t ever been this intimate with anyone before, it felt weird but definitely passionate.

This time when he kissed her she knew what to expect and moved her mouth against his, following his pace. When his tongue touched her teeth she met it with her own and their tongues danced together. She bit down on his lip a little, and he seemed to like it and pulled her head even closer. His other hand roamed down her back and came to rest on her bottom, holding her firmly against him.

That was when she forgot it wasn’t real. Passion was definitely igniting inside her. She wanted to get even closer and her own hands moved up his back and into his hair. Gabriel almost crushed her mouth as the kiss went into over drive. She gave a soft moan of enjoyment and he released her instantly – putting a good foot of distance between them.

“Sorry.” She blushed yet again.

“No, I’m sorry.” He actually looked a bit flushed himself. “Blimey, it’s a good thing I’m not going out with Vanessa anymore, I think that would almost certainly have counted as cheating!”

“Was it passionate enough?” Beatrice was pretty sure it had been.

“Definitely. I think the kissing lesson can be called a success.” He rubbed the back of his neck again and Beatrice wondered if just maybe it was actually a nervous thing. It would be nice to think she had some effect on him too.

He cleared his throat. “So it will be like that on stage, only without the tongues and stuff. But you needed to experience it properly so you can remember how it looks when we fake it.”

She felt butterflies in her stomach. There was going to be more kissing. Not for real, but they had two scenes as well near the end where they kissed. At least she knew it was going to look realistic when they did. She just hoped she didn’t forget where she was again!

Gabriel looked at his watch. “Shall we go over the script for a bit? We’ve got about another half an hour. It can’t all be fun.” He moved away, trying to lighten the intensity between them.

She agreed and they sat down at a table, talking over some of the scenes. They didn’t mention the kiss again.

After half an hour had passed he yawned and stretched, and put his script back in his bag. As they tidied up the chairs he asked, “Will your parents be coming to the play?”

She shook her head, “No parents, they died when I was ten. I’ve only a got a grandmother, and I doubt she’ll come.”

“Me too!” He spoke before he’d thought about it. “I mean the bit about being ten. My mother died then. I’ve still got my dad though. I’m really sorry about your parents.”

She nodded, “I’m sorry about your mother. It’s a tough age to lose them, isn’t it? But it’s a long time ago now. I still get sad and lonely, but it’s easier than it was.”

Gabriel probed at the bitterness inside himself and decided it hadn’t eased at all over the last eight years. But he’d shared enough with Beatrice already – he had never told anyone at school about his mother except Nate – so he simply nodded and left the room.

Lying on his own bed ten minutes later, he looked at the photo of his father and his brother on his chest of drawers. He was luckier than Beatrice, he accepted; he hadn’t lost them as well. The three of them could have been so much closer if it hadn’t been for Francesca. She had swooped in to comfort the grieving widower only six months after his mother’s death. Though if it hadn’t been her it would have been one of the others, he acknowledged. Women had been visiting the house like vultures circling over a carcass. They were all desperate to be the next Lady of the Manor. Why his father couldn’t have just had fun with them instead of marrying one of them was something he had asked his father at the time. Even at ten he’d been a bit precocious. His father had sat him and Michael down and said he felt they needed a mother’s influence. Gabriel had sworn that Francesca would never be a mother to him but it was different for Michael, he’d been only eight when their mother died and he desperately craved the maternal comfort Francesca was offering. She had tried her best with Gabriel too but he had shunned her every attempt. Things had gone from bad to worse after the wedding. Francesca had begun to redecorate Wentworth Hall and Gabriel had freaked out at every change.

“How dare you take down those curtains!” he’d screamed at her once. “My mother loved those curtains.”

His father had taken him aside and pointed out none too gently that in fact his mother hadn’t given a damn about the curtains; she’d never actually done anything to change the house since the day she’d moved into it, preferring instead to channel her energy into the gardens, which remained just as she’d left them. The curtains had stayed and Gabriel had enjoyed the victory. But his victories were few and far between, and the crunch had come one dinnertime when Michael had accidentally called Francesca “Mummy”.

Francesca had looked so pleased, sitting at the table in his mother’s chair, that Gabriel had shot to his feet. “She isn’t our Mother!” he’d shouted, “She’s just some money-grabbing tramp!”

“My study, now!” his father had thundered back, as Francesca fled the room crying.

Following his father into the study, Gabriel had pre-empted his punishment.

“I want to go to boarding school. I’m eleven, I could start this September at Compass Court.”

Compass Court was the boarding school his father had attended. It was also the same school that his grandfather and even his father had all attended. Gabriel knew that his mother hadn’t wanted her sons to go to boarding school, that she had planned for him and Michael to attend the local school instead; but things had changed now, and he hoped his father would see that.

His father never did tell him off, had instead quietly said he’d think about it. Less than three months later Gabriel left for Compass Court. He’d expected Michael to join him there the following year, but Michael liked Francesca, he’d been given the choice and had chosen to stay at home.

Another victory for Francesca, he thought bitterly, his mind returning to the present day.

He felt good about the private rehearsal he and Beatrice had just had. Kissing her had definitely been pleasant; she had surprised him. She was a good kisser and much more passionate then he had expected. He was also sure she had what it took to be a professional actress. She worked really hard and didn’t shy away from looking like a fool. He made a mental note to talk to her about applying to the London Acting Academy, where he wanted to go. But he was cross with himself for getting carried away with the kiss. He hoped she didn’t read too much into it. He missed Vanessa so much it hurt.

Chapter Eight

“You don't know what it is to doubt everything, even yourself. You couldn't, not with eyebrows like yours.”

Bram Stoker, Dracula

Alexander Parkhurst was in the library studying when an envelope icon popped up on his computer screen. Clicking open his email, he was surprised to see it was from his brother Jack.

Jack hardly ever emailed him. Usually he only emailed their sister, Ellie. Despite the three-year age gap between them, Jack and Ellie had always been extremely close. Alex, as the middle brother, had often felt excluded. He didn’t say so but he envied their constant support of each other that didn’t seem to extend to him, and he was often irritated by their little codes and silly in-jokes and phrases that made both of them laugh but were meaningless to him.

They were so similar, both of them outgoing. It was tough being the only serious one in a family that were all so vivacious. Even his gentle mother had a devilish sense of humour, another quality that seemed to have passed him by. Their father, a Captain in the British Army, had always been ridiculously pleased by Jack’s sporting achievements, particularly the boxing, always clapping Jack on the back, calling him a chip off the old block, and boasting to his friends.

Alex’s entire school life at Compass Court seemed to have been blighted by the shadow of Jack. Jack the perfect Prefect, then Jack the handsome Head Boy.

It was only this year, now that Jack had left Compass and gone off to University, that Alex really felt he was starting to come out of his shell; “be his own man” as his dad would say.

He tried not to be jealous of Jack. His parents were always saying how proud they were of Alex being “the clever one” in the family. But the fact remained that although he and Jack were brothers and only two years apart, they had never been friends as well. When Jack was around, Alex felt...small.

Alex sometimes thought he might not be so well-adjusted if it hadn’t been for Rose.

Rose Falcon was his cousin and his best friend. They were both the same age and at the same school. Her family lived just down the road from his own parents and they had been close all their lives. Rose was kind and funny and really made him come out of himself. It had been her idea that he audition for the Year Twelve play – something he had found terrifying. But she had been so encouraging, and it had given him a massive boost merely to have been selected, yet alone given such a major part. He just hoped he was up to the job.

Shaking off his doubts, he opened the email from Jack.

Yo Bro.

Just been speaking with the Groans. It strikes me that as you and Rose are both turning seventeen during the Easter hols this year that we should have a massive par-tay! 

Top news from dad is that he is on his very last tour of duty, he’ll be back in the UK next week and they are giving him a promotion and a desk job. Deffo cause for celebration. Also just heard that the Falcons are on route back from Venezuela and planning to stick around for the foreseeable, so they will be totally up for throwing a big party for Rose this year. I suggested we have it in our garden, a marquee, the whole shebang.

Happy dayz all round. Are you in?

Alex stared at the screen for a while, his mind turning over the implications of a big party in his honour. He shied away from the limelight normally, but he would be sharing it with Rose. There was another consideration too...Diana.

Alex was totally smitten by Diana. She was beautiful but unobtainable. She was always so silent but she glowed with a radiance that was practically angelic. He knew he had put her on a pedestal, that she couldn’t be as perfect as he felt her to be, but she seemed to him to embody all that was feminine. Her long dark hair, her perfect porcelain white skin, her dark blue eyes and her sad smile. She was his Mona Lisa. The only problem was that the pedestal he had put her on was so high that she was now totally out of his reach.

He was utterly tongue-tied in her presence. Sometimes he felt as if she smiled a little brighter just for him, but he was still unable to string together a coherent sentence when she looked his way.

But Diana shared a room with Rose, and recently the two of them had formed a new friendship bond when Rose began dating Leo, who was Diana’s best friend. If Alex and Rose had a joint birthday party then Rose was bound to invite Diana. It would be a perfect opportunity to tell her how he felt. Or at least talk to her...

He began to type.

Hi Jack

Hope you are still enjoying Manchester. Have you started doing any actual studying yet or are you still out painting the town every night?

I’ll talk to Rose but yes, I think it is a great idea to have a party. I’m so pleased about dad, mum must be ecstatic. I’m also very relieved the Falcons are coming home safe and sound, I know Rose and Toby were really worried.

No news here, except that I have a part in the Year Twelve play.

A.

A response came back immediately.

Wild horses bro! I’ll be at the play with bells on... See you at Easter

Alex closed his eyes briefly. He didn’t want Jack to come to the play. He had deliberately played down how big his role was. What if he made a total fool of himself up on stage? But his parents would have told Jack about it anyway, so he was just going to have to strap on a pair and do his best.

He shut down his computer and went to find Rose to share all the news.

***
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In his halls of residence in Manchester, Jack smiled. The first stage of his game plan had been set in action. If Alex and Rose had a party, then Rose would invite Sophie.

A party would be the perfect setting to convince Sophie to like him again. He just needed some ambient music, some soft lighting and some time alone with her. He was sure that with a little persuasion she would drop into the palm of his hand like a ripe plum.

He picked up the photo he had swiped from Alex’s room on his last visit home for a weekend. It must have been taken in the summer sometime. It showed Alex, Rose, Grace and Sophie sitting on the bank of the river outside Compass Court. They were all laughing at something on the river. Sophie had one arm slung around Rose’s shoulders and she was wearing a bright pink fifties-style dress.

He’d been an idiot to reject her, because now she was the one rejecting him.

He was still sure that a long-distance relationship wouldn’t work, but he wanted, needed, another chance with her. She was eating into his thoughts, distracting him from his studies, and even worse, he had completely lost interest in other girls.

He was fairly sure it was just a case of wanting what he couldn’t have. She’d always liked him and he’d taken it for granted that she always would. He was determined to win back her affections; maybe then he could let it go and enjoy Uni without the thought of her distracting him anymore.

He put the photo back on the pinboard over his desk. Yes, with a little careful strategy he could once again have her whenever he wanted her.

Chapter Nine

“I could not resist the temptation of mystifying him a bit, I suppose it is some taste of the original apple that remains still in our mouths.” 

Bram Stoker, Dracula

Alex didn’t see Rose until breakfast the next morning. He got down early, but Rose and Ellie had beaten him to it. It was unusual to see Ellie so early but she had spent the previous evening in the Games Room and had neglected to finish her prep before her first class that morning. Alex could hear her muttering Latin verbs as she scribbled in her book while trying to pour milk into a bowl of cereal.

He quickly updated them both on his email exchange with Jack.

“A party?” Rose looked both excited and apprehensive.

“You don’t like the idea?” Alex said.

“It’s not that, it would be wonderful to all get together. It’s just that, well, I haven’t told my parents about Leo. I can’t have a party and not invite him. But they are going to hit the roof and might not let me see him anymore.”

“You’re going to be seventeen, Rose.” Alex tried for a calming tone. “They can’t stop you. Plus you guys have been together about four months now, and it’s obviously serious between you, isn’t it time you told them?”

“Carpe Diem!” chimed in Ellie. “It means seize the day.”

“I know what it means.” Rose looked stressed. “I just don’t think they will let me invite him. In fact, I doubt his parents would let him come either.”

Rose and Leo had a bit of a forbidden love thing going on. Her parents, as investigative journalists, had been instrumental in putting Leo’s uncle in prison, a situation that meant a lot of hostility between both families. Leo sometimes joked about their being a modern-day Romeo and Juliet, but Rose found the analogy disconcerting, especially as she was fairly sure both Romeo and Juliet died in the end. Still it wasn’t as if her parents would literally kill her for going out with Leo. She couldn’t be quite so sure about his, though; after all, his uncle was a pretty nasty gangster who probably had killed someone. And Leo had been just as scared as she had been to tell his own dad.

“Can I invite Nate?” Ellie said. “Of course the parents will hit the roof if I tell them I’ve got a boyfriend who’s older than me, but we could just pretend he’s one of your friends instead, can’t we, Alex?”

Rose lit up. “Ellie, that’s brilliant! Alex, you can invite Leo as one of your guests and they need never know.”

Alex nodded, “Okay, that might work,” He dropped his voice so that only Rose could hear him. “Do you think you could invite Diana as one of your guests? I’d like to ask her, but you know...” Alex blushed.

Rose smiled. She knew perfectly well that Alex was a walking disaster when it came to Diana. She had been trying to get them together for ages, but neither of them seemed capable of taking the initiative, and Diana was a closed book when it came to sharing her feelings.

“No problem. I’m fairly sure Grace was going to invite Diana to stay with her for a few days of the holidays. Her parents make her study the whole time unless she has a friend there, and Diana’s home life is kind of difficult, so they could come together.”

As soon as Grace, Sophie and Diana joined them at the breakfast table, the girls began to plan the party in detail, right up until the second bell rang and they had to run to get their books before they were late for class.

***
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Flora was studying when Ellie came into their dorm room. At least she was pretending to study. She was listening to One Direction on her iPod and trying out her name with each of their surnames. She quickly flicked the pages of her notebook back to her scribbles on Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing and pulled out her headphones.

“Working hard?” Ellie grinned, as Flora accidentally let her concealed iPod fall off her lap and onto the floor in front of her.

“Don’t you start. I’ve had Shakespeare up to here – why are you Brits so obsessed with him? Why can’t we study the poetry of modern songs or something? Do you know how well-written some of the lyrics are?” She began to hum an intro.

“Don’t sing!” Ellie cut her off with a laugh. “I’ve heard you singing in the shower and it’s not ‘music to mine ears’,” she quoted.

“Shakespeare show-off!” Flora countered, “When you sing, dogs start howling and windows shatter.”

“So true,” Ellie sighed theatrically, “But it was too much to hope for that I should be blessed with this much beauty and be talented as well. Alas, I have the voice of a strangled cat. Anyway, enough of this nonsense, guess who’s having a party this Easter? Alex and Rose. Their birthdays are only a couple of days apart and this year they get a proper grown-up party with any friends they like! I’m going to invite Nate and I thought I could get him to bring Gabriel too.” Ellie sat back on her bed, clearly waiting for whoops of joy.

“I won’t be here, remember.” Flora looked dejected.

“Oh bleh, I’d forgotten that.” Ellie looked dejected too. “Do you have to go back to America?”

Flora nodded. “I’m not looking forward to it, but I haven’t seen my dad in ages. And I do miss him. Though I’m totally bummed at the idea of three weeks with my ugly stepmother. But on the bright side, I bet she’s dreading it even more than me. I fully intend to be as obnoxious as possible to her. I can’t believe I’ll miss the party, though. It would have been a good opportunity to flirt with Gabriel; do you really think he would have been there?”

“Nah, probably not. He’s not really good friends with Rose or Alex. It was a silly idea.”

“We still have a couple of weeks before Easter. Should we go to the Games Room again tonight and see if Gabriel is there?” Flora felt increasingly desperate to see him at any opportunity before they were separated for three whole weeks.

“Yeah, if you like. Maybe it would be better if I just asked Nate what nights they were going to be there. We’re both way behind on our prep. Have you finished that Churchill essay?”

Flora shook her head.

“Me neither.” Ellie chewed her lip. “I don’t want to put a downer on you getting together with Gabriel but we haven’t really made a lot of progress, have we?”

“Do you think it’s hopeless?” Flora fiddled with her shoelaces, pulling them undone and then retying them. “I thought that I might have a chance when he broke up with Vanessa on Valentine’s Day. Do you remember how he came over and talked to us for ages? I mean I know Nate was with us, but I thought he was really noticing me that night.”

“I agree, I think he likes you, but maybe he hasn’t seen you as girlfriend material yet? Not to be offensive, but you are totally different from his ex-girlfriend. Of course, you’re just as pretty,” Ellie hastened to add, “just quite a bit younger.”

Flora sighed. “Let’s be honest, he’s barely spoken to me since then. All those nights we spend in the Games Room, and all those Saturdays we’ve gone to the pub in Oakworth with their group, he still doesn’t see me.”

“What about last week when he bought you that Coke?” Ellie tried to sound positive. “And that time he said your freckles were cute? And that time you wore that bandana in your hair and he said it suited you.”

“But you asked him if he thought it suited me.” Flora twiddled her laces again. “And he bought you a drink as well last week. He only talks to us because you’re dating Nate.”

Ellie pursed her lips. “Well, maybe we need to up your game a bit. We need to get a bit more clever about getting him to notice you. We should find out exactly what he likes, maybe he has some kooky perversion you could cash in on.”

Ellie laughed as Flora looked startled. “Okay, maybe not that. But we do know he likes a more mature woman. I know, you need a make-over!”

Flora began to feel excited. “Not too much, though, I don’t want it to be too obvious.”

Ellie nodded. “A shorter skirt would be easy, we can turn up your school skirt at the waist, just roll it over a few times; you’ve got nice legs. Wear my black shoes, we’re the same size and they have a higher heel than yours. What about your hair, would you consider a ponytail instead of a plait? Good, what else can we do? Ooh, I know, you need more bust, let’s pad out your bra.”

“Oh, I’m not sure about that. I mean, I hardly ever even wear a bra, wouldn’t it be obvious if I suddenly grew a massive chest?”

“We won’t overdo it. Just a few cotton wool balls on either side. Just to give you a bit more shape. No cleavage or anything. Go and have a shower, I’ll text Nate and find out where Gabriel is going to be tonight.”

***
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The courtyard was quiet and appeared empty. It was certainly late. Flora had hung around in the library until closing time so that she and Gabriel left together. When the librarian had kicked them out she had had to scramble to collect her books, as he had merely folded his laptop shut before getting up to leave. Outside she knew she would have limited time to walk with him before they went in different directions to their respective schoolhouses. They both had to cross the courtyard, and then she would be turning right to West Tower and he would be going left to North Tower.

She quickened her pace until she was just behind him. Should she just call his name and say Hi? She racked her brains for something more intelligent, but came up with nothing. Drawing level with him, she settled for a simple light and breezy tone.

“The evenings are getting warmer, aren’t they? It’s hard to believe it’s after nine.”

Gabriel paused mid-step and turned his shark smile on her – the one that showed his perfect white teeth but contained no warmth.

“Little Flora. Again.” He reached out and took her arm. “Come over here.”

He practically pushed her over to the wall, on a side of the courtyard that was in shadow. She felt the lumpy stone granite at her back as she came up against it. He stopped only a few inches from her face, his body close but not touching hers.

His lips brushed the hair by her ear as he leaned forward and spoke in a low tone that seemed somehow menacing.

“What exactly is it you want from me, Flora?”

She tried to pull back a little, but there was nowhere to go. He put one hand on the wall by her head and the other on her bare leg. His hand moved slowly up her leg, from just above her knee, up to the hem of her skirt. He stopped mid-thigh.

“Is this what you want, Flora? Do you want me make a woman out of you? Right here, right now?”

She squeaked and pressed further back into the wall, her eyes darting from side to side. 

“No!” she managed at last.

“Are you sure? Because it seems to me that you’re begging me for it.” He moved his hand to hold her chin. His mouth came down on hers and he kissed her. It was a hard passionless kiss.

Flora felt her knees wobble. It was everything she’d wanted, but not like this. Then just as suddenly he released her.

“Time to run, little Flora, or you might get what you thought you wanted. Go now, and don’t look back!”

She took him at his word and fled across the courtyard and into the main hall. His mocking laughter followed her all the way.

Reaching the door to her dormitory, breathless, she couldn’t face any questions. Instead she made her way into the girls’ bathroom opposite, which was thankfully empty. Looking at herself in the mirror, she finally faced the truth. He didn’t give a damn about her, he hadn’t even noticed her in the library, and he had shown her very clearly that she was totally out of her depth with him. He was sophisticated and worldly, she was just a country girl with no experience at all. He had kissed her to teach her a lesson, nothing more. He hadn’t kissed her with any feeling whatsoever, it had just been to punish her for being so presumptuous as to think he might actually be interested.

It was one thing for uber-confident Ellie to go out with Nate, but Flora knew she just wasn’t in Gabriel’s league.

She splashed some cold water on her face to distract herself from bursting into tears. She had truly thought that when they finally kissed it would be a memory she would treasure forever; instead it had left nothing but an impression of coldness. Would that still have been true if he’d kissed her gently? She wasn’t at all sure it would. Part of her was already wondering if she would have let him go a lot further if only he’d been tender with her, but the other part of her was already accepting that she’d been deluded. Whatever feelings she had thought there were between them had only been in her own imagination. There had been none of the chemistry that she could see flaring between Ellie and Nate whenever they were in the same room. Gabriel had felt nothing, and funnily enough, when he had actually kissed her and touched her, she had felt nothing too.

She sank down on the floor by the sinks and tried to comprehend what that meant. She had spent so many months thinking she was in love with him. Did it mean that actually she wasn’t? Or was it just because he felt nothing that it didn’t work? Did attraction have to be two ways?

After a few deep breaths she felt calmer. She was still confused about her feelings. All those months of obsessing about him and now she wasn’t sure he was right for her after all. 

***
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Gabriel stopped smiling the minute Flora disappeared from view. He hadn’t meant to be quite so tough on her. But her crush on him was getting annoying. She was a sweet girl and he hoped he hadn’t scared her too much, he just wanted to put her off. Mind you, he reflected walking back to his dorm, it had been rather tempting just for a moment there. He had seen her in the library, she looked quite lovely with her hair swinging in a ponytail rather than that awful childish plait she so often wore. If only she played it a bit cool, but she was like a cuddly Labrador, just waiting to be stroked and petted, and he knew himself well enough to know that if girls were too nice he ended up treating them like dirt.

He’d done her a favour by staying cold. Hopefully that would be the end of it now and she’d move on and find someone more suitable.

It could have been pleasant though, and just for a second, when he put his hand on her leg, he had actually considered kissing her as if he meant it. She would have been sweet and adoring, and he missed the warmth of having someone. 

He thought again about Vanessa. She had tried to ring him several times since they broke up, but he had ignored her calls. What was the point in dragging it out? She’d blown it with him; once it was over he didn’t go back.

Chapter Ten

“There was a deliberate voluptuousness that was both thrilling and repulsive. And as she arched her neck she actually licked her lips like an animal till I could see in the moonlight the moisture. Then lapped the white, sharp teeth. Lower and lower went her head. I closed my eyes in a languorous ecstasy and waited.”

Bram Stoker, Dracula

Out of habit Grace walked the long way to rehearsal. It was Friday at three-thirty, and Ben finished Chemistry on a Friday at three-thirty. Grace found her legs taking her past the Chemistry Lab as usual as the classroom emptied.

She generally just smiled at Ben as she went past. It was one of the many times a day that they “accidentally” saw each other. She knew it was kind of creepy that she had memorised his entire timetable, and that her seeing him each day in this way was tantamount to stalking, but it was only for a few moments; she never did anything or spoke to him for the most part. Perhaps the occasional “hi” would be exchanged. Once or twice he had walked with her as they had gone on to another part of the school. She had treasured those moments.

This particular Friday she wished she had taken a different route. As Ben fell into step beside her she realised that his presence had become more of a torture than a pleasure.

“Off to rehearsal?” he asked.

“Yes, thankfully just this last one to get through before the holidays. Let’s hope everyone will have learnt their lines by the time we get back next term. I hate having to tell them off all the time.” She rolled her shoulders at the thought of it.

“Oh dear.” Ben looked guilty. “I’ll make sure I know all mine, I promise.”

“It’s not you,” she reassured him. “Alex and Sophie have a lot of work to do, and Liam Anderson. I think taking on the role of Van Helsing was a bit more demanding than he anticipated. He’s already taking five A-levels, plus he’s a Prefect, so I think he’s being stretched a bit thin. Thank goodness I don’t have to worry about Gabriel or Beatrice, they’ve both been brilliant and seem to be doing loads of extra rehearsal in their own time.”

Ben nodded thoughtfully. “And I suppose you’re responsible for finding something for all the other people to do as well? Doesn’t everyone in our entire year have to contribute in some way?”

“Unfortunately yes. The good news is that everyone doing Drama A-level is keen to work on it. The people doing Art or English have also got involved in the sets and the script and stuff. It’s finding tasks for the people who aren’t actually interested that’s a challenge. Thankfully there are a ton of easy jobs to do on the night of the actual performance. Selling programmes and showing parents to their seats, that kind of thing.” Grace felt weary, and wondered why on earth she had agreed to be director. It had just been so nice to be recognised for a change, to know that her fellow students had actually voted for her because they thought she could be good at it. In her low moments she wondered if they had selected her because she was a sucker who would do all the hard work.

She changed the subject. “So, we’re playing Clifton tomorrow?”

The rugby match scheduled for the next day was a big deal. Compass Court First Fifteen Team was made up of pupils from years Twelve and Thirteen, and playing against Clifton usually presented an exciting game. Most of the upper school would turn out to watch it. Ben had been a fixture in the team all year.

“Yeah, bring it on. I hope you’ll wear our colours again?” Ben shot a glance at Grace.

She flushed. When had he noticed that she wore the colours? Compass Court played in rather distinctive green and yellow striped shirts. Not the kind of colours you saw together very often. But Grace had been shopping in London last summer and had seen a kilt in a green and yellow check that had been a dead ringer for the rugby colours. She had worn it to every single home game this season.

“Oh, um, well, I just thought it was in keeping, you know?” She tripped over her feet in embarrassment.

“You have to wear it again tomorrow. The boys and me are superstitious about stuff like that. Maybe you haven’t noticed, but we haven’t lost a single game when you’ve been there in that skirt.”

Grace turned brick red. Had the whole team been talking about her skirt? Surely not – there were any number of people with scarves knitted in the colours, and lots of younger boys who bought rugby shirts in the colours from the school shop.

“I’ll be there,” she mumbled. After all, she was always there, she had watched every home match played since the day Ben had taken up rugby five years ago.

Together they climbed the stairs to the school theatre.

In the large room behind the stage Diana was conducting another costume fitting. Today’s rehearsal was for the scene where all the lead characters storm Castle Dracula.

Gabriel, Beatrice, Liam, Alex and Jenna were already there in full costume.

Jenna blew Ben a kiss as he entered the room and he grinned shyly at her. Grace felt her heart drop: they were clearly a couple now. She struggled to hide her dislike of the other girl and tried to avoid looking at her. Jenna, who generally managed to look amazing even in school uniform, was ridiculously sexy in her Bride of Dracula dress. Grace, who was still in uniform, miserably wished she had the figure to carry off a dress like that, but she knew she didn’t, never in a million years.

Ben picked his costume off the clothes rail and slipped into one of the three small dressing rooms to change.

“We thought we might do it in costume today,” Owen told Grace as he entered through the backstage door. “See if it makes everyone up their game a bit by feeling more in character.”

“Good idea.” Grace nodded. She walked out on to the stage. The set was really coming together as well. Leo and Rose, who were both taking Art A-level, had done a wonderful backdrop of the castle against a full moon, and had half finished painting cardboard gates giving an entrance into the supposed courtyard of the castle.

Before the stage a small group had gathered. Friends of the cast had snuck in to watch the rehearsal. Grace sighed. It was hard keeping them out, usually she got rid of the crowd to help the actors focus, but today she just couldn’t be bothered. Perhaps their presence would be another incentive for the cast to make an effort with their performance.

Owen and Pam were backstage instructing the actors, so Grace took herself to a seat in front of the stage next to Sophie, who was lounging in the allocated Assistant Director’s chair. She had her feet up on the table in front of her and was noisily going through a bag of crisps.

“You’ll have to move when Felicity gets here,” Grace warned her. She looked round. “Where are Felicity and Bradley?”

Sophie coughed delicately. “I think you might find they are making use of Dressing Room Three.”

“Oh for goodness sake!” Grace jumped up and shouted through the curtains. “Felicity! Get your bum out here right now, we’re about to start.”

Sophie smirked and moved back a row. “Calm down, Gracie, it’s supposed to be fun.”

Grace slumped into her seat. “Sorry, I’m having a bad day.”

“Relax, sweetie. It’s the holidays next week. Everyone is already on de-mob and there’s no point in stressing. I’m sure they’ll all take it much more seriously next term, it just feels such a long way off at the moment.” Sophie leaned forward and massaged Grace’s shoulders.

Grace smiled at her gratefully. Sophie was right, and everyone would probably do better if they were enjoying it anyway. She really had to chill out.

Felicity St John appeared looking a bit red-faced, followed by Bradley Delacroi, who looked decidedly pleased with himself. Owen Lang and Pam McBride also took their seats.

Now that she had her full team assembled, Grace nodded to Jerry Doury, who was manning the stage curtains. They swept back and the small audience of cast friends behind her gave a reassuring murmur of admiration.

She began to relax. The set did look fantastic, and as Liam, Alex, Ben and Beatrice came onto the stage, she was really pleased with their costumes too. The boys looked every bit Victorian gentlemen, and Beatrice, in a bottle-green velvet dress with ruffled sleeves and a bustle, actually looked quite lovely. Grace realised Beatrice must already be wearing the corset as well; her waist was almost tiny, and the bustle gave her some great curves. She studied Beatrice – she was sure her face looked thinner too, and less spotty. Once they added in the stage make-up, she would really look the part. Grace felt really pleased she had talked the others into giving Beatrice that role.

***
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Up on stage Beatrice was acting her socks off. Not that she was wearing socks with the awful dress they had put her in, but she felt every bit the part of Mina, calling for her true love.

Beatrice felt dreadfully sorry for Gabriel; he was currently in a coffin by the “door” to the castle, waiting for his cue. It was supposed to be full of earth, but thankfully Grace and Owen had decided to line it with black silks instead because it would have taken him too long to wash it all off before the next scene.

Beatrice saw the unusually large audience of at least twenty people and felt her hands begin to shake slightly. Would they carry on after this scene and make her and Gabriel do the final scene, which came next, where they kiss again?

Over the last two weeks Gabriel had kissed her five more times in their one-to-one rehearsals. Each time it had felt more and more intimate. She was starting to get comfortable with his hands on her. In general she wasn’t used to being touched, but Gabriel was so clearly at ease having his hands full of female, that she had become accustomed to it. But that had always been in private. It wasn’t the same thing at all to do it with everyone watching. Would they laugh? Would Owen?

***
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Grace was feeling happier with every minute. Clearly having the actors in costume and the audience present was having a good effect. Gabriel and Beatrice were word perfect, and when they were on stage it seemed to energise the performance of the others as well. She was just starting to think it was all going to be all right, when Jenna appeared on set. She was higher up than the others, on a raised area looking down at the men and Mina. Her black dress was laced tightly down the front with red lace peeping over the low-cut neckline. Her black hair swung as she crawled back and forth on the “battlement” baiting the group below.

“She’s going to fall out of that dress if she’s not careful,” Sophie whispered cheerfully behind Grace.

“Let’s hope so,” Grace heard Owen mutter beside her. Pam poked him hard in the ribs.

“Whore of Satan!” shouted Liam on stage. Grace wholeheartedly agreed. Jenna was giving an excellent performance of lip-licking and pouting clearly captivating to the male members of the audience.

With Liam and Beatrice “trapped” inside a circle of salt, it was up to Alex and Ben to deal with Jenna.

She jumped down on to the stage, showing a great deal of leg and red lace petticoat as she did so. She was clearly enjoying herself; she hissed at them theatrically through her fangs, before spinning round knocking them both onto their backs at either end of the stage. 

Grace winced. She would have to get some kind of padding for them to land on next time; both boys had done a very ham-fisted job of falling realistically.

Jenna turned her attention on Ben, who lay nearest, and crawled over his body. Pressing herself against him, she held him down.

Grace watched as if it was happening in slow motion. She gritted her teeth until it ached. Jenna straddled Ben, then she turned his head away and licked his neck.

Grace heard a loud crack and looked down to find the pencil she was holding snapped cleanly in two. She reluctantly looked back up.

Jenna made a show of sinking her fangs into Ben’s neck. With Ben facing away from the audience, Grace was unsure of his expression, but she was willing to bet good money that he was enjoying every second of the erotic embrace. She was horrified to feel tears welling up in her eyes.

Grace was just wondering if she could stand another second, when Alex charged across the stage, swinging his sword, and cut off Jenna’s head.

Grace almost cheered as the fake head bounced across the stage, lobbed by Jerry from the wings, and Jenna collapsed across Ben’s chest, with her real head tucked behind his broad shoulders.

Ben heaved her off him, careful to use his body to block hers from view, then he and Alex pulled her offstage “to burn the corpse”.

Beatrice freed herself of the circle and ran to the coffin containing Gabriel; he broke out of it looking weak and old. Liam managed to hold off Beatrice and stab Gabriel in the back, while Beatrice screamed and fought theatrically. Then, threatening Liam with the dagger, Beatrice dragged herself and Gabriel through the fake cardboard door of the castle.

“Curtain!” yelled Owen. Grace put her head in her hands. She actually felt a bit sick after watching Jenna and Ben. She wasn’t sure how many times she would be able to sit through that scene again. They would all be waiting backstage now for her to go and discuss it with them. Or worse, what if Owen thought they should act it again and again and again right now? After all, it had been far from perfect.

Jenna and Ben were probably all over each other backstage as well. She got unsteadily to her feet and addressed Owen, “I’m really sorry, I’ve got an awful headache, would you mind if I left you to it for now? Felicity has a copy of all my notes, and there is only one scene left to do.”

“Do you want me to come with you?” Sophie put her hand on Grace’s arm. “You look kind of upset.”

“No, I’m fine, really. I just need some fresh air and a few minutes to myself.”

Sophie frowned; she knew her friend too well to accept her words at face value.

“Please,” Grace said, giving Sophie a look that begged her not to argue.

The crease deepened on Sophie’s forehead as she watched Grace shove her notepad in her bag, and then head out the door not looking at anyone. 

She didn’t think Grace felt unwell. Grace had been cracking her neck all through the rehearsal, the way she always unconsciously did when she was feeling stressed.

Sophie had a suspicion about what was stressing Grace out, but surely it couldn’t be what she thought it might be? She pondered the situation for a few moments, then pulled out her phone and began to text Rose.

Chapter Eleven

“I am all in a sea of wonders. I think strange things, which I dare not confess to my own soul.”

Bram Stoker, Dracula

“Okay everyone, can we move onto the last scene while we’ve got you all here? This is our last rehearsal before Easter break, so it would be great to actually get to the end of the play.” Owen stopped shouting and dropped his voice so only Pam could hear him, “Chances are they’ll mess their way through this one as well. At least we should get some good comedy value when Beatrice kisses Gabe, I can’t wait to see his face.”

It was only a short scene but Beatrice was incredibly nervous. So far she had managed to stay focussed on the play and ignore all the people watching, but she’d had all the others about her and a lot of the attention would have been on Jenna. Now she had to do the final scene, which included a kiss.

The sets had been quickly changed, the castle was gone as they were now inside, but the set for the interior hadn’t been made yet so she just had to visualise where they were. 

Ben was now supposed to be dead from his wounds, and Liam and Alex delivered a few lines and then left. It was just her and Gabriel.

He lay on his back on the floor of the stage and she knelt beside him. She stroked his cheek. “My love,” she tried to project a tearful voice, “I am beside thee.”

Gabriel clutched her skirts, coughed, and cried out for her to hold him. Damn, she loved acting with Gabriel!

“Give me peace,” he beseeched her. She picked up the dagger with genuinely shaking hands and plunged it into his heart. His back arched in awful agony, though in reality the knife was rubber. He looked up at her with such tenderness and love in his eyes that the wolf whistles of the audience just melted away. She bent her head and passionately kissed the hell out of her Romanian Prince.

***
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“Is there something you want to tell me?” Jenna teased Beatrice later as they climbed the stairs to their room.

“Like what?” Beatrice was genuinely confused.

“Like you and Gabriel Brenner. You dark horse! Are you guys having a secret fling or something” Because if you are you totally gave the game away.”

“What are you talking about?” Beatrice was quietly thrilled that Jenna would even consider it a possibility.

“That hilarious scene at the end.” Jenna started to laugh thinking about it.

“Hilarious?” Beatrice looked stricken. It was supposed to be sad and poignant, not funny!

“Yeah, totally hilarious. Owen Lang jumping up and down shouting ‘cut’ like it was a film set or something, and you and Gabriel openly smooching completely oblivious to his tantrum. He was literally going to rip the two of you apart if you’d carried on much longer.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, totally flipped out. So are you and Gabriel having a thang” Because it sure looked like it. For someone who was supposed to be dying he was certainly giving you a tongue-full!”

“Don’t be silly. Why would someone like Gabriel go for someone like me?” Beatrice kept her voice neutral.

“Why not?” Jenna actually seemed genuinely surprised. Beatrice wanted to hug her in that moment; no one else would surely think it at all likely, but how nice that Jenna was acting as if it were.

“I’m afraid not, sorry.” Beatrice gave her a rueful smile. “Gabriel is a consummate professional when it comes to acting.”

“Bull! He was still kissing you long after he was supposed to be dead, and you both looked like you were enjoying it. You must have kissed before, it wasn’t remotely awkward between the two of you. I could tell, and so could Owen.” Jenna began to giggle again at the memory.

“Well, we have rehearsed the kissing a bit,” Beatrice confessed.

“Rehearsed it a lot I would say.” Jenna nudged her suggestively. “So what about Owen?”

“What about Owen?” Beatrice knew what Jenna was really asking. Back when the two of them had been close friends, Beatrice had confided in Jenna about her feelings for Owen Lang. Jenna had been unable to see what Beatrice saw in him, but she had been sympathetic over his cold treatment of Beatrice.

“Well, do you like him anymore? I think you and Gabriel surprised him with your tongue session, and he definitely didn’t like it. It looked like jealousy to me.”

“There were no tongues,” Beatrice said absentmindedly and not altogether truthfully. She was trying to weigh up how she felt about the possibility that Owen might be jealous. But the reality was that he had probably just been cross about them kissing a bit more than was necessary for the scene. She wasn’t sure why they had kissed for that long. She only knew that Gabriel had made her feel “in the moment” and that she had forgotten everyone else was even there. She certainly hadn’t been thinking about Owen.

Would Owen care even a tiny bit that she had kissed Gabriel?

***
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“Why do you care so much that I was kissing Beatrice?” Gabriel folded his hands behind his head and relaxed on his bed. “You’ve made it clear that you don’t want her.”

Owen continued his furious pacing of their room. “That isn’t the point, Gabe!”

Nate Naverly, who was sitting at his desk, swung round in his chair to observe the scene better, and Jerry Doury, who was sitting on his bed cleaning mud off his rugby boots ahead of the game the next day, also looked at Owen with interest.

The four of them had shared a room for nearly six years now and there were very few secrets among them. They had certainly never rowed over a girl before.

“What is the point?” Gabriel goaded.

“Well, you know, the play...” Owen kicked his own desk chair out of his path. “Look, Gabe, I know you were upset when Vanessa dumped you...”

“I dumped her, and well you know it!” Gabriel growled, momentarily irritated.

“Whatever, but that doesn’t explain why you were kissing Beatrice like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you fancy her! I mean, get real!”

Gabriel shrugged. “Don’t see why I shouldn’t. She’s not bad-looking. And she is a great kisser.”

Nate smirked. He could see Gabriel was deliberately winding Owen up, and it was working.

“Had a lot of practice, have you?” Owen was certainly taking the bait.

“Well yes, now you come to mention it, I think I can honestly say we have had a lot of practice.”

“But she’s hardly your type, she’s fat and ugly for a start!”

“Oh, that’s not true,” Jerry interjected hotly. “I think she’s quite pretty actually.”

“Et tu, Brute?” Nate joked, as Owen turned on Jerry.

“You think she’s pretty?” Owen asked.

Jerry looked at Gabriel for help, but Gabriel just smiled at the ceiling.

“Yes, Owen, I think she’s pretty, and she has a nice personality too.”

Owen rounded on Nate. “And what about you? You fancy her as well I suppose?”

Nate held up his hands. “Not me, Gov. Ellie would barbeque my balls if I said yes. But I have to admit she’s got a certain something about her.” Nate looked at Gabriel. “You should have a proper crack at her, see if you can get to second base.”

“Already did, my friend,” Gabriel looked smug.

Owen mouthed soundlessly for a few seconds and then slammed out of the room.

They all waited until his footsteps could no longer be heard and then they began to laugh.

Chapter Twelve

“Though sympathy alone can't alter facts, it can help to make them more bearable.”

Bram Stoker, Dracula

Rose eventually located Grace in their shared bathroom. She had checked the bedroom earlier but found it empty; she hadn’t thought to look in the bathroom.

She sat down on the floor next to Grace and put an arm around her.

“What on earth’s the matter, hon? I got a cryptic text from Sophie saying that you and I needed to talk. Have I done something to upset you?”

Grace scrubbed her face with the corner of her sleeve, trying to eradicate the last trace of tears.

“Oh, Rose, I can’t tell you. But I promise it’s not you. You’re great, I’m the one who’s a bad friend.”

Rose looked alarmed. “You have to tell me now. I’ll worry myself to death otherwise.”

“I can’t,” Grace hung her head, “you’ll hate me.”

“I don’t care what it is, I’ll never hate you, okay? We’re forever friends.” Rose reached for the tissues as Grace began to cry again.

“You will. I’m so sorry, the thing is...” Grace hiccupped and sniffed into the tissue, “God, I don’t know how to say this...I’ve been in love with your boyfriend for years.”

“Oh.” Rose pulled away ever so slightly. “Does Leo know?”

“Not Leo.” Her tears began to fall, “Ben. I’m so sorry.”

“Ben?” Rose blinked, trying to take it in. “You’re in love with Ben?”

Grace nodded and blew her nose. “All that time you were together, I tried really hard to meet someone else but they don’t compare. He’s so amazing. He’s kind and generous and everybody likes him. He’s handsome and talented, do you know he plays the piano at a grade nine?” Her voice softened as she thought about him, “He loves the sea; his brothers like cars but Ben likes boats, he prefers the quiet of the ocean to the noise of a racetrack. Every summer his parents rent a gîte in the south of France and he sails every day. Sometimes he goes fishing with his dad, he knows how to fillet a fish and cook it right there on the boat. He goes blonder in the sun and gets a million freckles on his shoulders.” She stopped, realising who she was talking to.

“Go on,” said Rose gently.

Grace found she couldn’t stop, she’d bottled all the information inside herself for too long, “His favourite colour is yellow. Every day he gets toast and beans for breakfast but he never eats the beans, he just likes the toast soggy from the sauce. His favourite drink is lemonade, he likes it with loads of ice. He’s scored seven tries this season in rugby, twelve last year, as well as one drop-goal. He’s an Aquarius, his horoscope said that he would have trouble in his home life today if he didn’t watch his finances. I know his timetable backwards, I know everything about him. And I know he’s still in love with you.”

“Good gracious! How on earth do you know all that?”

“Because I listen when he talks, even though he was talking to you, not me, most of the time.”

“I don’t remember him saying all that.” Rose handed Grace some more tissue. “You’ve got it bad, huh?”

Grace sniffed some more, “How much do you hate me?”

“I don’t hate you at all, you moron! I might have been a bit miffed when Ben and I were together, but even then I didn’t feel half as strongly as you clearly do. I probably would have ended it years ago if I’d known! I’m completely in love with Leo. I like Ben, but only as a friend.”

“But I’ve been lusting after your boyfriend, whilst you were going out with him! It’s just so not cool. I feel like the worst friend ever.”

Rose hugged her. “You’re the nicest friend ever. You chose our friendship over a boy all this time. Not every girl would have done that. Now, stop crying, because it’s making you resemble a bullfrog. You’ve gone all puffy, and you won’t get Ben looking like that.”

Grace hugged her back, “But I don’t want to get Ben, not when he’s still hung up on you. And even if he wasn’t, he’s getting off with Jenna Mayhew now, so it’s a moot point.”

“Pah, you are a million times better suited to him than Jenna. She’s all looks and no brains.”

Grace sniffed some more, “I wish that were true, but she’s really clever too. She’s prettier than me and smarter than me. I’m just so incredibly average in every way. You and Sophie always get noticed, but I never do.”

“Oh, Grace, please don’t think like that, you get loads of attention, you’re just downright fussy. Lets deal with the Jenna issue later. I’ve got to get you to realise that, first of all, I don’t care about you liking Ben, and secondly, that Ben doesn’t still care about me. I talked to him when I got together with Leo and he was fine about it, not that bothered at all.”

Grace shook her head, “I’m sure you’re wrong. He’s just good at hiding his feelings.”

“We’ll see.” Rose was sure she wasn’t wrong. “In the meantime, how about we get Sophie on the case? She’s much better in these situations than me.”

Grace nodded, just very glad it was all out in the open at last. It was a massive weight off her shoulders that she hadn’t even realised she was carrying around.

If Rose was truly okay with it, then maybe she should fight for Ben?

Chapter Thirteen

“What a fine fellow is Quincey! He bore himself through it like a moral Viking. If America can go on breeding men like that, she will be a power in the world indeed.”

Bram Stoker, Dracula

The following day dawned a bright and sunny spring morning. The whole school seemed in chaos, as it was a Saturday and the last day of term. Parents weren’t supposed to pick up their offspring until after four p.m. or on the Sunday morning, but quite a few had turned up early to watch the First Fifteen Team play a rugby match at three p.m. that afternoon.

Grace, Rose, Sophie and Diana met up with Alex and Leo in the West Tower Common Room and then the six of them walked together down to the school playing field. They were all muffled up warmly in the weak sun. Standing around on the edge of the pitch for eighty minutes in early April would get very chilly after a while.

Grace in particular was freezing. She wore two jumpers and a puffer jacket, but despite the hard chill in the air she had also donned the yellow and green kilt as promised. She wore it with thick black tights and an extra pair of socks under knee-high boots, but she could definitely feel the cold wind around the top half of her legs. She wished the skirt was made of wool like a traditional Scottish kilt, rather than just being a fashion item made of cotton. The silk lining inside did absolutely nothing to help either. She jumped up and down a few times to keep her circulation up.

A great cheer went through the crowd as the home team jogged onto the pitch. A more muted cheer followed as Clifton came out behind them. In rugby it was considered bad form to heckle the opposing team, and tries and conversions scored by either side were supposed to be applauded equally; not that they were, of course.

Beatrice and Jenna joined the spectators, right next to the West Tower group.

“Good luck, Ben,” Jenna shouted, with a side glance at Grace.

Torrin Frazer gave Sophie a little wave before taking his seat on the bench, then both teams lined up for kick-off.

Half an hour into the game, the scores were level, but it was obvious Compass Court had the advantage. Jerry Doury and his brother Ralph, who was in Year Thirteen, made up the formidable front row along with Dave Larimore, and their combined weight was obviously significantly more than Clifton, as they pushed their pack over time and again. But the grass was slippery from all the recent rain, and ball handling was clearly difficult for both teams.

The Compass Court supporters began to roar as Rohit Mehra took the ball up the centre, and made it almost the full length of the pitch before anyone caught up to tackle him. Rohit flicked the ball out to Owen Lang, and it should have been an easy Try for Compass, but Owen fumbled his catch and dropped it for the third time in a row. Everyone collectively groaned as it bounced over the touchline.

As both teams took their places for a lineout, Coach Webley called Owen off and put Torrin in as his replacement.

Everyone clapped Owen politely, as he stamped off to the bench looking livid.

The effort on the pitch ramped up as it drew close to half-time. Clifton were now leading by three points after a penalty kick and Compass were giving it their all to level the score.

Jerry caught a long kick and began a slow but steady move down the field. He didn’t try to run around the opposition but instead smashed straight through them, leaving a trail of dazed players behind him. An enormous Cliftonian finally brought him down only yards from the try line and Jerry spun the ball recklessly behind him, unable to check if he had any support. Putting on a burst of speed, Torrin picked it out of the air and flung himself over the line, sliding across the grass on his stomach as he hit the ground with forward momentum.

Jasper Clements converted the try as the whistle blew, and Compass finished the first half four points up.

Sophie screamed and jumped up and down, madly blowing kisses to Torrin.

Beatrice felt dreadfully sorry for Owen, who was clearly gutted that Torrin had scored. She bravely gave him a wave, but he just looked even more grumpy and turned away.

Grace watched Ben walk back to the changing rooms with a slight limp. He was sweaty and covered in mud, but she thought he’d never looked more gorgeous.

The second half was a mess. The wet pitch had been churned up so much in the first half that the players kept slipping over. Each time the ball went wild a maul would ensue and there were lots of injuries. Nate Naverly swore profusely as his handsome face became the recipient of a firm boot print, and Owen was called back off the bench as Rohit pulled a hamstring, an injury which looked incredibly painful.

With ten minutes to go and no further points scored, both teams began to get tired and desperate.

A scrum was organised on the half-way line and both sides heaved against each other. Mud flew and the scrum became a ruck. Ben, playing flanker, disappeared under a mass of bodies as players piled on; the ball was nowhere in sight and the referee madly blew the whistle.

As the players got to their feet it became obvious something was wrong. Coach Webley ran on to the pitch and everyone moved back.

Ben was lying on the ground unconscious.

Grace gave a scream, her hand flew to her mouth, and without thinking she ran onto the pitch.

“Grace, stop!” Rose yelled, grabbing her arm. “You can’t, sweetie. Just wait a minute. He’ll be alright.” Grace realised what she was doing and nodded. Rose led her back to the others.

Jenna tilted her head to one side looking at Grace. “Thought so,” she said.

Grace gave her a look of pure loathing, but Jenna had turned back to the pitch. Two men ran on with a stretcher and lifted Ben on to it. He sat up looking confused. Grace breathed a huge sigh of relief.

Ben tried to get off the stretcher but the coach could be heard shouting right across the field, “Are you mad? Of course you can’t play on, you were knocked unconscious, for Pete’s sake! Take him into the gym.”

Everyone cheered as the stretcher was carried off the field and Ben lay there waving like the Queen.

Grace bit her lip, looking from Ben to Jenna.

Jenna took pity on her. “Come on, we’ll both go.”

Grace looked uncertain but Rose gave her a push in the back. “Tell him we hope he’s okay.” Rose smiled encouragingly.

Grace nodded and followed Jenna towards the gym.

As Grace walked into the gym, she saw Ben was sitting up, and grinned with weak relief.

“Hey, gorgeous,” said Jenna. Grace stopped smiling.

Jenna sat down next to Ben and stroked the hair off his forehead. “That’s quite some bump you’ve got there.”

Grace shifted awkwardly from foot to foot. “I’ll go,” she said, “I just wanted to make sure you were alright.”

“No, wait,” said Jenna. Turning to Ben she continued, “Guess what Grace did when you were knocked out? She ran onto the pitch.”

Grace was mortified. How could Jenna expose her like that, what on earth did she have to gain?

“Did you really?” Ben asked, looking at Grace carefully.

Grace wished the ground would just swallow her up. She briefly closed her eyes then nodded. “I was worried about you.”

“Because of the play?” Ben asked cautiously.

Grace considered saying yes. She might have made a fool of herself but she could still bluff it out.

“No,” she said after a long pause, “not because of the play.”

“Because she has feelings for you!” Jenna was triumphant in her revelation. “Come on, Gracie, time to fess up, you do, don’t you?”

Grace considered just walking off, leaving them to their amusement at her feelings. Except that Ben didn’t look amused; he looked anxious. Perhaps all this was as uncomfortable for him as it was for her.

“So what if I do?” she said at last. “Is that what you want to hear, Jenna? Well, go ahead and have a good laugh, I for one have had enough of your silly games, and I thought better of you!” She turned on Ben; tears of humiliation stung her eyes.

“Told you it would work,” Jenna smiled smugly at Ben. “Nothing like a bit of healthy competition to get a girl to admit to herself how she feels.”

“What?” Grace was confused. She looked from Jenna to Ben, sure that she was missing something.

“Sit down, Grace, I’m getting a crick in my neck looking up at you.” Jenna’s voice was firm. “Don’t be mad at Ben, he didn’t want to go along with it, it was all my idea.”

Grace didn’t sit. She still wasn’t sure what was going on, but she couldn’t walk away until she knew. She paced up and down a couple of times, trying to understand what Jenna was saying.

“Please sit down,” Ben reached out and patted the bench next to him. “I really can’t get up just yet, but please don’t leave until we’ve explained.” His voice was nervous. She sat down.

“Let me,” Jenna put her hand over Ben’s. “The thing is, Grace, Ben likes you. More than likes you. He thought you might like him but you clearly weren’t going to do anything about it.”

“Because of Rose,” Ben clarified.

“You knew I liked you?” Grace put her face in her hands with embarrassment.

“I hoped you did. You seemed to go out of your way to see me sometimes.” Ben sounded equally embarrassed.

So much for being subtle in her stalking, Grace inwardly groaned.

“But you asked me if Rose and Leo were serious,” Grace ventured, “I could see how much you still cared for her.”

“Not like that. I was asking because I’m fond of Rose, I couldn’t ask out her best friend if she hadn’t really moved on. She already told me she had, but you still didn’t give me any sign of being interested. You just told me to move on.” Ben sounded almost accusing. “I wasn’t sure if you liked me that much or not.”

“That’s where I came in,” Jenna interjected, “I’d had a row with my boyfriend and was feeling angry. I decided to go and flirt with Ben to boost my self-esteem.”

Grace gave Jenna a nasty look, still not sure that Jenna wasn’t the villain of the piece.

Jenna laughed. “When I found Ben he was all depressed about you. You clearly weren’t ready to admit your feelings, so I thought I might help things along a bit. I explained to Ben that seeing him with someone else might stir you up and get a reaction.”

“Are you saying it was all a charade, for my benefit?” Grace couldn’t quite comprehend it. “What about the time I walked into the costume fitting and you were all over each other?”

“We heard you coming,” Jenna confirmed.

“I think I underestimated your acting skills,” Grace said, still feeling very unfriendly.

“It was no hardship, believe me.” Jenna gave Ben a warm look.

“You are quite some player,” Grace folded her arms defensively.

Jenna shrugged, “You could see it that way, but I’ve been with Nick for over two years. We’re still happily together, by the way. There’s not many who can make it work that long, so I don’t think I’m a player.”

“Well, you made a good game out of me.” Grace got angrily to her feet.

“Oh sit down,” Jenna flapped her hand, unconcerned. “It was my idea. Ben would have done anything to get you to go out with him, and you have to admit it worked; you were like a cat on a hot tin roof and now the two of you have admitted how you both feel you can get on with your relationship.” 

Grace conceded that maybe Jenna had a point, if she hadn’t gotten so upset by their flirting then she wouldn’t have shared everything with Rose and got her blessing. Her reservations had always been about Rose. Ben’s too, by the sound of it. What idiots they had been. Grace still wasn’t sure she forgave Jenna just yet, but her anger dissipated and she sat back down.

“Let me get this straight,” she addressed Ben, “you like me, so you flirted with Jenna to try to make me jealous?”

“Um, yes.” Ben smiled weakly, “I thought it was a stupid plan, but Jenna said it would work. Sorry, Jenna,” he added after making her the scapegoat.

Jenna smiled. “I don’t mind, it was quite fun. Though I do owe you an apology, Grace, I’m not really a nasty person, I just thought it would help things along if I goaded you a little.”

Grace blinked a few times, unsure how to take her words.

“Well, I suppose it did help in a roundabout way,” she conceded.

Grace and Ben looked at each other with shy smiles.

Jenna got to her feet. “Well, I’m pretty sure this is my cue to leave.” She started for the door. “And for god’s sake, kiss her before she changes her mind!” she threw over her shoulder to Ben.

Chapter Fourteen

“No one but a women can help a man when he is in trouble of the heart...”

Bram Stoker, Dracula

Gabriel returned home for the Easter holidays reluctantly. He would usually be going skiing with Nate, but Easter was so late this year that there would be no decent snow. He had suggested they do something else but, to his disgust, Nate was sticking around at home to go to some party with Ellie. Gabriel might previously have broken up the visit home by going away for part of it to see Vanessa, but that was no longer an option. She had tried to call him once or twice that last week, but he was still too angry to speak to her. She’d made her choice. Part of him wondered if it was good to live with so much anger inside him all the time, but hell, he was used to it; sometimes he felt he wore it like a coat that kept out the cold cruel world.

The atmosphere at home was strained by his return, he could tell. He tried not to be constantly bad-tempered but it was hard work. He buried himself in studying plays and practicing acting techniques, but in truth he felt lonely.

He put in some time with his younger brother Michael. The two of them had always been so close, especially after their mother died, but they had naturally grown away from each other these last few years, with Gabriel at boarding school.

Michael was growing up, Gabriel realised. He still thought of his brother as a kid, but he was nearly sixteen. Gabriel felt envious of how well-adjusted Michael seemed. But at least it must mean that Francesca, his stepmother, was still making an effort to care for him. Gabriel felt guilty all the time that he wasn’t around more for his brother, but it had been Michael’s choice to stay at home and so Gabriel tried to use the holidays to cement the bond between them a bit more. Together they went to the cinema, and riding, and played laser tag in the nearest town at least three times. Laser tag was something Gabriel pretended was completely immature and a total drag, but secretly rather enjoyed. In the evenings when Gabriel wasn’t locked in his room, they spent ages killing each other on the PlayStation, Michael, in particular, being a crack shot Sniper.

All the while, Gabriel was steeling himself for another interview with his father. He tried to be polite to Francesca, mainly because he wanted his father to okay his application to the London Acting Academy.

After a week of being on the best behaviour he could manage, he asked his father for a private chat.

Together they went into his father’s study. Gabriel loved the study. Though his father had given up cigars a long time ago, Gabriel could still pick up the slight scent of old cigar smoke that had permeated the books. The study was book-lined from floor to ceiling, and an ancient walnut desk dominated the small room. Countless ancestors, through the years, had used the desk, and one day it would probably be his. What he didn’t like was being on the wrong side of that desk. As his father sat down in a massive brown leather desk chair, Gabriel was forced to take the seat opposite, an uncomfortable green Queen Anne armchair with a broken spring which stuck in to his behind. Sitting on the armchair somehow always made him feel like a naughty schoolboy about to be told off. He sighed, thinking that it wasn’t massively far from the truth.

His father poured himself a brandy from the decanter on the small drinks table, and Gabriel wished he could do the same, but felt his father wouldn’t allow it.

“Brandy?” His father held up a small-bowled glass.

Gabriel nodded, trying not to let his surprise show. Perhaps his father was finally seeing him as an adult.

Gabriel held his drink up to the light, admiring its amber depths. He sniffed it appreciatively; his father always kept excellent brandy in. He swilled it around the glass, imitating his father’s movements, and then promptly ruined the effect by taking a large sip and choking.

His father smiled at him almost fondly. Feeling emboldened, Gabriel went straight in with his request.

“The thing is, Dad, I want to go to stage school. I’m sure you’ve realised by now how serious I am. I’m applying to the LAA, and if they accept me then I’d like to start in September.”

His father puffed his cheeks. “We’ve discussed this before, Gabriel. You know how I feel. I just can’t support it until you’ve got your A levels under your belt. Do that and then we can talk again.”

“And then you would say yes?” Gabriel felt his irritation rising and tried to clamp it down.

“Then we will talk again.” His father emphasised the point.

“That’s not good enough for me.” Gabriel’s grip on his emotions began to give way. “I want to go now!”

“Stop acting like a teenager!” His father raised his voice.

“I am a teenager!” Gabriel levelled his voice but it was still thick with anger. “The thing is, Dad, I’m going to be eighteen on the second of September, and I’ll get the inheritance Mum left me. It’s more than enough to fund my studies, so I don’t actually need your financial support. It would be nice, of course, but what I want is your approval! Clearly I’m going to just have to manage without it!” His voice cracked slightly as he felt their relationship fray a bit further.

“Go to your room!” His father stood up and pointed at the door.

Gabriel swilled back the last of his brandy, then stormed out of the study – tripping over Michael, who was right outside the door.

“Why can’t you mind your own business?” he shouted at Michael. “Don’t you have anything better to do than eavesdrop on me?” 

Gabriel felt awful as hurt filled Michaels eyes; he didn’t want to push away the one person he had left in the world who loved him unconditionally. He would have to apologise later, but right now he was too angry.

“I wasn’t eavesdropping,” Michael declared hotly. “I was just coming to say there’s someone here to see you!”

“Here? To see me?” Gabriel was momentarily taken aback. Wentworth Hall was pretty remote, people rarely “dropped in” except their nearest neighbours, and Michael knew all of them.

“Yes, a girl. A very pretty girl.”

Gabriel stilled, thoughts of Flora going through his head. Surely she wasn’t so stupid as to turn up at his home? He thought he had dealt with her silly crush. Or Vanessa? No, she wouldn’t come uninvited to his father’s house, she knew better. His father had never liked the sound of her and so Gabriel had never let them meet.

Coming into the hall, he was brought to a standstill by the beauty in front of him. A very pretty girl just didn’t cut it.

Vanessa stood in the late afternoon light in a white sundress and sandals, large white sunglasses perched on her head. At her feet were six matching white suitcases. He forcibly restrained himself from smiling at the sight of her. After all, she was a model, she was good at accessorising.

“What are you doing here?” he asked coldly.

Francesca came through the front door from the drawing room. “I invited her,” she said. She smiled worriedly at Gabriel. “You seemed so unhappy.”

Vanessa shrugged, “You wouldn’t answer my calls. And if Mohammed won’t go to the mountain...” She broke off, daunted by Gabriel’s expression.

“Then the mountain must come to Mohammed.” Francesca finished the quote. “And a very stylish and slim mountain at that.” Francesca stepped forward and air-kissed Vanessa. Looking her up and down she queried: “Versace?”

“Yes,” Vanessa looked thrilled and gave Francesca’s dress the same once-over. “You too?”

Gabriel groaned theatrically. Clearly these two women were kindred spirits, and now they would gang up on him together.

“Well, this is all very heart-warming, but I didn’t invite you! If I wanted you here I would have said so.” He deliberately turned his back on Vanessa and pointed a finger at Francesca. “And you, how dare you interfere in my life? Mind your own bloody business! Now if you’ll all excuse me...” He gave a last angry glance at his father, who had come out behind him to see what was going on, “I believe I’ve been sent to my room!” With that he stomped up the main staircase, round the gallery, and then banged his bedroom door behind him.

“Don’t mind him, dear, he’s been like that since the two of you broke up,” Francesca said calmly. “I’ve put you in the Blue Room, it’s next door to Gabriel’s, and I’m sure the two of you will work things out. Michael darling, could you give us a hand with the luggage?”

Gabriel sat silently through dinner glowering at the table. Everyone seemed to be ignoring his feelings. What he didn’t understand was why his father and Francesca were making such an effort to be nice to Vanessa. Surely they disapproved of her? But no, they were all laughing together like old friends. Too little, too late, he thought, morosely eating his meal.

He went to bed early, leaving them all downstairs playing card games. He heard Vanessa come up about an hour later. He glared at the connecting door, hating the fact he could hear her on the other side of it but couldn’t see her. He lay there filled with frustration. He was so angry with her. They had never resolved their row about her spending Valentine’s Day with her male “friend” Francis. But that didn’t stop him from wishing she was in the room.

As if sensing his thoughts, the connecting door opened. Damn Francesca, he thought, she must have unlocked it.

Vanessa leaned against the doorframe, wearing only her underwear. It was white as well, with little pink bows on, which seemed ridiculously childlike for her. But while her stance was provocative, the expression on her face was uncertain.

Gabriel surrendered instantly. How could he resist that mixture of sweetness and seduction?

“Oh bloody hell. Come here.” He held out his arms and she slid triumphantly into bed beside him.

Chapter Fifteen

“Men cannot be trusted unless they are watched” 

Bram Stoker, Dracula

Jack looked round the tree house in his parent’s garden with satisfaction. It was the perfect seduction spot for Sophie, and he had put a lot of effort into making it just so. Battery-powered fairy lights twinkled all round the ceiling, a bottle of Prosecco stood in a bucket of melting ice, and cushions covered the floor. The music from the party should also add ambiance. It was an amazing tree house, right at the back of the garden; it was totally sheltered and private. It was also pretty unreachable once the ladder was pulled up. As long as Jack could get her up here, he was convinced she would fall into his arms.

He made his way back into the house wondering if she had arrived yet. Rose had said that Sophie and a few others were due at seven, and it was nearly seven now.

He found Rose in the kitchen. “Are your friends here yet?” He aimed for a casual tone.

Rose wasn’t fooled for a second, but she gave a vague wave in the direction of the living room. “Grace and Diana are in there,” she confirmed, “and Sophie is outside on the phone to her boyfriend giving him directions.” She took no small amount of satisfaction at the look on his face as she dropped the bombshell.

Rose knew that Jack had treated Sophie badly in the past and though she was fond of her cousin, her loyalties lay firmly with her friend.

Jack had hurt Sophie by kissing her and not calling her, and Rose was very pleased he wouldn’t get another chance to do the same again.

Sophie barrelled into the kitchen as fast as her very high heels could take her. “He’ll be here in an hour.” She glowed. “Oh, hi.” She came to an abrupt halt. 

Jack was slow to collect his wits. She looked gorgeous and her legs seemed to go on forever in those heels. But she had a boyfriend now. He should stop grinning like an idiot just at the mere sight of her. He changed his features into a cool smile.

It had never occurred to him that she might meet someone else. But now he wondered how he could have been so dumb as not to think of it. Of course she would! He should have moved in much faster. He should have driven to Compass Court every weekend until she was his.

The silence stretched out as Jack and Sophie stared at each other. Rose coughed loudly and they both looked startled.

Sophie dragged her eyes back to Rose. “Yes, right, anything I can do?” 

“You can take these glasses out to the terrace,” Rose handed a tray to Sophie, “and Jack, perhaps you could give Alex a hand with the music system, I don’t think it’s his forte.”

They both nodded and spent awkward moments sidestepping around each other.

Sophie felt mortified. The last time she had any communication with Jack was on Valentines’ Day when she had texted him that she wasn’t interested in going on a date with him. Did he have to look so heart-stoppingly handsome?

Two hours later, Jack’s mood had deteriorated rapidly. Sophie’s boyfriend had arrived and the two of them had been laughing and dancing together until it made him want to punch something. And now they had disappeared into the marquee where the food was and he just couldn’t face following them.

Instead he devoted himself to playing DJ for the night. He wished he had thought to invite some of his own friends but he had stupidly assumed he would be spending the evening with Sophie and hadn’t bothered. Girls kept coming up to request songs and flirt with him, but he couldn’t be bothered to flirt back more than half-heartedly.

He knew that really he should play the game better and find a gorgeous girl to dance with, and show Sophie he didn’t care. But he failed to muster any enthusiasm for the plan.

***
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Sophie picked at some potato salad and smiled at Torrin’s impression of some famous Scottish chef she had never heard of, but her attention was elsewhere. All she could think about was all those girls flocking around Jack, like bees to honey.

Torrin was good-looking too, she reminded herself. But he just wasn’t Jack.

Sophie and Torrin had a quiet table together at the back of the marquee, where they could hear themselves chat properly, but she could still just see Jack from where she sat and it was distracting her.

She sighed and decided she couldn’t pretend anymore.

“Torrin...” she began nervously.

He looked at her expectantly.

“Um...I really like you...”

He rolled his eyes. “Uh oh, I’ve been expecting this. The I really like you... but speech.”

Sophie felt awful. “I’m so sorry, it’s not you.”

Torrin laughed gently. “I might be new to all this dating stuff, but I believe when people normally give the it’s not you line, that it normally is you!”

Sophie opened her mouth to protest but Torrin held up one hand to stop her. “As it happens, on this occasion, I believe you. It’s Jack Parkhurst, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Sophie said in a small voice, “how did you know?”

“I’ve learned that Compass Court is a hotbed of gossip. I heard that you and Parkhurst maybe had something going, and what I’ve seen tonight is the two of you avoiding each other to extremes, yet you hardly let each other out of your sight.”

Sophie was momentarily diverted by that idea, but she shook her head. “We don’t have anything going on. But I do have feelings for him, and it wouldn’t be fair for me to keep dating you. I’m sorry.”

“Och, don’t fash yourself. I always thought you were out of my league anyways. And to be honest, lass, in those heels I can hardly reach to kiss you. You’re a giraffe right enough and I am merely human!” He teased her gently.

She whacked him on the arm. “I am not!”

They both laughed, and she looked at him with fondness. “You’re really okay with us not seeing each other anymore? I’d hate to lose you as a friend.”

“I like you a lot, Sophie,” he said sincerely, “But I don’t want a girlfriend who wishes I was someone else. I truly would like to stay friends.” He paused. “So will you go for Jack now?”

“God, no!” Sophie was alarmed at the idea. “I can’t, won’t, go there again. Even if Jack still likes me, he’s made it clear that it wouldn’t ever be serious between us. Basically he would break my heart again.”

“I see.” Torrin nodded. “Shall we keep our break-up quiet for tonight then?”

“Would you mind awfully? It seems a lot to ask of you.”

“Nae bother! I like being the envy of every man here.” Torrin smiled his handsome smile and Sophie felt a huge rush of affection for him.

“Would you be upset though if I had a crack at Felicity St John when we get back to school? She was flirting with me something bad after the rugby, and I think I might be in with a chance,” Torrin asked.

“Oh, you men! Couldn’t you even try to be a bit gutted that we’ve split up?” She gave him another playful punch. “You go for it, have a crack at Felicity if you want. I think being cool about it is the least I owe you after you’ve been so nice about the Jack thing.”

Torrin gave her another serious look, “I am gutted, I’m just good at hiding my feelings. Come on, Sophie; let’s have one more slow dance. And as we’re still pretending to be a couple,” he said with a twinkle in his eye, “I shall feel free to pinch yer arse!”

Chapter Sixteen

“There are darknesses in life and there are lights. You are one of the lights, the light of all lights.”

Bram Stoker, Dracula

Jack gave the music a rest and was looking through his parents’ drink cabinet for something a little stronger than weak lager when Alex found him.

“Oh, there you are.” Alex closed the door to the living room behind him, cutting out the noise of the party.

“Hey, bro, enjoying your birthday?” Jack tried for a jovial tone.

Alex fidgeted a bit and walked a circuit of the room.

“Something on your mind?” Jack frowned at this unusual behaviour in his normally very calm younger brother.

Alex stopped by the drinks cabinet and picked up some vodka before putting it back again unopened. With his back to Jack he said, “Um...Can I ask you for some advice?”

Jack raised his eyebrows as he took a drink from his glass. “That would be a first. What’s up?”

Alex sighed; it was clearly uncomfortable for him. “There’s this girl...” he started.

Jack laughed.

“Oh, never mind!” Alex started for the door.

Jack pulled him gently back. “Sorry, Al. Please go on.”

Alex plopped onto the sofa and said in a rush, “I really like this girl, Diana, but I find it impossible to talk to her, I get all nervous. I think she likes me back. I thought the party would be a good way to break the ice between us, but it’s nine o’clock and we haven't even spoken a word to each other. I just thought that, what with you being good with girls, you might be able to give me some advice.”

Alex took off his glasses and polished them, the way he always did when he was nervous.

Jack was secretly thrilled that Alex thought enough of his skills to ask him. The two of them weren’t all that close, and Jack didn’t really understand Alex half the time, but he genuinely liked him. Jack dropped his normal teasing attitude and decided to help Alex out.

“Okay, realistically, chatting girls up and being funny is not your strong point,” he pointed out as kindly as he could. “I suggest you don’t try. If you like her then be sincere.”

“That’s all very well,” Alex grumbled, “But I don’t know how to talk to her in the first place to be sincere.”

“Maybe you should forget about words completely? Show her instead?”

“How do I do that?” Alex looked worried.

Jack snapped his fingers as an idea came to him. “Go to the tree house. The ladder is tucked out of sight behind the rhododendron bushes. I’ll get her to meet you there. Just make sure you are there in five minutes. When she sees you there, you won’t need any words, I promise.”

“The tree house? Really?” Alex didn’t look convinced.

“Just trust me, just this once.”

Alex sighed again and stood up. “Well, I don’t have anything to lose. okay, thanks Jack.”

“Happy birthday, bro!” Jack gave him a grin and left the room.

***
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Diana Carmel was not having a good party. She wasn’t good in social situations and found it all rather daunting. She had been in two minds about coming, but Sophie, Grace and Rose had insisted. She had cherished secret hopes about getting some time alone with Alex, but he was the birthday boy and he wouldn’t have time to make small talk with her.

Half an hour earlier she had parked herself firmly at the edge of the dance floor at a table and chairs, where she could watch and nibble some canapés, but people kept asking her to dance and she really didn’t want to.

She was just wondering if she could sneak upstairs to the bedroom she was staying in for the night, when Ellie Parkhurst came over to her.

“Hi, Diana. You’re wanted in the tree house at the bottom of the garden.”

“By who?” Diana was not keen. She was wearing jeans but climbing into a tree house sounded a bit much.

“Errr, Rose I think. I’m pretty sure it was important.” Ellie looked innocently at her.

“Oh no, I hope it’s nothing to do with her parents and Leo?” Diana jumped to her feet.

“Could be, perhaps you’d better go and find out.” Ellie nodded encouragingly.

“Right, I will, to be sure.” She set off into the darkness in the direction Ellie was pointing.

As her eyes became adjusted she managed to avoid a few apple trees before coming to a clump of bushes. A ladder swung in front of her and she looked up. The tree house was lit up above her with hundreds of tiny fairy lights.

“How pretty,” she murmured as she pulled herself onto the ladder. It was actually quite an easy climb, as the ladder was firmly tethered, and as she put one knee onto the platform a hand pulled her through.

She came face to face with Alex. He didn’t say anything, just stepped back to let her get to her feet.

She awkwardly dusted her knees and looked around. It was lovely. Cushions everywhere, the strains of Adele drifting up from below, and Alex standing there, looking crimson, holding out a glass of what looked like champagne, with a question in his eyes.

“Yes, please,” was all she could manage, but she meant it in so many ways.

He handed her the glass. She took a large sip. “Thank you.”

When he still didn’t say anything she said, “Is Rose coming?”

He shook his head, but still didn’t say anything. She finally grasped what this was.

“Ah. Shall I sit down?” She smiled at him. Poor Alex, he had made the first move, inviting her up here, but she realised she might have to take it from here.

She sat and he sat too. “I make you nervous, don’t I?” she said.

“Yes,” he answered. He looked as if he wanted to say more but couldn’t.

“You make me nervous too,” she said.

“I do?” Alex looked surprised.

“I’m not good at small talk,” she continued, pushing on resolutely.

“Neither am I. Well, that’s not quite true. Rose says I tend to prattle on about all sorts of useless things. It’s just you I find hard to talk to. I mean, not that I don’t want to and I’m sure you aren’t actually hard to talk to at all, I just meant...” He stopped before he dug an even deeper hole to fall in.

Diana smiled. “That’s the most you’ve ever said to me, I think it can count as enough small talk for now.”

As Alex watched Diana recline on the cushions he could only think that Jack really did know everything about women, and that Jack had given him the best birthday present ever.

But what was he supposed to do now? He was fairly sure she had just given him his cue to kiss her, but he didn’t know how to start.

He shuffled awkwardly across the cushions to get closer to her. His knee slid into a gap and banged hard on the floorboards beneath him. He tried to ignore the pain and moved forward again. The cushion slid away from him and his glass tipped in his hand, cascading the sparkling wine over Diana.

“Oh hell!” He was utterly mortified.

Diana looked slightly annoyed. “If this is a ruse to ‘get me out of those wet things’ then I’m not going there.”

Alex cringed. “It’s not, I promise, I’m so sorry.” He swiped ineffectually at the droplets on her top.

“Do you mind?” She pulled away.

Alex looked at the floor, downcast. “I’ve made a proper mess of this, haven’t I?”

“Yes.” Diana began to look amused. “But as I don’t think I could do much better myself, I guess we will just have to work through it.”

Alex looked up hopefully. Diana put her own glass carefully to one side. “Come here, you clumsy idiot.”

Alex leaned in eagerly for the kiss he hoped she was offering. Too eagerly. Their teeth crashed and his glasses caught in her hair.

“Buggeration! This would never happen to Jack!” Alex retreated again, but his glasses remained in her hair. “I’ve totally spoiled the moment now. I’m so sorry.”

Diana laughed. “Stop apologising. Actually it’s quite sweet. It helps make me less nervous; I’m not exactly experienced at this sort of thing myself. It all seems so straightforward in books, doesn’t it? The hero and the heroine kiss and it’s like a fireworks display.”

“I think this is more like a damp squib,” Alex said forlornly. “You can leave if you want to, I don’t mind.”

Diana untangled his glasses from her hair and set them beside her wine glass.

“Look, let’s try again. Only this time a bit more slowly.”

They kissed, a very chaste kiss. Then they kissed again.

“Fireworks,” said Diana.

“Really?” Alex blinked at her in amazement.

“Really,” said Diana, “But not in here, over there.” She grinned as a rocket went off above them. The planned fireworks display had started at the other end of the garden.

“I suppose you have to go? They’ll all expect you to be there. After all, it’s all for your birthday.” Diana started to get up.

“No. Please don’t! No one will care if I’m there. I’d much rather watch them from here with you.” Alex felt sure that the moment they left the tree house he would lose her again. They hadn’t agreed on anything yet, and his kissing hadn’t exactly been perfect.

“Well, if you’re sure?” Diana settled back down beside him.

They watched the fireworks display in the sky around them, and slowly Alex inched his arm around her.

As she settled into the crook of his arm and then leaned back against his chest, Alex forgot all about the fireworks. All he wanted to do was watch Diana enjoying them. He tightened his grip around her, wishing the moment could last forever.

Chapter Seventeen

“You reason well, and your wit is bold, but you are too prejudiced”

Bram Stoker, Dracula

Rose and Leo held hands secretly under the kitchen table and faced her parents together.

Her father had come into the family den a few moments earlier, found them kissing, and had unfortunately recognised Leo instantly. All hell had broken loose.

He had practically frogmarched the two of them into the kitchen where his wife was clearing up and shut the door behind him.

Her father paced up and down in front of them, while her mother made them all a cup of tea.

“I just don’t believe this!” Paul Falcon stormed, glaring at Rose and Leo. “Of all the people to invite to this house, let alone be found canoodling with! How could you be so stupid, Rose? Don’t you realise who he is?”

“Yes, Daddy, I know exactly who he is.” Rose clung to Leo’s hand a little tighter.

“What I want to know,” Paul Falcon’s voice got louder, “is exactly how long it’s been going on?”

“Stop it, darling,” her mother, Helen, broke in, “Shouting won’t help the situation.”

“And you, young man.” He pointed his finger at Leo, ignoring his wife. “I suppose your father knows all about this?

Leo shook his head. “No, he knows I’m here for Alex’s party, he hasn’t realised the connection to Rose.”

“Well, I think he should damn well know!” Paul strode across the kitchen and grabbed the house phone off the wall. “I want his number and I want it now.”

Leo raised his chin and reeled off the number calmly.

Paul punched in the numbers and then, apparently hearing it ringing, he went out the door in to the hallway for his conversation.

The three of them in the kitchen sat in silence listening. Vague snatches of angry phrases came through the door.

“Your son...my daughter...plot to insinuate into my house...too right...I thought so too...good, thank you...”

He came back still looking angry, but slightly less so.

“Your father is just as outraged as me.” He addressed Leo, who looked unfazed. “He’s on his way, he’ll be here in about forty-five minutes. I want you to go back to the party for now. Not you, Rose, your mother and I have a few words to say to you first.”

Leo daringly gave Rose a peck on the cheek. “I’ll see you shortly,” he said.

She nodded, then looked worriedly at her parents as the three were left alone.

“You can’t stop me seeing him. I love him,” she said defiantly.

Her father huffed loudly. Her mother put her hand on his arm and spoke seriously to Rose.

“We always said we would take you away from Compass Court if it looked like the Flanagans could get to you there. We will do whatever we have to, to protect you, Rose.”

“You can’t make me leave!” Rose was aghast.

Her father took a calming breath. “There’s so much you don’t know Rose. How dangerous Leo’s family is. They are like the Mafia, for goodness’ sake, and they hate us. They will come after our whole family if given any more reason to and they are all of them just the same. Even Leo.”

“He’s not! He’s just as much an innocent in all this as I am.”

“It doesn’t matter, Rose, you and Toby were threatened and for all we know, it was Leo’s father who made those threats.”

“Hang on a minute! You’re telling me that someone threatened your children and you still blithely went off abroad for six months, just leaving us here?” Rose began to yell.

“Don’t you dare speak to me that way, young lady!” her father shouted back.

“Rose,” her mother spoke softly, “the threats were a very long time ago and we would never have gone if we didn’t think you were safe at Compass Court. As safe as you could be anywhere, at least. Still, we were always concerned about you developing any kind of friendship with Leo Flanagan, but it didn’t seem as though you were. It isn’t a good idea and we have to put a stop to it.”

“By moving me to another school?” Rose was horrified. “You can’t. I’m in the middle of my A-levels.”

“I don’t care! Your safety is far more important.” Her father refused to calm down.

“Paul, please,” her mother tugged on his arm again, forcing him to sit at the table. “Rose has a point, her A-levels are important. I don’t think this conversation is helping. Why don’t we wait until Mr Flanagan arrives and then we can all discuss it rationally.”

“Fine.” Her father blew out a long breath. “Go back to the party. But stay away from that boy!” he shouted after her as she ran out the door.

It only took the Flanagans half an hour to get there. Mr Flanagan knocked on the front door and he and his wife cautiously entered the kitchen.

“Where’s Leo?” Mrs Flanagan asked straight away.

“I’ll get them both now.” Helen Falcon went into the hall and, finding Ellie, sent her to fetch Leo and Rose, explaining that it was urgent they come straight away.

“Please sit down,” Helen gestured towards the table, “can I get you a cup of tea, or maybe something a little stronger?”

“We won’t be staying long enough to drink tea. If you don’t mind, we’ll just take our son and leave your house.”

“This isn’t our house,” Paul said in surprise, “I thought you knew that? This is my brother-in-law’s house.”

“Why would we know that?” Mr Flanagan looked at him with narrowed eyes.

Paul glared back at him, “Because you sent us threatening letters when your brother’s case went to court. The old I know where you live number. You Irish are all the same.”

“Paul!” His wife looked shocked, “How could you speak to them like that? We don’t know who sent those letters.”

Paul Falcon had the grace to look a bit shame-faced. “Sorry,” he apologised, “it’s all been something of a worry. It might be a few years ago now, but finding Leo here understandably concerned us. It seems that he and our daughter are actually in a relationship.”

“Not for long,” Mrs Flanagan said flatly, “We don’t want anything to do with any of you either.” Her Dublin accent was pronounced and she was clearly furious.

“Sit down, Harriet,” Mr Flanagan looked round at them all. “We’ll take that tea now if you don’t mind.”

“Of course.” Helen put the kettle on and they all sat in silence waiting for it to boil.

After what seemed like several long minutes, Leo and Rose came through the door, both looking apprehensive. Mrs Flanagan jumped to her feet and hugged Leo.

“Are you alright, my darling?” She asked.

“Of course he’s alright. Why wouldn’t he be?” her husband asked moodily. “How could you be so stupid, son? You must have known we would never allow you to come here if you’d been honest with us. We’re extremely disappointed in you.”

Leo hung his head. “Sorry, Pa, but I didn’t think you’d understand.”

“Too right we don’t understand!” His mother cuffed him round the head. “Of all the bleeding daft things to do, get involved with this girl! We wont have it, do you hear?” 

“I’m sorry, Ma, but you can’t stop me. I love Rose.”

“I am stopping you, no two ways about it. Go and get in the car, we’re leaving.”

“Oh, please.” Helen put out her hand. “Can’t we talk about all this?”

Mrs Flanagan shook her head. “We don’t want nothing further to do with you. You deal with your child and I’ll deal with mine.” She turned to address Rose and Leo, who were both looking mutinous. “’Tis the end of the matter. You children are forbidden to speak again.”

“No,” said Leo clearly. “We’re not children anymore. In a year from now, Rose and I could leave school and disappear together if we want to and there’s nothing you can do to stop us.”

His mother looked as if she might faint.

“Not now, son.” His father put his hand on Leo’s shoulder. “Get in the car, please.”

Leo looked over at Rose. “I guess this didn’t go so well,” he said sadly.

She blinked back some tears. “I don’t care.” She looked defiantly at her parents, “I don’t care what any of you say, or if you take me away from Compass Court, you can’t stop me seeing Leo.” She burst into tears and Leo went forward to hug her.

Paul Falcon stepped in the way. “Goodbye, Leo,” he said pointedly.

“I’ll call you,” Leo called over his shoulder to Rose, as his father led him firmly out of the house.

Chapter Eighteen

“If that other fellow doesn't know his happiness, well, he'd better look for it soon, or he’ll have to deal with me.”

Bram Stoker, Dracula

Flora lay on her bed, chewing a pen and feeling hopeless and miserable. 

“So it’s all over school that Gabriel and Vanessa are back together.” Flora bit the pen and ink leaked over her lip. The weird thing was that she didn’t really want to date Gabriel any more; after their encounter she had decided he was too old, too cynical and way too experienced for her. But she still thought he was the best-looking boy on the planet and so far no one else had made any impact on her. The problem, she decided, was that you need to have a crush on someone, you need someone to make an effort for, otherwise you don’t bother. Since Gabriel had squashed her feelings for him, she had noticed a distinct lack of effort on her part to look good every day.

After a really bad day at school Ellie would sometimes say, “Well, today was a total waste of makeup!”

Flora knew exactly what she meant. Gabriel was never going to notice her as a woman, let alone dump Vanessa for her, and therefore it was a waste of makeup to even try. She wished there was someone else to make her take the trouble over her appearance.

“Don’t look so glum! I have exciting news.” Ellie pelted Flora with mint humbugs from the bag she was working her way through. 

Flora picked one up and peeled off the wrapper. She mused how satisfying the humbug was in the way it clacked against her teeth.

“What’s your news?” Flora failed to appear enthusiastic.

“I’m not telling unless you cheer up!” Ellie teased.

Flora cracked a fake smile. “Isn’t it your job to cheer me up?”

“Okay, I can do that.” Ellie bounced on her bed. “You know the end-of-year dance for Years Twelve and Thirteen? Well, did you know they are allowed to bring dates from other years?”

Flora nodded. She had assumed that Ellie would be going to the dance – her boyfriend Nate was in Year Twelve.

“Well, Cinderella, you shall go to the ball!” Ellie held her arms wide with triumph. “You’re coming too. I’ve got you a date.”

Flora sat up sharply, not at all sure if this was good news. Of course she wanted to go, desperately in fact, but what strings were attached? 

“Who with?” She said suspiciously.

“I’m not telling.” Ellie looked smug. “It’s a surprise. A nice surprise, I promise.” She nodded reassuringly, as Flora didn’t look convinced.

“One of Nate’s other room-mates?” Flora was less than enthusiastic.

“Nope! Way better, just trust me, okay?”

Flora nodded. She was cheered up by the news. Whoever it was didn’t really matter, the point was that she now had an invitation to the dance; and going with Ellie would be a blast. They would be the envy of most of their year.

“Oh my goodness, I don’t have anything to wear!” She bounded up with excitement at the thought of a new dress. Surely her mother would give her an allowance advance to buy a dress for the dance? Her mom was understanding about that sort of thing. Flora would make her realise how important it was socially, not to mention the fact that the dance could be her very last night at Compass Court and she wanted to leave a fabulous impression behind her if she had to go.

Thinking about leaving Compass Court made her insides dip. Her Easter holiday back home had been a total disaster. Her dad had spent most of the time working, leaving her with a stepmother she loathed. All her old friends seemed to have moved on with their lives and she had trouble connecting with their news and gossip. She had spent so much time missing America that she had not considered that America hadn’t missed her.

She had a best friend here, she was happy here, Gabriel was here – though did that really matter anymore? She pushed those thoughts aside and tried to get excited about a new dress instead. 

She gave Ellie a quick hug. “I definitely feel better, thank you. I’m gonna go to the library to email Mom right away.”

Ellie hugged her back. “I’d take a look in the mirror before you go, you’ve got ink all over your chin.”

***
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Spring drifted into summer and Beatrice was happier than she could ever remember being. Over the Easter holidays she had hired a personal trainer who had controlled everything she did, from what she ate, to how long she slept, and who most importantly had taken over her exercise plan. He had drilled her mercilessly, but getting on the scales every night had made it all worth it. She had lost over two stone since first starting her diet plan back in February, and she had dropped three dress sizes. None of her clothes fit her anymore and so she had indulged in a few shopping trips to London, blowing obscene amounts of money on an entire new wardrobe.

Her skin was hugely improved too, thanks to her new diet and Gabriel’s tips, which she followed religiously; and a trip to the hairdresser for some highlights had been followed by a manicure and a pedicure, leaving her feeling almost attractive.

Gabriel didn’t comment on her new look, but gave her a very sultry smile, which was another confidence boost. He too seemed in a better mood, and their rehearsals together were paying off as the play really began to take shape around them.

Owen, however, was becoming increasingly short-tempered with both Beatrice and Gabriel. He stomped around the set criticising everything. Pam and Jerry trailed around after him. Pam agreed with everything Owen said and wound everyone up further; Jerry then had to work hard to placate them all again and mop up a few tears where Owen and Pam had been particularly vicious.

Beatrice had now lost so much weight that her costume didn’t fit correctly anymore, and Pam seemed to find this particularly annoying.

“What’s the matter with you?” she challenged Beatrice one afternoon in the rehearsal room, “You look like you’re sick or something, have you got bulimia? Stop losing weight, you’re causing massive problems for the costume department! We shall have to buy you a smaller corset as it is, and the budget isn’t made of elastic, you know!”

Beatrice looked quite stricken and Jerry charged in and told Pam off. “What an awful thing to say, Pam. Beatrice looks lovely and a smaller corset is hardly going to break the bank.”

“Well, I think she’s taking it too far,” Pam said crossly, “If you hope to make Gabriel or Owen fall for you then you have a big shock coming!” With that Pam flounced out of the room.

Beatrice looked miserable. “I just want to do the part of Mina justice,” she told Jerry, “Mina is supposed to be elegant, not an elephant.” She looked sadly down at her figure.

“You were never an elephant!” Jerry was assertive, “You had wonderful curves, you still do,” he added. “You’re not bulimic, are you?” he asked with concern.

“No.” Beatrice shook her head, “Do you think I should stop dieting?”

“I think you’re perfect just as you are.” Jerry blushed slightly and continued, “I know I’m not exactly the catch of the day, but do you think you might want to go to the end of year dance as my date?”

Beatrice’s mouth dropped open in surprise.

“No, she doesn’t,” Owen stood in the doorway looking furious. “I think that as the leading lady in the play, Beatrice should go with me. I’m the producer, after all, it would be fitting.”

Beatrice looked between them dumbly. No one had ever asked her on a date before and now she had two, and one of them was Owen!

“I think I need to change,” she said quietly, “If you’ll both excuse me.” With that she locked herself into one of the tiny dressing rooms.

She changed back into her school uniform with shaking hands, then sat on the floor to collect her thoughts.

Owen wanted to go to the end of year dance with her. But he hadn’t expressed any kind of liking towards her. She had a feeling that maybe he was starting to like her again, that he just needed more time to get comfortable with his feelings, but was that good enough?

Jerry had confused the issue for her too. She really liked him as a person. He was kind and she was growing increasingly fond of him. Watching the rugby before Easter had been an eye-opener; Owen had just sulked through it, but Jerry had been brilliant. He didn’t excel academically, but on the sports field he was a powerhouse – she had been amazed by his ability. It took great skill to play at the level he had shown.

Then there was Gabriel, Beatrice didn’t harbour any illusions with regard to his feelings, but she couldn’t help getting a bit lost in his kisses, they were the most thrilling thing to happen to her yet. She would scarcely be female if she weren’t a little attracted to him.

Well, she told herself, getting to her feet, she would have an awful lot to put in her diary tonight!

***
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Grace was blissfully unaware that anyone involved in the play might be unhappy. As far as she could see, everything was wonderful pretty much all of the time. She and Ben were officially an item and that was all that mattered. She was aware, however, that not everything was perfect with her best friends. 

Grace tried to keep her joy to a minimum around Sophie, who was miserably single again; and Rose and Leo seemed to be acting out their own Greek tragedy and doing a lot of wailing about it.

“I don’t mean to be unsympathetic,” she said one evening as Rose and Leo discussed yet again how on earth they were going to bring around their parents, “but you are both still here at Compass Court and you still have each other. Isn’t that a pretty good outcome?” Grace smiled bracingly.

“You don’t understand, Grace!” Rose moaned, “It’s like having a sword hanging over our heads. We don’t know what they are going to do to try to separate us. What if I was moved to another schoolhouse? Or even another school. We wouldn’t share a room any more, would you care then?”

“I do care.” Grace looked hurt.

“Sorry, Grace,” Leo was the one to say, “we’re both just so worried.” He put an arm around Rose, who began to cry again.

Grace resisted the temptation to roll her eyes, still unable to see it as a big deal. “Buck up, Rose. They can’t stop you being together. It’s the twenty-first century, they can’t send Leo to sea or force you into an arranged marriage with an elderly duke.”

“You read too many historical romances,” Sophie teased Grace. “Next you’ll be suggesting they head for the Scottish boarder and get married at Gretna Green.”

Rose stopped crying and looked at Leo, an idea clearly forming in her mind.

Leo read her mind and nodded slowly. The two of them were very attuned to each other’s thoughts.

“Oh, you’re not serious!” Sophie looked at them in horror. “I didn’t mean it, for god’s sake. You can’t get married now, you’re only seventeen.”

“People do it all the time.” Leo shrugged. “I love Rose.”

Rose nodded, “Anyway, we don’t actually need to get married now. Just engaged. It would show them how serious we are, and it would force our families to at least talk to each other.”

Leo smiled at her. “Let’s do it! I’ll get you a ring and everything. In fact I’ll ask my mother for my grandmothers ring, that should really rattle her!” 

Rose threw her arms around his neck and they kissed until Grace and Sophie got uncomfortable and decided it was time to be elsewhere.

Chapter Nineteen

“The last I saw of Count Dracula was his kissing his hand to me, with a red light of triumph in his eyes, and with a smile that Judas in hell might be proud of.”

Bram Stoker, Dracula

The Year Twelve School Play was held on a warm early July evening on the last day of the summer term. It was a Friday and the play was due to run from five until seven p.m., and parents of all the participants were likely to attend although pupils were generally not collected for the holidays until the Saturday morning. The hotel in the local village of Oakworth was filled to bursting with family and friends, most of whom would be attending the play.

At eight p.m. the End of Year Dance was due to start; this was generally only attended by pupils from Years Twelve and Thirteen, though pupils from other years could come as “dates”, as could friends from out of the school, by arrangement.

All of Years Twelve and Thirteen were in a turmoil of excitement as they prepared for the dance, but the cast and crew of the Year Twelve play still had a performance to get through before they could focus on the dance.

Nerves ran high and the school auditorium filled with their audience, the clock got closer to five p.m., and then the culmination of months of hard work arrived as the curtain went up!

***
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Gabriel winced as he pulled the beard from his face, then he carefully removed the makeup he had worn to turn him into an old man for the final scene. Looking in the mirror he saw that he was now back to his usual self except for the wig of black hair, which he decided to leave on for now as he knew his own blond hair would be flat and dishevelled beneath it.

From his cupboard sized dressing room he could hear the backstage revelry already in full swing and he was keen to get out there. He had just finished changing back into his own clothes when a tap came at the door. Unlocking it and pulling it open, he was almost knocked flat by Vanessa, who squealed and flung her arms round him.

“You were fantastic! I knew you would be but seriously...fantastic!” She gave him a long hot kiss, and for the first time in months he felt in her gesture the love that had seemed so lacking between the two of them of late. In a perfect world he would have liked to shut the door and make love to her in the tiny dressing room; but everyone would be expecting him to show up any minute, and they also appeared to have an audience. Lounging against the doorframe was a young man in his early twenties.

Vanessa moved out of his embrace and gestured toward him. “Gabriel, this is Francis, and vice versa.”

Gabriel felt his previous animosity toward the unknown Francis drop away like a stone. The man in front of him was without a doubt not interested in Vanessa sexually. Everything from his diamond earrings, pink shirt, tight trousers, down to his pointed brown shoes, all shouted “camp”. Despite the fact that they were indoors, Francis was also wearing sunglasses. He pushed them down his nose and gave Gabriel a rather blatant once-over. “Well, hello, tall dark and handsome!”

Gabriel grinned back, unfazed by the obvious interest. It wouldn’t be the first time a man had flirted with him, not by a long shot.

Francis continued, “When you said he was gorgeous, Vee, you didn’t say he was film star gorgeous.”

Vanessa cuddled into Gabriel’s side gleefully. “I’m pretty sure I did actually.”

Gabriel gave her an affectionate squeeze before moving forward to shake hands with Francis. “She deliberately didn’t tell me that you’re quite the looker yourself,” he complimented back.

Francis fanned himself with his hand. “Whoa, Vanessa, this one’s a keeper. Looks and charm.” He paused, eyeing Gabriel. “But I thought you said he was blond?”

“He is normally.” Vanessa reached up and tweaked the wig he wore. “But let’s keep this on a little longer, Dracula,” she said, wiggling her eyebrows at Gabriel suggestively. Then she propelled them both towards the door. “Come on, darling, I want you meet Francis’ dad.” Gabriel allowed himself to be manoeuvred through the door, but he was bemused by her comment. Why on earth had she brought Francis’ father? That must be who the third ticket was for, but it made no sense. Unless the old man was visiting the area, and for some reason they thought it would be entertaining to take him to see some amateur school play? He hardly thought so.

Vanessa looked round as they emerged into the backstage party. “He must still be outside on the phone. I can’t wait for you to meet him.”

Gabriel nodded along; he wanted to keep Vanessa as happy as he could, but he had been spotted by his friends and his attention was now focussed on the big smiles on the faces of Nate, Owen and Jerry as they made their way over. Owen was dragging a flushed Beatrice along behind him. Gabriel introduced Francis to everyone and then introduced Vanessa to Owen and Jerry, who had never met her before. She shook their hands warmly, as they became rather stuttering at the sight of her and Francis bringing some serious glamour to the group.

Vanessa then turned her attention to Beatrice. “It’s so nice to meet you too, Beatrice, though I had to be physically restrained in my seat as you and Gabriel did your love scene at the end.” Vanessa laughed but Beatrice turned quite white.

“I’m so sorry.” She faltered, “You really have nothing to worry about from me...”

Vanessa gave her a warm hug. “I didn’t mean it, silly! After all, you’re the lady of the hour now, I’m sure you’ll have boys queuing round the door to ask you out. And you’re so pretty too, my grumpy Gabriel wouldn’t stand a chance.”

Beatrice gave a disbelieving laugh, “Well, it’s very nice of you to say so but I hardly think...” She stopped as two Year Thirteen boys pushed their way into the group and stopped in front of her.

“Beatrice you were wonderful” the first enthused. 

“Do you have a date for the dance tonight?” the other butted in. 

“Because I was wondering if you wanted to go with me?” said the first. 

“Or me,” said the second, elbowing the first in the stomach.

Behind their backs Vanessa winked at her and grinned. Beatrice opened and shut her mouth in shock.

Owen put a proprietorial hand on her arm. “Actually Beatrice is already going with me,” he said, glaring at the boys.

“Oh, okay. You were wonderful, Beatrice,” the first boy repeated as they melted away back into the party.

Gabriel laughed at the comically surprised look on Beatrice’s face. He wondered how long it would take to dawn on her that she wasn’t unknown and unattractive anymore. That she had blossomed into a swan.

“Actually,” Beatrice said, prizing Owen’s hand off her arm, “I’m going with Jerry. If the offer still stands?” she asked Jerry nervously.

“Really?” Jerry’s face suffused with pleasure. “Are you sure?”

Beatrice smiled and nodded, “If you are?”

Jerry beamed and swept into a chivalrous bow in front of her. “It would be an honour, m’lady.”

Beatrice laughed and kissed his cheek. He blushed and said, “Shall I get you a glass of lemonade?”

“That would be lovely, thank you.” This time she kissed him on the mouth. Jerry blushed again, right to the roots of his red hair, and left grinning broadly.

Gabriel suppressed his amusement at the shock on Owen’s face; there would be plenty of time to tease him later. Instead he nodded at Beatrice approvingly. “Good choice.”

Owen stormed away muttering about finding Pam instead. Gabriel decided not to comment that over Owen’s head he could already see Pam on the far side of the room getting on very friendly terms with Bradley Delacroi.

Owen’s place was taken by a handsome man in his early fifties. Francis moved forward to introduce him. “Gabriel, this is my father, Randall Reynolds.”

Gabriel reached out to shake his hand, wondering why the name sounded familiar. As he smiled into a pair of steel-grey eyes the penny dropped in his brain and he reeled slightly.

“Sir! I’m very pleased to meet you.” He really wished he had known in advance he would be performing in front of the Managing Director of the London Acting Academy! He would have somehow given the play even more. He shot Vanessa a fuming look, but she clapped her hands together like an excited child.

“Oh, Gabriel, don’t look at me like that. I wouldn’t have missed this moment for the world.”

“I can see you’ve realised who I am.” Mr Reynolds smiled. “I must admit I was sceptical when Francis bullied me down here. But I’m glad I came now. That was quite some performance, young man. You too, my dear,” he turned and greeted Beatrice, who still stood by. She had tried to slip away but Vanessa had kept a firm grip on her sleeve. “You made a very convincing Mina,” he finished.

Gabriel felt he had a huge frog in his throat almost preventing him from speaking.

“You liked the play, sir?” He asked, his voice filled with trepidation. At last here was a chance to get some validation on his acting from someone whose opinion he respected. Perhaps he could convince the man to write him some kind of recommendation. He now wished he had been nicer about Francis in the past, much much nicer!

“I thought the play was average,” Mr Reynolds said honestly, and Gabriel felt his heart plummet. “But you and Miss Greene here,” Mr Randall continued, “were anything but average.”

Gabriel and Beatrice beamed at each other in relief.

Mr Reynolds’s brow furrowed. He addressed Gabriel again, “Gabriel Brenner. Your name sounds familiar to me.”

Gabriel nodded, “Yes, sir. I’m due to audition in front of your panel in September.

“Ah yes, that’s it. Well, you don’t need to now. This can count as your audition. I’ve already been on the phone to my board; I emailed them a clip of the play and we’d be delighted to offer a place next term. You too, young lady, if you want it.”

Beatrice just nodded, looking shell-shocked. Gabriel too felt utterly speechless – this was beyond his wildest dreams.

He suddenly felt the wind go out of his sails. “I shall have to discuss it with my father, sir. I’ve sort of made a promise that I would finish my A-levels first.”

“Oh, that’s no problem.” Mr Reynolds smiled, “We do all the A-levels at the LLA, you can take whichever ones you need as evening classes.”

“That would be wonderful!” Gabriel’s face cleared. “My father should be happy with that.”

Suddenly guilt overrode him. His father, stepmother and his brother would be waiting for him outside. He hadn’t bothered to invite them to the backstage party. But now he wanted his father there to share the moment. For the first time in years he really wanted to know if his father was proud of him.

“There he is!” He spotted his father standing uncertainly in the doorway of the rehearsal room, the rest of his family just behind him.

Nate was there too, ushering them in. He had obviously gone to collect them when he realised what was going on. Gabriel gave a look of gratitude to Nate; he was so lucky to have such a good best mate, he thought. Nate had read the situation perfectly and realised that Gabriel would want his family there, before he had even realised it himself. He made a mental note to buy Nate a massive bottle of brandy when all this was over.

Vanessa started to wave madly at Francesca, who waved back delightedly. “Shall we go and introduce them to Randall?”

“Just a second,” Gabriel put his hand on her arm, “I have a couple of things I wanted to say to Beatrice first.”

“Why don’t I introduce myself?” Mr Reynolds said cheerfully. “I’ll go and soften him up a bit for you. If he’s got any doubts at all about your talent then I shall convince him otherwise.”

Gabriel smiled his gratitude and nodded; they watched as Mr Reynolds walked over to shake hands with his father, taking Francis with him.

Now it was just himself, Vanessa and Beatrice. Gabriel turned to Beatrice and cleared his throat awkwardly. “Um, Bea. I just wanted to say thank you. I really couldn’t have done it without you. You were an amazing actress to work with and an incredibly lovely person too. I’m really sorry if I’ve ever been hurtful or dismissive towards you.” Gabriel wasn’t very good at apologising, but he felt that this one was very important.

Beatrice smiled, “Why, Gabriel, you should be careful, your halo is showing!” She thought again how breathtakingly beautiful he was when he was happy. She continued, “I shall be the one thanking you eternally for everything you’ve taught me, and both you and Vanessa for the amazing opportunity with Mr Reynolds. All insults are forgiven and forgotten. And,” she added tentatively, “perhaps we could work together again some time if we are both going to the Academy?”

“I couldn’t think of anyone I’d rather work with.” Gabriel said, spontaneously hugging her, taking them both by surprise. “About the Academy,” he lowered his voice, “it’s pretty expensive to attend, fees and so on, if you need a loan...?”

He expected an awkward moment but Beatrice went into a peal of laughter. “You’re kind, thank you. But money is the one thing I really don’t have to worry about. Not ever.” She barely hinted at the size of her fortune. She would be inheriting the bulk of it in a matter of weeks, and would be lucky if she managed to escape some serious press attention.

“Well, well. Aren’t you full of surprises!” Gabriel said.

“You have no idea,” Beatrice twinkled back at him. “Now, if you’ll both excuse me, Jerry has been a very long time with that lemonade and I think I had better go and check that some other girl hasn’t already made off with him.”

“She’ll go a long way if she can manage to stay that sweet,” Vanessa commented as Beatrice disappeared into the throng.

Gabriel turned to her with a stern look on his face. “How could you, Vee? How could you invite Randall Reynolds and not tell me? You’ve never even seen me act. You had absolutely no idea if I’d be any good or not! That was quite some risk you took.”

Vanessa reached up and touched his face. “I know you. There was no risk at all as far as I was concerned. I never doubted for a single moment that you wouldn’t be good.”

He looked down at her with a full heart, “No, you didn’t, did you?” 

He took her hand. “We’d better go and rescue Mr Reynolds from my family. I can see Francesca in full flow, and my dad’s got that puffed-up look he gets when he’s pleased.” 

As they made their way over, Gabriel could almost feel his usual cold demeanour actually melting away, and hopefully leaving him for good.

Chapter Twenty

“She is one of God's women fashioned by His own hand to show us men that there is a heaven where we can enter.”

Bram Stoker, Dracula

Flora was so excited at the thought of the dance that she was ready with over an hour to spare. She came out of the bathroom thrilled with her appearance and did a twirl for Ellie. “Tah dah!” she said with a smile.

But Ellie, instead of telling her how marvellous she looked, shrieked, “No, no way. You are not going anywhere in blue eye shadow!”

Flora frowned, going over to the mirror on her chest of drawers. “What’s wrong with it? It’s called ‘Peacock Feather Fantastique’. I thought it brought out my eyes.”

“It doesn’t,” said Ellie flatly, “it’s a colour young teenage girls wear, because they think it makes them look older. Instead it just emphasises the fact that they know nothing about makeup.”

Flora thought this was a bit much considering Ellie was only six months older than her. She put her hands on her hips defensively. “And which magazine claimed that this week, miss know-it-all?”

Ellie laughed, clearly not taking offence. “Actually it was what Jack said to me the first time I wore blue eye shadow. I have to admit he was right, though. Where on earth did you get such a lurid colour?”

“I bought it in the pharmacy in Oakworth last weekend. You were with me!” Flora said accusingly.

“I would never have let you buy that!” Ellie grimaced.

Flora’s shoulders slumped. “It matches my dress.”

“It does. But not in a good way. Come here.” Ellie plopped Flora down into the chair at her desk and pulled up her own chair opposite. With two sweeps of makeup remover she undid the work of at least half an hour, and Flora was left with her plain boring eyes again. Ellie unzipped her own makeup case and set to work.

“There,” she said proudly a few minutes later, turning the mirror back towards Flora.

Flora looked at her reflection, stunned at the difference. Ellie had lined her eyes with a soft brown pencil and redone her mascara in a brown-black rather than the heavy midnight-black Flora had used. She had put a dark gold across her eyelids that faded to a glimmering pale gold at the corners.

“Wow,” breathed Flora. “I look at least seventeen.”

Ellie grinned, “And now, the secret ingredient.” She unsnapped a compact of bronzing powder. “It’s got a gold ‘shimmer’ in it. You can’t really see it in this light, but in the candlelight of the dance you will be all glowing.” She applied it to Flora’s face, highlighting her cheekbones; then, taking out a larger brush, she dusted it across Flora’s bare shoulders too.

“And not forgetting the pièce de résistance.” She brushed it liberally into Flora’s small cleavage. “That will draw his attention,” she smiled with a wicked twinkle in her eye.

“Are you going to tell me who ‘he’ is yet?” Flora asked, feeling excited and nervous all at the same time.

“Not yet, but I guarantee you won’t be disappointed.” Ellie hugged herself in anticipation. 

Flora’s phone began to beep. She looked at Ellie questioningly, wondering if it was something to do with her unknown date, but Ellie shook her head, indicating it was nothing to do with her.

“Oh heck.” Flora panicked. “It’s my mom, she’s downstairs!”

“Tell her to come up.”

Flora began to text, worried her mother would have a fit when she saw her and force her to scrub off all her gorgeous makeup.

Minutes later there was a knock at the door. “Are you decent? I’ve got Travis with me.” Her mother’s voice announced herself and Flora’s new stepfather.

Ellie squeaked, not having yet put her dress on, and dived into the bathroom, locking the door behind her.

Flora opened the door to their dorm room. “Hi, Mommy. Hi, Travis.”

“Oh, my darling.” Her mother embraced her. “You look so grown-up!”

“I thought you weren’t picking me up until tomorrow morning?” Flora was suddenly scared that she wouldn’t be able to attend the dance.

“We’re not, we caught an earlier flight. I wanted to get a photo of you before your very first prom.”

“It’s not a prom, Mom, they don’t have those in England. It’s just a school dance, but with prom dresses.”

“You look like a princess anyway,” her mother said proudly, “Doesn’t she, Travis?”

“You look beautiful, honey,” Travis confirmed. “Just like your mother.”

“Thanks.” Flora smiled shyly.

“We won’t stop for long. Let me get a picture of you, then we’d better go and check into our hotel. We thought we might as well stay the night in the village since we have to collect you in the morning anyway.”

Travis snapped a few photos, including ones of Flora and her mother together. Flora put her arms around her mom. “I missed you so much, but I love it here. I wish we didn’t have to go back home.”

“Oh, sweetie, do you mean that?” Her mother exchanged glances with Travis. “We were going to discuss it with you tomorrow, but Travis has been offered an amazing job right here in England. A brand new vineyard in the Severn Valley, it’s only about thirty miles away. We wondered how you felt about going to a day school there, or maybe staying here – if you’d prefer to?” She paused at the look of shock on Flora’s face. “We haven’t said yes yet. We would like to, but I realise it’s a long way from home and from Daddy and your old friends. It’s up to you, honey.”

“Yes!” Flora danced over to the bathroom door and banged on it. “Ellie, get out here. I’m not leaving Compass, I’ll be coming back next term!”

Ellie opened the door and they screamed and hugged.

“Oh, look how perfect the two of you are.” Flora’s mother grabbed the camera and began to click madly.

Ellie’s apple green cocktail dress was short and daring, but a perfect foil for her long straight chestnut hair. Flora wore a long blue dress of satin, and her blond hair curled around her bare shoulders. They giggled and posed for several minutes, enjoying the moment.

“Can I have a copy of the pictures?” Ellie asked. “I have hardly any of Flora and me together; we should put some up in here.”

Flora’s mother nodded, then put the camera away, saying to her husband, “We really should go and let these two get to their dance.”

After they had gone, Ellie and Flora fussed in front of the mirror for a while before Ellie checked her phone and said, “It’s time!”

Going down the main staircase to the grand entrance hall, Flora let her eyes dart around. The school looked almost magical. The hall was lit by candles, despite the strong sunset outside, and everyone looked so glamorous milling about in evening wear. But what Flora really wanted to see was who her date was.

At last she spotted Nate, waiting for them near the front door.

“There they are,” Ellie said, “And that’s your date, next to Nate.”

The only person standing next to Nate was Gabriel.

Chapter Twenty One

“Do you believe in destiny? That even the powers of time can be altered for a single purpose? That the luckiest man who walks on this earth is the one who finds... true love?”

Bram Stoker, Dracula

Flora didn’t know what to think. Gabriel was her date?

They had almost reached the bottom of the stairs when another Gabriel came through the front door, holding hands with a very beautiful girl, whom she could only assume was Vanessa.

She did a double take at the boy standing beside Nate. He looked so like Gabriel, the same high cheek bones, the same white blond hair, but it wasn’t Gabriel.

He was slightly shorter, and definitely younger. Exactly her own age in fact.

Flora swallowed several times, this was the boy of her dreams! Not Gabriel.

Ellie grabbed her hand and pulled her forward to meet him.

“Flora, this is Michael, Gabriel’s brother.”

“Hello Flora,” Michael smiled and held out a beautiful orchid corsage. “I know it’s not traditional in England, but Ellie tells me you’re American, so I thought this might be appropriate.”

Flora wanted to melt into a puddle right there in the hall. His voice was cultured and refined, incredibly British upper class, but his face held none of the haughty aloofness of Gabriel’s. He was, quite simply, perfect, as far as she could see.

Their eyes held as he slipped the corsage onto her wrist.

“You look stunning,” he said in a low voice. 

“So do you,” She whispered.

“I’ve been considering coming to school at Compass Court for years,” Michael said seriously, “Now I really think I have to.”

They smiled at each other, then he took her hand and led her into the dance.

***
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Sophie Jones sat at the dressing table in her dorm room and touched the Cala Lily lying in front of her. 

She’d had such a wonderful time on stage that she had barely thought of Jack, but as soon as her scenes were done, the reality had set in, Jack was somewhere out there in the audience.

She had known he was attending; after all, his brother Alex had a major role in the production, and she had hoped that he might visit Alex backstage when it was over. But she hadn’t even caught a glimpse of him.

She had dutifully partied in the rehearsal room for half an hour, then made her excuses and come upstairs to prepare for the dance.

That was when she found the lily on her bed. A note had been pinned to it. It simply said: ‘All my love, Jack.’

Why couldn’t he ever explain what his notes meant? Why was he always so brief and cryptic? Was it just an acknowledgment of her role in the play?

When they had all taken their bows, Owen Lang had come onto the stage and presented Grace, Beatrice and herself with a bunch of flowers each. Was this in the same vein? The bunch of carnations already lay forgotten on the end of her bed. It was the single long stemmed lily that held her attention.

Or did he actually mean what the note said? Was it a gesture of love?

Almost certainly not. Jack had shown an interest in her, but there had never been any talk of it being more than that, not on his side anyway.

And now he was gone again. He had come to the play but he wouldn’t be at the dance, he didn’t go to Compass Court anymore.

It was a whole year ago, exactly to the night, when she had thrown herself at him at the previous end of school dance. She had liked him for so long and he had been about to leave Compass Court forever. She had lost her heart completely that night, and she knew that she would never get it back. It had always been Jack.

She’d liked Torrin very much, as well as several other boys she had briefly dated, but it was always Jack for her, she’d never been tempted to go further than kissing with anyone else. But for Jack, she would have swum naked across Oak River.

She sighed, knowing she ought to go downstairs and put on a big smile.

It was just so hard, everyone seemed to be in a couple except her.

She had watched Grace getting ready to meet Ben, Diana getting ready to meet Alex, and Rose getting ready to meet Leo. Until she was the only one left in the room, getting ready to meet no one.

She wondered if Jack was spending the night at the hotel in Oakworth Village down the road. What did he mean by ‘All my love’? She was half tempted to walk into the village and ask him. Ball, ball dress and high heels be damned.

Or she could text him! She jumped up and found her phone. If he was just down the road she could ask him to meet her in the Compass Court woods. In the exact spot where they’d had their perfect night a year ago.

She dithered for a moment. What was she thinking? Did she have no pride left at all? She had spent all year getting over her one kiss with Jack and now she was about to open the wound again! She had already managed to salvage her pride by turning him down; she should leave it well alone now. It was simply the memory of this same night a year ago that was getting to her.

Her phone buzzed in her hand, making her jump.

She flipped it open, heart pounding.

Are you coming down? We’re all starting to worry. Grace x

Sophie sighed. I’m on my way, she texted back. Then she strapped on her high heels, picked up her bag, and taking a deep breath she went to join her friends.

***
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Jack Parkhurst adjusted the pressure around his neck and continued searching the room. He usually loved wearing black tie, but tonight he felt constricted and distinctly tense.

As a favourite ex-pupil, with both his brother and sister in attendance, he’d had no problem convincing the Head Mistress to let him come to the end of year dance, but he desperately hoped he hadn’t set himself up for an evening of heartbreak.

The trouble was that he just couldn’t stay away. He had to see Sophie. 

He had to beg her on bended knee to leave her boyfriend and go out with him instead.

He knew it wasn’t really cricket to steal someone else’s girlfriend, but he felt in his bones that she belonged to him. He had loved her first, he just hadn’t realised it. He’d been slow on the uptake and he could only pray it wasn’t too late to tell her.

Watching the Year Twelve production of Dracula had been both hugely enjoyable and hugely torturous.

He was so proud of Alex he could hardly believe it. Alex had been brilliant as Jonathan Harker, so earnest and mature; it made Jack see the kind of man Alex would become.

But Sophie: she had been full of colour and vivaciousness. Her personality had taken the stage by storm. She had been completely effervescent in her role of Lucy Westenra. He had watched with a mixture of adoration and frustration as she flirted with every goddamn man on the stage and they all fell under her spell. The part had been her to a T.

He had wanted her a long time now, but only since Easter had he realised it was more, much more than that. He wanted to hold her and never let go. He wanted her voice to be the last thing he heard every night. He wanted to convince her to become his girlfriend and eventually come to Manchester University so they could be together every single day instead of doing long-distance.

He had been the biggest fool ever not to realise that she was the one a year ago. If she had even a spark of feeling left towards him then he was going to work and work until that spark was a flame.

As his watch crept towards a quarter to nine, he began to wonder if she was even coming.

She had to come. He had to tell her he was in love with her.

***
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Sophie plastered a big false smile onto her face as she entered the ballroom. She had to at least appear to be having a great time. All round the room her friends were enjoying themselves.

Out on the dance floor she soon saw Rose and Leo. Rose was wearing an emerald green dress that matched her new engagement ring. It was a large round-cut emerald surrounded by a tiny circle of diamonds, and Rose was delighted with it. Earlier that evening, as soon as the play was over, Rose and Leo had reintroduced their parents to each other. This time all four parents had swallowed their animosity and had grudgingly shaken hands. Rose and Leo had been thrilled with the results of their plan. They weren’t intending to get married any time soon, but it was very much on the table.

Nearby on the dance floor Sophie spotted Alex and Diana. Their relationship had been amusing to watch. After the party at Easter, Alex and Diana had officially become a couple, yet they were both still far too shy to actually talk to each other. As she watched them sway to the music, holding each other close, Sophie was glad that they had clearly found a way to communicate other than talking.

Grace and Ben were over by the refreshments table, deep in conversation. Their relationship was still in that new touchy-feely stage, and she didn’t really want to intrude.

She could even see Torrin, looking rather too happy, as he and Felicity made out behind a pillar.

She was actually considering slipping away again, when a hand touched her back. Spinning round she saw the one person in the world she most wanted to see.

“Hello Sophie,” said Jack.

The End
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Good @ Games
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Book Four in the Flirting Games Series

by

Stella Wilkinson

Chapter One

Jessica Chase sat in the Headmistress’s office and stared down at her feet. She was determined to be on her best behaviour and tried to look as unobjectionable as possible as the Headmistress reviewed her crimes from her last school.

“This is quite the catalogue of unacceptable behaviour, Miss Chase.” The Headmistress frowned at her over her glasses.

Jessica nodded, trying to look penitent.

“There will certainly be no fighting allowed here, and if you are ever found to have a...” the Headmistress paused and looked at the list again – “a flick-knife on your person, you will be expelled immediately. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, Mrs Frost.” Jessica said quietly. She had absolutely no intention of indulging in the kind of behaviour that had made her infamous in her last school. Getting kicked out had been a short sharp shock. She’d got away with so much that it never occurred to her that she might have overstepped the line one too many times. Even though the standards at her last school had been pretty low, she knew she had gone too far with the knife. She couldn’t even remember who she’d been trying to impress. 

No one wanted anything to do with her now. She’d had the worst summer ever at home as her parents became increasingly desperate, trying to find a new school that would take her that wasn’t even worse than the last one.

In the end they went “private”. If the state wouldn’t give you a good education, you could at least buy one. But even in the private sector she was given the brush-off repeatedly. No one wanted a troublemaker at their school, especially one with very average grades. The only thing she excelled at was singing, and it had been that which had saved her from another sink school.

She had managed to get a part-scholarship into Compass Court Boarding School on the backing of her singing teacher, who coached the choir there.

Even with the part-scholarship, her parents were both pulling some extra hours at work to pay for the school fees, and Jessica felt the huge weight of responsibility not to let them down. She wondered again – how could she have been so stupid? Boarding school was the last thing in the world she wanted. But she didn’t have a choice. She wanted her parents to be proud of her again. Their looks of disappointment when she’d been expelled had been the lowest point in her life. But being dumped in the middle of nowhere with a bunch of stuck-up private school kids was going to be torture. 

“It doesn’t matter, Jessica,” she told herself firmly. “You’re not here to make friends or have fun. You’re here to get an education! No boys, no distractions, stay out of trouble and just study.” Jessica repeated her personal mantra silently in her head.

The Headmistress held up another piece of paper as if it stank of rotten fish.

“And your grades, Miss Chase, also leave a lot to be desired. You are rather behind our average in certain subjects. Here at Compass Court we always score very highly on the National League tables and I won’t have you dragging us down. In this school we have standards.” She sniffed as if to suggest that Jessica didn’t.

“Silly cow,” Jessica thought. But she said, “I won’t let you down, I’ll work extremely hard to catch up.”

The Headmistress suddenly sat down, took off her glasses and smiled, making her look much more human.

“We don’t want you to fail, Jessica. We want to help you. Your singing instructor, Miss Bracken, speaks quite highly of your character. Sometimes people just go down the wrong path. I’ve been teaching for a long time and I’ve seen it all at one time or another.”

She shuffled the papers on her desk again. “So, I’ve assigned you some student mentors. Eustace Reed will give you extra tuition in Maths, Chemistry, Biology and Physics. Ellie Parkhurst will tutor you in History and Geography, and Benito Byron will give you extra music lessons.” The Head frowned, looking at the last name. “Byron? Why did I think that would be a good idea?” The older woman seemed to be talking to herself, and Jessica waited, feeling confused.

“Well, it can’t be helped, I suppose. Byron is the best choice for music, though I’m not sure that putting the two of you together is particularly wise.” The Head looked back up at Jessica. “Young Mr Byron is a bit of a troublemaker, but he excels in music. You are aware, dear, that you have to achieve an A in music to keep your scholarship?”

Jessica nodded, knowing that everything depended on her getting that A; otherwise it was back into the Comprehensive School system where no one wanted her, and all her parents’ hard work would have been for nothing.

“So Benito Byron it is. Just try not to become too friendly, hmmm? I only have so much tolerance for trouble.” The Head gave Jessica a firm look. Then she smiled again and rang a bell on her desk.

Her assistant peeped in the door. “Ah, Harriet, call Eustace to my office, would you?” She turned back to Jessica. “Your bags have already been taken up to your room. You’re very lucky we could find you a place, since term is already two weeks in, but we always get one or two who find that boarding school wasn’t what they thought it would be. Everyone adjusts in the end if they just give it time, but you always get the odd one that won’t stop crying until you call their mother.” The Head rolled her eyes. “The parents are often worse than the children. Anyway, I digress. Eustace Reed will show you around; he’s a bright boy, make him your new best friend, learn from his example. Right then. Good luck, Miss Chase, and let’s hope I don’t see you again for a good long time, alright?” The Head reached out and shook Jessica’s hand before making a flapping motion towards the door.

“Well, she was a fruit loop if ever I met one,” Jessica muttered to herself. She sat on the bench outside the office to wait for Eustace Reed. She could already tell he was going to be a total spod. She sighed. The Head was right though; she needed to make Eustace Reed her new best friend. After all, they were going to be spending a lot of time together by the sounds of it, and she clearly needed his help. How hard could it be to win over one little dork?

Students filed past the bench, some giving Jessica a smile, some just looking with curiosity, but most pretty much ignored her.

She watched a boy about her own age come down the corridor and smiled to herself. So there was talent to be found in Compass Court. The boy was totally rocking Geek Chic. He had on the ubiquitous black-framed glasses and an uber-smart school uniform. His tie was straight and his shirt was ironed, and he actually had three pens in his top pocket. All he needed was a calculator and he’d be the quintessential geek. He wasn’t tall, but his features were gorgeous, Jessica decided. His hair was brown and swept back in the kind of waves movie stars wished they had. It looked like Superman’s hair, when he was just being Clark Kent, rather than when he had it slicked back with a ton of gunk and was wearing the stupid tights number.

Jessica sighed. Yeah, he was definitely a Clark Kent, hiding a superbod under the ironed outfit. Why couldn’t she have someone like that to teach her instead of the school spod?

“Jessica Chase?” Clark Kent had stopped in front of her.

“No way!” Jessica blurted. She flushed – what a dumb thing to say. “Oh, yes, that’s me. I just... You don’t look like a Eustace.” Even dumber.

The boy looked confused. “I am Eustace. Eustace Reed. You are the one who needs a tutor, aren’t you?”

Jessica smiled, trying to start over, and jumped to her feet. “Yes, sorry; it’s just been a bit of a mind suck today, too much happening at once. Pleased to meet you.”

Eustace smiled back and formally shook her hand. Jessica hoped her palms weren’t sweaty. So even the clever ones were cute here? She guessed that’s what good breeding could buy you, and made a bet with herself that they all ate salad at every meal and wouldn’t step foot inside the kind of fast food places she totally loved.

Eustace was saying something about the timetable, but Jessica found she was zoning on his pearly whites instead. He had really nice teeth. She pinched her own arm, hard, to try to focus. She was not here to even think about boys. This particular boy had a lot to teach her and she had to pay attention.

“So basically,” he was saying as she tuned back in, “we’ll meet during prep time on Mondays and Wednesdays, and we both have the same free period on Thursday mornings too – if you feel you need it?”

Jessica nodded enthusiastically. “Oh, I’m sure I’ll need it. I didn’t do a lot of my homework last year.” Or any year before that, she silently added. She decided not to say that she had never really bothered with homework; she didn’t want to come across like the total dropout she now felt she was. “I have quite a bit to catch up on. My last school was really lame.” She felt no guilt throwing the blame their way; after all, they hadn’t exactly helped her.

“Great.” Eustace actually looked thrilled to be tutoring her.

“So what do you get out of this? Do the school pay you or something?” Jessica asked as she picked up her heavy school bag.

“Of course not.” Eustace looked amused. “I get extra marks in my own classes for doing tutoring, and it goes on my University application. It makes me look good.”

Jessica wanted to say he looked good already, but held her tongue.

Eustace plucked her bag off her shoulder, and they had a brief tussle as Jessica wondered why he was taking her stuff, before realising he was being gentlemanly and actually offering to carry it for her. She released it in surprise.

“Uh, thanks.”

She was surprised again when he blushed.

“So, where are we going?” she asked, following him through the busy entrance hall, up a flight of stairs and then along a corridor.

“You’re in South Tower, aren’t you?” He looked at a piece of paper. “Room six?”

Jessica shrugged. She remembered South Tower, but not the room number.

“Yeah, you’re with Bianca. Good luck with that!” He said it with a slightly bitter tone.

“She an ex of yours?” Jessica asked with a smirk.

“As if!” Eustace almost stopped in astonishment at the remark. He collected himself quickly. “You’ll understand when you meet her. I’m not exactly her type.” His mouth twisted into a self-deprecating smile. “She wouldn’t look twice at someone like me.”

“Someone like you? What’s wrong with you?” Nothing at all as far as Jessica could see.

He blushed again. “Well, you know. A nerd.”

Jessica raised her eyebrows but didn’t comment. She wanted to mull that one over. Was the Geek Chic not a studied look? Was he just... a geek? The girls in this school had to be all kinds of stupid if that’s what they thought!

“So this girl, she’s pretty stuck up?” Jessica tried not to sound nervous.

Eustace laughed. “You could say that. She thinks the world owes her a favour, and in our year she’s Queen Bee.”

“Bee or just B-word?” Jessica joked.

“Both.” Eustace said, leading her up the stairs and along a corridor before cautiously opening a wooden door with a plaque that read South Tower.

He ushered her into a large comfortable room with sofas set around coffee tables and one or two more formal table-and-chair groups.

About ten kids of various ages were sat around the room, some studying but most chatting with their feet up on the coffee tables. All eyes seemed to turn on them, and conversation practically stopped as everyone seemed to be questioning their presence.

Eustace stood for a moment, looking round the room, then smiled with clear relief as he spotted someone. Jessica followed him to a table where a girl sat alone reading.

“Hi, Amy.” 

The girl looked up in surprise. “Hi.”

Eustace shifted from foot to foot. “This is Jessica. She’s in your room, just got here today.”

Amy put her book down and gave Jessica a big smile. “Hey! G’day. I wondered when you’d get here.”

Jessica smiled back. At least there would be one friendly face in her room. This clearly wasn’t the girl Eustace had tried to warn her about.

“Hi. You’re Australian?” Jessica attempted to place the accent in the girl’s voice.

“Yeah, and before you say it, we rule at cricket.” Amy and Eustace both laughed.

Jessica just nodded, not really getting the joke.

“Thanks, Eustace, I can take it from here.” Amy closed her book and stood up.

Eustace handed Jessica her bag. “I’ll see you Wednesday night for prep. Meet in the library?”

Jessica had a slight panic and fought the urge to ask him to stay with her. “Sure, as long as I can find it.”

“Don’t worry, you’ll be fine. See you Wednesday.” And with a small wave he left.

“He’s in East Tower,” Amy told Jessica, clearly reading the look on her face. “We don’t go into each other’s Common Rooms that much.”

“Um, okay.” Jessica looked around, realising that the room she was standing in must be the South Tower Common Room.

“Come and meet Bianca and Prish. They’ll be up in our room. Then you can unpack and tell us every tiny detail about yourself.”

Jessica took a deep breath. Every tiny detail? Not a chance. But at least she would see the gorgeous geek again soon, she thought, and then rolled her eyes to the ceiling. So much for her “no boys, no distractions, just study!” mantra.

Chapter Two

Flora Kincaid knew that she was supposed to be blissfully happy this year, but she wasn’t.

At the end of the last school year her future had seemed so full of promise. She was staying at Compass Court Boarding School, which she loved. She had a fabulous best friend, Ellie Parkhurst, and a brand new boyfriend!

She had spent most of the previous year obsessing about a seriously hot guy in Year Twelve called Gabriel Brenner. But he had made it pretty clear he wasn’t interested in her. After totally humiliating herself over him, Flora had started to realise that maybe he wasn’t the one for her. But at the end-of-year dance, Ellie had set her up with a blind date, who turned out to be none other than Gabriel’s younger brother, Michael Brenner.

At the time Michael had seemed to embody everything Flora thought she wanted: he was a total ringer for his handsome older brother, but without the cynical world-weary edge that Gabriel seemed to carry. Michael was her own age and had seemed just perfect for her. So what had changed?

When she came back to Compass Court to start the Autumn Term, she had moved from Year Eleven into Year Twelve, and she and Michael had become an instant couple. He was new to the school and didn’t really know anyone except her anyway. He had spent most of his education at an all-boys grammar school close to his parents’ home, but had decided to come to Compass Court for the last three years of his schooling. It was unfortunate for him that Gabriel had been given a place at the London Acting Academy and had left Compass Court at the same time that Michael had started there. So he had naturally clung to Flora at first to show him around the school.

Flora chewed the end of her pencil. The trouble was, she mused, that Michael was too handsome for his own good. Just like Gabriel, he had striking pale blond hair, perfect bone structure and a great physique. It hadn’t taken him more than a couple of weeks to become extremely popular, especially with the girls. And, while Gabriel had seemed comfortable with his looks, Michael was kind of letting the attention go to his head.

They were now three weeks into the start of term and already Michael was making excuses about being busy.

Flora was in West Tower House and Michael was in North Tower House, just as his brother had been, and so they didn’t hang out in the same Common Room. But they had met most evenings in the games room or the library. Suddenly Michael was staying in North Tower to study. If he wanted to study, then couldn’t he come to the library?

Flora spat out a piece of her pencil in disgust, which she had chewed right down to the lead. Oh well, it was better than biting her nails.

At that moment Ellie came into their room and flung her bag on her bed. She watched dispassionately as several school books slid out of it and bounced to the floor, then plopped herself down beside it.

“Nate says he might take me to the cinema in Bristol on Saturday – do you and Michael want to come?”

“Maybe; I don’t know. Wouldn’t you rather be alone?”

Ellie and Nate had been dating for almost a year now, but they still seemed unable to keep their hands off each other. Flora often wondered if they were trying to set some kind of kissing record. 

“And I have no idea what Michael will be doing, since I’ve barely spoken to him in the last couple of days.” Flora tried not to sound too upset, but Ellie picked up on it straight away anyway.

“Oh dear, you’re in the dumps. I’ve had enough of that from Nate; he’s been moping around like a wet Sunday since term started. I think he’s missing Gabriel.”

Flora squashed the thought as soon as it came into her head, but she still heard her inner voice saying “I miss Gabriel too!” But Gabriel was gone, and he was never meant to be hers anyway. Plus she now had the gorgeous, younger model, Michael. The Gabriel 2.0.

Flora conjured up a bright smile for Ellie. “No, I’m fine. I just think maybe Michael might be getting a bit bored with me...”

Ellie flung her arms around Flora. “That’s just not possible, Flo! You’re like the nicest person I’ve ever met in my life. Michael knows it too. I’m sure he’s just adjusting to a new school and new friends.”

Flora nodded with a smile. “Yeah, I expect so. I’ll ask him about Saturday anyway.”

Ellie grinned back at her. “Hey, guess what? My history is so good, now that I’ve got Nate constantly on me about my grade, that Mrs Marsh has asked me to tutor someone else! Can you believe it? Me!”

“That’s great, Ellie. You get extra credit for that, right? Is it anyone I know?”

Ellie shook her head. “No, some new girl. Apparently she’s a head case who got kicked out of her last school, but rumour has it she’s gotten a music scholarship, so she must be pretty darn good. As long as she tries, then I don’t really care if she has an attitude; she might even be quite fun. We’ll find out soon enough.”

Chapter Three

Bianca was everything Jessica expected and more. She was tall and slim, with perfect long blond hair, perfect skin, perfect nails, and legs that went all the way up to a perfect little pert behind.

On a second look, Jessica decided that Bianca wasn’t nearly as pretty as she acted like she was, she just had on a lot of makeup.

Bianca uncurled herself from her bed and formally shook Jessica’s hand. “Hullo, I’m Bianca Standish, this is Prisha Kaur.” She indicated the other girl, who also stood up, like it was ladies’ day at Ascot. Jessica felt like an idiot shaking hands. Surely sixteen-year-old girls didn’t act like that, even if they did go to an overpriced boarding school?

“So where are you from?” Bianca asked.

“Southampton.”

“Oh! Is your father Admiral Chase? I met him once.”

“No,” Jessica laughed. “My father’s a dental technician. He makes teeth,” she clarified as both girls stared at her blankly.

Bianca’s eyes narrowed and then looked her up and down. Jessica bet herself that Bianca was mentally calculating the cost of her clothes, trying to decide if dental technician was a respectable trade or not.

“We hope you’ll be happy here,” Prisha said. “Don’t we, Bianca?” she added pointedly to her friend.

Bianca gave Jessica a fake smile. “Of course. That’s your bed over there.” She flicked her hand towards the furthest corner and then left the room.

“Don’t mind her. Her bark’s worse than her bite.” Prisha gave Jessica a weak smile. Jessica raised her eyebrows, clearly not believing that for a second.

Bianca’s imperious voice floated in through the open door. “Prisha? Are you coming?”

Prisha looked uncertain for a moment, then slipped out the door after Bianca.

Jessica shrugged. At least Amy seemed nice, and Eustace; but she really wished she had got into a decent regular school. Now she was going to actually have to live with these snobs.

Jessica was quiet as she unpacked her clothes. She was normally pretty loud and full of attitude. But now she felt she had to work out a whole new personality for herself. She didn’t want to be attitude-girl any more, but she hated to feel vulnerable. Could she manage to find something in the middle?

Amy looked at her watch. “We’ve got about half an hour before dinner, if you want to freshen up, and then later I can take you to meet Ellie, if you like. Oh no, hang on, it’s chess club tonight. Ellie is captain of the chess team. Maybe wait until tomorrow... unless you are into chess?”

Jessica pulled a disgusted face. Of course she wasn’t into chess! That was a super geeks game. Ellie must be yet another clever swot. Jessica sighed; she had hoped at least to make some friends for her time in purgatory, but it looked like she was going to be hanging with the nerds. She had a feeling the mean girls had already rejected her. She took a deep calming breath. That was fine. She didn’t want to be one of the mean girls any more anyway.

“Dork days, here I come,” she muttered to herself. “No, that’s fine, thanks,” she said aloud to Amy. “I’ll meet Ellie tomorrow. Is there anything else to do this evening?”

“Well, it’s a Monday evening, so most people will probably just be doing prep, which is the boarding school version of homework. But there is a games room, or the library if you want to go online, and there’s a movie room, but that’s pretty limited; mainly educational films.”

“The library sounds fine. I could check my email. So how come we can’t use the Internet anywhere else?” Jessica asked. “I mean, I have roaming data even if there is no Wi-Fi.”

Amy shrugged. “I don’t know how they’ve done it. But it’s totally impossible to get Internet access outside the library. We do have a school Intranet though.”

“What’s an Intranet?” Jessica had never heard of it.

“It’s like an internal mini-Internet. It’s got web pages of school-approved stuff, and we have our own internal email system, which you can access anywhere.”

Jessica pulled another face. “Yeah, I can’t really see myself using that, to be honest. It’s not like I have any friends here.”

Amy spread her hands. “It’s up to you. I find it useful for checking in with friends in other school houses, getting updates on school clubs and activities, cribbing work from each other, that kind of thing.”

Jessica nodded. “Yeah, okay, let’s do that after dinner then.”

Jessica had a quick shower and changed her clothes before dinner. Entering the dining room was absolutely terrifying. The huge hall was filled with noise. Long tables held pupils of every age, some in uniform, some not. Jessica was immensely grateful to have Amy with her; otherwise she might have turned tail and ran.

“This isn’t everyone.” Amy laughed at Jessica’s expression. “The younger ones eat first, then it’s years ten - thirteen on the late lunch and dinner shift. This is the South Tower table. But you can sit anywhere really. Probably best to start getting to know people here though, as we hang together in the Common Room in the evenings. It’s very unusual to go into the other Common Rooms, though you can, of course.”

Jessica ate quietly. She was impressed by the food, which was a million miles from the food in her last school, but she supposed they had to spend all the income from the school fees on something, why not on grilled salmon and French beans? She was also very relieved to discover she was allowed fries with it, which made it perfect as far as she was concerned.

A short while later, Jessica and Amy made their way to the library.

Amy taught Jessica how to use the Intranet. “There’s an app for your phone, which you’ll need to download in here,” Amy explained.

“That all seems a bit modern for boarding school,” Jessica commented.

“We’re not totally in the dark ages here, you know! But yes, actually we only got the Intranet this year, so we’re all just learning to use it as well.”

“Cool. So how does this internal email thing work?” Jessica looked with some confusion at the list of other users. “Bum-face? Forget-me-not? Those obviously aren’t real names. How do you know who’s who?”

“I dunno. Some people use their real names, those that want to be contacted for something school related, but most of us just tell our friends what our name is, and have avatars, you know?”

“Oh, right. So who are you? I don’t see an Amy anywhere here.”

Amy smiled and pointed to the list. “That’s me there, I’m MoonBear. And before you ask, they’re an endangered species of bear, and I care about protecting them.”

“Fine with me.” Jessica tapped the keyboard. “So what shall I be?”

“I’ll leave you to think about it. I need to get back and do some prep. You alright on your own?”

Jessica had a slight panic that she might not actually be able to find her way back to South Tower on her own, but figured she could always ask someone if she got lost. So she nodded and tried to think of a good email name.

After a while she typed in “Soubrette”, an opera term which generally meant “a pert, young female character with a light soprano voice”. She felt it summed her up quite well, though she was fairly sure that no one else in the school would have a clue as to its meaning. She shrugged, uncaring of that, and pressed select. Then she opened up the Internet and wrote her parents a short email, telling them about her new room and the people she had met so far. She tried to keep the negativity to a minimum, as she knew how much they wanted her to be happy there, but it was hard. So far she felt like a fish out of water, and she couldn’t see it getting better any time soon.

She was just pressing send when a box popped up letting her know she had a new internal email.

Jessica looked at it in confusion. She didn’t know anyone yet and absolutely no one knew the name that she had only just chosen. Maybe it was a generic welcome email? She opened it.

“Hey, droopy drawers! Move your fat arse up here or it will be a frog in your bed tonight.”

Jessica stared at the screen for a minute. Had someone seen her in the library, sussed out who she was, and decided to start bullying her already? Were they suggesting she leave Compass Court or she would get a frog in her bed? She looked at the sender name. It said The Eagle, which didn’t mean anything to her.

She decided the chances of its being directed at her were slim; it was much more likely that the email was meant for someone else and had come to her by accident. She thought about ignoring it. But then the person it was really meant for would not get it and might instead get the horrible frog thing without knowing who or why. She was about to type in a reply politely explaining that she didn’t think she was the intended recipient, but instead she couldn’t resist having a little fun. So she typed:

“I do not have a fat arse. I have a rather nice bum, thank you very much, and if you put a frog in my bed then you get a horse’s head in yours.”

Giggling to herself she pressed send.

Seconds later came a reply. “Oops! Sorry, that was meant to go to Soggybottomboy. His name is right above yours, I must have hit the wrong one. Please ignore!”

Then, almost straight after, another message:

“If your bum was that nice I’m pretty sure I would have noticed it. Who are you?”

“None of your business,” Jessica typed, “But I’m new so I’ll forgive you for not noticing my bottom yet.”

There was a pause and then another reply.

“Your login name is something to do with opera, right? Are you that fat kid in Year Nine who looks like Pavarotti? That would explain the horse’s head reference as well. I bet he’s got mafia links. But if you are him, then I got to tell you dude, your bum is not rather nice, it looks like a pair of watermelons in a sack.”

Jessica chuckled out loud for a minute. Then she typed, “That’s rich coming from someone called The Eagle. I bet it’s because you have a massive nose and a hunchback.”

“Have another pie, Pavarotti! It happens to be my nickname, after the song, you know?”

Jessica tried to think of the song but came up blank so she put, “Unless it’s opera then we fat tenors might not know it.”

“Look it up later,” the stranger replied.

So Jessica looked it up. She found hundreds of hits, so copied the most popular.

“There’s a poem by Alfred, Lord Tennyson:

The Eagle

He clasps the crag with crooked hands; 

Close to the sun in lonely lands, 

Ring’d with the azure world, he stands. 

The wrinkled sea beneath him crawls; 

He watches from his mountain walls, 

And like a thunderbolt he falls.

So do you have crooked hands?”

There was a pause, then a reply. “Hmmm, either you are ultra intelligent or you’re in the library right now with Internet access. Which means I can just pop down and see exactly how big your bum is.”

“You’re not in the library?” Jessica asked. She realised she hadn’t thought about it before, had just assumed that the sender was here somewhere. After all, the room was fairly busy and there were tables in areas she couldn’t see as well.

“No, I’m in my dorm. I have the Intranet app on my tablet, but no Internet access here. Try searching for That’s why they call me The Eagle.”

Jessica did a search and found the song straight away. She read the lyrics.

When I get a girl in my sight line

She thinks I’m golden and divine.

She won’t have a clue

That I’m a predator in the blue.

I stalk her from above;

She’ll think she’s falling in love.

I swoop on my prey with killer speed.

She doesn’t know that I just want to feed.

She’s nothing but a meal to me,

A tasty treat of femininity.

I want to taste her flesh and eat my fill

While she adores me and bends to my will.

For a short time I’ll let her think we can fly together,

That when Eagles mate it will be forever.

But Eagles like to be alone

To roam the skies and skim the foam.

I’ll leave her torn and broken while I remain regal.

That’s why they call me The Eagle.

The song went on for several more verses but Jessica had the gist of it. She typed:

“I found the song. I’m guessing you’re a bit of a player then?” She had a clear image in her head now. He was obviously a good-looking boy with a big head and a bad reputation.

He typed back, “I’m really not a player at all. I guess I’ve been through a few girlfriends in the past. But I promise I’m actually a nice guy. My roommates just called me that for a while and it kind of stuck. If anyone else hears it then I don’t usually tell them where it comes from.”

“Hmm, I’m honoured,” Jessica wrote back, feeling slightly sarcastic as she typed it.

“So, your turn. What does Soubrette mean?” he asked.

“Look it up later,” she answered, mimicking his own answer from earlier.

“I’ll have to come to the library to do that. Shall I come now? I can check out your arse at the same time.”

“You’re too late. I’m just leaving,” Jessica quickly typed.

“Shame...” he replied. “Your loss.”

“Yeah, somehow I don’t think so.” Jessica added a smiley face to soften her words. Then she logged out and fled, just in case The Eagle came looking for her.

Chapter Four

After a host of bewildering classes on Tuesday, Jess finally climbed the stairs to the music room. This was, after all, the real reason she had come to Compass Court; to make music with her voice. She knew she would never be great in any other subject, but she did have a good singing voice; as long as she could pass her exams then she could stay at Compass Court and she could keep preparing for a career in music. 

Reaching the top of the stairs, she could hear a piano being played. She recognised the music straight away; it was Mozart’s “Don Giovanni”. It was being played so beautifully that she just stood in the corridor a full five minutes just to listen.

Eventually peering through the door, she spotted a boy sat at the piano. He looked every inch the tortured artiste. His overlong hair fell across his face as he played, but his eyes were closed and his head was bent over the piano as if he was coaxing the music from it rather than simply playing it. She half expected the piano to sigh from pleasure as his fingers moved, almost dancing up and down its length. She rather felt like sighing herself.

“Well, hello, tall dark and handsome,” she thought, taking in his black hair, his tall lean frame, and his features, which were all somehow too large but worked. He had a strong nose and full passionate lips, and when he briefly opened his eyes, she saw they were deep pools of brown.

She would never have admitted it to anyone in her last school but she did love opera. Her father had been playing classical music in his lab while he worked since before Jess was born and she had grown up hearing the strains of Beethoven, Chopin, Bach and many others, all her life. Opera seemed to be one of those things you either loved or hated, and for Jess, who loved to sing, opera was a secret dream that she harboured. It was either be an opera singer or a pop star, she wasn’t sure which. Probably pop star would be better money, though a much shorter career. Maybe she could do both, she thought as the music filled her.

She heard the words in her mind, the duet between Don Giovanni and Zerlina, and she hummed quietly as his playing crescendoed around her. Then without thinking she opened her mouth and joined in, singing the soprano part that was, she felt, really too big for her but that she knew so well.

The boy’s eyes opened in surprise, but he didn’t stop playing. It was only when Jess became aware that he was watching her that she stopped singing and he in turn stopped playing. There was a long silence.

Jess felt her ears turn red and was about to mumble an apology when he spoke. “Wow.” He smiled at her.

“Wow yourself.” Jess nodded at the piano. For a moment he stared at her with an open and interested countenance; and then it was like he changed personality.

The genuine pleasure that had lit his features while he was playing literally disappeared; a bored and affected look took its place. It was almost like she had caught a glimpse of the real boy, made vulnerable by his love of music, but now he was retreating firmly behind the mask of his public persona. It happened so quickly that she wasn’t even sure if she had seen it. She wasn’t sure she liked the superior confidence he was suddenly giving off.

He leaned back and put his hands behind his head. “You must be the new girl Miss Bracken was raving about. But you didn’t hit top C.”

Jess shrugged. “I know, but I wasn’t warmed up. I’m Jessica Chase.” She stuck her hand out, seeing as so many other people had shaken her hand so far.

The boy stood up, and grasping her hand he pulled her right up to him. “And I’m Italian; in Italy we kiss.”

Before she could blink, he placed a kiss on her left cheek, then on her right,. “Hmm. Isn’t there a game called Kiss Chase?” he asked, then planted a kiss right on her lips.

Jess jumped backwards in surprise. She had only just met him and he was definitely trying it on already!

“Yes, it’s a game, and yes, I’ve heard that joke before, about a million times.” Jess wiped her cheeks as if grossed out. But the reality was that the boy was so incredibly gorgeous that she felt like she never wanted to wash her face again. She could feel exactly where his large soft lips had landed. And her own lips practically seemed to have gone all tingly at his last kiss. But she had already been warned this boy was trouble, and she was absolutely certain that he was the last person she would get involved with.

His new personality was a clearly a bit of a puck character. She could see the fun dancing in his eyes; he was a good-time guy. His mouth was now curved into a sardonic smile as he eyed her up and down. 

“Well, you look much better than expected,” he said at last. “You came from a comp school, right? I guess I thought you’d be more of a chav.”

Jessica narrowed her eyes, trying to decide if she had just been insulted or complimented.

“I assume you are Benito Byron? You look exactly as I expected,” she shot back.

His eyes twinkled some more. “Oh good, I see my reputation precedes me.”

Jess groaned inside. She had been secretly hoping that the distracting boy in front of her would not be Benito Byron, but unfortunately it looked as though this was indeed her new music tutor – she was going to be fending off his charms for rather a large portion of her time. How was she supposed to concentrate on her music if he kept flirting with her? She would have to nip that one in the bud straightaway, make it clear that she was not available for a relationship of any kind with him. She just wanted to do well and avoid any other kind of complications. And Byron had “complication” written all over him.

“Are you still up for tutoring me?” she asked, trying to keep her voice businesslike. 

“Sure.” He lounged back again. “When are you free?”

Jessica pulled a copy of her new timetable out of her bag. “I’ve got tutoring already on Monday and Wednesday evenings, and I have to make time for my history tutor as well, but nothing else so far. I have free periods on Wednesday after lunch; Thursday morning, but that one is taken; and last lesson on Friday.”

Benito looked thoughtful. “I’ll take after lunch on Wednesday; we can work through lunch break as well. We’ll also do Friday evening– that way we can stay as late as we need to until curfew – and shall we say either Saturday morning or afternoon depending on what’s on?”

Jessica nodded, slightly impressed. She’d had the notion that Byron was lazy, but clearly not when it came to music.

She said she’d see him the following day and made good her escape. She definitely wanted to regroup before facing that one again!

When she got back to her room, Amy was waiting for her. “So how did it go with Byron?” she asked.

“Fine. I get the feeling he’s quite a handful though.”

“Yeah, but what a nice handful to hold.” Amy sighed wistfully. “Anyway, you’ll find Ellie Parkhurst easy-going. I got her internal email address so you can arrange to meet her.” Amy handed Jessica a slip of paper, which simply said EllsBells.

Jessica smiled at the joke; her own mother had a habit of saying “Hell’s bells!” when everything went wrong.

Off the bedroom she shared with the other three was a door to a study room. Inside were four desks around the walls, for the girls to use for prep time, and Jessica now set up her PC at one of the desks. She saw straight away that there was no Internet, but the school Intranet icon appeared. She signed into it as Soubrette and then sent Ellie a quick email explaining who she was and asking if they could meet the following evening in the library, just before her scheduled lesson with Eustace Reed.

Then she noticed she had a new email from The Eagle.

“So, I’ve been doing my research. I now know what a Soubrette is and I’ve come to the conclusion that you must be female and therefore not Pavarotti from Year Nine. It would seem that there are seven new girls this year, if you don’t count the new first years, (and I sincerely hope that you are not a in Year Seven!) So it will be time-consuming for me to discover your true identity; therefore I must suggest you consider just telling me who you are so that I can give you a proper welcome to our school.”

Jessica raised her eyebrows. Were all the boys in this school on the make? She was sure the email had a decidedly flirty tone, and he didn’t even know what she looked like. On the other hand, there was something nice about having a boy she could flirt with that would be safe because she had no intention of actually meeting him and taking it anywhere. It wasn’t as though she had much in the way of friends as yet at Compass Court, and she could do with all the ones she could get if she was going to make it through the year.

“How about this,” Jessica typed back; “we don’t say who we really are, we avoid any discussion that would give it away, but we can chat by email?”

“Hmm, interesting,” he replied. “I like it...”

For the next two hours they chatted online about nothing in particular.

Chapter Five

On Wednesday Jessica felt totally lost. Each class seemed harder than the last. The kids she met were a blur of faces; most were friendly, but they already had cliquey friendship groups. Each time she walked into a classroom, Jessica found it best to wait until everyone was sitting down so she could find a seat that wasn’t already taken. All in all, it wasn’t her idea of fun. She hated being the new girl.

It was with some relief that she grabbed a sandwich and some crisps in the cafeteria and then took them with her upstairs to the music room.

There was no sign of Byron when she arrived, but Jessica relished the peace of the music room after the constant rush and buzz of the morning. She wandered around the room, eating her sandwich and reverently touching the keys on the piano, the piles of sheet music and the other instruments placed around the room, and breathing in the creative atmosphere. She liked this room, with its whitewashed walls and high ceiling. Big windows looked down on the river outside the school, and the autumn sunshine made the room warm and mellow.

There was some giggling and a slight scuffling noise just outside the room, so Jessica opened the door. In the corridor she found Byron kissing a girl who was clinging to him like a limpet, and he had his hand up her jumper.

“Uh hem!” coughed Jessica loudly.

The girl looked all set to completely ignore her, but Byron reluctantly untangled the arms from around his neck. “Sorry love, I’ve got to work.” He told the girl who pouted, then flounced off without even a glance Jessica’s way.

“Your girlfriend, I presume?” Jessica raised her eyebrows at Byron as he half-heartedly tucked his shirt back in.

“What? God no, that’s just Melissa, or was it Melanie? I can’t remember.”

Jessica laughed, “You must be kidding me! I mean, haven’t you been at school with these people for years?”

“I suppose so.” Byron shrugged. “But I don’t really pay attention to anything except music. I’m failing pretty much everything else.”

“And they let you get away with that?” Jessica eyed him in disbelief.

“Mostly.” He grinned and pushed his hair out of his eyes.

She could almost believe him; he had the looks to get away with anything.

She perched on the edge of chair and opened her crisps. “So, Benito Byron. Those are names you hardly expect to hear together.”

“Blame my parents,” he said, “my father’s English and my mother’s Italian.”

“An Italian mamma, huh? Is she one of those ones that totally dotes on you, thinks you must be some kind of demi-god?”

“You bet!” He grinned again. “She thinks I can do no wrong. My teachers complain to her all the time, but she just thinks they’re somehow deficient not to have noticed that I’m too bright for their boring subject. She thinks I’m a genius in the making; too bad my father doesn’t see it.”

“But he must be proud that you excel in music?”

“Compared to him, I don’t particularly. He was already taking the world by storm at my age.”

“Oh!” Jessica clapped her hand to her mouth. “Is your father Everard Byron? The conductor?”

“Yeah, that’s him,” Byron confirmed without emotion.

“Hang on, that means your mother is Carmen Gianelli, the opera singer? Oh my giddy aunt! How could you let me sing in front of you when your mother is Carmen Gianelli? I must have sounded pathetic. This is so humiliating!”

Jessica flopped back on her chair, muttering about his famous parents.

“Look, Chase, we’re at a crappy boarding school, with a so-so music department. You and me, we’re the best this school has going for it, music-wise, so why not enjoy that – and we can work on being even better, okay? You have a good voice, but yeah, there’s a lot of room for improvement. I can help you, because I know what I’m talking about, but I won’t bother if you’re going to clam up just because my mother is a better singer than you are.”

Jessica stood up with her hands on her hips. “What, and you’re all that, are you? Just because you can play Mozart on the piano. Loads of people can do that.”

Byron sneered at her. “Really? Can they do this as well?” He plucked a beautiful violin from a presentation case, and proceeded to play the same piece of music from the day before flawlessly on the instrument.

“Or this?” He repeated the part on a French horn, and then on a double bass electric guitar, followed by a flute. Finally he sat down at a percussion set, and even banging the drums it was unmistakably “Don Giovanni” as Mozart had never imagined it.

Jessica held up her hands for him to stop. “Alright, I get it. You are a genius. Can you play every single instrument in here?”

“Pretty much.” He rolled his shoulders dismissively. “But I can’t sing for toffee, so you got me beat there. You okay with that now?”

Jessica laughed. “I suppose so. So is that the theme for today’s lesson, to learn to listen to you?”

“If you like. Though there are plenty of non-musical things I’d be happy to teach you.” He waggled his eyebrows up and down suggestively.

Jessica rolled her eyes. “And what would Melissa think of that?”

“Who?” Byron looked innocently clueless.

“Never mind.” Jessica laughed. “Look, Byron, I met loads of boys like you in my last school. Cool kids that think they’re somebody. I’m not interested, okay? I just want to get an A grade in music this year and steer clear of distractions like dating. So it would be very helpful if you dropped the suggestive comments.”

“Are you sure, Chase? It would be a much more interesting way to pass the evenings – we could make beautiful music and then we could make beautiful music...”

“Quite sure, thank you. Let’s just stick to plain old music, hmm?”

“Alright.” Byron gave her one last cheeky grin, and then turned businesslike. “To be honest, music is the only thing that is way more important than girls, so I get that. Let’s start with the score to ‘Marriage of Figaro’. It came up on the exams for the last three years running, so it’s worth making sure we know it.”

The two of them sat down together and then the next hour flew by. Jessica left the music room feeling confident that she and Byron were going to make a great team, as long as they kept it strictly platonic.

***
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Eleanor Parkhurst arrived late and breathless to meet Jessica in the library on Wednesday evening.

“Sorry,” she panted, “there’s yet another birthday going on in our Common Room and I didn’t want to miss the cake.”

Jessica looked at Ellie in surprise; she had expected a nerd, yet the girl in front of her was clearly anything but.

“You’re Ellie? My history tutor?” she clarified.

“Not what you were expecting, right?” Ellie grinned. “Don’t worry, I was total crap at history until I started dating my boyfriend; he’s the history geek, and forced me to become one too.” Ellie waggled her fingers flirtatiously at someone on the other side of the room. Jessica turned around and spotted the boy in question. He was blond and, quite frankly, rather easy on the eye.

“That’s a history geek? Are all the geeks in this school good-looking?” Jessica asked in a bemused voice.

“Nope, I got lucky.” Ellie blew her boyfriend a kiss, then turned her attention back to Jessica. “Why? Who have you met so far?” she asked curiously.

“Well, this guy called Eustace Reed,” Jessica said, uncertain of what reaction she might get.

But Ellie nodded understandingly. “Poor Reed. He was so skinny when he started at Compass, and with that unfortunate name, well, it didn’t take a week before they were calling him ‘Useless Weed’. Parents can be so cruel sometimes, but I guess they never considered that his name might rhyme with that. Anyway, he is kind of geeky, but cute, I think. Plus you can tell he works out now. He doesn’t look remotely weedy anymore. He’s a nice bloke though. He used to be in chess club with me, but I haven’t seen him there this year.”

“You call him Reed?”

“Yeah, a lot of the guys here go by their surnames, though mainly those who play sport, which Reed doesn’t; but wouldn’t you prefer Reed to Eustace if you had the choice? Oh, speak of the devil.” Ellie looked up and waved as Reed came in.

“Hey, Reed. You can have my seat in a sec. So, Jessica, when do you want to meet?”

“Would Tuesday evenings be any good for you?” Jessica asked.

“Perfect; we’ll power through the boring stuff and then maybe have time to go to the games room afterwards – if you’re up for it?”

“That would be great, thanks.” Jessica nodded enthusiastically, already feeling as though she and Ellie were going to be friends.

“Cool, okay, I’ve got someone to do, so I’ll catch you later.” She gave a cheeky wink and headed off in the direction of her waiting boyfriend.

“She’s nice,” Jessica said, as Reed slid into Ellie’s recently vacated seat.

“She’s a cracker, everyone likes Ellie,” he agreed.

“So, people call you Reed?”

“My friends do. You can if you like.” He looked almost shy.

“Yes, I will, if you don’t mind.” She smiled at him warmly, and he blushed again.

Jessica liked the way he did that, but it wasn't very manly. She liked boys with more confidence. Her thoughts slipped to Byron and then to The Eagle. Yes, they were both much more her type. Byron, though, was too good-looking and he knew it. There was a big difference between confidence and arrogance. She dismissed him. Instead she remembered her conversation the previous night with The Eagle. They seemed to have a lot in common, and he had just the right touch of confidence along with self-deprecating humour. Yes, the three boys were like the three bears. Reed was too shy, Byron was too confident, but The Eagle was just right. She was becoming more curious about him.

“Do you know anyone in this school who goes by the nickname The Eagle?” she asked Reed.

“No, who is he?”

“Some boy I met on the school Intranet. We were chatting last night, but we agreed not to say who we really were.”

“That sounds fun, but be careful, he could be anyone. He could be one of the teachers, or a hacker.”

Jessica shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’m pretty sure he’s a pupil here and around our age.”

“Okay, then why not just meet him?”

“Maybe, but not yet. I like having a mystery man. It’s low-pressure, you know?”

“Not really, no, can’t say it’s ever happened to me. Now, shall we start with physics?” Reed pulled some books from his bag and Jessica pulled a face, but got out her notepad and a pen.

Chapter Six

The days began to drift by and Jessica soon got into a pattern. On Monday and Wednesday nights she did science and maths with Reed, on Tuesdays nights she did history with Ellie, and on Wednesday lunchtimes, Friday nights and Saturday mornings, she did music with Byron. The rest of her free time was spent desperately trying to keep up with her other homework, or talking online with The Eagle. To be honest, apart from hanging out with Ellie after prep on a Tuesday, chatting with The Eagle was the total extent of her social life. She was trying really hard to make schoolwork her main focus.

Her Tuesday night visit to the Games Room was a highlight of the week. Ellie and her best friend Flora were great fun, and Jessica fell into an easy friendship with both of them. Amy, too, often accompanied her and was always trying to get her to expand it to Saturday nights as well, especially as there was usually a party of some sort in one of the Common Rooms on a Saturday night. But so far, Jessica had resisted the parties. It was like a private punishment for herself. She had spent too many years ignoring her studies in favour of partying and now she was making up for it. She forced herself to spend Saturday nights studying.

She was starting to settle in and find her way around. Her friendship with Reed was developing nicely too. The only wick in her routine was Bianca. For some reason Bianca had decided to hate her, which made life extremely difficult when they shared a room.

Jessica had a feeling that Bianca’s anger had to do with Byron, on whom Bianca clearly had a massive crush. She thought back to the first time she had mentioned him in her presence.

She had just come back from her first Friday night tutoring with him, and Amy called to her from the sofa in the Common Room as she went past.

“Hey, Jess. How was music tonight? Did he behave himself?”

Jessica sat down on the arm of the sofa, unwilling to make herself comfortable because Bianca was there looking moody.

“Yeah, usual Byron. It’s hard to keep his mind on anything except breasts for very long, but we managed.”

“Byron? You spent the evening with Benito Byron?” Bianca was suddenly all ears.

“You know him?” Jessica asked.

“Not as well as she’d like to,” Amy snickered.

“Back off, Amy. You know nothing about it,” Bianca said furiously.

“He’s tutoring me in music, that’s all.” Jessica’s eyes widened at Bianca’s reaction. “And Reed is tutoring me in science and maths, and Ellie Parkhurst is helping me with history. It’s hardly a big deal.”

“Eustace Reed is tutoring you too?” Bianca looked at Jessica with real dislike for the first time. “You must be thick as pig fat to need all that extra help.”

“Maybe,” Jessica said, trying to control her temper. “But at least I don’t have a face like a pizza, otherwise I’d be forced to come to you for lessons on how to hide it, wouldn’t I?”

There was a slight gasp from Amy and Prisha as the implication of Bianca’s spots and the mountain of foundation she wore to disguise them became obvious.

Bianca snarled something incomprehensible at her and stormed off. Prisha quickly followed.

“Oh dear,” Jessica sighed. “I shouldn’t have said that. I just couldn’t help myself.”

“I don’t know, it was quite satisfying to see her being taken down for once,” Amy said with a flick of her finger.

“Amy!” Jessica admonished. “That’s not like you.”

“I know.” Amy grinned ruefully. “But she was pretty catty about my hair yesterday; it annoyed me.”

“I know she deserves it,” Jessica agreed. “But don’t let me go for her. I’m determined to be sweetness and light to everyone, no matter how aggravating.”

“A lot of people would think you were great for standing up to her.”

Jessica shook her head. “I just don’t care about being popular anymore. I just want to keep my head down and concentrate on music. You won’t believe this, or maybe you will, but I was a bit of a bully in my last school. The stupid thing is that I didn’t even see it at the time, I thought my taunting people was funny, and that everyone was laughing along with me; now I realize they were just scared I would turn on them next. It wasn’t until I was expelled that they all started to come forward and tell the school that I’d been a bully. My parents were totally mortified, and it’s on my permanent record. It’s no wonder no school wants me. So I’ve sworn to be well-behaved.”

“Sorry.” Amy touched her arm. “I didn’t realise. I wonder why she was so mad though, even before you made that comment about her skin.”

“A touch of the green-eyed monster, I think. Obviously she has a crush on Byron.”

“Yeah, that must be it,” Amy agreed.

After that Bianca’s hostility increased week by week, but Jessica didn’t care. She had a mystery man she could complain to. She and The Eagle moved on from just email and swapped phone numbers as well. They so far resisted actually talking to each other by phone, but every night Jessica pulled her bed covers over her head and the two of them sent text messages back and forth while the rest of the school slept.

Chapter Seven

One wet Saturday afternoon in early October, Amy and Jessica decided to go down to the library. As Amy chose a work station to set up at, Jessica wandered over to the physics section to see if a book that Reed had recommended was on the shelves.

She ran her finger along the spines trying to find the relevant book, and followed the titles alphabetically round a dark corner. Tucked away in a totally empty part of the library she discovered an alcove table, with an intimate reading lamp to warm it, and Reed, with a stack of comics.

She slid into one of the chairs at the table with raised eyebrows. “Comic books, Reed? Isn’t that living up to the stereotype a bit?”

Reed groaned. “Well, there’s another secret out of the bag! I come here to read them because my roommates tease me, and there’s hardly ever anyone in this section of the library.”

Jessica picked one up curiously. “I’ve never really read one of these kind of comics.” She noted the girl on the front wore a purple spandex cat-suit and had an extremely large cleavage. The shadowy figure of a man behind her was clearly bare-chested and sporting a powerful-looking machine gun. “I don’t get the impression it’s going to be anything like the comics I read when I was, like, eight years old?”

Reed turned red and snatched it out of her fingers. “No. These are way cooler. Not that I’m dissing a good old-fashioned kids’ comic, but no, these are a bit more adult.”

“Adult?” Jessica smirked at the cat lady’s assets. “They look like they are aimed directly at teenage boys to me.”

“Not at all,” Reed shook his head seriously. “While the reader market is predominately male for real comics, they are read primarily by men in their twenties and thirties.”

“So, you pick them up when you’re a teenager for the girls on the covers and then stay hooked for the next fifteen years?” Jessica teased.

“It isn’t the girls. Or not just the girls,” he amended with a grin. “It’s the graphics and the art that’s really amazing, plus there is a whole world inside comic books that interacts with the other comics in the genre and creates characters and storylines that cross over and become totally engrossing.”

“But it is kind of a geek thing,” Jessica said.

Reed shrugged. “I suppose so. Perhaps the reason that so many geeks like them is not the girls but actually the male characters. They are usually men with issues, some of them even geeks themselves like Peter Parker, but they have interesting dark sides or alternate personas. They pursue justice, and often wear a mask to remain anonymous. But it’s like when they have the mask on, they are free to be cool, and not just be what their friends expect them to be.” He smiled at her. “And then, when they are superheroes, they can get the girl.”

Jessica eyed him thoughtfully. “Fair enough; it sounds deeper than it looks. I get it. What I don’t get is the mask. Why can’t they openly be the hero, why do they have to pretend to be someone else?”

Reed looked down at his hands. “It’s hard to change someone’s perception of you. Especially if you aren’t really a superhero in disguise.”

Jessica leaned across the table and forced him to make eye contact. “I haven’t known you that long, Reed, but you’re definitely good-looking by any girl’s standards. If you would just have a bit more confidence, then maybe the other girls would notice you more?”

Reed gave a short laugh. “You can’t fake confidence, Jess! You either have it or you don’t. You have it. You just know instinctively that you’re attractive and funny, and people react to it. You have no idea how hard it is when you know you aren’t any of those things. I can’t just suddenly pretend that I am!”

“Why not? You are attractive and funny. Why can’t you see that? Because no one else has yet? I see it. So what would it take for you to realize it? Maybe, the best way to do it would be to act like you are – and then people will realize you are, and then bam, you’ll realize it too!”

Reed shook his head in amusement. “You’re just being nice. I just can’t act confident. I get even worse with girls I like.”

“You’re fine with me,” Jess said, furrowing her brow, “and you totally fancy me.”

Reed choked on his tongue for a moment. “I don’t!” he said, turning even more red.

Jessica patted his hand. “Yes, you do, Reed. I’m not dumb. I know the signs. And I’d totally jump you if I weren’t so hung up on my mystery man. I’ve definitely thought about it. But I also happen to like our friendship the way it is.” She paused, giving him time to process it. She hoped that he would at least gain a little confidence at the thought that she was admitting that she fancied him too. He did look pleased and she nodded encouragingly. “What about using me as a test subject? Try out some lines and I’ll tell you if they work. Maybe try some of your moves on me? You can tutor me in maths and science and I’ll tutor you in confidence and girls?”

“Yeah, that would be great. Do you really think you can?” Reed seemed unsure.

“No problem. I’ll teach you to talk to girls, and we’ll work on at least pretending to be confident. I bet I can even get you the girl of your dreams.”

Reed gave her a twisted smile and suddenly Jessica wondered if she was the girl of his dreams, and she’d just told him it wasn’t going to happen. Oh well, never say never. Her mystery man might turn out to be a weirdo, and buried deep in her heart she knew she had some attraction to Byron too. But Reed was definitely a contender; if only he really could be a little more confident. It was off-putting for him to be so nice. He needed to master being cooler.

“So where do we start?” Reed was already looking overeager.

“Hit me with your best chat-up line,” Jessica suggested.

“A ten ton polar bear,” Reed said

“Huh?”

“It was the only thing I could think of that might break the ice!” Reed laughed, but Jessica slapped her forehead.

“That is awful! Where on earth did you learn it, from some cheesy book?”

“My dad used it on my mum.”

“Okay... well, that’s a sweet story, and the line might have worked back in the nineteen eighties, but not now, no way.”

“So, what should I say?”

Jessica bit her lip. Actually she wasn’t sure. Confidence wasn’t really about good lines, it was about attitude. She tried to think how Byron had acted when they first met. He hadn’t said anything at first, he’d just given her a look that said it all.

“Hmmm. Well, let’s skip the first impression bit. After all, most of the girls here already know you. But we’ll come back around to chat-up lines, because you will need a few. But actually, now I think about it, women like a man who is a good listener. Perhaps we could turn you into the strong silent type. A dark horse kind of character. That might be a good way to reinvent you without you having to do anything too scary.”

Reed nodded enthusiastically. “That sounds much more in my skill set. So how do I go around being that?”

“Again, I think it’s all about attitude. Don’t look so eager, lean back in your chair more, yeah, like that. Now give me a smouldering look.” Jessica tried hard not to laugh as Reed squinted at her like he needed new glasses.

“Uh, that might need some work. Try it more like this.” Jessica tipped her head back and dropped her eyes; looking at Reed through half lowered lids, she gave a very slight smile, as though he were interesting in an unusual way.

“Like this?” Reed tried to copy her and squinted even more, while baring his teeth.

Jessica fell about laughing.

“No, no. Okay, try looking at me like I’m a delicious cupcake that you want to eat. Now imagine that you know you will get into trouble if you eat the cake. No, don’t look worried. It’s supposed to be like a thrill, you have to decide if the cake is worth the trouble, and give it a calculating look, followed by a smile as you decide that you probably will eat it and consequences be damned.”

“That’s a lot to get into one look,” Reed said.

“Make it a long look. Take your time. Okay, ready?”

Reed nodded, looked away and then looked back at Jessica. He gave her a long look of interest, then a grin. “How was that?”

“Brilliant! But just a bit too keen at the end. Make your smile slower, like you still aren’t a hundred per cent sure. Yes, like that. Excellent, that will have them quivering in their seat.”

“Really? It’s that easy?” Reed raised his eyebrows disbelievingly.

“Strangely yes. That will actually take you quite a long way. It makes a girl feel singled out and intrigued. Though obviously you can only really use it on one, maybe two, girls in the room at any one time. You have to kind of ignore the others to make the girl you have noticed feel special. You have to look relaxed and in no hurry to talk to her though. You are just checking her out at this stage. Remember you are going to be the strong silent type. And this is basically how you are going to fake confidence.”

“Yes, but then what? If I spend the whole time sitting on the other side of the room looking at her, how does it move on to her being my girlfriend?”

“First of all, you don’t spend the whole time looking at her. Once she’s noticed your interest, try not to look at her for a while. Then with any luck you should sense her looking at you.”

“That doesn’t seem likely, unless she’s just checking to make sure I’ve stopped creeping her out by looking at her.” Reed grimaced.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake! Try having a bit more faith. You already have the looks, I’m just trying to teach you to fake the attitude to match. The girl will be quietly thrilled by the attention. She will not be able to help herself from looking over. And when she does, you need to repeat the look again.”

“Yes, but then what?” Reed asked again.

Jessica thought for a moment. “You’re the strong silent type, so...” She paused to consider the next action carefully, then nodded decisively. “So I think you need to go straight in with the kiss next. No talking.”

“You what?” Reed spluttered. “How the blazes do you suggest I pull that off? Any girl will laugh in my face if I just try to kiss her.”

“Not if she’s been properly primed by you. Also, you have to catch her alone if possible. Let’s just say that you have been giving a girl the eye and she seems interested.”

Reed snorted, and Jessica kicked him under the table before continuing, “So, hopefully she will find an excuse to hang back and talk to you. Maybe she sees you leaning against a wall in the hall or something, but otherwise just wait until she goes to the bathroom and then catch her on the way back.”

“And then?” Reed said.

“Then kiss her,” Jessica said triumphantly, as though it were obvious.

“Nope, sorry, I still don’t see how I get to that point.” Reed ran his fingers through his hair. It was a gesture that Jessica found very attractive.

“Fine,” she sighed as though it would be a hardship; “you can practice it on me.”

“Practice what on you?” Reed looked confused.

“Kissing. You can kiss me.”

Chapter Eight

Jessica laughed again at the look on Reed’s face. “What? I’m not suggesting we start rolling round on the floor here in the library – just practice your moves, that’s all.”

“Uh, right, my moves – and then we kiss?” Reed was looking terrified.

“You have kissed a girl before, haven’t you?” Jessica asked, suddenly unsure.

“Yes, of course. Well, just one, but lots of times. There’s a girl back home and every school holidays we, um, you know...”

“Do the horizontal mambo?” Jessica grinned.

“No, just fool around. Kissing and stuff.” Reed’s cheeks turned red.

“Oooh, I’m intrigued by the ‘and stuff’, but you can save that for the real thing. Now, stand up and go lean against the stacks there. Let’s assume you’ve given me the look and now you’re going in for the kiss.”

Reed stood stiffly where she suggested.

Jessica tutted, and walking over, she adjusted his stance. “There, more relaxed like that. Maybe even cross your arms if it feels comfortable? Good. Ready?”

Jessica went round the stack and reappeared on the other side. She walked slowly toward Reed and gave him a pretend shy look as she passed him.

He did nothing.

Jessica huffed. “You didn’t move!”

“I didn’t know how.” Reed shrugged.

“Hmm, okay, maybe you need to tell her to come to you. Very confidently, just say ‘Come here’ as I walk past you, got it? Then pull me into your arms if I do come.”

“If you do? Are you saying you might not?” Reed ran both hands nervously through his hair.

Jessica followed the movement with her eyes. “Oh, I certainly would, but sometimes you might read it wrong and strike out. You just have to take it on the chin.”

“Nothing new there,” Reed smiled. “Go on then, try again.”

Jessica walked round the stacks again. This time as she passed Reed he titled his chin at her. “Come here,” he said in a deeper voice than normal and crooked his finger at her.

Jessica moved closer, suddenly feeling slightly breathless.

Reed reached one arm around her and settled in on the small of her back, pulling her against him.

“Now?” he whispered, still uncertain.

“Yes,” Jessica breathed.

Then he kissed her.

Jessica reeled slightly. It was a proper full-on kiss, and she didn’t do anything to stop it. Instead she kissed him back.

“Oh my, I didn’t expect that,” Amy’s voice broke in, and they jumped apart. Amy was standing at the corner laughing at them.

Reed turned bright red again, but Jessica just grinned back at Amy.

“I’m afraid we were just practising, it wasn’t real.”

Amy raised her eyebrows. “Practising for what? A tongue twister?”

“Don’t be silly. In fact this is perfect – he can practice on you now as well.”

Amy backed up. “Hey, no way. I’m not getting involved in whatever game you two are playing!”

“It’s not like that; please, Amy, just sit down for a minute and let me explain.”

They all sat back down at the corner table and then Jessica quickly filled Amy in on what she was trying to teach Reed.

“Oh, I get it.” Amy nodded. “And actually, a little kissing practice is probably very helpful,” she teased, nudging Jessica hard in the ribs.

“So can he try his ‘silent look’ out on you as well?” Jessica nudged Amy back.

“Yeah, no worries.” Amy grinned at Reed, who looked even more nervous than ever.

“Just do the same look on Amy as we discussed,” Jessica directed. “I’ll sit with her, and you take your chair over there.”

Reed nodded and picked up his chair, moving it away from them a little, before sitting back down.

“Now remember to look chilled out, and that she is a cake,” Jessica reminded him.

Reed adopted a more relaxed stance in the chair and waited until the girls started a pretend conversation. Then he fixed Amy with his newly learned look. She glanced at him and then she giggled.

“What?” Jessica asked. “Is it not working?”

“No, no, it is, it’s very good,” Amy said, then giggled some more. “It’s just weird seeing that look on Reed. I’m more used to it on someone like Byron.”

Jessica bit her lip. Had she unconsciously been trying to make Reed act more like Byron? Was it because Byron was good with girls or because she personally wanted Reed to be more like him? No, she decided, it was a good tactic for Reed because he was shy and this didn’t involve a lot of talking; it was all about eye contact and body language.

“So, do you think you might have noticed him taking an interest in you?” Jessica asked Amy, who was still getting giggle fits.

“Yes,” Amy smiled enthusiastically.

“Good; do you think that if you walked past him in a corridor and he put a move on you, that you might go for it?” Jessica pushed.

It was Amy’s turn to look a bit flushed. “I might,” she said cautiously.

“Excellent.” Jessica stood up. “Okay Reed, let’s try phase two on Amy. Exactly the same as you did on me.”

Reed’s cheeks were red again, but he nodded and moved into his leaning position against the stacks.

“Amy, you’re heading back to South Tower, on your own for some reason, and you see Reed in the corridor. He’s obviously waiting for someone, but you’re not sure if it’s you or just one of his friends. So you come round that corner and just react as you would naturally in that situation, got it?”

Amy stuck out her tongue and then waved as she disappeared behind the stack, circling it and then appearing at the other end. She kept her head down as she passed Reed. 

“Hi,” he said.

Amy giggled again. “Hey,” she answered.

“Come here,” Reed said, in exactly the same voice he’d used on Jessica.

Amy went straight into his arms, and Jessica wasn’t even sure who initiated the kiss.

She waited about half a minute then coughed loudly. “Ahem!”

They parted almost reluctantly.

“Oh my, I didn’t expect that.” Jessica mimicked Amy’s Australian accent, using the same words Amy had used when she had caught Jessica kissing Reed.

They all started laughing loudly, until someone shushed them from another part of the library.

“So Reed,” Jessica said when they had eventually all calmed down. “How do you feel that went? Have you learned anything about talking to girls?”

Reed rolled his shoulders. “I’ve learned quite a lot about not talking to girls,” he joked. “But yes, that was an excellent lesson. Can you teach me some other stuff too?”

Jessica rolled her eyes. “Probably, but don’t expect a practical application again next time!”

“Damn, foiled!” Reed jokingly snapped his fingers, gesturing his disappointment. “It’s nearly dinnertime, girls. We should get back to our school houses.”

“Oh right, yes, I had no idea it was so late.” Amy hurried off to collect up her books, and Reed went to get his comics.

Jessica watched them with a smile, thinking how perfect it would be if they got together. There was obviously a little bit of attraction there on both sides, otherwise they wouldn’t have kissed, but she hadn’t really seen anything more than that.

As she and Amy entered the South Tower Common Room, Jessica said, “He’s pretty cute, isn’t he? Much more handsome than you first think?”

“Oh, defo,” Amy agreed. “I think he must be taller this year, because I never noticed him much before, but yeah, now I can see he is totally rate-worthy”.

“Who is?” Bianca stuck her head up from a chair.

“Reed.” Jessica glared at her, daring her to comment. Which of course Bianca did.

“Useless Weed? Cute? Are you joking?”

“Don’t call him that,” Jessica snapped.

“No, seriously,” Amy chipped in, “He’s kind of built now, Bea. He’s got these macho forearms, and he’s a really good kisser, don’t you think, Jess?”

Bianca looked gobsmacked. “You’ve kissed him? You’ve both kissed him? For a dare or something?”

“Nope.” Jessica shook her head with a smile. “Not for a dare. And yes, I think he’s an excellent kisser,” she agreed with relish.

Amy and Jessica moved off towards the dormitories still giggling and talking about Reed. Jessica was saying that she thought it would help if he were more cold and aloof with women, with Amy disagreeing and saying he was really nice just the way he was.

Bianca watched them go with a feeling of utter confusion. Maybe they were just teasing. After all, it didn’t seem likely that Reed had managed to convince Amy to kiss him. Maybe Jessica though; she did seem very fond of him. And was he taller this year? And did he have macho forearms? Bianca sat back and tried to consider if he might have changed. No, he’d always been kind of cute, she decided. It was that loser Jessica who had made other people notice it by giving him lots of attention. She felt unreasonably annoyed by that. How dare Jessica make Reed more popular and attractive? After all, I’m the queen bee here, Bianca thought. I’m the one who gets to decide if Reed has become rate-worthy!

With that thought in mind, she stamped up the stairs behind Amy and Jessica to hear what else they might have to say.

Chapter Nine

Byron wasn’t sure why he was so upset about Jessica’s kissing Reed, but instead of finding her story amusing as she had intended when she recounted it to him, he actually felt rather put out.

The thing was that Jessica had made it clear that she had absolutely no intention of getting involved with any boy, and now she was showing signs of interest in not one but two boys, and neither of them was him.

Not that it should have mattered. Byron wasn’t looking for a girlfriend. He didn’t consider himself the monogamous type. Having grown up in a very bohemian world, he was aware of the many pleasures that there were to be sampled, and he had every intention of sampling as many of them at Compass Court as the limitations of school could provide.

He didn’t actually think he was particularly handsome, but girls said his looks were “romantic”, and he had a devil-may-care attitude that they seemed to find irresistible. He rarely attended his classes, was almost unknown as a pupil, and he didn’t hang out in the social areas with the other kids. He never went to the pub, he avoided the games room, and he rarely put in an appearance in the South Tower Common Room. But he had no trouble finding fresh talent whenever he felt the need for some female company. Due to his rare musical abilities, Byron was considered a “special programme student” by the school, and as such he could come and go pretty much as he wished as long as he passed his exams. The music room was almost his private domain, and jokes had often been made that he should have a bed set up in there for all the girls that came to see him and left looking giggly, flushed and dishevelled. He didn’t like large groups and preferred friendships on a one-to-one basis.

He was attracted to Jessica; she was different from the majority of girls at Compass Court. She wasn’t a pampered rich girl, she was a down-to-earth real girl, and that kick-arse attitude that she tried so hard to repress was clearly visible to him, bubbling just below the surface. He longed for her to let her inner diva loose on the world and give it a smack in the face, but for some reason Jessica was holding back and trying to be a perfect good girl. He felt she had exactly the right sparkly personality and thick hide to make it as a singer, but no matter how much he goaded her, she refused to let it out of the box. She’d clearly had a bad shock somewhere, and it was inhibiting her from being the girl he felt she ought to be. He also felt that until she let go, her singing was suffering; it was like she was holding that in check too. She needed to burst out physically as well as mentally, and until then she wouldn’t hit the levels she was capable of.

Jessica knew there was something off with her singing, but she thought it was probably shyness about performing in front of Byron now that she knew who his parents were; after all, she could never compete with the range his mother had. But she kept trying hard, and little by little she knew she was improving. Plus the amount she was learning about classical music was changing everything for her. Previously she had only known what she had learned from her opera buff father. She would have been laughed out the door if she had expressed an interest at her last school; so she had focussed on popular music instead. But now, with Byron and Miss Bracken both coaching her and teaching her, she found her passion for classical growing every day, and she now knew she would never be happy doing anything else but that as a career.

Byron was thrilled that Jessica had taken to classical music with such enthusiasm. It wasn’t for everyone, but for him it was as important as breathing. He had finally found someone else at Compass Court who embraced it as he did and he was wary about messing up the friendship they were forming. On the other hand, maybe Jessica would be just the right girl for him. Someone he could share his passion with, who understood why and what he was feeling so much of the time – they could experience it all together.

Those particular feelings were fleeting. He liked being single too much to make any kind of commitment. Plus it was bound to go wrong, and he and Jessica would still have to work together, side by side. Which would be very tense if she hated him. What he really needed to do was to convince Jessica to have a fling with him or a casual relationship where she had no real expectations from him. But would she ever go for something like that? He thought probably not.

And he wished Jessica would stop mentioning this Eagle character. She had mention-itis. It was getting rather annoying, feeling like he was competing with a mystery. In retaliation to her continuous updates on her conversations with The Eagle, Byron began to give her continuous updates of his own exploits. It was true that he exaggerated them a little bit, but mainly he enjoyed telling her all the tiny details, because she so often found them hilarious and he loved watching her laugh.

He also tried to get her to break or bend a few rules. One Friday night Jessica was woken up by her phone at just gone midnight.

"Who is it?" Bianca asked in outrage from the other side of the room.

"Sorry," Jessica whispered looking at her phone, "it's Byron."

She took the phone into their study room. "Why are you calling so late?"

"Sorry," he sounded drunk and mischievous. "It's so hot and muggy tonight, do you want to come swimming in the river?"

"Are you crazy?" It didn’t sound fun at all to Jessica. "Swimming in the dark would be dangerous, and we would be in a world of trouble sneaking out at this time of night."

"We won't get caught, and it will be fun. There's already a bunch of kids here, including your friend Ellie. Go on, Chase. I'll wait by the front door for you?"

"No, Byron. I won't do anything that could get me kicked out. Sorry." Jessica hung up the phone with a slight pang. It was definitely the kind of fun she might have enjoyed in the past, but not now, it wasn't worth it.

He tried to tempt her out of bed at other times too. Once with midnight kitchen raid and once just because he was up late writing a piece of music and wanted her to come and listen to it, but she always refused. Now she knew why the Headmistress had warned her not to become too friendly with him. If she gave him even an inch then he would land her in a heap of trouble! She just wished he wasn’t so good looking and such an adorable bad boy. She also desperately wished she was free to be her old self and to run out the door and join him; instead she started switching off her phone at night.

Chapter Ten

The last week of October was a half-term holiday, and most of the school emptied out as the pupils went home to see their parents.

Flora was amazed and delighted when Michael invited her to spend a few days with him at his parents’ house. She arranged to go there for four days; then she would fly to Paris for a long weekend with her mother before flying back for school the following Monday.

Things had been distant between her and Michael recently. He had been attentive and loving when it was just the two of them, holding her hand and kissing her all the time; but he had seemed to stop bothering to spend time with her doing other things as well. If she invited him to come to the Games Room or the local pub or on a day out with friends, then he had always been too busy. So Flora jumped at the chance to spend a few days alone together, thinking it would help them becoming closer again.

At first it seemed to work. His parents had a huge estate, and she and Michael had found lots of time to sneak away on their own, but he had become increasingly bad-tempered with her, and now on her third day she was already looking forward to leaving. After a family breakfast where he’d barely said a word to her, Flora decided to go for a long walk in the fresh air, culminating in a spot of dozing in a walled rose garden.

Flora’s breath caught in her throat as she saw a figure walking towards her. She’d assumed it was Michael, but now he was getting closer she could see it was his brother Gabriel. How long had she been in the garden? When did Gabriel arrive?

Gabriel gave her a warm smile and sat on the grass beside her.

“Hi, Flora, long time no see.” He was still the most stunning man she had ever seen and Flora just gaped at him for a moment before gathering her wits.

“Hello, Gabriel. Yes, it’s been a few months.”

“So you and Michael are a couple now” – Gabriel gave her a perceptive glance – “but you’re hiding in the garden and he’s sulking in his room?”

Flora picked at the grass in front of her. “Yeah, we argue a lot.”

Gabriel raised his eyebrows. “I find that hard to believe. You’re not exactly the argumentative type, and Michael has always been fairly gentle too. Is he not settling in at Compass Court?”

Flora couldn’t help a little bitterness from creeping into her tone as she said, “Oh, he’s settling in just fine. Seems to have more female friends than he can handle, quite frankly. They are still calling him at all hours of the day and night, even though I’m here.”

“Oh.” Gabriel blinked a few times in surprise. “Yes, of course,” He muttered to himself, “I should have seen that coming.”

Flora looked at him questioningly.

“I’ll have a chat with him,” Gabriel said. “Will you just give him a little time to adjust?”

“Of course,” Flora said sincerely, “I really want things to work out between us.”

“You’re a nice girl, Flora.” Gabriel patted her knee, and Flora felt her heart rate kick up a notch.

“So, how’s Vanessa?” she asked.

Gabriel paused. “Well, actually, we broke up.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry!” Flora felt awful for bringing it up.

“No, it’s fine. Honestly. It was very amicable, our schedules just weren’t compatible and in the end we realised we were wasting our time.”

Flora nodded sympathetically, and so Gabriel opened up a little more.

“She spent most of the summer working in Dubai, and even though I went over there, I barely got to see her. Then she flew back just as I was starting the Academy and I was frantically busy. She only had two weeks in London before she was supposed to go on another job to Australia, and she wanted me to drop everything to spend the time with her but I just couldn’t. We realised it was pointless trying to fit around each other at this stage in our lives. I guess I don’t really have time for a girlfriend right now.”

“Or maybe you just need someone who will be there for you when you need them?” Flora suggested.

Gabriel let out a short laugh, “Yeah, I’ll let you know if I ever find anyone like that.”

“I’m sure you will,” Flora said confidently. After all, she thought, most girls would take Gabriel any way they could get him and be grateful.

***
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“So, you and Flora. Things going alright?” Gabriel cornered his brother while Flora was dressing for dinner.

“Not as well as I’d like,” Michael said moodily. “I was hoping things would progress a little further by inviting her here, but she isn’t getting the hint. I don’t know, I might finish with her if it carries on like this. Plenty of other willing girls at Compass Court.”

Gabriel looked amazed. “Are we talking about sex? You’re thinking of dumping her because she hasn’t slept with you yet? Cripes, Mikey, she’s only sixteen.”

“I’m only sixteen too; and anyway, we’re both seventeen soon. And it always worked for you, didn’t it? You and Vanessa were hardly subtle about it when she stayed here.”

Gabriel shook his head. “Mikey, you are an idiot! You don’t rush this kind of thing. You’ve got a great girl; take it slowly.”

Michael looked unimpressed. “You slept with Vanessa the same night you met her!” he pointed out.

“But Vanessa was nineteen, and pretty experienced already. Flora is nothing like her.”

“Yeah, I know.” Michael said glumly, clearly wishing Flora was more like Vanessa.

Gabriel sat down on Michael’s bed. “Listen, Mike, I’m going to tell you something, and it is the absolute truth. At the academy I’m surrounded by girls just like Vanessa. Beautiful, confident girls who want to date me. But what would be the point? They would want me to run in circles for them, they would want gifts and adoration and my precious time. I broke up with Vanessa because I don’t have room in my life for that kind of girl right now. I’m selfish and I’m occasionally insecure, and I want a girl like you’ve got. Someone who puts my needs first, someone who is just kind and sweet. She’s worth waiting for, damn it!”

Gabriel sighed as Michael shrugged. He knew he hadn’t gotten through to him. He tried one last time.

“Look, I know it’s different for me. I’ve been at a school with girls since I was eleven and I’ve had a lot of girlfriends. For you, this is the first time in your life where you are at school with girls and you’ve suddenly realised that they like you, right?”

“Right.” Michael nodded, his attention back on Gabriel.

“It’s true, Michael, you’re good looking, and just like me you can have your pick of the girls. But as someone who has done just that, I do have a piece of advice for you: the sexy easy ones won’t keep you happy for long. They’re not girls you fall in love with. Girls like Flora are the ones you fall in love with in the end. That’s the kind of girl you hope to end up married to one day. Do you understand what I mean?”

“But you loved Vanessa,” Michael said, “and she was sexy as hell.”

Gabriel sighed, fairly sure his advice had gone in one ear and out the other. But he’d done what he could, and now it was up to Michael and Flora to work it out between them.

Over dinner that night, Gabriel couldn’t help looking at Flora with fresh eyes. She wasn’t a stunner the way Vanessa had been, but there was something very attractive about her. Her lack of guile, her warm open countenance, her corn-coloured hair plaited down her back, which he knew hung in soft waves around her shoulders when she left it loose. How sick was it that she had liked him and he had rejected her, but now he was suddenly really drawn to her and she was his brother’s girlfriend!

Chapter Eleven

When Reed got the text message inviting him for a ride, he briefly considered declining, just to make a point. But the feeling quickly passed. She knew he wouldn’t say no, he never had. Every holidays he got the call; she’d stopped making up excuses to see him years ago, now she just let him know when and where.

He saddled up his horse and set off to the lake that lay at the edge of his family estate.

He arrived first and tied his reigns, letting Bluestone, his horse, wander around as he pleased. Bluestone wouldn’t wander far. Reed skimmed pebbles across the lake, wondering if he should have packed a picnic or some drinks at least, but he figured they could easily go back to his house or hers if they got too thirsty. His parents were always pleased to see her, even if he wasn’t.

He heard the sound of hooves approaching, and squinted against the warm sun to watch her arrive.

He smiled as she came to a stop and he looked pointedly at his watch.

“So, it’s been what, less than forty-eight hours since we left school before you could resist availing yourself of my body?”

Bianca’s fingers tightened on the reigns. “Shut up, Eustace, I can still change my mind.”

He reached up and helped her dismount. “Yes, but you’re not going to, are you? You called me, not the other way round.”

“Well, you didn’t call me.” She pouted.

Reed closed his eyes briefly, as if seeking inner peace. “I never know where I stand with you, Bea. You ignore me at school, treat me as though we don’t even know each other, and then act like I’m your boyfriend in the holidays.”

“Well, you never seemed to mind that before. Or have things changed now that Jessica Chase is on the scene? Do you want her more than me? Or is it Amy? I’m losing track of how many girls you kissed last term.”

Reed laughed. He’d never seen Bianca actually look insecure before. She’d always been so sure of him, confident in the fact that he had loved her for years, and now suddenly she was panicking over the fact that he wouldn’t be waiting for her forever. He decided it would do her good to wonder.

“People change, Bea. Maybe it’s time I grew up and moved on?”

She looked furious. “With that common piece of ...”

“Hey, watch it!” he cut her off.

“No, no, that’s fine. If that’s what you want then I’m sorry I wasted your time.” Her voice rose shrilly.

She moved to remount her horse, but Reed lifted her off her feet and carried her to the soft grass.

She smiled up at him and wound her arms round his neck. “So you still want me the most?” she said smugly.

“God knows why,” he muttered as he lowered her down. “But yes.”

Then he thoroughly kissed her with well-practised ease.

***
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Jessica’s parents were in raptures when she got home at the start of the half-term holiday. Mrs Frost, the Headmistress, had sent them Jessica’s first report card, raving about how hard she was trying and how fast she was progressing. The fact that she spent every night and even her weekend nights studying had been noticed, and the Head was impressed. She wrote at length about Jessica’s diligent application to those subjects that needed the most work, saying that her tutors spoke highly of her efforts and that she was now on a par with most of the other students. She could now drop the extra tuition if she so chose. The Head hoped, though, that she would choose to continue with her extra music tuition, as it was such an important subject for Jessica – and not least because Jessica also seemed to be having a beneficial effect on her tutor himself, who had also improved dramatically during their collaboration.

Jessica’s parents instantly became convinced that her previous school had been entirely to blame, and that Jessica herself had merely been a victim of it. While Jessica knew that to be completely untrue, it was so nice to have her parents thinking well of her that she decided not to disillusion them. Instead she basked in their approval and lapped up their praise for her hard work.

It was lovely to be home, and to spend time with her sister, but in truth, Jessica already missed her new friends. She missed Amy and Reed. She also missed Byron far more than she expected to; once they had gotten over the initial flirtation that was his trademark, they had become rather good friends. During the last seven weeks she had opened up to him about her past, and even shared regular updates on her relationship with The Eagle. 

Byron seemed to think that the whole email relationship thing was extremely amusing. He quizzed her endlessly for small details that The Eagle had let slip and then speculated at length on who he might be. In return she made him share all the details of his various conquests. At first she had found it all rather sad, but his attitude to life was somehow infectious, and soon she found herself laughing along as he told her how he snuck into the room of the wrong girl, who didn’t mind a bit and didn’t bother to tell him, and how it was only later when he got a cross text from the girl he was really supposed to have been meeting that he realised his mistake.

Byron’s general take on life was rather like that. He cut classes and then charmed the teachers into forgiving him. He was caught drunk several times and once found climbing the walls into the school after he missed curfew, but the threats to tell his parents had no effect on him. He knew he would have to do something fairly awful to get expelled, as he was the star pupil when it came to music; but his attitude seemed to be that even if he did get expelled it wouldn’t really matter, because he already felt he was good enough to pass an entrance exam into any music school in the world when he turned eighteen. Jessica just hoped he wasn’t setting himself up for a huge fall, but with such famous parents it was rather unlikely that he would go for long without work in the industry.

The one person she didn’t miss was The Eagle. That was because they remained in near-constant contact. There was just one thing bugging her: what if he wasn’t a stranger, what if he was someone she already knew?

Chapter Twelve

On her return to school, Jessica decided to canvass the opinions of her friends on whether she should meet The Eagle face to face.

Their emailing and texting had become more and more personal, and she felt like they were falling in love without ever having met. She didn’t think she was a shallow person, but she did wonder about how she would feel if he was totally unattractive. Right from the start she had suspected that he was good-looking but something that Reed had said made her question her assumption. It was in the conversation she’d had with Reed about the heroes in comic books wearing a mask, how they could be someone else with it on. Wasn’t technology sort of a mask in this situation? Could he even be hiding his normal personality, safe behind the mask of anonymity? She would have to meet him to know. But the problem was that she and The Eagle had become so close through their messages that she would feel like the worst kind of person if she was put off by his looks. They were practically dating, but dating in the dark.

She asked Reed first, discussing her theory about the superhero masks.

“Have you read ‘Cyrano de Bergerac’?” asked Reed after some thought.

“No.”

“There were two men who both loved the same woman. One man was very ugly but a beautiful poet, and the other very handsome but kind of dumb. The ugly man wrote love letters for the handsome man and the woman fell in love and married the handsome man. But the thing is, it’s clear all the way through that she was really in love with whoever wrote the letters; she just didn’t know it was someone else.”

Jessica pondered his point. “So you’re saying that I like The Eagle because of his emails and his looks shouldn’t matter?”

“Basically, yes. Either you really like him for who he is, or you don’t.”

Jessica exhaled impatiently. “That’s all very well in a play, but in real life I really want to fancy him as well! I’m not looking to get married to my soul mate, I’m just thinking about meeting him in person and if I will actually want to kiss him or not.”

“Fair enough.” Reed tapped his finger against his chin. “What if he turns out to be me? Would you be pleased or disappointed?”

Jessica blinked and her heart sped up a little. She looked at him for a long minute. “Is it you, Reed? Are you him?”

“It’s a hypothetical question,” Reed said, giving nothing away.

There was another long pause while Jessica scanned his face for some sign.

“Fine!” he said at last, breaking the tension. “I promise it isn’t me. I honestly don’t know who he is.”

Jessica gathered her books as they had reached the end of their study time. “Thanks for the advice. And no, I wouldn’t have been disappointed.” Jessica winked at him as she left the room. 

***
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Gabriel was on a date. He had met a cute American girl on the London underground, and she had instantly reminded him of Flora. She had that same sun-kissed complexion that an English girl could never attain, and the same natural honey-blonde hair. But that was where the similarities had ended. He had assumed from her ready smile when they’d met that she would have the same cheerful personality as Flora, but it turned out that the smile wasn’t a permanent feature. Instead she had spent both the starter and the main course of their dinner date moaning loudly about British bathrooms, and she had been rude to the waiter. Gabriel absolutely hated people who were rude to waiters or waitresses, and he had considered ending the date straightaway, but he decided to politely suffer through until at least she finished eating.

An hour later, after she had thankfully refused a dessert on the grounds that there were too many calories in British food, he had dumped her back at her hotel and made his escape before she could even think about asking him up.

Returning to his rented room near the London Acting Academy, Gabriel wondered what on earth he had been doing. Why was he even looking for a girl like Flora anyway? She was the total opposite of his type. He’d realised a long time ago that he needed a girl with a forceful personality by his side, otherwise he tended to walk all over them. He didn’t mean to, it was just that they let him. It was only now occurring to him that maybe he just hadn’t cared enough about any of the girls to be gentle with their feelings and considerate of their needs as well as his own.

He had to admit that he hadn’t enjoyed all the stress and rows that went with dating a demanding girl. He had secretly often wished that Vanessa had been softer and needed him a little more. 

Common sense told him that he should just stay single. It wasn’t as though he had space in his life for a girlfriend – his workload was increasing all the time – but he just wished he had someone undemanding who could be there for him.

It was times like these that he most missed his mother. She had died when he was ten years old, but she had been so loving. So supportive and always ready to drop everything for her darling sons.

But he wasn’t alone in the world, he reminded himself. He didn’t get on brilliantly with his dad, but he and Michael had always been really close.

Even though it was late, he picked up the phone and rang his brother.

“Hi, Sugarlips.” Michael’s voice was low and sultry.

“That’s a new one,” Gabriel joked, “I didn’t think we had that kind of relationship. Were you expecting Flora?”

“Gabe?” Michael’s voice rose several octaves, “No, I was expecting ... someone else.”

Gabriel frowned. “You’ve split up with Flora?”

“Uh, no, not exactly.” Michael sounded defensive.

“Not exactly? Mikey, please tell me you aren’t stupid enough to be cheating on her? Compass is a hotbed of gossip, you’ll get caught and then she’ll dump you, you idiot! You don’t want to let a girl like that go!”

“What’s it to you? You didn’t want her. She told me how long she liked you and that you rejected her. She even told me about the time you kissed her just to scare her off.”

Gabriel’s lip curled up into a smile at the memory. “She told you about that, did she? I wondered if she had.”

At the time he had thought he had remained totally aloof and detached from the kiss. But remembering it now, he thought only of how soft her skin had been, the smell of freshly cut grass in the air, and the way she had quivered when his lips had touched hers. He hoped it wasn’t just a bad memory for Flora.

“Yeah, she did. So don’t tell me how great she is. You didn’t want her, so what’s the big deal? Plenty more just like her, right?”

Gabriel exhaled with exasperation. “Actually no, Mike, there aren’t plenty more just like her. Trust me on this.”

“Whatever. I reckon I can do better. There are some stunning girls at this school, and some of them are actually older than me and seem pretty interested. There’s even this girl in Year Thirteen who is your age; in fact she would have been in your year. Do you know a girl called Pam?”

“Mikey, I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again. You’re an idiot. Just think very carefully about what you’re throwing away before you actually do, okay?”

Gabriel hung up a minute later, feeling frustrated, yet at the same time just a tiny bit hopeful. He knew Flora wasn’t meant for him; he just couldn’t bear the idea that Michael was planning to cheat on her. He wanted to race down to Compass Court and comfort her. He told himself that he felt responsible for her, that he had played a part in getting her and Michael together. But really, he knew his protective feelings stemmed more from his own need for her than from any concern about Michael.

She was so sweet, like a tonic for the soul. London was full of people just looking out for themselves, rushing about pushing and shoving, being around Flora was like being back in the fresh air of the countryside.

Being out in the real world had changed him somehow. Compass Court was a small insular world, like any boarding school, and he hadn't seen the bigger picture. But life was different now, he wasn't surrounded by the same friends he'd had for years, instead he was studying side by side with people of all ages from all kinds of backgrounds. Living in London was great, but at the same time it made him appreciate a lot of the things he had always just taken for granted.

He lay on his bed and watched his curtains gently blow in the breeze caused by the open window, but all he kept thinking about was how it reminded him of the wispy blonde tendrils of Flora’s hair, and how they had danced around her face when she sat in the garden telling him of her troubles with Michael. He should never have introduced them. Michael would probably still be at the local grammar school and Flora would still be single at Compass Court, patiently waiting for him to realise how special she was.

He thumped his pillow. He was the idiot.

Chapter Thirteen

Byron wasn’t sure of the exact moment that his feelings towards Jessica really began to change, but he certainly noticed that she was starting to influence his decisions.

One Saturday morning in November, the two of them put in a great tutoring session and were both feeling high from the success.

“You know what?” Jessica said, “I think I’ll go to the local pub this afternoon. Amy has been on at me for ages to join her there for a drink and a gossip, and I actually feel like I might deserve some down time. Do you want to join me?”

Byron was about to decline when he suddenly realised that he might actually like to go. “Yes, why not? I don’t think I’ve been once this year, and The Fox and Hounds is quite nice in winter; they’ve got a log fire.”

Byron wasn’t quite sure what had come over him. He usually hated being in large social gatherings, especially with kids from school.

“Great! Shall I meet you in the front hall after lunch, around half two?” Jessica looked as excited as if she were going to opening night, and Byron felt strangely glad to be a part of it.

***
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Jessica frowned into her cola as she watched Byron put the moves on Amy. She knew he couldn’t help himself – the presence of an attractive girl was like catnip to him – but she had hoped he would at least pretend to be normal for one afternoon.

Byron was doing what Jessica had coined his Italian routine, calling Amy “bella cara”, which she knew meant “beautiful darling”, and being all touchy-feely.

Amy blushed a bit, but didn’t seem completely won over. In her usual forthright Australian manner she told Byron to “give it a rest” and pulled her fingers back before he could start kissing them.

But his presence at their table was causing some interest around the room. Girls were pointing and whispering from all corners, and Jessica could begin to see why Byron didn’t like putting himself out there. He wasn’t just handsome and clever, but he was something of an oddity because he had such a big reputation but was so rarely seen.

It wasn’t long before they had some company. But what really surprised Jessica was that it was Bianca and Prisha.

The two girls had entered the pub and stood indecisively at the bar for several minutes before clearly coming to a decision and making their way over to where Jessica, Amy and Byron were sat.

“Do you mind if we join you?” Bianca didn’t look at Jessica and instead addressed the question to Amy.

Amy’s eyes flicked to Jessica, who shrugged to show she wasn’t bothered either way. Jessica in turn then looked at Byron to see if he had any objections, but Byron was looking at Prisha’s legs, so Jessica rolled her eyes and gave Amy a nod.

Bianca sat down opposite Byron and folded her arms on the table so as to press her breasts together. Byron smiled at her cleavage and then switched straight back to Prisha.

“Have we met?” he asked her.

Prisha giggled. “Yes, Byron, we’re in the same school house! You used to sit next to me in English for all of Year Eight.”

“Did I really?” Byron looked genuinely surprised. “Did you have those fantastic legs in Year Eight?”

Prisha giggled some more. “Well, they were shorter back then, if that’s what you mean.”

Bianca looked furious and stopped pressing her cleavage. Instead she deliberately stretched out and crossed her own long legs.

Jessica tried to catch his eye to tell him to knock it off, but he was oblivious to her as well, so she kicked him under the table.

He gave her a wounded look and she glared at him.

Suddenly Prisha stood up. “Actually I need to get back to school. I’ve got some letters to write that I want to get in the five o’clock post tonight.”

Bianca picked up her drink, clearly about to polish it off and head back with Prisha, but Byron beat her to it.

“Let me walk you back, I’ve got some things I need to do myself.” He smiled at Prisha, who nodded enthusiastically.

Bianca opened her mouth to protest but Prisha sent her a beseeching look. After a moment of hesitation, Bianca closed her mouth again.

“See you later then, Prish” Bianca eventually said with just slightly more than a hint of irritation in her voice.

“He’s clearly more of a legs man than a breast man,” said Amy. “Bad luck, Bea.”

“Do I look bothered?” Bianca said, while looking extremely bothered.

“I think he’s an anything-that-moves man, actually.” Jessica quipped. “And knowing his appetite for it, that probably includes a lot of the prettier boys as well.”

“Well, I for one have better fish to fry tonight,” Bianca stated. “And someone else just waiting on my call, actually.”

“Yeah, because the boys are just beating a path to our dormitory,” said Amy sarcastically. “Who’s this date tonight then?”

“As if I’d tell you!” Bianca sniffed snootily. Then she walked off to join some other friends.

A couple of hours later Jessica was heading back to her dorm room to study when she remembered she had left her notepad in the music room. She went up to the first-floor landing and followed the gallery round the top of the hallway, approaching the music room from the opposite end of the corridor than she usually did. About halfway along, just as she was passing a heavily curtained window, Jessica heard a very familiar giggle. Surely that was Bianca? Jessica thought back to Bianca’s secretive behaviour in the pub and decided to sneak a peak at who she might be with.

On the other side of the curtain was a big cushioned love seat set in the bay window; kissing and groping each other on that seat were Bianca and a boy with almost-white blond hair.

It took Jessica a moment to recognise him and then she gave a choking sound. The pair instantly sprang apart.

“How dare you spy on me?” Bianca hissed.

“I wasn’t spying on you!” Jessica raised her voice. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“It’s none of your business!”

“It bloody well is my business now. I didn’t mean to see you, but Flora is my friend! How could you do this?”

Michael Brenner edged away. “Uh, I think I’d better go.”

Bianca grabbed his arm. “Don’t, Michael, Jessica isn’t going to say anything. Are you, Jess?” She added the last bit in a threatening tone.

Unfortunately for Bianca, Jessica wasn’t the least bit threatened. After all, she had taken on girls far tougher than Bianca in her last school.

“Too right I’m going to say something.” Jessica gave them both a scathing look and then closed the curtains on them again.

She stormed up to the music room, just in time to see Prisha leaving it looking upset.

Inside, Byron was doing up his shirt buttons.

“Oh, hey, Chase,” he said, pulling a comb out of his back pocket and walking over to his reflection in one of the display cases.

“Don’t you Hey, Chase me!” Jessica shouted at him. “Why was Prish looking so upset when she left here? What have you done now?”

Byron looked bewildered at her anger. “Nothing. Nothing awful anyway. She wanted me to meet her again tomorrow night and I said I was busy, that’s all.”

“That’s all, is it?” Her voice rose almost hysterically. “You just screw them and then ditch them, is that it?”

“What’s gotten into you? Of course I didn’t screw her, as you so delicately put it. You know what, Jess, you can see how you were raised when you get all crass like that.”

“So I’m not posh enough for you now? Is that what it is?” Jessica screeched.

Byron strode across the room and took hold of her arms. He looked down into her blazing eyes and silenced her the only way he could think of.

He kissed her.

For a couple of seconds Jessica completely forgot what she was so angry about. Byron’s kiss was like honey. Sweet and seductive. Her brain struggled to focus as she briefly tasted him, then she shoved him hard.

“Get off me! You deranged Lothario! Isn’t it bad enough that you’re messing with half the girls in the school, but you have to try it on with my friends as well?”

“I’m sorry, Jess, but I can’t work out if you’re jealous or just crazy.” Byron gave her a cold look.

She hit him in the chest. “Just grow up! Why do you have to act like that? Why can’t you just be a nice guy and not hurt people? What issues do you have that you’ve got to keep proving you’re wanted?”

Byron stepped back. “I don’t have issues. I just enjoy girls, is that so bad? I’ve never set out to hurt anyone. If it bothers you so much then I won’t.”

“You won’t what?”

“I won’t get involved with anyone, I won’t kiss anyone or chat anyone up. I don’t need to do it.”

Jessica gave a nasty laugh. “Oh, that’ll be the day! You couldn’t stay celibate for one day, let alone a week or two.”

“And you’re holier than thou?” Byron crossed his arms defensively. “Playing the martyr in your bedroom, while sexting with your fantasy guy? When are you actually going to grow a pair and meet him, Chase? I think you’re afraid that the reality won’t live up to your perfect ideals, and you’d rather just cling to the fantasy.”

“Well, at least I don’t have anyone else,” Jessica shot back. “At least I’m consistent. He’s the only one in my life, and for your information, I am going to meet him, so there!”

“Oh ho, really? When?”

“Tomorrow!” Jessica turned on her heel and slammed the door on her way out.

As she walked back to South Tower, Jessica’s steps got slower and slower, and her anger began to seep away.

What had just happened? She’d let loose on Byron because she was angry with Bianca, and then she’d said she was going to meet her mystery man tomorrow!

She touched her lip. Byron had kissed her... Now she knew what all the fuss was about – it had felt beyond wonderful!

But... tomorrow? Could she do that?

Chapter Fourteen

Jessica decided she couldn’t face going back to her room and instead went back down the stairs to hide out in the library.

She found a free school computer and booted it up. There was an email from The Eagle, sent only fifteen minutes earlier, and he was still showing as logged on. He was probably up in his room, wherever that was. Jessica decided to take the plunge.

“Hiya. How’s it going?” she started.

“Hi, Gorgeous, I was just thinking about you,” he replied instantly.

“How would you feel if we met and it turned out I wasn’t gorgeous after all?” Jessica typed, wondering if he had any of the same doubts and fears that she did.

“I’m already in love with you,” he typed, “so it wouldn’t matter.”

Jessica touched the words on the screen with a smile. Did he really mean that?

“I feel the same, but I’m still worried. What if I just didn’t fancy you in the slightest bit? How would that work?”

“If we both felt like that, then we would just be the best of friends instead. Love each other loads but maybe not be in love?”

Jessica shook her head in wonder. How could any boy really be that perfect? How could he say exactly the right thing? He was already her best friend and she was terrified of losing him. But now he was saying that if there was no spark between then that they could stay as best friends. That would be so great if it were true. On the other hand, how wonderful if they did fancy each other, and her best friend could also be her boyfriend. They could share everything and stay as close and intimate in person as they had become through email and text.

Yes, it was time.

“I think we should meet,” she typed.

“About time! I’m going crazy for you. ” he replied.

“Is tomorrow too soon?” She wanted plenty of time to make herself look as good as she possibly could. And the following day was also a Sunday, so she wouldn’t have to wear that awful school uniform either.

“Just tell me when and where, and I’ll be there.”

Jessica looked around her, seeking inspiration. It was too cold to hang around outside to meet, but there weren’t many places in the school that offered much privacy. Then she remembered the table where she and Reed had kissed; it had been in a fairly deserted part of the library.

“There’s a table in the library, by the physics section. Shall we say three o’clock?”

“I know it. Will you really be there?”

“Yes. See you then. xxx” Jessica logged out before she had time to change her mind. So it was done. Just like she’d said to Byron, she was meeting The Eagle tomorrow!

Jessica felt sick to her stomach about what she had to do next, but it was another thing that she didn’t want to put off. But she wasn’t sure she could bear to see the look on Flora’s face, so she texted Ellie instead and asked her if she could come to the library alone.

It didn’t take long to spill everything to Ellie, who was practically spitting fire at the news. But she agreed that it would be better if she told Flora on her own, and Jessica felt guilty at being so relieved at not having to do the deed herself.

She made her way back to South Tower with mixed emotions, only to stop short as she entered the Common Room and found Byron sat on a sofa group with her roommates.

She took one look at the nasty expression on Bianca’s face and decided to walk on by, but Prisha called out to her.

“Jess? Please come over. I think Byron has something he wants to say to you.”

Jessica reluctantly changed direction and sat on the arm of the sofa furthest from Bianca.

“Yes?” she said in an unfriendly voice.

Byron frowned. “I’m sorry I upset you, Chase. You were right, and so I came and apologised to Prisha. She’s okay with it; I hope you are too?”

Prisha nodded. “It’s fine, honestly. It was just a kiss, nothing more. You two shouldn’t fall out over it.”

Jessica hunched her shoulders. “I don’t care what happens between you, I was just fed up with Byron hurting people. You shouldn’t do something that might hurt someone else.” She said the last bit directed completely at Bianca, but Bianca stuck her nose in the air and pretended not to know what she was really talking about.

Byron looked contrite. “I didn’t mean to hurt anyone, Jess. Please stop being mad at me.”

Jessica squeezed his hand. “I couldn’t stay mad at you, you’re too charming.”

“Well, this is all very heartfelt and sickening. What’s the deal? Are you ever actually going to get together? Or are you still trying to make Reed fall in love with you as well?” Bianca asked in a catty voice.

“What are you talking about, Bianca?” Jessica narrowed her eyes on the other girl. “I’m not trying to make anyone fall in love with me, and anyway I have a date tomorrow.”

Byron snatched his hand away from Jessica. “You were serious? You’re going to meet The Eagle? Do you know who he is now?”

“What’s that?” Bianca was straight onto it. “You’ve got a date and you don’t know who with? That’s priceless.”

“It’s some guy she’s been swapping emails with who calls himself The Eagle,” said Byron, clearly displaying how unimpressed he was by the situation.

“The Eagle?” Bianca pursed her lips. “As in, David Emery in Year Thirteen?”

“What? Who is David Emery?” Jessica and Byron spoke almost in unison.

“David, in the year above us. He’s the Cox on the school rowing team. They all call him The Eagle. Really cute, but going out with Charlotte Wilson. They’ve been together since last year. How interesting. So you’re going on a date with a boy who has a girlfriend?” Bianca gave Jessica her nastiest smile and Jessica felt her stomach drop away.

Was it him? Was Bianca right? Jessica couldn’t think why it had never even occurred to her to ask him if he was seeing someone!

Chapter Fifteen

Bianca sat at the South Tower breakfast table and stared at the back of Reed’s head. It was such a lovely head, and he really did have such broad shoulders. She had always enjoyed having Reed as a sort of secret backup, but she knew that being seen with him would be social suicide, and being popular was so important. She had worked hard to become a leader rather than a sheep, but it could all be destroyed in seconds if the other girls suspected she had feelings for such a massive loser as Reed. Why did he have to be such a nerd? With his looks and money, surely he could have tried to climb up the social ladder a bit? Then she might be able to date him. But he never did try; he didn’t seem to care about important things like having other people be jealous of you.

Sometimes Bianca wished she didn’t have such a longing for him, but on the other hand he had always been there when she’d called. She made a very clear point of never mixing their relationship with school. Compass Court was just too small for that to happen. So she made do with having him in the holidays instead.

She wasn’t sure why, but she didn’t think that was enough for her anymore. It was all Jessica’s fault. She had somehow raised Reed’s social status just enough that other people were starting to notice. She had seen him laughing and joking in the Games Room with Jessica and a bunch of other kids. Kids like Ellie Parkhurst, whom Bianca hated, simply because Ellie was so popular without ever even seeming to try. Reed had seemed so comfortable with Ellie and her gang. Bianca was actually starting to get nervous that some other girl might see what she had always been able to see, and then she might lose him.

For a short while she had thought Jessica might be that girl, and since discovering that Reed was tutoring Jessica she had considered her the enemy. But now, thankfully, it seemed as though Jessica had her eye on someone else. Bianca knew everyone thought she was jealous of Jessica and Byron, but that was just a blind. She quite frankly didn’t give a stuff who Jessica dated, as long as it wasn’t Reed.

As she looked at the East Tower table she noticed two girls from the year below. They had their heads together whispering but every now and then they looked over at Reed. Bianca recognised the looks, they were interested in him. Bianca felt a moment of panic.

Then, as if he sensed her staring, Reed turned his head and caught her eye. He smiled briefly and then turned away. It wasn’t much, but it warmed her heart. He was still hers... for now.

***
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Byron sat in the music room drumming his fingers. He wasn’t at all happy about Jessica meeting up with The Eagle, and felt like he ought to do something about it. But what? He hated the idea that they might get together. On the other hand, Jessica had never been his and he suspected that she never would be as long as she was hung up on her "mystery man" as she sometimes called him. She needed to meet this Eagle character and realise he wasn’t perfect after all. Then maybe he would stand a chance with her himself.

He hadn't ever envisioned being with just one girl until he'd met Jessica. But now, as well as being very attracted to her, she was also becoming his best friend. And he wanted more, much more. He was serious about not getting involved with anyone else. He didn’t even want anyone else. He finally realized he might be falling in love.

***
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Jessica deliberately didn’t try to find out anything about David Emery. For a start, it might not even be him; and secondly, she wanted to give The Eagle a totally clean slate when they met and not be influenced by anyone’s opinion but her own.

After breakfast, Jessica went straight back up to her dorm and took a long bath. She washed her hair at least three times, and shaved her legs despite the fact that she wouldn’t even be showing them. It was about feeling good underneath as well as looking good on the outside. With that in mind she also picked out her favourite underwear set. Her only sexy matching bra and knickers; that would give her a little secret confidence boost. She decided not to dress up on the outside though. It wasn’t as if she even owned anything particularly special. So many of the girls at Compass Court had rich parents and wardrobes full of designer clothes, but Jessica felt that she couldn’t go wrong with a well-cut pair of jeans and a figure-hugging top. She also decided on her brown boots with heels, simply because heels made her legs look longer.

Make-up was a tricky one. Lipstick was out of the question for a Sunday afternoon in the library; it would look like she was trying way too hard. But she settled for a slightly tinted lip balm that would keep her lips moisturised.

She was just grateful that none of the other girls were around to see her fussing in front of the mirror.

She decided to go down to the library ten minutes early. That way if Reed was at the table reading, she could tell him to clear off for a bit. He would understand.

But Reed wasn’t there and someone else was. The question was, was it him?

She studied him covertly. He had sandy-coloured hair and a dimple in his chin, and as expected he was quite handsome. Yes, she could definitely see herself getting physically closer to this boy.

When another five minutes elapsed and he started to look at his watch, she knew he was waiting for someone. It was him.

Taking a deep breath, she approached the table.

“The Eagle, I presume?” She held out her hand to shake his.

“Soubrette.” His voice was deep and inviting. He smiled and shook her hand.

“It’s Jessica, actually.” Jessica sat down opposite him.

“David,” he confirmed in return.

“Well, this is awkward.” Jessica didn’t know how they were supposed to suddenly be on their usual terms. She was normally so comfortable with him, but now everything was different.

David reached across the table and took her hands. “It doesn’t have to be awkward. It’s me and you, we already know each other so well. Being with you in person feels right. I knew it wouldn’t change my feelings for you.”

“So, you’re not disappointed that I’m not the fat kid from Year Nine?” Jessica joked, nervously.

He leaned over and stroked her cheek. “You’re even more beautiful in real life than I dreamed you were; of course I’m not disappointed.”

“Oh, ha ha, well, that’s good.” she gabbled, wishing she had his gift of saying the right thing. “You’re not a disappointment either. I mean, I’m glad you’re you.” She just hoped he understood what she meant.

His big grin told her that he did. “So that’s it? We’re properly together now?” he asked.

“Um, well, yes. If you want?”

“Of course I want! I’ve wanted nothing but you for weeks. I can barely concentrate on schoolwork when I’m always wondering what you’re doing, and where you are at that moment. Now I can just be with you.” He looked around the private area they were sitting in. “Is it too soon to kiss you?”

Jessica blushed. “No, it’s not too soon. I’d like that, but I have to ask something first. Are you seeing anyone else?”

“Oh, right. Fair question, and the answer is yes, actually I do have a girlfriend, but it’s over as of right now.”

“What, just like that? Because of me?” Jessica scanned his face, trying to work out if he was telling the truth. She suspected he was – otherwise why admit to the girlfriend at all?

“Just like that, because of you.” He nodded.

“Um, David, would you mind finishing with your girlfriend before you kiss me?”

Jessica expected him to go and find her, but instead he pulled out his phone. “No problem.” he confirmed.

“You can’t do that!” Jessica was horrified. “You can’t just dump her by phone. You’ll have to go and explain in person.”

He sighed. “Yeah, okay, I suppose I should. But then you and I are going to find ourselves somewhere far more private than this to get to know each other better.”

Jessica felt her spirits soar. “Count on it,” she promised.

Chapter Sixteen

“She dumped me.” Michael sounded like he was in shock. “Some girl at school told her that she’d seen me with someone else and Flora dumped me, just like that!”

“Did the girl see you with someone else?” Gabriel had to ask, because Michael sounded like he thought it was all a mistake.

“Well, yes, she did. But it wasn’t any of her business. Just because she and Flora know each other – they’re not particularly close friends or anything as far as I know.”

Gabriel resisted the urge to laugh. Michael had no idea how girls worked. Hopefully he would start learning quickly. But it wasn’t going to be quick enough to hold on to Flora. Despite the fact that his little brother was upset, Gabriel couldn’t help feeling proud of Flora for not standing for any nonsense.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “it was bad luck getting caught.” He refrained from adding but I told you so, even though he really wanted to.

He changed the subject. “Do you want me to come down this weekend? I can stay in Oakworth. I’ve been meaning to come anyway and see Nate and the lads. I’ll take you out for dinner on Saturday if you like?”

“Yeah, thanks, bro. That would be awesome. See you then.”

Gabriel couldn’t decide if he was pleased or not about Michael and Flora splitting up. On the one hand, it was good because he had become aware of his own inappropriate feelings for his brother’s girlfriend, and now he wouldn’t have any reason to ever see her again. On the other hand, that was bad!

He knew he wasn’t going to pursue Flora for himself. It would be out of order with Michael, plus Flora deserved way better than a cold cynic like him, but he did hope she would find someone who treated her a lot better than Michael clearly had. Someone who would appreciate her like he was starting to appreciate her.

He also wondered if he was building Flora up a bit too much in his mind. In reality he barely knew her, so why the sudden fixation? Was it just because she was the total opposite to Vanessa? He was sure that he wasn’t wrong in his judgment of Flora’s character. She was warm and gentle and kind and sweet. She was pretty and soft and feminine and smelled of flowers. She would soothe him, make him happy. He banged his head on the table a couple of times to stop his runaway train of thought.

He should try to see Flora at the weekend. Firstly, just to make sure she was alright after being hurt by Michael; and secondly, to realise that she couldn’t really be as lovely as he remembered her.

***
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For the first few days of their relationship, Jessica and David were inseparable. When they weren’t together they stayed in constant contact by phone. They were openly in love and held hands and kissed at any and every opportunity. There seemed no clouds on the horizon.

The first cloud, however, came that first Friday night, when Jessica went to have her music tuition with Byron. David kept ringing her and they were trying to practice, so she switched her phone off.

Turning it on again two hours later, she found a barrage of messages from him. Ringing him straightaway, she was a little surprised at the vehemence of his anger. They met up outside the doorway of North Tower to talk.

“I’m sorry,” he said straightaway. “I didn’t mean to freak out, but Benito Byron has a really bad reputation and you are all on your own with him and you turned your phone off!”

“But I’ve been all on my own with him for months, and nothing has ever happened,” Jessica protested.

“Really? Are you seriously trying to tell me that in all that time he’s never tried to kiss you or anything like that?”

“Well, I suppose he did kiss me that one time recently, and when we first met...” Jessica realised she’d said the wrong thing, as David got very purple in the face. “But it didn’t mean anything...” she tailed off again, well aware that she was making things worse.

“Jeez, Jess! He clearly has a thing for you. And Reed too – once I started asking around I found loads of rumours that he’s in love with you as well. Can’t you see why that would make me feel like this?”

“Don’t you trust me?” Jessica felt overwhelmed by hurt. She was usually such a strong person, but there was something about being with David that made her feel weak. She supposed it was love.

“Of course I trust you. I love you.” He put his arms around her. “It’s them I don’t trust, particularly Byron. Do you really have to carry on with this late night tuition with them both?”

“Well, no, I don’t have to,” Jessica stammered, “but it helps me a lot. Especially with music.”

“Please stop, Jess. Please just do this one thing for me. If you don’t have to have the tuition then couldn’t you give it up? Just think of all the extra time we’d have to be together.”

“I’ll think about it,” she said in a small voice. His arms tightened around her and she breathed in the reassuring smell of his jumper.

“Thank you,” he said, and as he kissed her she knew she would do anything to make things good between them again.

Chapter Seventeen

Byron was in the Common Room again with Amy, Bianca and Prisha when Jessica got back.

“Hey,” he said, “I was thinking that tomorrow morning we could have a look at some songs for the Christmas Carol Concert. Maybe you could practice a solo piece to show Miss Bracken?”

“Actually, I’ve decided to stop doing the extra tuition, but thanks anyway.”

“What, why? I thought you were really coming on? Surely it can only help? Or is it that you have something better to do now that you’re seeing David ‘The Eagle’ Emery?”

Jess turned a little pink. “Well, sort of, it’s not to see him instead, it’s just, he’s not massively comfortable with how much time I’m spending with you and Reed. Especially you, with your reputation and everything. I think he’s just a little jealous.”

Byron looked shocked. “Are you serious? You’re just going to drop your studies because your new boyfriend doesn’t like you spending time with other guys?”

Jess shifted uncomfortably. “Well, it’s not just that. I mean, I don’t actually need to keep doing the extra tuition anymore. My grades are now in line with the school average, and Mrs Frost said I could stop if I wanted.”

“Bull! This isn’t about your grades, and it isn’t about not needing the tuition anymore. This is about The Eagle.” Byron spat the name out. “He’s making you drop your friends for him. What a possessive poser! And what about Reed? Haven’t you noticed how popular he’s becoming with your help? You make all this effort to bring him out from under his calculator and then when he actually starts to gain a little confidence, you’re just going to leave him high and dry? What do you think that will do to him?”

Jessica began to turn a little white as Byron’s face darkened with anger. He pointed an aggressive finger at her.

“And what happens when he ditches you like he ditched Charlotte? Well, don’t come running back to me is all I can say! And don’t think you can use Reed as a rebound either, because I won’t let you, do you hear?”

Jessica’s eyes began to fill with tears, though she was unsure if they were from hurt or anger. She was just rallying to reply when Bianca waded in.

“Back off, Byron! How dare you? Why can’t you just be happy for her? But no, someone else has their paws on your protégé and you don’t like it. Talk about pot and kettle, for goodness’ sake. She can date whomever she wants, and if he doesn’t want her around you then I, for one, totally understand that.”

Everyone looked at Bianca is absolute amazement. Jess had to force herself to close her mouth, which had dropped almost to her chin. Was Bianca actually sticking up for her?

“And what about Reed? Why can’t she still hang out with him?” Byron asked, his voice lower, but no less angry.

“Why on earth do you care?” Bianca fired back. “You and Reed are hardly the bromance of the century; what’s the sudden interest in his welfare?”

Byron shrugged. “I like Reed. He doesn’t deserve to get dumped by the wayside just because David Emery clicks his fingers.”

Jessica pulled herself together and answered before Bianca could. “I’m not dumping him. We’ll still be friends, I just don’t need the private tuition anymore.”

Byron sent her a scathing look, showing all too clearly that he didn’t believe her.

“Yeah, whatever. I can’t speak for Reed, but I don’t need that kind of friendship, thanks very much. So if you ever do get permission to speak to us, then I suggest you don’t try your charms on me; I’ve had enough of them.”

He rose to go, but Jessica got to her feet as well.

“You’re so full of yourself. You just don’t like anyone else being happy simply because you can’t stop shagging around for more than five minutes. David and I are great together, and you’re always going to end up alone.”

Byron gave her a disgusted look and walked out, then Jessica sank back on the sofa with the tears falling down her face. Bianca put an arm around her.

“He’s just jealous, he’ll get over it,” Bianca said soothingly.

“I can’t think why,” Jessica sniffed. “He can have practically any girl he likes, but instead he just treats them like crap. I thought he and I were friends...” She reached for a tissue and covered her eyes with it.

“Oh, sweetie,” Bianca said with a sigh. “You’re more than just friends, and you know it. Give him a break.”

“No, we’re not!” Jessica frowned at her. “Nothing has ever happened between us, you know that, right?”

Bianca smiled kindly. “That doesn’t mean he isn’t in love with you.”

Jessica burst out laughing. “Thanks, Bianca. I needed a good laugh. I don’t know why you picked today of all days to be nice and funny, but thank you!”

Bianca rolled her eyes and grinned. “Don’t get any ideas, it doesn’t mean I like you or anything – just that I think Byron is being a total twit by pushing you away. However, I’ve done my good deed for the day, so I think we’ll leave it there.” And with that she strode off towards the girls’ bathroom.

Jessica turned to Amy helplessly. “Do you think I’m dumping my friends?”

Amy tilted her hand to suggest maybe she was, a little bit. “I don’t think Reed will understand either, but he isn’t like Byron, so he won’t say so.”

Jessica bit her tongue in frustration. How could she make everybody happy? It just wasn’t possible, and right now her relationship with David was her priority.

“He’ll understand,” she said, more to reassure herself than Amy. “I’ve got a boyfriend now; it changes things.”

“If you say so.” Amy collected her bag and went after Bianca. Jessica felt like she had been gently snubbed, and now she was sitting on her own.

“He’s worth it, they’ll soon see how happy we are and come around,” she muttered to herself, but it sounded half-hearted even to her own ears.

Chapter Eighteen

Gabriel was furious with his brother. He’d taken the train all the way from London to Oakworth, the village nearest Compass Court, only to find that Michael had gone into Bristol for the day. He sent him several angry text messages but Michael had made it pretty clear that he wasn’t hurrying back. Thankfully, it at least gave Gabriel the chance to see all his friends. He had been a boarder at Compass Court for six years, only leaving at the end of Year Twelve because he had been offered a place at the London Acting Academy, which had always been his dream.

The first thing he did was visit his old room, and the three boys he used to share with. Nate, his best friend, and Jerry and Owen. They had a good catch-up and a laugh, and then Nate suggested they go back into Oakworth to the local pub. Nate was meeting Ellie there, and Gabriel quickly agreed, thinking that it would be a good opportunity to see Flora and check that she was okay after the break-up with his brother.

But when he and Nate reached the pub, Ellie was there on her own.

“Flora just wasn’t in the mood,” Ellie said.

“Is she okay? Or is she really hurting?” Gabriel asked.

Ellie shrugged. “She says she’s fine. But she’s being really quiet, and you know how she’s like always cheerful? Well, she stops smiling when she thinks no one is looking.”

“Would it help if I talked to her?” Gabriel was sure that he was the last person Flora wanted to see, but he couldn’t bear to think of her being sad.

“Would you?” Ellie brightened instantly. She fished out her phone and sent him Flora’s mobile number.

“Yeah, I’ll be back in a bit.” He took his phone and went outside. He had intended to ring her from the pub garden, but he found his feet walking back out of the village and down the lane to the school. He looked up at West Tower, where he knew Flora and Ellie shared a room, and then he rang her.

“Hello?” Her voice was tentative, as she didn’t recognise the number.

“It’s Gabriel.”

“Oh.” She sounded surprised but not displeased.

“I just wanted to know how you’re doing and to apologise for my dunderhead brother.”

“Thanks, Gabriel, that’s nice of you.”

Gabriel felt his heart contract, she sounded so low.

“Where are you?” he asked.

“Studying in my room.”

“Come to the window?”

There was a long pause and then he saw a face appear at one of the upper windows. Keeping the phone pressed to his ear, he waved and smiled at her.

She opened the window, and waved back, a cautious smile on her face.

“What do you think, Rapunzel, fancy coming down from your tower? I’m with Ellie and Nate in the pub and we’d love it if you could come.”

She was quiet for a minute and then said, “Okay, I’ll see you there in ten minutes or so.”

He nodded and ended the call. But he didn’t go back to the pub; instead he sat down to wait for her.

She was startled to find him there. “You didn’t have to wait!”

“I know, but I wanted five minutes with you on my own, just to check you really are alright. I’m really sorry about Mike; you were his first serious girlfriend and he just isn’t very good at it yet.”

Flora gave a weak smile. “No, he wasn’t. But I get the feeling he won’t be short of offers anyway.”

“That isn’t the point. He should have treated you better. He’s a fool for letting you go.”

“Thanks, Gabriel. But you don’t need to say all that. He’s your brother, after all.”

“Which means I know exactly what he can be like, and he’s not perfect by a long shot. Anyway, I mean it. You’re a great girl, Flora.”

Flora blushed and went shy for a moment. Gabriel wanted to stroke the curls off the side of her face that had, as usual, fallen out of her neat plait. But he knew touching her would send off the wrong message. He also resisted the urge to take her hand as they walked.

She was my brother’s girlfriend, he reminded himself sternly. They’ve only just broken up.

Flora was walking while looking at the ground. “No,” she said at last.

“No, what?” Gabriel was lost.

“No, he wasn’t perfect.” Flora’s voice dropped almost to a whisper. “He never could measure up to you.”

Gabriel stopped walking. Oh, help. Had she really just said that?

He turned her to look at him. “I’m not perfect, Flora, far from it; I’m far worse for you.”

Her eyes filled with tears. “Would you cheat on me?”

He threw caution to the wind and tucked a wisp of her hair behind her ear. “No, of course I wouldn’t. But I’m damaged, Flora. I’m grumpy and selfish; everyone knows I’m cold-hearted and find it hard to show emotion. You’re warmth and sunshine and goodness. And you’re bloody tempting, but I’d suck all that out of you. I’d bask in it and give nothing back. You’d be miserable with me.”

Flora sniffed, and swiped at her tears. “I don’t care.”

“You would in time. It wouldn’t be long before you’d start to resent me. You would hate me for not putting you first, for only seeing you once or twice a month at best, for forgetting to call when I say I’m going to because I’m working too hard. I’ll be over a hundred miles away most of the time, and it wouldn’t be fair on you. If you found another boyfriend here at school then you could be together all the time. Like Ellie and Nate; they seem pretty happy.”

Flora nodded miserably. “Yeah, they are.”

Flora did want what Ellie and Nate had, but she didn’t want it with anyone but Gabriel. Michael wasn’t a new model at all, he was just a pale imitation. It had always been Gabriel, and she had just convinced herself that Michael was the same thing, but really she knew that he wasn’t.

She fought the urge to get on her knees and beg. She knew that she would be happy with him, because she would be happy with everything he had just described. He said it all like it was a bad thing, but as far as she was concerned it would be the best relationship of her life. To simply know that Gabriel was hers would be enough; she didn’t care about having him dance attendance on her. She wanted to be his sunlight, to warm the dark corners of his soul – she couldn’t think of anything that would make her happier.

Gabriel clenched his jaw, knowing he was right and that Flora deserved someone much better than him.

They were soon at the pub and settled at the table with Ellie and Nate. The four of them were comfortable together, the group dynamic seemed to work, and Flora soon seemed more like her usual self.

Then Gabriel got another text from Michael. It was very apologetic, but basically said did Gabriel mind if they had lunch the next day instead of dinner that night, as he was having a good time and didn’t want to come back yet, but he hoped Gabriel would enjoy an evening with “the lads” instead.

Gabriel suddenly found that he wasn’t annoyed at all. He was even glad that Michael didn’t need any comforting over his recent break-up, and now Gabriel felt he could relax.

“Michael’s cancelled on me. Why don’t I take the four of us to dinner at my hotel?” Gabriel suggested.

Ellie shook her head. “You can’t do that, the restaurant in the hotel is really expensive. Why don’t we just eat here, then we could all chip in?”

“Oh, don’t worry about Gabriel paying,” Nate said blithely. “Do you know he’s a actually a Viscount? He’s Scrooge McDuck rich. I don’t mind at all if he wants to spoil us.” Nate and Gabriel shared a smile; in all the years they had been friends Nate had never once sponged off Gabriel or paid anything less than his share.

But Flora looked quite firm as she said, “Absolutely not! Ellie is right. Why should he pay just because he can afford to? We live in an age of equality now, men don’t pay for dinner anymore.”

Gabriel looked at Flora with dawning horror. “Are you saying that when my brother took you out he didn’t pay?”

Flora drew herself up proudly. “Of course not! I always paid half.”

Gabriel was totally speechless for the first time since he could remember. What the heck had Michael been thinking? That wasn’t the way they were brought up! If you took a girl on a date, then you darn well paid the bill. Anything else would be ungentlemanly. He felt positively sickened by it. Especially as it was Flora. If ever there was a girl it would be a pleasure to heap gifts on, then surely it was Flora.

Vanessa had always just taken his flowers and jewellery as though they were her due, but not Flora; she would be touched, she would treasure each rose. She wasn’t the kind of girl that would want expensive things, she was the kind of girl who would take pleasure in personal presents with thought behind them. And it would be the best gift he could get in return to see her happy face when he bought her something meaningful.

“Okay,” he said, “that settles it. We’ll eat here, but Nate and I are paying. You girls are our dates tonight, so no argument!”

Ellie and Nate shared a lovey-dovey look as Nate agreed with Gabriel, but Gabriel was watching Flora’s face. He could see her wondering about his comment about her being his date, and whether it meant something or not.

He knew he would have to go back to London the following day, and there was every chance that he would never even see Flora again now that she and Michael had broken up. But just for one night he was going to treat her like she deserved. Tonight she would be his date in every sense except in the one way he wanted most. It would be torture, but he wasn’t going to kiss her.

Chapter Nineteen

Byron moved moodily around the music room, trying to resist the urge to kick over a few music stands or throw around the sheet music.

It had been two weeks since Jessica had stopped her private tuition with him, and he missed her constantly.

She still had regular music classes with Miss Bracken and the other students, but Byron had never bothered to attend them before, and he wasn’t so lacking in pride that he was going to turn up to one just to see her.

He had started hanging out in the South Tower Common Room in the hopes of seeing her, but it was like she had literally vanished; she was never there, never even passing through. He supposed she was still spending every free second with David bloody Emery.

The stupid thing was that he was still sticking to his vow to stay away from girls. It wasn’t as though Jessica had even noticed; in fact she hadn’t believed him for a second when he’d said it. But some inner demon was making him see it through, as though it would make her realise how much she meant to him. And the truth was, he found he wasn’t missing all the hanky panky in the slightest; he didn’t want anyone but her. But she was in love with someone else. How utterly depressing was that?

He couldn’t concentrate on his music anymore; he had lost his mojo.

There was a tentative tap at the door, and he looked up to find Amy standing there.

“Hi,” he said, surprised; “are you looking for Jess?”

“No.” She came into the room. “Actually I wanted to check if you were alright.”

“That’s rather nice of you!” He couldn’t remember the last time anyone had cared enough to even notice if he was out of sorts.

“I know you miss Jessica,” Amy said, “and I’m worried about her, so I thought maybe we could, you know, talk?”

Byron flopped down at a desk and Amy pulled up a chair opposite him.

“Why are you worried about her?”

“I don’t know, she just doesn’t actually seem all that happy. She says she is, but I think she’s just pretending, maybe she’s too proud to say it isn’t working?” Amy shrugged.

“Do you think that’s true?” Byron clung to the idea. “That would be great!”

“Not so great for Jessica, but yeah, great for you, I suppose. You’re pretty down without her, huh?”

Byron ran his hand through his long hair. “Yeah, that’s an understatement. I’ve never felt like this about anyone before.”

Amy took his hands in her own, wrapping her fingers firmly around his. “She’ll come round. Give her time. I’m sure this thing with David is a mistake.”

At that moment the door to the music room flew open, and Jessica stood there with a look on her face that would have cowered a dragon.

“What the hell?” she yelled, her voice echoing all around the room, as she took in the scene of Amy and Byron holding hands across the table.

Amy turned white. “It isn’t what it looks like, Jess, just listen...”

Byron put his hand on Amy’s arm. “Don’t. Can you leave it to me? We’ll see you later.”

Amy looked unsure, but she nodded and left the room.

Jessica put her hands on her hips, her face still filled with anger. “You twisted toad. You couldn’t leave just one of my friends alone, could you? Not a single one...” she yelled.

Byron raised his hand to cut her off. He moved quickly to the piano and began to play “Don Giovanni”, just as he had the first time they met. Except this time he played the aria of Donna Elvira, the woman who had been seduced and then abandoned and was full of fury, wanting to cut out the heart of her lover.

“Sing!” Byron commanded as he bent his head to the piano and gave it everything.

The music thundered around the room and Jessica heard the words in her head. She totally identified with Donna Elvira at that moment. She too was consumed with anger, and without thinking she opened her mouth and let the familiar Italian words soar out of her.

For almost ten minutes, Byron played and Jessica sang. She vented at him through the medium of the opera. Her voice echoed and reverberated to the rafters as she let all her emotions loose.

When the song ended, they were both still for a moment in the sudden silence, almost in shock at the effect they had created.

“I knew that voice was in there.,” Byron said at last. “I knew you were holding back. But you’ve finally let it out. I guess you just needed to really hate me for it to happen!”

Jessica shook her head. All of her anger dissipated in a second.

“I don’t hate you. I came to apologise. I guess I just didn’t think you and Amy...”

“There is no me and Amy. We were talking about you, she was comforting me.”

Jessica looked at him sharply, as if she didn’t quite believe it. “Really? You’ve never...?”

“Never,” he said firmly. “Not anyone at all, actually, since you last shouted at me.”

Jessica sat down as if overcome. “My singing,” she said at last; “did you hear my voice?”

Byron grinned. “Yup, you nailed it. I knew you could do it – you just had to let go of the nice girl act and bring out the real diva you know you are.”

There was another long pause.

“I’ve left him,” she said eventually, looking down at her feet.

Byron’s heart jumped in his chest. This was the best news ever as far as he was concerned, but he could see on Jessica’s face that she wasn’t quite ready to celebrate.

He sat down next to her. “Why?” he said, gently.

“Because you were right. He was possessive. He didn’t want me to talk to any other boys, not even Reed. He didn’t want me to go to the Games Room with Ellie and Flora. He wanted constant updates on where I was. He kept turning up outside my classrooms like he was checking I was really there, and then he started to criticise my clothes, saying they were too tarty, and saying I shouldn’t wear heels because it was leading boys on. He was a total psycho. It just took me a while to realise it. Can you forgive me for the way I acted?”

Byron tried to look serious and not leap up and punch the air. “Of course I can. Especially as it seems to have helped you with your music.”

“Oh, you! All you really care about is the music, isn’t it?” Jessica smiled at him.

Byron inwardly sighed. No, it wasn’t all he cared about, but he could see that Jessica was feeling emotionally bruised. Now wasn’t the time to say how much he cared about her above all.

Chapter Twenty

The autumn term drew to a close and all the pupils left Compass Court for the Christmas holidays.

Bianca made herself wait an entire day and a night before she sent Reed a message.

“Do you want to meet me at our barn around 2 p.m.?” she typed. The barn wouldn’t be all that warm, as it was a typical English December, but at least it was indoors and private.

“OK”

She smiled, anticipating an afternoon of rolling around in the hay with Reed.

When he arrived she thought how incredibly handsome he looked. His “Country Gent” look suited him far better than school uniform. Somehow he seemed older and more relaxed when they were at home.

She leaned forward to plant a kiss on his lips but he held her off.

“What?” she said.

“Sorry, Bea, but I can’t do this anymore.”

Her heart dropped like a stone. “Is there someone else?” She remembered those girls at his breakfast table whispering about him, and Amy and Jessica talking about what a good kisser he was, and how little she had seen of him recently.

“No. I just don’t want you on these terms anymore.”

Her heart lifted again. “Okay, fine.” She moved in for the kiss again.

He stepped back. “I don’t think you understood. I said I can’t do this, I don’t want to be your holiday boyfriend anymore.”

“I understood.” Bianca nodded; she had known this day would come eventually. Reed would make her choose, and she had made her choice. She chose him.

“I guess I’ll just have to live with being known as the geek’s girlfriend!” She grimaced.

“You’re serious? Then why haven’t you said anything before?” Reed looked at her in disbelief.

She shrugged. “Why haven’t you? It was always your call. Maybe I would have made the wrong choice in the past, but I’ve grown up a lot this term, and so have you. So yes, if it’s what you want, then fine with me.” She puckered up to show she was still waiting for her kiss.

Reed laughed. “You are one difficult girl to love!”

“I know,” she agreed, “but you do anyway.”

“Yeah, I do.” He let her pull him down into the hay.

“I love you too,” she told him for the first time in years. Then she covered his mouth with hers before he could say another word.

***
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Flora sat in the airport departure lounge waiting for her flight back to America. She was spending Christmas with her father in Napa, but she failed to raise any enthusiasm about going home for the holidays.

Eventually the tannoy called the gate number for San Francisco and Flora picked up her case and trundled it over to the relevant desk.

“Miss Kincaid. Thank you for travelling with us today. I see you’ve been upgraded to first class.”

“I have?” Flora blinked in surprise. “Thank you!”

“Don’t thank me, Miss Kincaid. Here you go.” The girl handed Flora her ticket, which had a note attached to it.

It read: “Happy Christmas – Love, Gabriel.”

Flora felt like passing out with shock. Gabriel had upgraded her? That must have cost him a fortune! Yet there was no way she could refuse it, since it was already paid for and he wasn’t there to undo it.

So instead Flora accepted the unexpected luxury of going into first class. She was led to a lovely seat by the window and given drinks and snacks. She played with all the different buttons, then leaned back and closed her eyes to think about Gabriel and why he might have done such a thing.

After a few minutes she couldn't bear not knowing any longer. She plucked her cell phone out of her bag and hoped she had long enough before take-off to make the call. She had Gabriel’s number because he had used his cell to ring her that one time in November when he had visited Compass Court, but she had never had the courage to use it.

She punched the keys before she could change her mind.

“Hello, Flora.”

“Hi. Look, I’m sorry to call you, but I just had to say thank you for the ticket.”

“You’re welcome.” She could just about hear him smiling, but he wasn’t giving anything away.

“Why did you do it?” she had to ask.

“It’s a Christmas present. Does there have to be a reason?”

“Yes. Is it because you feel guilty about Michael?”

“No.”

She needed a bit more than that, but he wasn’t sharing. Flora thought for a moment. He’d said he was bad at expressing himself; maybe she needed to be the one.

“If you have feelings for me, please give me some kind of sign.” She began to tear up with emotion, “I love you, Gabriel, I’ll never be happy with anyone but you. I don’t care how grumpy you are, or if you are busy all the time, I just want us to be together. Can’t we at least try?”

“I’ve got to go.” Gabriel abruptly ended the call.

Flora looked at her phone sadly. Then, closing her eyes again, she let the tears fall.

A finger brushed them off her face, and she opened her eyes in shock to find herself staring straight into Gabriel’s handsome face.

“Is this enough of a sign?” he said gently.

“What are you doing here?”

“I decided that I deserved a Christmas present too.”

“So you got yourself a ticket as well?”

“No, you’re my Christmas present.” He settled into the seat beside her. “The eleven-hour flight together is just a bonus.”

He fastened her seat belt. “It might be a bumpy ride at times, but I think we’ll make it through.” His voice dropped so only she could hear him. “Seriously though, I adore you Flora. It isn’t going to be easy being my girlfriend, but I will cherish you. I won’t always be able to say what I feel, and sometimes I’ll forget to say anything at all, but if it’s too hard for you then I’ll totally understand if you want to break up with me. But right now I can’t imagine getting through another day without you. I've even told Michael how I feel and he's fine with it. I’ve been arguing with myself for weeks, because I know you’ll be happier without me in the long run, but if you can’t see that then I guess I would be the world’s biggest fool not to take what you’re offering.”

She reached out and grasped his hand and the plane began to hum as it got ready to begin its journey.

***
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Jessica had felt knocked for six by her experience with David. She was amazed that she had thought she knew him so well, only to find she didn’t know him at all. It made her doubt everything. Her confidence had been rock bottom for a while, and it was only her friends, her music and Byron sticking close to her that had enabled her to struggle through to the end of term.

Being back at home was the tonic she needed, and she began to wonder if she was really cut out for boarding school. But she missed Byron so much that in the end she knew she would be going back regardless.

They had only been apart a week, but she felt like it was much longer. He’d been such a good friend to her after her break-up with David. He had helped her to focus on her music and not to lose her newfound voice, and she was grateful.

But he’d gone off to Vienna for the holidays, and she had gone home to Southampton.

For a while she had thought that Byron had serious feelings for her, but he had totally backed off after her break up, and so she could only assume that he had only wanted her when she was with someone else, but when she became single again he got scared off. She was depressed that his feelings had been so shallow, and she tried not to let her own feelings show. The trouble was that she got over the break up quite well, thinking that she and Byron might make a go of it, but he had totally stopped flirting with her or trying to kiss her. They were firmly in the "friends only" category and she didn’t know how to bridge that gap again. How to get back to the way they had been before the David fiasco.

She now realised she was in love with Byron, just as he seemed to stop wanting her. Fate really was very cruel like that!

The only bright spot ahead was her annual trip to the opera with her father.

Her father loved opera, and every year at Christmas he took her to see a different opera. This year it was “Tosca”, and she was incredibly excited.

They drove up to London and then took a tube train over to the Royal Opera House in Covent Garden.

As they filed into the theatre, Jessica automatically began to make her way to the upper circle. The opera was incredibly expensive, but her father always splashed out for this special event, and the upper circle was a pretty good spot in her opinion.

He put his hand out to stop her. “Not this time, Jess, we’re sitting somewhere else.”

“Oh.” She tried not to let her disappointment show, though the awful thought occurred to her that maybe he hadn’t been able to afford their usual seats, what with paying for her school fees.

He led her around the circle and through a curtain. “Are you sure this is the way, Dad?” Surely this way went to the boxes, the kind of seats only available to the very rich.

Her father looked at the ticket in his hand. “Yes.”

He stopped at a door marked “The Royal Box” and then opened it.

“What are you...” She trailed off as she saw Byron’s face grinning at her from inside. “What’s going on?”

Her father smiled at her confusion. “Your, um, boyfriend was good enough to invite us to join him in his box.”

Jessica raised her eyebrows at Byron. “My boyfriend?”

“Yes. Well, soon to be.” He pouted at her disapproving expression, “What? Not even a little bit?”

“Well, maybe,” she conceded, “but – your box?”

“It is tonight. My dad’s conducting, so we were given the box for special guests. Which would be you and your dad.” He smiled broadly at her father.

“Is your father really Everard Byron?” Her dad clearly felt he was in the company of actual royalty.

“Yes, he’s hoping to meet you both after the show. I’m just sorry my mother isn’t here as well; she’s longing to meet Jess. But she couldn’t get away, she’s singing Madam Butterfly in Paris tonight.”

“Oh my!” was the extent of her father’s reaction.

Soon the lights began to dim, and Byron slipped his arm around Jessica. She leaned close to him and whispered, “I know my dad doesn’t say much, but I think he’s about to burst with joy. Thank you so much!”

“My pleasure. Does that mean you might give me a much more personal thank you later or are we not there yet?”

Jessica put her hand in Byron’s.

“We’re there. And yes, yes I will.” Her heart filled with happiness and her eyes twinkled with promises, and the music crescendoed around them.

The End
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Book Five in the Flirting Games Series

by

Stella Wilkinson

Chapter One

Michael Brenner waited in the shadow of the school gym for Heidi to come out of the girls’ changing rooms. He’d heard she might like him, plus she was apparently a “sure thing”, which was exactly what he was looking for. Michael ran his hands through his blond hair and tried to strike a nonchalant pose against the wall as he heard girls’ laughter on the other side of the door.

Heidi stepped through the doors along with two other girls, but quickly detached herself when she noticed Michael.

“Hi.” She gave a coy smile.

Michael felt a rush of satisfaction; yes, she definitely liked him.

“Hey.” He gave her the cocky grin he had been practicing in the mirror. “Can I walk you to lunch?”

Heidi cast a look at her friends, motioning they should go on without her, and nodded to Michael.

“Let’s go this way.” He tried to coax her to walk around the building, taking the long route past the woods.

She looked thrilled. “Okay.”

Michael contained his own look of delight. Rory had been right about her.

“So how’s Gabriel enjoying Stage School?” she asked.

Michael’s grin faded. Why was everyone so interested in his older brother all the time? Couldn’t he talk to just one girl who wasn’t more interested in Gabriel than him? Yes, it was true that Gabriel had been considered the top hot property of Compass Court Boarding School for the last few years, but Gabriel had left now. He had taken a place at The London Acting Academy, just when Michael, who was a year younger, had decided to join him at Compass Court.

Michael had spent his first five years of secondary school at an all-boys grammar but had, at sixteen, decided that a school with girls would be a lot more fun!

Except that he’d been here for five months now, and so far it had not resulted in his seeing much action.

He’d turned seventeen in December and had started the new term after Christmas absolutely determined that this would be his year to get a lot of experience. The kind of experience you only got with girls.

“He’s fine.” He dismissed the subject of Gabriel as quickly as he could. “Let’s talk about you.” This was a tip he’d picked up from Nate, a friend of his brother. Nate had told him to learn about the girl if he wanted to get anywhere with her, and to act interested when she talked.

“What about me?” Heidi looked confused.

“I don’t know, what do you like?” This wasn’t going as smoothly as he’d hoped.

“What do I like as in at school? Or on TV? Or what?”

Michael exhaled in exasperation. “I don’t know, um, what’s your favourite colour?”

“Ooh, I think purple probably. My phone and my tablet are purple. But it’s not my favourite to wear; I think I look better in brighter colours, like more pink than purple, don’t you think? So what’s yours?”

He was about to say “Blue,” when he remembered he was supposed to be pretending to be interested in the same things as her.

“Yeah, purple. I like purple too.” 

Now what? That conversation wasn’t exactly leading anywhere. They had already reached the edge of the woods that bordered Compass Court on one side. He needed a conversation that was a little more personal.

“So, I hear you’re single now? You and Danny Barnett broke up?” He inwardly cursed himself. That was a question that made it sound like he wanted them to date, when he definitely didn’t. He wasn’t looking for a girlfriend.

She nodded, and gave Michael a knowing smile. “And you were going out with Flora Kincaid, weren’t you?”

Michael slowed his footsteps. They were moving past the trees too quickly, and it was in this private area that he had planned to try and get lucky.

“Yes, we weren’t right for each other. Flora’s dating my brother now.”

“Lucky Flora,” Heidi sighed wistfully.

Michael tried not to let his irritation show. He was rapidly going off Heidi, but not enough to make him give up on his attempt to get to know her better physically.

He took her hand and pulled her towards the trees. She acknowledged the move with a girlish giggle, which made Michael more confident.

“Lucky you,” he said in her ear as they stopped in the dim shade of the trees, “because now you get to kiss me instead.”

Nate had told him that girls definitely liked confidence, but Heidi raised one eyebrow like she thought he might be joking.

Michael pulled her closer and kissed her, not at all sure if it was the right moment but keen to get there. He relaxed when she enthusiastically kissed him back.

Excellent, that gave him another check in the box for kissing lots of different girls.

Michael gave himself a mental pat on the back. Getting girls wasn’t so hard after all, he thought. Not when you were as handsome as he was. Clearly Flora had been uptight, and the others too. It was just about finding a girl who was a bit more mature. He tried to subtly slide his hands under her sweater.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Heidi jumped away from him, pulling her sweater firmly back down.

Michael sighed; there was that look again. He’d already had that look from Sarah and from Isobel. At least he hadn't had his face slapped this time.

“What?” he asked innocently. “I like you. I thought you liked me?”

“I do, but that doesn’t mean you can just grope me. We should get to know each other first.”

Michael rolled his eyes. He’d done all that with Flora, played the boyfriend, and it hadn't gotten him anywhere.

“Hey, babe, don’t be like that. Let’s skip lunch and get to know each other better right here.” He reached for her again, but she moved even further away, looking at him like he was crazy.

“Oh, come on,” he dropped the coaxing tone, “why not? You did it with Danny and with Anthony, and I’m better-looking than either of them.”

“You are unbelievable.” She was looking angry now, “and for the record I did not ‘do it’ with either of them. No wonder Flora dumped you.”

The parting shot over her shoulder as she flounced away was what cut the deepest. “Gabriel would never have been so gauche!”

Chapter Two

Later that evening Michael sat in the North Tower common room and stared moodily at his Latin prep. Why were girls so complicated? Why couldn’t he just be honest with a girl and say what he wanted and she could tell him if she felt the same? But no, instead he had to play some coded game that he didn’t know any of the rules to.

When he had first started at Compass Court in September, he’d also started going out with Flora Kincaid. But within a few weeks he had discovered that there were plenty of other girls who might also like him, and he had let it go to his head. He hadn't meant to mess Flora around but he was convinced he would do better being single. Unfortunately that had so far not been the case, yet he couldn’t work out why.

After ten minutes of failing to take in a single thing he snapped the textbook shut and flung it down on the table in front of him.

“I can’t concentrate. I hate Latin.”

Across the table from him Nathaniel Naverly glanced up briefly from his own textbook, then, seeing the look on Michael’s face, he too pushed it away.

“What’s up, Mike?”

“Oh nothing, I don’t know. Why are girls such a mystery?”

Nate’s eyebrows quirked. “I think men have been trying to figure that one out since time began.”

“You seem to have it sussed,” Michael snapped grumpily. “Rumour is that you had loads of girlfriends before you got together with Ellie.”

Nate gave Michael a wry smile. “Is that what you want? Loads of girlfriends?”

“Not really. Not girlfriends anyway. But I’m surrounded by girls, I’ve got no real experience, and I want to get some! Is that so awful? Why can’t we just fool around a bit without them getting all upset about it?”

Nate smiled indulgently. “You remind me of me a bit, except that by the time I was your age I was a lot better at it than you are. You’re like a bull in a cow field.”

“You’d been at a school with girls for five years when you were my age, and I’ve been stuck in an all-boys school, so I’ve never had a chance to learn how to do it. But I tried to be like you, I tried to act cool and confident and it didn’t really work. The biggest problem is that everyone keeps comparing me to Gabriel, and I’m just not like him.”

Nate nodded understandingly, “Yeah, your brother cast a pretty long shadow, I was always trying to step out of it. But Gabe never tried to get loads of girlfriends. Not that he had to try, looking the way he did. But he somehow had a reputation as a ‘lady-killer’, when actually he always treated girls a with a lot more respect than I ever did.”

Michael rolled his eyes. “Everyone at this school seems to think he was so great; even you are only hanging out with me because you miss him. I look like him so you sit and do prep with me in the evenings instead of him, and you sometimes forget and call me Gabe.”

“No, I don’t...” Nate gave a rueful smile. “Well, maybe a little bit. But that’s not the only reason I hang out with you. I also promised Gabriel that I’d look out for you and help you find your way here. It’s hard starting a new school, especially as you’re joining in Year Twelve when everyone already has formed their friendships.”

“Gee, thanks. It’s not that I don’t appreciate you studying with me, but like I said, even you want me to be him. And it feels pretty pants when people keep forgetting I’m someone completely different.”

“It’s true that girls did like Gabriel. Not just his appearance, but Gabriel had something about him that went beyond being good-looking. I once heard a girl describe him as ‘a great tragic beauty’; there was something vulnerable about him too and it made every girl want to fix him. But he was also often quite cold with them and some girls found that off-putting. You could appeal to those kind of girls. You can be all friendly, warm and open and I bet they will like it. Surely with your looks you are already getting some female attention?”

Michael sighed. “Yes, I am, but I keep mucking it up. I genuinely have no idea how to talk to girls and it’s becoming a problem.”

“You just have to take an interest in them and flatter them; it’s not hard to make a girl like you,” Nate said.

“Fine, but how do you go from a girl liking you to getting physically closer to her?”

“I guess you spend some time with them, turn them into your girlfriend and work on it slowly.”

“But I don’t want to have a girlfriend. I already tried that with Flora, and I didn’t get anywhere with her even though we were going out for over two months.” Michael stared at the table moodily for a few moments before asking, “Do you think Gabriel is getting somewhere with Flora? I mean, I can’t see him settling for a non-physical relationship, not after what he had with Vanessa. Do you think she’s doing stuff with him that she didn’t with me?” 

Nate’s voice was neutral, giving nothing away as he said, “I think Gabriel cares deeply about Flora’s feelings.”

“Meaning that I didn’t?” asked Michael hotly.

Nate just looked at him with his eyebrows raised until Michael blushed slightly, acknowledging the truth of the insinuation.

“Well, you did cheat on her,” Nate pointed out.

“Yes, but like I said, I wasn’t getting anywhere with her and isn’t that the point of having a girlfriend?”

“Not really, no. There’s a lot more to a relationship.”

“I don’t want a lot more,” Michael said, “I just want to get some action. That’s the kind of thing I want to learn about girls. I just thought it would be easier.”

“Girls are easy, or some can be, but you do have to play them a little. Is that really what you want though, to be a player? It won’t make you massively popular,” Nate warned.

“Yup, that’s what I want, if I can learn how. Being at Compass Court is like suddenly discovering a table piled high with all kinds of food, but it feels like I’m expected to choose just one dish, and I want to taste a bit of everything.”

“Yeah, maybe don’t share that metaphor with any of the girls; somehow I can’t see them liking it.” Nate grinned at Michael and leaned back crossing his legs. “Maybe you’re just being greedy? You want as much as possible as fast as possible, but my advice would be to eat more slowly. Take one dish, savour it, and then go and get another when you’ve finished it. But don’t tell Ellie I said that, she’s not exactly your biggest fan, and she won’t like me encouraging you to mess other girls around like you did to Flora.”

Michael nodded. “I’m hardly likely to discuss anything much with Ellie. And all that’s fine in theory, but it doesn’t get around the fact that I have no idea how to talk to girls. They’re weird! It’s like there are games you have to play, and I haven’t got a clue what the rules are. I’m totally floundering over here.”

“What about the boys you share a room with, they all seem to do pretty well for themselves, couldn’t you team up with one of them as a wingman? Of course my wingman was Gabriel and so he got most of the attention, but then you do look very like him; maybe you have to start seeing that as an asset rather than a hindrance.”

Later that night Michael lay in bed and pondered on what Nate had said. It was true the three boys he shared a room with had a fairly high success rate with girls, much better than him anyway. 

First there was Atticus Calvert, or Cal to his friends, Cal apparently already had a girlfriend outside of school, but that didn’t stop the girls at school from hanging on his every word. He was your typical muscled hunk and yet he had a way of making them feel good about themselves. Yes, he could certainly learn something from Cal. 

Then there was Logan. Logan was one of those bad boys that girls just seemed to love to hate and couldn’t resist; he went from girl to girl treating them mean and keeping them keen. Michael was sure that Logan had a few tricks up his sleeve that he might be willing to share.

And lastly there was Rory. Michael had thought that he and Rory were becoming good friends. Rory would be the perfect wingman as he also seemed to date a lot of different girls, and although he didn’t commit to any of them for long he somehow had a way about him that made girls want to stay friends with him even after he’d broken up with them. Rory was cheeky and amusing, and even though he wasn’t particularly handsome, girls most definitely liked him. But for some reason lately, Michael had gotten the feeling that Rory didn’t really want to be friends with him anymore.

Michael looked over at Rory’s bed in the darkness, wondering if Rory’s change was due to Michael’s splitting up with Flora. Surely he couldn’t be threatened by Michael? After all, so far he did a lot better with girls than Michael did. Michael decided to work a little harder at becoming friends with Rory and with the other two boys in his room rather than just take the safe option of hanging out with Nate.

Being friends with Nate had been a lifesaver for Michael to help ease him in at a new school. Nate had been Gabriel’s best friend for years, so Michael had gotten to know him fairly well during the holidays and at visiting weekends. But not only was Nate in the year above Michael, in Year Thirteen, but Nate had a girlfriend now, one who kept him firmly on the straight and narrow, and so he certainly wouldn’t be able to chat up loads of girls while hanging out with him. What he really needed was a male friend in the same situation as himself, someone with a mutual interest in getting that score!

Chapter Three

Patty slowly gathered up her books, trying to leave the classroom at the same time as Reed, and managed to walk out of the door just behind him. She was about to call his name so that they could walk to their next class together, when Bianca’s voice beat her to it.

“Reed?” Bianca’s imperious tone echoed down the corridor, Reed came to a stop and waited for his girlfriend to catch up.

From behind her curls Patty gave Bianca a look of loathing. She couldn’t understand what on earth Reed was doing with that girl. Reed was quiet and intelligent, whereas Bianca was loud, snooty and didn’t seem to have more than two brain cells to rub together. They were just such an unlikely couple. 

Patty had been slowly building her friendship with Reed over the past two years, but just when she thought she might be getting him to notice her as a girl, that leggy blonde Bianca had swooped in and taken him. From what Patty could see, Bianca treated Reed really badly, like he was her lapdog or something. Patty just could not understand what he saw in her – well, apart from the long legs and skinny booty; but Bianca was a major pain in the butt. Even now she was bossing Reed about as they walked down the corridor; he was carrying all of her books and practically trotting to keep up as Bianca issued him a long string of her expectations for that day. 

Patty sighed and shifted her own heavy books to her other shoulder. Surely that relationship was not destined to last long, and then maybe, now that Reed had finally noticed girls, he could begin to notice her instead?

Patty arrived at her Classical Civilisations class not far behind Bianca and Reed and chose a seat as far away from them as she could, near the back of the room. It wasn’t until she started unpacking her books that she realised that Michael Brenner had sat down beside her.

“Hi.” She gave him a friendly smile. He hadn’t sat by her before, but they had been on comfortable “nodding terms” before the recent Christmas break. 

“Hi.” He gave her a brief smile in return and then began to scan the room.

Patty shrugged good-naturedly. She’d heard about Michael and Flora splitting up and the gossip that Flora was now dating his brother instead, and she felt sorry for him, but she couldn’t help but be amused by his obvious scanning of the other females in the class.

It was a little depressing that he didn’t encompass her in his look, but Patty didn’t really mind; she was used to being overlooked. She wasn’t shy but she was quiet, preferring to keep her thoughts to herself most of the time, though she could chat away in a very animated manner with her best friend Tilly once the two of them got going. But boys had never paid much attention to her. She knew she was overweight and she also sometimes wondered if her being black might be a barrier to some boys. 

There was a large mix of ethnicities at Compass Court Boarding School, but the majority were still white. Patty often felt that being black but still English meant she couldn’t even compete with a lot of the other minorities, who came from various international countries and somehow seemed more exotic than her. She didn’t mean to accuse anyone of racism but in a predominantly white upper-class boarding school, she did often feel slightly out of place.

Michael glanced sideways at Patty sitting next to him and was glad that there had been a spare seat beside her. She was one of the few girls that he didn’t find intimidating. She had a comforting quiet manner and he felt relaxed being around her. Maybe it was because he wasn’t trying to get anywhere with her, but she never seemed to judge him for not being like Gabriel.

“Okay, class. We’re continuing with our study of Ancient Greece. Let’s test how many of you have read the chapter you were asked to. On your desks you will find a depiction of the Acropolis in Athens from the fifth century BC. Split into pairs with whomever is sitting next to you and label as many of the temples and buildings as you can between you.”

Michael had not read the chapter as he was supposed to, but he was fairly sure that Patty would have done, so he turned over the large piece of paper on the table in front of them and pushed it towards her. She rolled her eyes at him, but clicked her pen, ready to start. Michael tried not to yawn as he stared at the blurry map, and began to scan the room again for something, or someone, of interest to look at instead.

Patty noticed Michael staring at Bianca and Reed, who were sat a few rows in front of them. He was watching them whisper to each other and had an almost annoyed look on his face.

“They’re an odd couple aren’t they?” Patty leaned close to Michael, following his eyes.

“Yeah, they are. He just doesn’t seem her type.” Michael shook his head in confusion.

“And she doesn’t seem his type either,” Patty agreed, “Reed is way too nice for her.”

“And she’s kind of hot to be going out with someone like him.” Michael was still looking at Bianca and Reed, and didn’t see the flash of irritation that passed over Patty’s features.

“Perhaps she should be with someone more like you?” Patty said sweetly, despite having a slightly sarcastic note to her tone.

“Actually she was with me. I thought we were kind of getting it on, and then she totally dropped me to go out with him.” Michael sounded surprised by this, although Patty wasn’t; if she had the choice then she’d prefer to be with Reed. But an idea was forming in her mind and she decided that she would rather have Michael on her side than not, so she swallowed the irritation and gave him a nod instead.

“Which means that she did like you. I can’t see their relationship lasting. If you want to go out with her then you should totally make a play to get her back. I’ll bet she’d be really flattered by that.”

“Oh, I don’t want to go...” Michael broke off, realising that he was about to alienate yet another girl by admitting he just wanted to make out with Bianca rather than date her. The cogs turned in his brain. “Why are you so interested?” He turned and scrutinised Patty.

She squirmed under the look. “No reason. You and Bianca just seem well suited,” she hedged.

Michael gave her a knowing smile. “Uh huh, and you would be well suited to Reed, correct?”

Patty ducked her head, mortified that she had given it away so badly. The only person who knew how much she liked Reed was her best friend, Tilly, and now she had practically told Michael Brenner, whom she hardly even knew!

Michael looked at Patty with renewed interest. It was true that she wasn’t a stunner like Bianca, but she had a warm personality. He could totally see why someone like Reed might go for her. Plus he suspected that Patty had a bit of a wild side under her placid exterior. Her flair for accessories gave her away.

Michael had grown up with a stepmother who was extremely enthusiastic about accessorising, and so such things didn’t pass him by unnoted. During class time Patty wore the regulation school uniform, and looked every bit the dull school girl. But he had seen her in the Games Room on occasion after evening prep, and although there was nothing that stood out about her clothing, he had noticed that she like to wear bold jewellery in strong colours. In fact, as he paid more attention he could now she that she had colour co-ordinated an almost purple lipstick with the exact same colour on her nails, which was the exact same colour as the tiny studs in her ears. The purple might have looked too obvious on someone pale like Bianca, but on Patty, with her black skin tone, it all blended well.

Michael shook his head at his ridiculously girly observations. That was what came of spending too much time with his stepmother.

The point was that Patty might have a certain something that could be attractive to the right boy, and he knew that Bianca certainly had a certain something that was attractive to him, namely her willingness to engage in a lot of kissing that he had hoped might lead to more.

He leaned closer and gave Patty a conspiratorial look. “Do you want to work together to break them up?”

Chapter Four

Matilda Denton, or Tilly to her friends, waited for Patty at their usual seats on the East Tower table in the school cafeteria. Seeing Patty arrive with Michael Brenner almost made her choke in surprise. The two of them looked thick as thieves, their heads close as they laughed about something. Her eyes widened further as he got his phone out of his pocket and quite clearly took Patty’s number.

She waited impatiently as they both queued up for food together, then he went off to the North Tower table and Patty brought her tray over to join Tilly.

Tilly crossed her arms and gave Patty a look to clearly show her she was waiting for an explanation.

“What?” Patty said, with pretend innocence.

“Don’t you what me, you were talking to Michael Brenner. Was it about me?”

Patty looked confused. “Why would we be talking about you?”

Tilly blew out her cheeks in exasperation. “Because I like him. You know that! Please tell me you didn’t say anything embarrassing?”

Patty shook her head. “Sorry, it wasn’t even remotely about you. But you don’t really like him like him, do you? I mean, I know you said he was ‘super cute’, but he’s a total prat, you know?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t care. It’s not as if I’ve ever actually spoken to him. But he’s just so cute. So how come you were all pally with him if you don’t like him?” Tilly sighed as she watched Michael eating at his table on the other side of the room.

“Seriously, Tilly, do not develop one of your mega-crushes on Michael Brenner; he isn’t worth it. I’m only friendly with him because we are in Classics class together.”

Tilly turned to look at her friend with suspicion. “Having a class together isn’t really a good enough reason to be swapping phone numbers.”

Patty blushed a little, though thankfully it didn’t really show. “We’re working together on a project.” She thought of their secret project, smiled to herself, and then elaborated with a more acceptable one. “Me, Michael, Bianca Standish and Eustace Reed have been put in a group together to do a project on the Parthenon. It’s a temple in Greece,” she explained when Tilly looked blank.

Getting put in a group with Bianca and Reed had been a stroke of genius on Michael’s part. Normally Patty would have shied away from doing anything with Bianca and Reed together, but when Mrs Marsh asked them to arrange themselves into groups of four, she had not had much of a choice. Michael literally dragged Patty over to Bianca and Reed and suggested that the four of them team up. Both Bianca and Reed had seemed happy with the arrangement and Patty quickly realised that it would afford her much more time with Reed, and that Michael was quite capable of keeping Bianca distracted. Reed’s presence at the table had done nothing to stop Bianca from fluttering her eyelashes at Michael in a way that Patty found particularly worthy of an eye roll or two.

But the upshot was that the four of them had been given the Parthenon as a project and would now have to spend a lot of time together, as the project report would count as twenty-five percent of their final grade for their Classics A-Level qualification. No matter what the ulterior objective might be, there was no doubt that this project was going to take some real commitment.

Tilly was disappointed. “So you don’t think he might have noticed me at all?”

Patty frowned slightly. It would be very easy to tell her friend exactly how to get Michael to notice her. She just needed to let him know she was interested and he’d be all over her like a rash. But telling Tilly would not be doing her friend any favours, so instead Patty looked away and shook her head. “No, I think he likes someone else,” she hedged.

“Yes, that’s what Rory says too. He and Michael are sharing a room, but he says that Michael has strong feelings for someone yet he wouldn’t tell me who.” Tilly pouted slightly.

Patty tilted her head thoughtfully. She had certainly not gotten the impression from Michael that he had particularly strong feelings for anyone at all, but then again she didn’t know him all that well. She considered that it was entirely possible that he was still hung up on Flora Kincaid, despite that fact that she had dumped him for cheating on her. Perhaps he was quietly devastated and only acting like he thought of no one but himself because he had lost the one girl he truly cared about? Somehow Patty doubted that that was true. But she supposed that Rory was more likely to know Michael’s inner feelings than she was.

Rory and Tilly were good friends in a way that excluded Patty. They were both in the school swimming team and they had been attending swim meets together two evenings a week since the first year. They didn’t spend much time together outside of the school swimming pool, so Patty had not really gotten to know Rory herself, but Tilly mentioned him constantly. The two of them obviously spent a lot of time in private conversation, because half of Tilly’s sentences would begin with the words “Rory said...”

Patty had once asked Tilly if she had feelings for Rory but Tilly had just laughed and told her, “Gosh no, he has so many different girlfriends, and I wouldn’t want to just be another one. We’re friends, and Rory says how nice it is that he has one friend who is a girl but not a girlfriend. And I agree with him. You’re my best friend, but it’s nice to have a boy-who-is-just-a-friend best friend.” 

Patty admitted to herself to being quite envious of their friendship, she would quite like a boy-who-was-just-a-friend to talk to as well.

Her eyes flicked back to Michael, and Tilly followed her gaze and sighed in a loved-up manner.

“He looks so much like Gabriel, doesn’t he?” Tilly said.

“Well, he should, they are brothers. But he’s not as scary than Gabriel, don’t you think?”

“No,” Tilly agreed. “Looking at Gabriel was like looking at one of the gods, you might turn to stone or something. How on earth Flora Kincaid got him to fall for her is beyond me. I mean why would he dump his supermodel girlfriend to go out with a girl who is nothing special? Maybe I should have made a play for him, but he just seemed so out of reach. If I’d only known that he would actually consider going out with a girl who was younger than him...”

Patty laughed and said, “I can’t see you and Gabriel Brenner together, sorry.”

Tilly pouted and then gave a reluctant smile of acceptance. “No, maybe not. But Michael Brenner is a whole different kettle of fish. He’s more approachable. He has the same look but he’s not as scary.”

Patty frowned thoughtfully. “I don’t think he likes always being compared to Gabriel. They are very different in personality.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Tilly huffed, “I haven’t even spoken to him yet. First Rory gets to share a room with him, and now you are all buddy-buddy; can’t you get him to hang out with us and introduce me?”

Patty quickly shook her head. “We’re not friends like that, we don’t hang out. We’re just working on a project together.” She shuddered at the thought of Michael telling Tilly that they were working on a “private” project as well as a school project. Tilly wouldn’t approve of Patty trying to break up anyone’s relationship. Patty herself was already having doubts. She could see that Michael just thought of it as a bit of a laugh, he didn’t care about the moral implications; Patty, on the other hand, did think it was a mean thing for them to do, but it wasn’t just a laugh to her, she really really liked Reed, and she just had to work out if she was willing to do something wrong to be with him. 

On the other side of the room, Michael turned to see Patty and her friend both looking at him. They quickly looked away, making it obvious they had been talking about him.

Michael went back to his lunch with a smile on his face – they had both blushed. Maybe Patty’s friend fancied him? He tried to remember her name but drew a blank. Perhaps he’d ask Rory; he had a feeling he’d seen Rory talking to her a couple of times. She was quite pretty; maybe he should concentrate on her instead of Bianca? Or he could try for her and Bianca.

His spirits were raised now that he had another girl he could potentially get it on with. Surely it was just a numbers game. He just had to keep trying until he got lucky.

Chapter Five

“Her name’s Matilda, but she’s not your type,” Rory answered his query.

“Why not?” Michael pressed even though Rory seemed in an even worse mood than usual.

“She’s not ‘easy’, she’s girlfriend material,” Rory snapped and turned away from Michael, burying his head in a book.

Michael eyed Rory warily. He’d been trying hard to win him over as a friend, but Rory wasn’t being very friendly in return. Michael chewed the end of his pen and wondered why not. He usually had a good rapport with other boys, but Rory just didn’t seem to like him.

“What do you think?” Michael turned to look at Logan, who was lying on his bed tapping a message on his phone, probably to a girl.

Logan shot a look at Rory, then shook his head at Michael. “I wouldn’t bother with her. What about her friend, the fat one?”

“She’s not fat.” Michael knew he was talking about Patty, but the comment got on his nerves for some reason.

Logan shrugged, “Whatever, more meat on her bones. If you’re looking for easy then bigger girls are more grateful.”

Rory turned back, suddenly enthusiastic. “That’s a good idea, I bet she’d be glad of the attention.”

Michael wanted to fit in with his roommates but he still felt the need to defend Patty. “She’s not fat though, she’s curvy.” Plus he had a feeling that she wouldn’t be overly grateful for the attention at all.

Cal came out of the bathroom, catching the comment. “Curves are good,” he said. “Girls should be feminine, and have a decent bust and behind. Who are we talking about?”

“Patty Cartwright, from East Tower,” Rory filled him in. “We think Mike should try her as his next conquest.”

“Oh, but...” Michael was about to disagree when he stopped to think about it. The boys had a point; Patty was a consideration. Like Cal had said, curves were good. Plus she was nice to talk to, which was half the battle. But there was the small problem of her being into Eustace Reed.

Michael doodled the full figure of Patty on his notepad, giving her even bigger assets than in real life. Gabriel had always gone for quite skinny girls, but Michael had always thought that Flora was seriously lacking in the curves department; she had been pretty much straight up and down, and what was the point of a girl if she had nothing worth getting to grips with?

Ten minutes later Michael snapped out of his daydream state and looked at his note pad in dismay. He was supposed to be writing a simple essay in German, but instead he had filled the page with pictures of girls. Was it normal to obsess about girls this much? He couldn’t seem to concentrate on much else since switching to Compass Court from an all-boys school.

“Logan?” Michael asked, wondering if he might be sharing too much.

“Yeah, mate?”

“You like a load of different girls, right? Do you reckon you think about them a lot or are you just used to having them around?”

Logan laughed and looked at himself in the mirror hanging right next to his pillow, and ruffled his hair until it was perfect. “I barely think about anything else. I heard that the average boy thinks about girls around six times a minute, which sounds right to me.”

Michael grinned in relief, glad that it wasn’t just him, and that the others hadn’t thought he was girl obsessed beyond the normal amount.

“So, you and Patty?” Rory pressed.

“I don’t know... maybe. But I don’t think she sees me that way.”

“Then make her.”

“How?” Michael couldn’t think of a way to turn his tentative friendship with Patty into something more without her getting mad at him.

“Just go for it,” Logan advised. “You don’t want to wait too long and end up in the friend-zone, right, Rory?”

Rory grunted and rolled away with his book until he was facing the wall again.

“How do I just go for it?” Michael asked.

“Shower her with compliments; that will leave her in no doubt that you fancy her. Say she has lovely long eyelashes, wonderful skin, perfect ankles. Girls lap up that kind of attention to detail. They think you are being personal and noticing them.” Logan spoke confidently and Michael felt he was getting pearls from a master.

Two days later Michael sat next to Patty and watched her sketch a statue of Athena.

“You’ve got lovely hands,” he said.

Patty looked up from her picture in surprise at his comment. For a moment she looked flattered and then she gave him a quizzical smile. “Oh yeah? In what way?”

“Uh, well, you have fingers, all of them, and nails.”

Patty spluttered with laughter.

“Artistic, your fingers are long and artistic.” Michael quickly tried to recover from his blunder, but he could see she wasn’t impressed yet.

“And your hair, it’s really lovely too, very...” Michael tried to find a good adjective. “...bouncy.” 

Patty stopped laughing and looked at him suspiciously. “Are you coming on to me?”

“Perhaps.” He tried to give her a smouldering look that he had copied from Logan.

“Well, don’t!” Patty was frowning now. “You’re supposed to be working on Bianca, remember?”

“You’re more beautiful than Bianca.” He tried the smoulder again and added in a Logan slow smile. But Patty just rolled her eyes.

“Stop it, Michael, you look creepy.”

Michael switched off the smile. “Is that a no?”

“I don’t even know what the question was, but can you stop acting weird, please? I realise you think it is your mission to charm every girl in this school, but don’t practise it on me, especially when you are so obviously lying.” She glared at him and then went back to her drawing, pressing her pencil into the paper until the lead snapped.

She tutted and threw it on the desk.

“Are you still up for what we talked about or not? Because I can’t work with you and Bianca and Reed if you’re not with me on it.”

She glared at him a bit more.

Michael glared back at her, annoyed at her reaction. Why wasn’t she falling for it? So much for her being grateful for the attention!

“Yeah, whatever.” He nodded curtly.

“Good. I’m sure Bianca will appreciate being told she’s beautiful. She laps up that kind of crap.”

“Fine!” he snapped.

“Fine!” she snapped back.

They didn’t speak for a few minutes.

“Michael?” she asked, eventually.

“What?” He didn’t look at her.

“Why do you have to be such a jerk? Can’t we just be friends?”

He sighed. “Yeah, sorry. I’ve never really had a girl who was just a friend before. I won’t do it again.”

They were silent for another minute.

“Patty?”

“What?”

“You do have nice hands though.”

She laughed and slapped his arm. “Oh, you! You’re incorrigible.”

He grinned sheepishly and shrugged, and they went back to their drawings, but Patty’s mind was playing his words back. She wished with all her heart that she was more beautiful than Bianca; why couldn’t Reed say that to her? And she couldn’t help wishing that Michael had meant it too.

Chapter Six

On Friday evening Michael, Cal and Rory decided to hang out in the Games Room.

Michael and Cal lined themselves up for several games on the pool table, while Rory circulated and chatted.

Michael watched enviously as Rory made a girl giggle and lean in close to him.

“How does he make it look so easy?” Michael asked Cal.

Cal gave him a wry look. “Because he doesn’t really try. He’s just being himself.”

“I’m myself.” Michael was defensive. “Myself wants a girl to be that interested in me.”

“Do you want me to be honest?” Cal asked.

Michael nodded.

“You’ll never get a girl worth having until you want her for the right reasons.”

Michael groaned. “Don’t you start. My brother says stuff like that. Why can’t I just get a girl who isn’t worth having instead?”

“You can, but you still have to be more yourself.”

“I don’t think I know who myself is,” Michael joked.

“No, I don’t think you do.” Cal was more serious.

“Great! Like that’s not cryptic. Do you know who you are?”

“Unfortunately yes I do.” He looked sort of sad as he said it, and Michael paused wondering what he meant by it.

“Girls really like you. You have a girlfriend and everything,” Michael said.

Cal’s eyes slid away. “Yeah, the world’s my oyster.”

The girl was now trying to snuggle up to Rory; he was laughing but pushing her away.

“Maybe I should try and be more like Rory,” Michael said thoughtfully. “I tried to be like Logan and it didn’t work at all.”

Cal rolled his eyes and lined up his cue to take his turn. “Go ahead and try it, I’m about to win anyway.”

Michael strolled over to Rory and the group of girls he was with. “Hi, what’s up?” he said as an opener.

“Hey, Mike, come and meet Lily and Alianna.” Rory was being friendly again, so Michael sat down.

He made small talk with Lily, while surreptitiously watching Rory fend off Alianna. How did Rory do it? He was wearing a shirt that was half tucked in and half hanging out of his jeans, his trainers were splattered with mud, and he had a spot on his chin. What was attractive about that? Yet Alianna was clearly longing to become his next conquest, and even Lily was only half-heartedly talking to Michael and was clearly wanting back into the conversation with Rory.

He wondered if his roommates were all in on some secret to success that he had yet to learn.

He tried to copy Rory. He practiced smiling a lot and looking relaxed as he talked to Lily. It was going fine except that he suddenly realised that he wasn’t being funny. Rory was talking about really boring normal stuff, yet somehow making it sound amusing. How did he learn to do that? Could you make yourself funnier? Michael’s brain strained as he tried to think of something witty to say, but nothing came to mind at all.

He listened closely as Rory told a story about trying on a pair of girl’s knickers for a dare in a department store, and realised that Rory had no problem with making himself the fool in his retelling. In theory the story made Rory out to be a mixture of a pervert and an idiot, yet he was starting to draw a crowd, and Michael himself found that he was almost bent double with laughter at the image of Rory trapped in a lift with a pair of red frilly briefs on over his trousers while store security tried to track him down.

Michael just couldn’t envisage telling something that cringe-making without everyone looking at him like he might have issues.

At that moment Patty and Tilly came into the Games Room and Rory left his audience to go and chat to them. Michael briefly considered sharing the story of the time he let his stepmother paint his toenails and how he’d forgotten and gone swimming with friends, but then chickened out. He just didn’t know how to make it funny. Lily was still smiling at him, so he told a joke he knew, but he didn’t get more than a polite chuckle for it, and he could see that she wasn’t particularly won over. A minute later she started to ask him about Gabriel and he took it as his cue to leave.

He got up and was about to go and join Rory again and say hello to Patty, when he noticed that Rory was giving him an unfriendly look again, so he switched direction and made his way back to Cal and the pool table instead.

He had tried to be like Logan and it had been a disaster, and now he had tried to be like Rory and that hadn’t worked either. Perhaps he should have tried harder with Lily, but he felt totally off his game and decided not to bother.

He would instead go and check out Cal’s method for getting girls.

Later that night, he and Cal returned to their room, and Michael paced around feeling unable to settle. Rory had disappeared with a bunch of people from East Tower House, and Logan had disappeared with a girl from the year above them. Michael had disappeared with no one.

“Cal? Do you think I’m handsome?” Michael stopped to peer at his own face in a mirror and just caught Cal’s look of horror. “Sorry to go on, but apparently I look just like Gabriel and everyone is in total agreement he’s handsome, and yet I don’t get the impression that girls think I’m anywhere near as good-looking as he is. How is that?”

Cal’s features cleared. “Oh, um...”

Michael flopped down on his bed. “When I first came here, all the girls seemed really interested in me. I thought I was wasting my time just dating Flora when there were so many girls to choose from, but since we broke up they all seem to have changed their minds – what’s up with that? Is it because they thought I’d be just like Gabriel and then found out I’m not?”

“Uh, maybe.” Cal looked uncomfortable.

Michael was too self-absorbed to take in Cal’s discomfort with the conversation and pressed on. “Or maybe they just want what they can’t have, and when I broke up with Flora I was less desirable? Is that why they all like you so much? Do the girls here just like guys who are unavailable or something?”

Cal ran his hands through his hair a few times as he thought about his answer.

“Do you want me to tell you what you want to hear, or do you want me to be honest?” he asked for the second time that night.

Michael looked surprised. “Go for it, be honest. Be brutally honest – if there is an answer then I genuinely want to know.”

“It’s the desperation you’re giving off, it’s unattractive.” Cal shrugged apologetically. “When you were with Flora you didn’t act desperate, so girls liked you. But now you’re putting them off by being too full-on.”

“Oh.” Michael wasn’t sure how to respond to that. “Okay, thanks for the honesty.” He lay back to think on it as Cal moved into the bathroom to brush his teeth.

On Monday night Michael studied with Nate in the Common Room. He was on a mission now to find out what his flaw was and how to fix it. Nate was experienced, a year older, and knew how to get what he wanted. Michael had been convinced that the problem lay with the contrariness of girls in general, but now he was starting to wonder if it was in fact with himself, and he could count on Nate to tell him what to do about it.

He told Nate about his conversation with Cal, about striking out with Heidi and Patty, and about the plan to get Bianca interested in him again.

“I think Cal might have a point,” Nate said, “plus all this casting about is spreading you too thin. I used to plot for ages about each and every conquest. Getting the girl in the first place is the hard bit. Once you’ve hooked them you can get anywhere; you don’t actually have to keep them after that if you don’t want to.”

“That sounds perfect.” Michael had a rapid rethink about his technique.

“Yeah, but then you meet a girl who hooks you right back and you realise how dumb it all was.” Nate was looking into the distance with a soppy expression on his face, and Michael yawned, well aware that Nate was now only thinking about Ellie.

“So you think I should make a play for just one girl and take my time about it?” He tried to clarify Nate’s advice.

“Yes, you have to figure out who you want, not what you want.”

Michael sat back in his chair to ponder on that. His first thought was Bianca; she was the obvious choice. His mind then rested on Patty. He liked Patty a lot, but she clearly didn’t like him back in that way. Why not? Could he do anything about it? Or should he just stick to Bianca? Then of course there was Patty’s friend Matilda. She looked like she could be won over; Rory was friends with her so maybe Rory could help him with some plotting. He could try and do it just like Nate would have done.

Chapter Seven

By Wednesday Michael knew with certainty that Rory was avoiding him. He and Rory had struck up an instant friendship when they were put in the same room, but since then he’d found Rory blowing hot and cold as a friend and he had absolutely no idea why.

He found Rory in their study prep room on his own and decided to try to mend whatever fence was broken.

“Hi,” he said tentatively, sitting down at his own assigned desk, but swinging his chair outwards to face Rory’s back.

Rory grunted and didn’t turn round.

“Have I ticked you off in some way, mate? Because I didn’t mean to.”

Rory sighed and turned his chair a little. “Nah, sorry, I’m just, I don’t know, don’t worry about it.”

“So I haven’t done anything?”

“No, not yet anyway.” Rory said this with a wry smile, which puzzled Michael, but he was relieved too and decided not to press it.

“Good, because I could use a friend, especially one who is also single.”

Rory groaned. “Are we going to talk about girls again?”

“Oh, is that why you’ve been avoiding me? I’ve been going on a bit, haven’t I?” Michael looked at the floor in embarrassment.

“You have a one-track mind, my friend. There are plenty of other things to get into apart from girls’ mouths. Have you considered taking up a sport? There are loads to choose from here.”

Michael nodded. “Oh, okay, right, I’m not really the sporty type, but I’ll try that.” He swung away from Rory and turned back to his desk. He rearranged his pens for a minute, and got out a workbook. It was the one he’d drawn pictures of girls all over, so he quickly shoved it back into the draw.

Behind him Rory started to laugh. “Oh, Mike, you should see the expression on your face. You want to talk about girls, that’s fine, we’ll talk about girls; just don’t look so lost, it doesn’t suit you.”

Michael turned back with a big smile on his face. “I promise to try to be less obsessed, I just really want to conquer this thing.”

“What thing, exactly?”

Michael bit his lip. “This being useless at talking to girls. It’s like I’m doing it wrong, really wrong, and surely I can learn to do it better. You guys have all been around girls for years and you’re all naturals at it.” He paused, wondering how much to say without Rory thinking he was pathetic. How could he say that he was seventeen years old and yet totally clueless?

“It’s the thing about being Gabriel’s brother, most of all. Like he was so wonderful and I’m such a disappointment. Even Flora, who was the nicest girl in the world, always preferred cold confident Gabriel to me.”

“Well, you did cheat on her. Girls don’t forgive that kind of thing easily. Going out with your brother is a pretty good revenge.” Rory chuckled.

“But that’s the thing, I’ve seen you cheat on girls and it doesn’t seem to bother them!”

“Well, I’m naturally charming,” Rory joked. “I don’t actually promise them anything, and if you can be a bad boy with charm and humour then you can get away with it – they just tut and roll their eyes and say  ‘Oh, what are you like’ and then they always forgive you for being just who you are.”

“So how do I get good at doing that? How do I master a little bit of that charm?”

“Really I don’t think you can. I get girls to like me by being self-deprecating and funny. I can tell some really cheesy line which makes then laugh and then they don’t mind that I don’t look like you or Logan; they want to be with me because I make them laugh, and they know up front that I’m not looking to commit.”

“But I’ve tried to say I’m not looking for commitment and it didn’t go down well at all.”

“Of course not, because you aren’t funny with it.” Rory gave an apologetic look. “Sorry, Mike, but it isn’t your thing.”

“So what is my thing?”

“I don’t know. I think you should just try being charming in a different way, you know, cool, suave, smooth.” Rory did a hand movement to emphasise his point.

Michael blew the air out of his cheeks, “In other words, be more like Gabriel.”

“Can’t you just be you?”

“No, the real me is insecure, useless and kind of scared of girls. None of those things are attractive.”

Rory laughed again. “Well, when you put it like that... What about a nice genuine girl who actually likes the real you? Someone you can be your real self with.”

Michael thought about it for a moment. So far the only girl he had really connected with was Patty. She didn’t seem to mind him just being him. On the other hand she had made it pretty clear that she thought his intentions towards the rest of the female population were pretty despicable.

“There is Patty, but I think she just sees me as a friend.”

“That’s not such a bad thing. Maybe you could develop the friendship into something more? No, on second thoughts that doesn’t work – believe me, I know.”

Michael nodded in a distracted manner. “What about Patty’s friend, Matilda? You and she are on the swimming team together, right? I thought I saw her looking at me the other day.”

Rory’s face got hard. “Look, I’d really prefer it if you didn’t go for Matilda, okay? She’s a friend of mine and I don’t want to see her getting hurt.”

“Oh, right.” Michael suddenly realised that this was a sore point and backed away from it. “Not her then, that’s cool.”

“How about someone older, more experienced? Didn’t Pam from Year Thirteen give you her number a couple of months ago?”

“Yeah, she did, but I was going out with Flora at the time, and now Pam seems to be with that guy – Bradley something?”

“That won’t last. Bradley has about six different girlfriends at any one time. Now, he really is the epitome of smooth! Maybe you should pick his brains. You know what you really need? You need the opinions of a girl. Other guys are probably going to give you bad advice, or just tell you what works for them. If you really want to know what a girl thinks, then you should ask one.”

Chapter Eight

On Tuesday Michael sat himself down in his now permanent seat next to Patty’s in the Classics classroom and unpacked his books from his bag, waiting for her to arrive.

“Can I ask you a question?” he said, when they had made small talk for a while, and gotten back on comfortable terms.

“Sure.”

“If you weren’t so in to Reed, do you think you would have considered going out with me? I’m not asking you out or anything, I just want some feedback from a girl.”

Patty considered his question for a long moment, then shook her head. “The thing is Michael, you quite clearly aren’t looking to ‘go out’ with someone, you’re looking for a hook-up.”

Michael drummed his fingers. “Yeah, Cal said something like that. He said I’d never get a girl until I wanted her for the right reasons.”

“Cal understands women better than most.” Patty gave a knowing smile.

“Humph.” Michael pouted slightly. “But say I did want to go on a date, and you weren’t obsessed with someone else, would you go out with me?”

Patty looked a bit flustered. “It isn’t really a fair question, Michael, because I do like Reed and I really think you should be trying to flirt with Bianca, not me.”

Michael’s eyes flicked to Bianca. Even in her school uniform she looked pretty amazing; her long blond hair curled down her back, and her legs were almost endless.

Patty followed Michael’s eyes. “You and Bianca make sense. You’re from the same social background, you are both elitist and titled, she’s the kind of girl you could take home to your parents.”

Michael turned back to her with a shocked look. “Huh? What on earth are you on about? And I’m not titled, or elitist, thanks very much! And you’re hardly socially deprived – your father’s a judge, right?”

Patty squirmed, “But your father’s a lord, for goodness sake, he’s hardly going to be impressed with you having a girlfriend like me.”

“What’s wrong with you?” Michael looked genuinely confused.

Patty screwed up her face, not wanting to say it. “Well, I’m black, and the English aristocracy is pretty much white through and through.”

Michael gaped at her. “Oh wow, you’re an inverted snob!”

“I’m not!” Patty looked angry. “I’m just a realist.”

Michael shook his head. “My father wouldn’t care about it at all, nor do I, so you’re the one with the issue. I can’t believe you’re suggesting my family is racist.”

“I’m not, truly I’m not.” Patty looked mortified. “But you have to admit it might cause comment.”

Michael calmed down and smiled. “My brother is the one who has a title and inherits everything, yet look at his girlfriend. She’s American, which is practically a dirty word among the aristos. I mean, what if he marries her? Because despite what you see on Downton Abbey, there’s hardly a bigger faux pas than bringing an American home, but my family all love her.”

Patty laughed and the tension between them was broken.

“Anyway, I’m sure you know this already, but Patricia actually means aristocratic and noble,” Michael said triumphantly.

Patty nodded. “Yes, it does, but my name’s not Patricia, it’s Patience.” She smiled sweetly and then turned her attention away and onto their teacher, who had just entered the room.

A week later and Michael was starting to get annoyed with Patty, who was certainly living up to being called Patience. They had just spent an hour in the library with Bianca and Reed, planning a trip to the British Museum, and she had made the whole meeting all about schoolwork.

Michael had tried to flirt with Bianca on the quiet when Reed wasn’t paying attention, and had been subtly pushing Patty towards Reed, but Patty had not played along.

“Don’t you want Reed anymore?” he asked, when the couple had finally left.

“Of course, but I’m not going to do anything with his girlfriend sat right next to him.” Patty looked at him crossly.

“So how exactly are you planning to get him? Are you waiting for me to do all the legwork? Or are you just hoping that he’ll notice you in a hundred years or so?”

Patty sighed. “I don’t know, it just feels wrong. The more time we spend with them, the more I get the impression that they are very much together. They seem so comfortable with each other.”

“Well, they have known each other all of their lives.”

“What?” Patty’s head snapped up.

“You didn’t know? They live next door to each other – well, as much as you can do when your nearest neighbour is three miles away. His parents’ estate is next to hers; they grew up in each other’s houses.”

Patty rubbed her forehead. “I had no idea. I didn’t realise Reed was like that, he seems so normal.”

“You’re doing it again, being a snob.” Michael crossed his arms over his chest and glared at her. “Anyway, it still doesn’t mean they make a good couple.”

Patty looked even more unsure than ever.

Michael watched her and tried to work out what she was thinking. Patty didn’t share as much as other girls seemed to – she was more introverted – but as he got to know her he was getting better at reading her facial expressions. She looked confused but sad too. Michael liked it best when Patty smiled; she had such a warm lovely smile, it really brightened a room.

“Look,” Michael softened his tone, “I’m really not that bothered about getting Bianca, but I’ll still try if you want me to. I know you are in love with Reed, so I’ll do what I can to distract Bianca, but you’ve got to do your bit too, otherwise I’m kinda wasting my time.”

Patty looked suddenly tearful and then put her arms around Michael.

He almost pulled away from shock, then hugged her back instead. She’d never actually touched him before, let alone hugged him, but it was in fact rather nice.

Her soft chest was pressing into his arm, which was definitely a plus, but also she had a wonderful smell; he breathed it in deeply.

“Mmm, what’s this for?” he teased.

“Oh, sorry.” Patty pulled away quickly, though Michael tried to hang on to her. She still looked a bit tearful and he wondered if there were a way to take advantage of her emotional state. But then he sighed, and pushed the idea aside. He wouldn’t get anywhere anyway, and he didn’t want to risk their growing friendship again.

“I just like him so much,” Patty was saying in a quiet voice, “but now I’m starting to think that he’ll never see me that way. I’m clearly not his type, not even close. Bianca and I are nothing alike in any way at all.”

“Oh, I don’t know.” Michael smiled at her. “You’re both really pretty.”

To his surprise and horror, instead of looking pleased at the compliment, Patty burst into tears and ran from the library.

Michael shook his head as he collected up their books. Women really were a total mystery!

Chapter Nine

Patty found only Tilly in their bedroom when she at last reached East Tower, so she allowed herself to have a full-on bout of crying, safe in the knowledge that Tilly would offer best-friend comfort.

“What on earth happened?” Tilly sat down on the bed where Patty had flung herself, and stroked Patty’s hair.

“Michael Brenner,” hiccupped Patty into her pillow.

“What’s he done?” Tilly’s voice got tough, like she was going to throttle Michael when she found him.

“He said... he said I... I was pretty!”

“Huh?” Tilly wondered if the pillow was muffling what Patty meant. “Pretty what?”

“Just pretty. And that I had nice hands. Only he said that bit last week.”

Tilly stopped stroking her hair. “Are you saying that Michael said something nice to you and it made you cry? I don’t get it.”

Patty hiccupped a bit more and raised her head. “No, neither do I, it was just so sweet. He said I was just as pretty as Bianca.”

Tilly’s face cleared. “Oh, I see. Is this about Reed?”

“No. Yes. I don’t know.”

Tilly’s expression got mischievous. “Patty, do you like Michael?”

“No, absolutely not, definitely not. Just as a friend, nothing more.”

“Uh huh, okay, if you say so.” Tilly continued grinning and Patty blushed.

“He’s a total prat, I already told you that. Really not someone you would want to go out with.”

Tilly sighed and said, “But he’s so delicious to look at. You could just ignore his personality, kiss him every time he’s about to talk. If I was going out with Michael we wouldn’t ever need to speak, I’d just stare into his perfect eyes and snuggle into his perfect body, and run my hands...”

“Gross, stop it!” Patty sat up and interrupted her friend’s daydreaming out loud before it got too graphic.

Tilly’s smiled twitched. “I think you do like him. How can you not fancy him? He’s just soo hot. Come on, tell me honestly, if he kissed you wouldn’t you enjoy it?”

“Well, okay, probably, and yes, of course I can see how perfect he is to look at, I’m sure every single girl in Compass Court agrees on that, but his motivation is so transparent. He’s like the worst player ever! He totally makes a habit of saying the worst thing,” Patty paused and smiled fondly, “except to me. He doesn’t realise it but he’s said some lovely things to me.”

“So why did that make you cry?”

“I don’t know, just ignore me. I guess I was feeling low about Reed. I’ve loved Reed for so long, and now I think that maybe he and Bianca won’t be breaking up anytime soon. Every time I see them together it seems more unlikely. But Michael said he would be willing to try to seduce Bianca. Is that awful? I’ve kind of asked him to do it.”

Tilly looked taken aback, “You actually asked Michael to seduce Bianca away from Reed? Why would he agree to that? Is she the girl he’s hung up on?”

Patty put her face back into the pillow. “I don’t think he’s hung up on anyone. I guess he’s doing it because Bianca is sexy.”

“Or because you asked him to? Do you think he might be doing it for you? I mean, the two of you seem to have become good friends.”

“No, of course it’s not for me. We’re not friends like you and Rory. Rory would do absolutely anything for you. But we’re just ordinary friends; we have this project together, and then I don’t expect we’ll hang out much after that.”

“Hmmm, so who’s the girl Michael likes?”

Patty shrugged. “I don’t know, he hasn’t given me the impression he’s into anyone in particular.”

“But I’m sure you said he was, and Rory said it too.”

Patty mumbled something purposefully unintelligible. She had her own reasons for saying what she did, which Tilly wouldn’t be impressed by, and she suspected that Rory had his own reasons too. Which she also wasn’t prepared to mention.

“So, he’s single, looking for someone, and you don’t want him?” Tilly verified, with an excited tone.

Patty groaned into the feathers. “Yes, if you don’t mind being totally used for your body.”

“Oh no, I don’t mind in the slightest. Who knows, maybe he’ll fall in love with me and we can live happily ever after.”

Tilly bounced on the bed, and Patty felt a fresh urge to cry without reason.

A few hours later, down in the East Tower Common Room, Patty slumped in front of the communal television and flicked channels. Why didn’t she like the idea of Tilly going out with Michael? Tilly had instantly gone full steam ahead with her plans and had started deciding when and how she was going to talk to him. Patty supposed she just felt protective of her friend, but which friend? She was obviously concerned that Tilly would get upset, and she also didn’t really want to see Michael use Tilly and for it all to end badly; that would be awkward. But on the other hand, she had a feeling that Michael was growing into himself a little by not getting what he wanted. He’d been such a fish out of water, and it had done him good to discover that girls weren’t just won over by his pretty face, that they wanted more than that. She thought he might have been starting to realise it, but if Tilly offered herself up to him then he was going to go right back to being arrogant with illusions about playing the field and it being okay.

Over in his room in North Tower, Michael stared out of the window at East Tower and wondered if Patty was okay. He had no idea why or how he’d upset her, but he wanted to make it right. He fished his phone out of his bag and sent her a text asking if she would meet him.

In their bedroom in East Tower, Tilly jumped when Patty’s phone beeped over on her bed. She went to pick it up intending to take it downstairs to Patty, when she then noticed who the message was from. Excitedly she read it, then hit reply.

Chapter Ten

In the darkness of the courtyard, Michael shivered slightly on a bench, wondering why Patty had chosen somewhere so private and so cold to meet. He looked up with a smile as he heard her approaching, but then his expression changed to surprise when he realised it wasn’t Patty but her friend Matilda.

Matilda was looking very dressed up, out of her school uniform, and had a huge furry blanket with her.

“Hi, is it okay if I sit down?” She gave him a coy smile.

“Yes, of course.” Michael instantly realised that she had obviously planned to come in Patty’s place and that there might be more on offer.

“We’ve never been properly introduced.” She shook out the blanket and spread it over her shoulders as she sat next to him. “I’m Tilly.” She offered him one end of the blanket, then slid close and wrapped it around them both.

“Hi, Tilly.” Michael felt breathless by her proximity. She pressed her leg against his and made a show of tucking the blanket tightly around him, pulling him even closer.

“Rory calls you Matilda, doesn’t he?” he said distractedly, while noting that she was wearing perfume, and lipstick too.

“Yeah, Rory always preferred me as Matty rather than Tilly, he thinks it suits me better. But then Patty and I would be Matty and Patty, which sounds ridiculous, so he settled on Matilda.” She gave a chuckle. “I like it from him, it’s kind of our thing. But you can call me whatever you want.”

Whoa, thought Michael, she wasn’t holding back on the flirt. Here was a sure thing if ever he saw one.

Tilly put one hand on his chest and gave him an obvious look. “So, you’re not disappointed that it’s me and not Patty?”

Michael tried to focus, but with all the blood rushing to his brain he found thinking hard.

“No, definitely not.” He paused for a second, knowing there was something he should remember. “Is Patty okay? Didn’t she want to talk to me?”

“I checked with her earlier about catching up with you at some point. She did say that you were into someone else, but then she said you weren’t, so I thought I’d come see.”

Tilly slid one hand over his and picked it up, placing it on her own waist. “And Rory said to stay away from you, but I never do what I’m told.”

She gave him the same smouldering look he’d been trying to perfect himself, and Michael smiled, letting his hand slide round her back. He bent his head to kiss her, then something seared into his brain and he stopped an inch from her face.

“Rory said what?”

She cupped the back of his head, but Michael pulled back as realisation hit him.

“Oh my god. Rory’s in love with you, isn’t he?”

“What?” Tilly dropped her hands and also pulled back.

Michael closed his eyes and took a deep breath, trying to get his faculties back into focus.

“I’m such an idiot, how did I not see it?” he said to himself. Then he saw the look of horror on Tilly’s face and realised he’d dropped a massive clanger.

“Oh hell. Sorry, I didn’t mean that – I mean, forget I just said that. But look, I don’t think this is such a good...”

Tilly pushed him away, hard. “Is that true? Is what you just said about Rory true?”

Michael spread his hands awkwardly, not having a clue what he was supposed to say.

“I’ve got to go. I need to speak to Rory.” Tilly tugged the blanket from under him with such force that Michael rolled away across the bench. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have come. Can we forget this happened, please?” She angrily folded the blanket, jammed it under one arm, and stamped back towards the main entrance, leaving Michael sitting in the cold completely unsure what had just happened.

He shook his head at himself. How could he have been so self-centred as to not pick up the hints he’d been given about Rory’s feelings? He had only been thinking of how everything affected him, and now he’d just told Tilly something that Rory clearly didn’t want her to know. Rory was going to hate him more than ever. Life at Compass Court really wasn’t working out the way he’d hoped it would. Maybe he should just go back to his old school. He looked at his phone, really wishing that Patty had come to meet him instead of Tilly. Did she hate him too? Why would she send her friend instead of coming herself? He sadly put his phone back in his pocket and made his way slowly back to his room; he had to face Rory and explain and apologise before he could even think about packing his bags.

Rory was in the Games Room with Cal when Tilly pushed her head around the door and beckoned to him. He dropped the pool cue in an instant and followed her into the corridor.

Her face was all made up, but streaked slightly as though she had been through something.

“What happened?” He took her hand.

“Not here.” Keeping hold of his hand she pulled him into the nearest unlocked classroom and shut the door.

Tears filled her eyes as she looked at him.

“What happened?” he said again, starting to feel something bad had occurred.

“I went to meet Michael Brenner. I thought he might like me and...”

Rory gave a grunt of rage and pulled away from her. “I’m going to kill him!” he thundered.

“No, wait, Rory... please,” she grabbed his arm, “there’s something I need to talk to you about.”

Chapter Eleven

Michael had been nervously pacing his room for almost two hours when Rory stormed in, a good twenty minutes after curfew.

“Did you touch her?” He was right up in Michael’s face in an instant.

“No. Seriously. I was going to but I worked how you felt at the last second, and then I swear I wasn’t going to do anything after that – she just really came on to me and... oh crap, if you’re going to hit me would you just do it already?”

But Rory didn’t hit him, he put his arms around Michael in a big bear hug instead and lifted him right off the floor. Then he put him down in embarrassment and gave him a light manly punch on the arm instead.

“She loves me.” Rory grinned like an idiot, and Michael felt his knees almost buckle in relief.

Cal and Logan, who had been lying on their beds, had both sat up when Rory came in, but both had been too surprised to move. But now they both jumped up and began to congratulate Rory.

“So you all knew?” Michael looked at the three boys who were all clowning around together and felt really out of it. “Why didn’t any of you tell me?”

“Dude, it should have been obvious if you just stopped going on about yourself for five minutes.” Logan gave him a condescending look.

Michael sat down on his bed and felt deflated. He knew he deserved Logan’s comment, and now he also knew for sure that he had no friends at Compass Court. He just didn’t fit in there. These boys had shared a room for over five years and he was never going to be a part of that.

And when had he become someone who let girls come before friends? He hadn’t been that person in his last school; being one of the lads had been a top priority.

Rory had flat-out asked him to stay away from Matilda, but he’d still been about to kiss her when he’d had his epiphany.

He lay back as he listened to Rory telling the boys word for word about his conversation with Matilda, but his thoughts were still on himself. 

He’d alienated his roommates, Gabriel was gone, he’d cheated on Flora and hurt her, Nate was going out with a girl who hated him, he’d nearly kissed Tilly and had upset her, and then there was Patty. Why hadn’t she come to meet him? Did she hate him too?

His instinct was to leave and get back to his old school and his old friends. Why had he left it? Just to be around girls? That was truly pathetic. But the reality was that he couldn’t just leave Compass Court. He had his mock exams in less than three months. He’d have to see out the school year. Then in the summer he could transfer back and sit his A-levels in his old school.

He shut his eyes. It was going to be a lonely rest of the year.

Chapter Twelve

Michael was very quiet the next morning. What was weird was that none of the boys were treating him any differently. He felt like he’d had some kind of a breakthrough that they weren’t really friends, and yet his roommates didn’t seem to notice. Maybe they had always known he wasn’t a real friend and he was the only one who hadn’t realised. He’d been deluded into thinking that they liked him, when they didn’t at all. And yet, they were still acting like they did. But Michael just couldn’t respond to their cheerful morning banter and went down to breakfast alone before the others were even dressed.

Patty was on the East Tower table and gave him a small wave, but he knew better than to go over. He couldn’t handle any more rejection at that point. He gave her an apologetic smile, hoping that it conveyed his feelings, and sat down at the North Tower table with his back to her.

His phone buzzed.

Are you okay? Tilly told me what happened last night. Are you gutted that it didn’t work out between you or something?

He turned to look at Patty, who was holding her phone and giving him a quizzical look across the room.

He bent his head and typed his reply.

Of course not. I’m really pleased for her and Rory. I thought you were upset with me?

Patty didn’t answer, but then he felt a hand on his shoulder and she was there beside him.

“I’m fine, we’re fine. Is that why you look so miserable? I’m really sorry, I should have contacted you last night, but Tilly was all moony over Rory and talked my rear off until nearly two in the morning.”

“Oh. Well, that’s good. I’m glad we’re fine anyway.” Michael looked into her kind eyes and wanted to bury his head on her shoulder. Instead he picked up his toast and started to eat it and avoided her look.

Patty sat for a moment, obviously unsure of his mood. “We both have a free lesson before lunch, do you want to meet in the library?”

He shrugged. “Sure.” 

He definitely needed to devote himself more to their Classics project; he knew he hadn’t been pulling his weight. Too busy “chasing skirt”, as his father would say.

He kept his mind firmly on his studies all morning, and spent his break time rewriting his German essay, this time without any added drawings.

When he went to meet Patty he felt calmer, but still low and still sure that he just needed to finish the year and get out of there.

He waited outside the library and made a phone call to his brother. He didn’t tell him everything that had happened but he did say that he had decided not to stay at Compass after the year ended.

“What’s up?” Gabriel sounded worried, and Michael half wished he hadn’t bothered him.

“Nothing really, I’m just not fitting in, not really making any good friends, not like you had here.”

“Has Nate not been looking out for you?”

“Yeah, he has, but he’s your friend, not mine. I don’t know, Gabe, I guess I was just used to being popular at my last school. I always got on well with the other guys, but it’s harder here.”

“And girls get in the way of friendships, right?” Gabriel was too perceptive – Michael sighed, giving away the truth of the statement.

“You’re still adjusting, Mike. Just be yourself.”

“Yeah, okay.” Michael had always been confident in who he was in his old school, but now he didn’t know who he was supposed to be anymore. “I’ve got to go,” he said, seeing Patty approaching.

“Keep your chin up,” Gabriel said. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Thanks, bro. Talk to you then.” Michael hung up.

“Hi.” Patty gave him a warm smile. “Was that the great Gabriel?”

“Yeah.” Michael’s shoulders slumped at the description, and he dumped his bag on a desk, then sank miserably into a chair. “Good old Gabriel, who can do no wrong, who everybody wishes were here instead of me.”

“Huh, well, I certainly don’t.”

“You don’t?”

“No. Don’t get me wrong, I’m sure he’s a great brother, but personally I always found Gabriel pretty terrifying. I’m glad you’re not like that.”

“I thought every girl in this school was in love with him.”

“It’s true that a lot of girls seemed to fall at his feet, but it gave him a real God-complex because of it. You try to act like him but you’re nothing like that really, and it shows.”

“Great, thanks,” Michael said sarcastically.

“In a good way, dumb-arse. Gabriel would never have hung out with me like this, he sneered at me once just for asking him the way to the art studio. Of course that was a few years ago now, but even so, I just found him intimidating after that.”

“But everyone I speak to seems to have liked him a lot.”

“No, everyone wanted to be friends with him, it isn’t the same thing. They wanted him to like them, do you see the difference?” Patty unpacked her books as she talked. “But I think he mellowed a bit in the last year. He was amazing in the school play, and when I told him that he seemed genuinely flattered, which was nice.”

Michael digested her words thoughtfully for a while. “Thanks, Patty, that actually makes me feel better. Not that I agree that he wasn’t a good guy, but I can see more that people wanted to be friends with him rather than that they really were. He always used to say that he preferred a few close friends rather than loads of casual ones – now I see what he meant.” Michael stared at the desk moodily for a few moments, then said, “But it doesn’t change anything. I don’t even have a few close friends here, let alone loads of casual ones, and nobody is desperate for me to like them.”

“I don’t know; Tilly was pretty desperate for you to like her. She even took my phone and pretended to be me just so she could meet you.”

“Yeah, and that panned out so well.”

“Hmm, not for you perhaps, but certainly for her and Rory anyway.” Patty gave him an approving smile for his part in it. “Why are you so determined to be miserable? Is it because you didn’t get anywhere with Tilly after you dropped your bombshell about Rory? Because you should be taking credit, not getting depressed about it.”

He gave her a half smile. “Stop being so cheerful, I’m not in the mood.”

“Okay, you mope for a bit, and I’ll work out a schedule for our trip to London so that you and Bianca can go one way, and Reed and I can go the other at some point.”

Michael’s head shot up. “No, Patty. I’m sorry but I can’t do that, not anymore.”

“What? Why not?” Her expression changed to one of annoyance.

“I don’t want to hurt anyone, I don’t want to split up her and Reed, and I don’t want Bianca anyway.”

“But... but... it was your idea in the first place. You didn’t have a problem with it then. I was the one who was concerned that it might be wrong, but you... why don’t you want Bianca anymore?”

“I just don’t want to be that guy anymore, okay? I’ve been a shallow idiot and I’ve already hurt people, mainly Flora who really didn’t deserve it, and for such a dumb reason. I just want to get through the year and then get back to my real friends.”

“Aren’t I a real friend?” Patty looked hurt.

“Yes, but probably the only one I’ve got right now.”

“So, couldn’t you help me with Reed as a favour to your only friend?” Patty was starting to feel tearful again. How was it that she had now become the bad guy, she wondered?

“No, sorry. I’m not interested in seducing Bianca, and I doubt it would have worked anyway.”

“So that’s it? You’ve given up on getting girls?”

“It was making me someone I don’t want to be, Patty. Can’t you understand?”

“Yes,” her voice was small, as she nodded her acceptance, “I get it, and I’m glad you can see you were being an idiot with how you were behaving. But I liked you anyway.”

“And I like you.”

Patty blushed and ducked her head. “Well, we still have to go up to the British Museum to see the Elgin Marbles for our Parthenon project. Maybe you and I should do the gift shop run and let Bianca and Reed do the photography bit? Otherwise we’re not going to get it all done in time to get the train back.”

“Sounds like a good plan.” Michael leaned back and watched Patty draw up a timetable for their trip.

He looked at the graceful curve of her neck as she bent over the paper in front of her and longed to reach out and run his finger down it, but then reigned himself back. He needed every friend he could get, and he needed to keep any lustful feelings firmly in check. But that didn’t stop him from having them, and it didn’t stop him from feeling completely lost and wondering who he would be if he wasn’t being a jerk.

Chapter Thirteen

Michael was skulking in a corner of the North Tower Common Room and avoiding going back to his dorm when Nate found him later that night.

“Hey, Mike, here you are. I’ve had Gabriel on the phone giving me an earful because his baby brother isn’t happy. What’s up with that? Did you strike out with another girl?”

“No. Well, actually I suppose yes, but I changed my mind first.” Michael gave a very slight smile at the irony. Not that anyone would believe he hadn’t been about to ravish Tilly given half a chance; after all, that was his usual style. Or rather it had been.

“I stopped it because I realised that Rory liked her, but then I put my foot in it and said so, but it worked out in the end for both of them.” He shrugged, having got the explanation off his chest, then wallowed in his chair a little deeper.

“And you ended up alone?” Nate tried to get to the bottom of Michael’s depression.

“Yeah, but that’s okay.”

“Is it? You don’t look like it is. Did you really like her?”

“No, I’d only just met her actually. It wasn’t her. It’s the other guys really. I kind of realised that they all had each other’s back and I didn’t. I’m the outsider, that’s why I’m alone.”

“Wow, you really are feeling low. Bonding with your roommates takes time, and it doesn’t always work out. Loads of people end up swapping rooms in the first or second year. But it usually shakes down in the end. I regularly feel like I could cheerfully murder Owen Lang in my room, and Gabriel could be a pain in the arse too sometimes, you know? And Jerry has the rankest farts ever!”

Michael laughed, as Nate had obviously intended, but then shook his head.

“The three in my room are just normal.”

“Really?” Nate raised his eyebrows, “You might want to dig a bit deeper. Otherwise you’ll never really get to know them.”

“I know, and I haven’t really made the effort, which I should have done. But I don’t think it’s worth it now; I think I’ll just keep my head down and focus on my schoolwork.”

“How studious of you.” Nate grinned. “I give that a week, or ten days at most. What about all the girls?”

“Nope, no more of that. It wasn’t as much fun as I thought it was going to be.”

“It never is, mate, it never is. The only time it gets really good is when you find a girl you actually like being with and then spend as much time with her as you can. My advice to you would be to work on getting to know the boys in your room better, and to find a girl who’s genuinely special. Then you’ll be a much happier bunny.”

“Yes, oh wise one.” Michael heaved himself out of his chair, feeling like it was all too much effort, but knowing that really Nate was right.

“Excellent, hop to it. Time to uncover a few of their secrets.”

Michael stood outside the door to his dorm room and took a deep breath. He was going to try very hard to listen rather than talk, assuming that they even wanted to talk to him, that was.

He was relieved to find only Rory inside.

Rory looked up for his desk, seemingly quite friendly, so Michael sat down to talk to him.

“How was your day?” he asked inanely. “I would have thought you’d be somewhere with Matilda.”

“Yeah, she had a birthday dinner she couldn’t get out of. I’m going to sneak out after curfew for some ‘personal time’ with her later, if you get my drift.” Rory winked.

“Good. Listen, I’m really sorry about meeting up with her, I didn’t plan it.”

Rory waved his apology away. “Don’t worry about it. I knew she had a thing for you, I should have been more clear about my feelings.”

“With me or with her?”

“Both, I suppose. But it doesn’t matter now. But if you ever try to come on to her I swear...”

“No way! I promise. I’m not that kind of person, I just didn’t know, and I didn’t listen, but I’m working on that.”

Rory nodded thoughtfully. “I think you really need a girlfriend, Mike. What about Patty? You two seem to get on really well, and then we could double date?”

“We’re just friends, nothing more.”

“So were me and Matilda.”

“Yeah, but you obviously were secretly crazy about each other, whereas Patty really likes someone else.”

“Oh, who?” Rory looked interested.

“Not my place to say.” Michael shook his head firmly. At least he could be a good friend to Patty if no one else.

“Never mind, Matilda will tell me.” Rory gave a cheeky grin.

“So, all those other girls you went out with, I take it you didn’t commit because really you liked Matilda?”

“To be honest, there were no other girls. I just let everyone think there were. Funny gets you lots of affection and female friends, but it doesn’t actually get you much further than that. They liked hanging out with me and I let it seem like more, because I wanted Matilda to think that I was attractive to other girls.”

“You’re kidding? So you didn’t have loads of girlfriends? You must have thought I was a right idiot for trying to copy you.”

“Stupid is as stupid does...” Rory laughed.

“So what about Cal? Girls love him, don’t they, and he has a girlfriend?”

Rory looked shifty. “You’re going to have to ask Cal about that.”

Michael was taken aback. “What’s that supposed to mean? Where is he, anyway?”

“Down in the gym. He has a lot of emotional baggage to burn off.”

“No way, come on, you’ve got to tell me now. Did his girlfriend dump him or something?”

“You’ll have to ask him. Doubt he’ll tell you though,” Rory paused, “try asking him about Gabriel.”

“Gabriel? What on earth has Gabriel got to do with Cal? Did Gabriel steal his girlfriend?”

“My lips are sealed.” Rory zipped them.

“Okay, so how about Logan? Where’s he tonight?”

“I think he’s trying to sleep with the entire girls’ netball team. He’s gone to their meet.”

Michael laughed. “Yeah, I can’t see that happening somehow. So how does he get away with it?”

“He’s got ‘mommy issues’ – his feckless and beautiful mother is up in Edinburgh with husband number four, while the former light of her life has been stuck in a boarding school down South. Girls just love to comfort a lost little boy who happens to be handsome as the devil. If you’re looking for a heartless ladies’ man then he’s the real deal, but he’s still miserable.”

“I had no idea.” Michael wondered yet again how he could have been so clueless as to the real lives of his roommates. “I’m really sorry, Rory, I feel like I’ve been a cruddy roommate. I really want to start over and be a better friend.”

“Well, you’ve only been here a few months; we’ve had years to get to know each other. But Trenton, who used to have your bed, was Logan’s best friend, and then he left when his family emigrated to Canada last summer, so if you are turning over a new leaf then I think Logan could really do with a real friend right now. You just have to get past his defensiveness, which can make him mean sometimes.”

Michael was struck with yet another fresh wave of guilt. He’d been so incredibly focussed on girls that he barely knew a thing about the three boys he’d been sharing a room with day after day since September, and now it was nearly March.

He and Rory talked some more, and Michael made every effort to get to know him better. Rory was nice, and talked openly now, which so many boys wouldn’t do, and Nate was nice too, and Gabriel was just on the end of the phone. But he still felt like something inside himself had given up. The only person who truly made him feel like his real self was Patty. He wanted to spend more time with her.

What was it Nate had said? Find a girl you actually like being with and then spend as much time with her as you can. Find a girl who’s genuinely special. Yes, that was Patty.

Chapter Fourteen

Michael sat in his Classics class and watched Patty watching Reed. She might have decided that the two of them were better off as friends, but he was now having doubts about the sense in that. He didn’t want to end up like Rory, falling for a girl and being stuck in the friend zone for years. But how could he persuade her that he was better for her than Reed, especially given his own track record and the fact that he’d never hidden any of it from Patty?

It was unfortunate that he had told Patty several times that he didn’t want a girlfriend, because that suddenly seemed like a much better idea than the alternative. He just didn’t want to keep being the person he had been; that person had been both an idiot and pretty unhappy, if he was honest with himself. So now he was going to start out like he should have done in the first place. He was glad that things hadn’t worked out with Flora – she and Gabriel seemed to be the real deal – but the grass definitely wasn’t greener without her; she was just the wrong grass, or something like that anyway.

But Patty was different. He hadn’t really realised how much he liked her until the night before when he’d tried to spend some “quality time” getting to know Logan.

Getting through to Logan had been like hitting a series of walls, then slowly working around them. Everything he said to Logan had been turned into a joke. Logan was defensive and used humour to deflect any attempt at real conversation. Michael decided that Logan clearly was fine with being friends, but was wary. Now that Michael was paying attention, he was able to see that Logan was insecure, in a way very much like himself. Having lost his own mother really young he understood Logan’s desire to be loved and adored. So he would keep on trying to be his friend until Logan let him. But mainly their conversation had been nothing but banter. They’d only had a bit of a stumble when the conversation had turned to girls.

“So, what’s your game plan now?” Logan asked.

“Don’t have one. I’m going to stop being so fixated and just focus on my exams, and hey, who knows, maybe that’s exactly the attitude I should have had in the first place. Maybe I wouldn’t have scared so many away if I’d been a bit less eager,” Michael said.

“Yeah, that’s true. Girls don’t like overeager, it makes them wonder what’s wrong with you.”

“Huh, they didn’t have to look hard to see what was wrong with me.” Michael tried for some self-deprecating humour, which went down well.

“It’s easier if you are the one in control, rather than the one that’s desperate,” Logan said knowledgably. “just set your sights much lower. Maybe a girl who doesn’t know you yet, that’s one advantage of being new, or did you ever try Tilly’s friend? Patty the fatty?”

“She’s not fat.” Michael had found himself on his feet with his fists clenched by his sides. He quickly sat back down, realising he had overreacted from the expression on Logan’s face. He smoothed it over by laughing it off and saying he really was going to stay away from trying to form casual relationships. But his anger had taken a little longer to wear off and it only later occurred to him that he felt very defensive of Patty because she was special to him. And wonderful, and kind, and pretty, and had gorgeous curves.

But he had to hang back now. Firstly because he didn’t want to start anything that would ruin their friendship, and secondly because she didn’t want to either. Two very good reasons for not doing anything about his newfound feelings. But it didn’t mean that he couldn’t enjoy being with Patty, and watching her be her, even if that also meant watching her pining over someone else.

Less than two hours later he had changed his mind. Patty and Reed were side by side in the library, laughing together over something, and he didn’t like it. He really didn’t like it. Reed didn’t care about her like he did, and she needed to know.

He eavesdropped shamelessly on their conversation from behind an old and large computer terminal.

Their conversation seemed to have shifted from jokey to personal.

Reed’s hand was covering Patty’s, and Michael craned forward to hear his low voice.

“You don’t know her like I do,” he was saying. “She’s different with me.”

“I’ve seen how she treats you. I just don’t know why you put up with it.” Patty sounded upset.

“Things aren’t always what they seem, Patty. Just give her a chance, okay? We’ll all go to London and you’ll see another side to her, I know it. I have to go and meet her now, but I’ll see you in East Tower later?”

Reed gave Patty’s shoulder a squeeze and then left the library.

Michael waited until he was gone and then took his seat.

“I see you’re still working on breaking them up, then?” His voice came out colder than he’d meant it to and Patty looked even more distressed.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she begged. “It was your idea in the first place, remember? I just can’t stand the way she has him wrapped around her little finger. She’s such a shallow Barbie clone!”

“Just because she’s attractive it doesn’t automatically make her shallow.” Michael gave her a direct look, and then softened because Patty was so clearly miserable. “After all, you’re very attractive and you aren’t shallow, are you?”

“Don’t, Michael.” Patty sniffed a little. “Don’t say anything nice to me right now, okay? I just don’t think I can handle it.” She turned away from him and buried her nose in a book.

Michael sighed; breaking through to Patty wasn’t going to be easy, especially as he first had to convince her that Reed wasn’t the one for her before she would accept that maybe Michael was. He also had to convince her that he was serious and not just looking for something casual. Why had he been such a pathetic loser before? It had taken him five months to really talk to the people around him instead of just acting like an idiot teenage boy, but when he talked to them properly it had made such a positive change in this thinking. Anyone who thought teenagers couldn’t act and talk to each other in a grownup way really didn’t take the time to find out, as he now knew. He’d misjudged almost everyone around him, and then tried to be like that himself. But if he’d learned anything, then it was the benefit of having real and honest conversations.

He took out his books on Ancient Greece and thumbed through them, not actually taking anything in, while he contemplated what to say to Patty.

“Do you want to do some study for our project?” Patty said tentatively.

“Which one, the one where we learn every sodding metope and triglyph of the Parthenon or the one to break up Reed and Bianca? Because I have a whole new project that I’m working on.”

“Let me guess. You’re over your little plummet into self-doubt and you’re planning your next conquest; or is that conquests in the plural?” Patty was defensive and it made her a little mean.

Michael looked at her for a long moment in silence and then said, “There’s only one girl I’m interested in now, but I promised her I wouldn’t mess up our friendship. So it might have to be rather a long-term project.”

Patty frowned. “Who...? Oh!” She cottoned on to his meaning. “No – no way, Michael. Don’t even think about it. We’re much better this way; don’t spoil it.”

“I don’t want to spoil it, I want to make it even better. Permanently better.”

“Uh huh.”

Patty was clearly not going to make it easy, as she gave him a sympathetic smile that make him feel totally patronised.

“Look, Michael, clearly you are not over your self-doubt at all, and for some daft reason you have decided that I’m the answer to your problems, but I promise you, I’m not.”

Michael tilted his head. “Actually, I’m pretty sure that you are.”

“No, I’m not. I get that you’re feeling really insecure right now, but this feeling won’t last; you’ll get your confidence back.”

“That isn’t why I want to be with you.”

“It is!” Patty banged the table in a frustrated gesture. “We’re friends, so you’re happy and comfortable around me. But we can stay friends. I can be here for you until you feel good about yourself again, and then you’ll move on to someone in your own league.”

“My own league?” Michael sounded astonished by the phrase. “What does that mean? Is this about the Bianca and Reed thing again?”

Patty rubbed her temples. “You and me, we don’t make sense, alright? Me and Reed, well, we do, we’re right for each other.”

“Why don’t we make sense?” Michael asked in genuine confusion.

Patty glared at him for not understanding. “Take a good look at yourself in a mirror, Michael. You look like Michelangelo’s David. Then take a look at me.”

“Are you saying that you’re not good enough for me? That’s all-out crackers.”

“It’s not. You’re just too good-looking for me, okay? I’d never feel like your equal. Every girl would always wonder what you were doing with me and think you’d be easy to steal. I’d have constant competition from beautiful girls.”

“Yeah, right, because they’re just beating a path to my door.” Michael gave her a disbelieving smile.

“You’d break my heart, Michael. This feeling with pass within a week.”

“Fine, then let’s see how I feel in a week.” Michael crossed his arms in a challenging way.

“It won’t change how I feel though. You’re not just good-looking, you’re really posh too – it just can’t work!”

“Are we back to your ridiculous inverted snobbery? For some reason it doesn’t bother you that Reed is posh, so why me?”

“He’s more down to earth than you. He’s a sweet geek, and he’s consistent.”

“I can do consistent. Let’s give it two weeks then. If my feelings haven’t changed then you have to promise to think about it.”

“Gah!” Patty scrunched her hands into her hair in frustration at not getting through to him.

“Michael, you don’t want me. You just want any girl who’s nice to you.”

He picked up her hand and kissed the tip of one finger. “I find you more and more adorable every single second we’re together. And no, I know now that I really don’t want anyone else.”

Then he gathered up his books and walked out humming, leaving her jaw flapping soundlessly behind him.

Chapter Fifteen

Michael might have pretended to be calm while he was with Patty. But as he went back to his room his pulse was racing. He’d just revealed his feelings, and while he was growing ever more sure of them, he knew that he had a really long way to go before she believed him. He was also plagued with self-doubt about whether she would ever like him in return.

He replayed their conversation in his head. He dismissed what she’d said about him being too good-looking; that was just her own insecurity and he could handle that, and at least it meant that she did find him attractive. Plus she had said he’d break her heart, which was a really good sign; surely it meant that she thought it was possible that she could really fall for him. But on the other hand, she had all-out rejected him, again.

In his room, Cal was just back from the gym, and doing press-ups on the floor. He grunted a friendly “Hi” when he saw Michael come in.

Michael put his bag on his bed and leaned back in his bedside chair to watch, realising that now might be a good time to try and have an honest chat with Cal. Clearly today was his day to try to mend as many fences as he could, and hopefully build some new ones.

“You’re in amazing shape.” Michael said, admiringly, “I wish I had pecs like you.”

Cal kissed his biceps in a joke pose, and they both laughed.

“Your girlfriend must love those muscles.” He said it cautiously, remembering Rory’s comment and not at all sure if Cal still had a girlfriend.

Cal moved over to his dresser and picked up a disgusting green drink and pulled a face as he downed it. “I like to stay healthy,” he said.

Michael’s brow creased, now sure that Cal had dodged the question about his girlfriend.

“I’m sorry I haven’t paid much attention, but did you break up?” Michael plunged straight in, prepared to be brushed off again if Cal didn’t want to talk about it.

“Something like that.” Cal dropped back to the floor and resumed his press-ups.

“Sorry,” Michael said again, “I don’t mean to pry. I’ll just mind my own business. But I’m here if you want to chat.”

Michael fiddled with his shoelaces, but Cal didn’t say anything and kept his eyes concentrated on the floor beneath him, as he strained up and down.

Michael chewed on his thumb for a while, wondering whether to push it. He knew he shouldn’t, but then again he would never really get to know Cal unless he made more effort.

“Um, Rory sort of mentioned it. He said to ask you about Gabriel...”

Cal stopped mid-push, and stayed motionless for a moment. Then he sat down on the floor, reached for a towel off his bed and began to rub the sweat from the back of his neck while looking at Michael thoughtfully.

“Oh, he did, did he?” Cal said at last. “Obviously Rory thinks I should tell you.” Cal screwed up the towel and threw it towards their bathroom. “Maybe he’s right. We have to share a room, so it’s easier not to have secrets.”

Michael nodded, and smiled encouragingly, trying to appear approachable.

Cal leaned back against his bed. “I spent my first four years here totally confused and kind of acting like you’ve been, trying to date a lot of girls to work out what was wrong with me. But I know who I am now, and I don’t actually have any interest in girls at all. I never did have a girlfriend out of school. She was just a cover to avoid attention.”

“Oh right, fair enough.” Michael nodded.

“You’re not bothered?”

“No, why would I be? Hang on, don’t tell me that you and Gabriel...?”

Cal laughed, and looked relieved. “Hell no. But I might have been a tiny bit obsessed with your brother. Completely in love with him if you must know, or maybe just horribly in lust. It was pretty unnerving when you moved into our room looking just like him. Thankfully though, you’re absolutely nothing like him in any other way, so the feeling quickly died.”

“Oh. Well, I suppose that’s one benefit to not living up to Gabriel. Is that why you looked so horrified when I asked you if you thought I was handsome?”

“Ah, you caught that, did you? I didn’t think you’d noticed.” Cal grinned.

“I didn’t at the time, I was in a phase of self-obsession.” Michael gave a rueful shrug.

“Yeah, you were, but hey, at least that stopped me from getting a crush on you. Imagine how awkward that would have been.”

“Not really, I’m used to it.”

“Wow! Big-headed much?” Cal’s eyebrows lifted mockingly.

“No, but you forget I went to an all-boys school. Crushes on other boys were pretty much an everyday occurrence. It didn’t mean we didn’t prefer girls, because most of us did, but there were always boys you admired and sort of had crushes on, especially some of the older ones,” Michael explained.

Cal nodded, clearly pleased that Michael was being so understanding.

“Yeah, my crushes go a little deeper than that.”

“That’s okay with me, but it must be hard on you. Do you have any gay friends?”

Cal nodded, “In a school this size? Yeah, there’s a few, there’s even a secret club.”

“A secret club? Seriously?”

Cal laughed, “No, not seriously. But there is a support group, and we don’t out anyone who doesn’t want to be outed.”

“Right, sure.” Michael purposefully didn’t ask for more information on it, “And you’re not out?” he asked.

“No,” Cal confirmed.

“No problem. Hey, I bet you drive all the girls crazy with your disinterest.”

“Actually, yeah, like you wouldn’t believe. Just my luck, huh?” Cal picked up his towel again and stepped into the bathroom.

“It’s your own fault,” Michael teased as the door closed, “You shouldn’t work so hard to be so totally hot!”

He heard Cal chuckle, and then the shower came on.

Michael sat back in his chair feeling really good about their conversation and feeling for the first time that he was on his way to becoming one of them.

And he hadn’t mentioned his own love life once.

Chapter Sixteen

A week later, Michael tried to persuade Patty to get into the front seat of Nate’s Citroen, but she was insisting on getting in the back. Presumably, thought Michael sourly, so that she could sit squashed up to Reed on the journey from Compass Court to Bristol, where they were catching a train up to London. Bianca also insisted on sitting in the back, presumably to snuggle up to the other side of Reed, so Michael climbed grumpily in beside Nate.

The thirty-minute drive to Bristol mostly consisted of a running commentary from Bianca on the shops of London, and whether they would have time to stop at Covent Garden; Reed assured her in no uncertain terms that they wouldn’t. The rest of them were fairly quiet. Michael was sulking because Patty was still refusing to think of him as anything but a friend, and Patty was obviously nervous about spending a whole day with Reed and Bianca together. Nate put in a bit of an effort, but mostly he concentrated on driving, and they all heaved a sigh of relief as they spilled out of his small car and into the train station.

“That was nice of Nate to give us a lift,” said Patty.

“Yeah, especially as his girlfriend isn’t my biggest fan. I expect Gabriel asked him to,” Michael said,

“I wouldn’t take any notice of Ellie Parkhurst, she doesn’t like me either. I think she’s jealous of me going out with Reed.” Bianca flicked her hair to show her irritation with Ellie.

Reed laughed and said, “Don’t start that again, Bea, she’s going out with Nate; why on earth would she be interested in me when she can have him?”

Bianca pouted. “I’d rather have you than Nate.”

Reed pressed a quick kiss on her lips and said, “I know you would, but you’re deluded when it comes to me.”

“Nonsense. Well, maybe that’s true when you’re wandering around in your childish superhero t-shirts, or being a chess nerd, but you look like the real you today. Don’t you think, Patty? Doesn’t Reed look so much better in his proper clothes?”

“Yes,” Patty agreed in a rather hollow voice.

Patty had been rather bowled over by Reed’s “out of school” look. She was used to him hanging around East Tower in jeans and a Spider-Man hoodie, or wearing his neatly pressed school uniform. But seeing him looking so grown up, in a tweed jacket and cords, had really knocked her for six. He not only looked older somehow, but also more relaxed and confident. Even further, it seemed to have changed the dynamic between him and Bianca. Patty watched their interactions as if she’d never seen them together before. Outside of school Reed was acting like he was the one in control, and Bianca was all over him for it.

“Yeah, yeah, we get it, we all get it, Reed’s a stud,” Michael huffed, as he tried to herd them all onto the train.

“Actually you look pretty good too. I like your jacket,” Bianca told Michael, who looked slightly mollified.

Patty bit her lip. She should have told Michael how cute he looked. He was wearing a new sports jacket, seriously well cut jeans, and with his chiselled jaw, his blond hair and sea blue eyes, he really did look like British breeding at its finest.

Now that she was paying attention, Patty instantly felt like the frump of the group. She had literally squeezed herself into her jeans that morning, and the damp air had made her hair frizz. She ran her hands through it, trying to get the curls to loosen a little.

“You look the most gorgeous of all,” Michael whispered to her as she frowned at her reflection in the window of the train.

“Thanks, but we both know that isn’t true.” Patty gave Bianca a very brief once-over, taking in the other girl’s trademark glamour. Patty had been saving her new jewellery for an out-of-school outing just like this – especially one with Reed in attendance. But now, next to Bianca’s delicate solitaire diamond necklace, Patty’s own new necklace with matching earrings and bracelet seemed very chunky.

But Michael picked up her wrist and examined the beads. “This is lovely, is it wood?”

“Yes, olive wood. My dad brought it back from Israel when he was over there recently getting someone extradited home.”

She was touched how sweet of him it was to notice the jewellery was new. Or maybe he hadn’t, but he had zoned in on something she had been feeling insecure about and reminded her that it was special.

The four of them found seats around a table. Bianca took one window seat and Michael offered Patty the other, but she didn’t want to spend the trip sitting opposite Bianca, so she encouraged Michael to take it instead. Reed sat down next to Bianca and Patty settled herself across from him.

It was less than two hours to London from Bristol, but Patty felt like it was one of the longest journeys she had ever taken.

Being away from school had really changed Reed and Bianca. Instead of being shy and awkward, Reed was being funny and teasing. Bianca was being giggly and girlish, which was nothing new, but she was obviously stroking Reed’s leg under the table and acting like she thought he was God’s gift.

“So, I hear that you two have known each other out of school like forever?” Patty asked eventually, when she couldn’t take not knowing any longer. She shot a quick look at Michael, who was staring moodily out of the window, and being really quiet.

Reed nodded. “Yeah, we grew up in each other’s houses. You could say we’ve actually been dating since we were about ten years old. It just took this one” (he tapped Bianca fondly on the nose) “rather a long time to figure out that she was so in love with me that popularity at school really didn’t mean as much as she thought it did.”

“Hey,” Bianca argued playfully, “it’s still important, I just couldn’t hold out until the holidays anymore for some of this.” She slid her hand inside Reed’s coat and then between the buttons on his shirt to his bare chest underneath.

Patty felt sick watching them. They weren’t just openly in love, they also clearly had a level of comfort in the way that they touched each other that spoke of a very physical relationship between them too.

Reed and Bianca made eye contact and exchanged a look that made it quite obvious that they couldn’t wait to be alone to take things further.

Patty flopped back in her seat and closed her eyes. Michael had been right; there was no way she could separate these two, even if she wanted to, which she now really didn’t want to anymore. She felt her feelings for Reed, which she had mistakenly thought were love, get swallowed up in a big pit of shame for even thinking of trying to come between them.

She didn’t know how long she sat there, trying to get her head and her heart to come to terms with each other, but she was still feeling pretty miserable when she felt a hand cover her own and squeeze it.

She opened her eyes and looked into Michael’s. His were filled with understanding and pity.

She pulled her hand away. She didn’t want his pity. That was more humiliating than anything.

She stared out the window on the other side of the train and tried to figure out her feelings. She could see that her crush on Reed was a waste of time; he and Bianca would almost certainly end up married with their kind of history, or at least last until well after they left school. She had to put any thoughts in that direction firmly away and not allow her heart to get mangled by loving him for a second longer.

She stole a sideways glance at Michael. It had been over a week since he’d declared his feelings and he was making it clear every day that he still liked her, though he had not been pushy about it. He was so incredibly beautiful to look at, and he’d recently become a much nicer person, but common sense told her that if she allowed anything to happen between them then it was probably just be a balm to her own current loss of Reed. She liked Michael too much as a friend to let him be a rebound.

Unless he really was just after her body, in which case the rebound could be rather fun. She smiled to herself at this thought, even though she knew full well that she had no intention of ever acting on it. He would make her feel better though; it was a tempting idea.

No. She was firm with herself. Whatever Michael said to the contrary, she knew she would be the one ending up with a broken heart if anything ever happened between them. Any attraction to him had been easy to ignore when he was being a moron, but now that he was trying to change, he would be all too easy to fall head over heels in love with. And a person didn’t change that much overnight, did they?

His eyes caught hers in a look similar to the one Reed had given Bianca, and Patty felt a shiver go down her spine.

Chapter Seventeen

The train pulled into London Paddington, and then the four of them took a tube to the British Museum. After a brief stop for tea and buns in the museum café, they set out to find the area dedicated to Ancient Greece.

After loading up on leaflets, they did some rubbings, wrote a lot of notes, and then Bianca set up her expensive camera on its tripod to do some quality photography to go with their project report.

This was the part of the day where Patty and Michael had agreed to go to the gift shop and buy a detailed wall map of the Acropolis and some heavy stone replicas of the Elgin Marbles to use in their oral presentation.

“Let’s go through the Gallery,” Patty suggested, “I’d love to see some of the paintings too.”

Michael nodded in agreement and tried to take her hand, to walk it together.

She shook him off again. “Don’t, Michael, I’m too vulnerable right now, okay?”

“That’s just an excuse and you know it. First you said I was too vulnerable, and now it’s you. I really don’t think your feelings for Reed ran nearly as deep as you thought they did, and secondly, why can’t we just be there for each other until you feel ready? We’re going to get together eventually. You said you’d think about it if my feelings had not changed in two weeks.”

“It hasn’t been two weeks yet,” Patty replied tartly, “and how do you know how much I liked Reed? You haven’t known me that long, but I’ve liked Reed for years.”

“Whatever.” He shrugged in irritation. “I saw your face on the train. You realised that he was never going to like you back when Bianca was in the picture, and you didn’t look devastated at all. You just accepted it.”

Patty stalked ahead of him, unwilling to acknowledge how true that was.

She stopped in front of a picture of Athena. “Hello, Goddess of Wisdom, can you impart some to Michael so that he realises I won’t let him use me to get what he wants.”

“She was also the Goddess of Victory, you know.” Michael’s breath was hot in her ear, and she jumped, not realising he was standing so close behind her. “She wants to help me win you over. You know perfectly well I’m not trying to use you. I don’t care about all that anymore.”

“You don’t?” She turned to look at him quizzically.

“No, well, not unless you want to.” He gave her an extremely flirty look, and Patty felt herself flush hot.

“Cut it out.” She took a step away from him and continued down the Gallery.

Michael stopped in front of an erotic picture of Aphrodite.

“Typical,” Patty snapped. “You still only have one thing on your mind.”

“Hello, Goddess of Love,” Michael said to the painting. “Please let Patty know how deeply I feel for her, and that I think she is the one, the only one.”

Patty’s heart turned in her chest, and for a moment she really felt like the Goddess of Love had cast a spell over her.

“Do you really mean that? You don’t want anyone but me?”

“Yes,” Michael answered with certainty.

He pulled her against him and before she could take a breath his lips were on hers. He kissed her passionately and Patty responded before she could get her brain into gear.

The only thought that went through her head in those first few seconds was, “Wow, oh wow, oh my god, wow!” Blood rushed to her ears and thumped there, making her feel dizzy. He was a seriously mind-blowing kisser. 

It’s all the practice he’s had, trying to get all those girls into bed, whispered a bitter voice in her mind.

Michael caught her wrist out of the air, stopping her hand in mid-swing towards his face.

“Yeah, don’t. I’ve been slapped before and it isn’t pleasant.” Michael let go of her with an angry look and walked away.

Patty stood breathless for a moment, reeling from being kissed and from the fact that she’d been about to hit him.

Why had she reacted so badly? she wondered. It was just a kiss. Just an utterly amazing knock-your-socks-off kiss. Because I care, she admitted, because I really like him and I’m scared.

“Sorry.” She trotted after him and pulled at his arm. “Michael, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to try and slap you. You just took me by surprise, and well, I did tell you I wasn’t ready.”

He turned and looked at her, and she could see deep hurt in his eyes.

“What will it take to convince you that my feelings are real?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she answered truthfully.

They walked in silence down to the gift shop and then separated to go and find the things they needed.

Patty selected a variety of postcards from a stand. She could get ten cards for five pounds, and she counted them carefully. Only eight so far. She spun the card carousel around, then stopped when it came to a post card of the painting of Aphrodite. She looked at it for a second and then slipped it into the middle of the bundle in her hand. She looked around guiltily and found Michael grinning at her from the other side of the room.

Even with her black skin tone, her deep blush must have been obvious, as she knew he’d caught her.

So what? She squared her shoulders. It was a nice painting. Not remotely a memento of the most incredible kiss she’d ever had!

Michael’s good humour was automatically restored as they went to find Bianca and Reed. The four of them stopped in Paddington Station for a quick late lunch at a sushi stand, and Michael insisted on paying for Patty, despite her arguing hard against it.

At the end of the meal he folded a clean napkin bearing the logo of the restaurant and slipped it into the bag on her shoulder.

“What’s that for?” she asked in confusion.

“It’s for your collection,” he teased, “the first meal I ever bought you.”

Patty blushed again and gave him a deliberately annoyed look. But Michael just grinned some more.

“The first of many,” he said.

She rolled her eyes at him, but kept the napkin.

She was quiet all the way back to Compass Court. How could she really be sure of him? How could she ever trust his motives, knowing full well what he was really like? Wouldn’t he just make her fall for him, take what he wanted and then move on? Girls fell for that kind of thing all the time. How on earth could she ever be sure she was truly special? Could she test him somehow? The idea blossomed in her mind and a plan began to form.

Chapter Eighteen

Late that night Patty and Tilly snuggled down into a deep sofa in the East Tower Common Room and whispered to each other as Patty shared her news.

“He kissed you? Holy moley! Tell me everything... was it totally hot? I bet it was, I bet you felt like you were on fire,” she sighed wistfully. “I love Rory, I really do and I don’t want anyone else, but wow, kissing Michael Brenner must have been like Christmas and birthdays rolled into one. He’s just so incredibly yummy, you lucky lucky thing!”

Patty put her face in her hands. “Actually I tried to belt him one – he caught me off guard and I was still reeling over the Reed thing.”

“You didn’t! You numpty. You won’t get another chance with him now.”

“I think I will. He claims to have real feelings for me.” Patty hugged a cushion, hoping it was true.

“Ooh, do you think he does?”

“I honestly don’t know, and I really need to be sure before I let anything else happen. I know this is awful but do you think we could kind of test him? You know, throw a willing woman into his path and see if he goes for it?”

“Are you sure?” Tilly looked doubtful. “I mean, he probably will go for it won’t he? That’s hardly fair; he’s a seventeen-year-old boy with crazy hormones. He’d probably take anything on offer even if you were actually dating.”

Patty shook her head. “Then I don’t want him, do I? I’m not going to go out with someone who can’t be faithful, and he doesn’t have the best track record for that. He cheated on Flora, remember?”

“Yeah, but this is really unfair. I mean you aren’t even a couple and you want him to turn down another girl anyway?”

“Yes, yes I do, otherwise I won’t ever trust him. He says he doesn’t want anyone but me, and well, I need to know if it’s true.”

Tilly bit her lip and nodded. “Okay, if you’re sure. I’ll get Rory to help us, if he will. He might say no, though. I would. Then again, he’d do pretty much anything for me right now,” she smiled gleefully, “especially if it means seeing handsome Michael Brenner safely in a relationship with you and therefore well away from temptation for me.”

Patty laughed and teased, “You are mean and manipulative, Matilda Denton! You know you’d never cheat on Rory.”

“No, never in a million years, he’s the absolute best. But for your sake I don’t mind playing on his feelings a little.” Tilly pulled out her phone and sent Rory a quick message arranging to meet to him after breakfast the next day.

“So what about your feelings for Reed?” she asked when she was done.

“They were totally blown out of the water when Michael kissed me. Does that make me shallow?”

“Nope. I bet Michael’s kisses could turn water to wine if he wanted. So tell me every single tiny detail...”

Michael was in the library checking his emails when Pam McBride from Year Thirteen perched herself on the table beside him. He looked up in surprise and she flicked her long dark hair and gave him a sultry smile.

“So,” she said, “I gave you my number and you never called me.”

Michael leaned back in his chair and titled his head. His eyes automatically followed the long line of her bare legs to where they disappeared under her skirt, and Pam smiled and crossed them provocatively towards him.

“I thought you were going out with Bradley Delacroix?” he said.

Pam gave a dismissive flick of her hand. “That ended ages ago. I bumped into your friend Rory yesterday and he told me that you were still interested. Is that true?”

Behind the library stacks, Patty held her breath, waiting with ears strained to hear Michael’s answer.

“No,” he said. “Sorry, I’ve met someone else.”

“Oh,” Pam looked extremely put out. “I heard you were still single.”

“I am, but, well it’s complicated. I like someone.”

“Don’t we all, Michael? I liked Gabe, but he was always with someone else. I can’t imagine why he would rather be with that Flora than with me, though.”

“Because Flora’s lovely.” Michael’s tone sharpened.

“I can be lovely too,” Pam brushed some imaginary dust from his shirt, “and very bad with it.” She let her hair swing forward, creating an intimate curtain for their faces as she leaned close.

“Because I look like Gabe? Yeah, I get that a lot. But I’m not him, so you’d just be making do. Sorry, but it’s not exactly appealing to be his body substitute.”

“I’m older than you, Mike. Just think of all the nasty things I could teach you, while I use that substitute body.” Pam gave it one more try.

Michael looked torn. Where was she two months ago when he’d wanted nothing more than that?

“Thanks, but no thanks.” He switched off the computer and began to pack his books into his satchel.

“Your loss. You’d probably have been pathetic compared to him anyway!” Pam stormed out of the library, slamming the door hard for good measure.

Michael bit back a sharp retort, and sighed instead. “That went well,” he said aloud to himself sarcastically.

“Yes, it did.” Patty barrelled out from behind the stack and flung her arms around him. She showered his face with kisses, but Michael pushed her away.

“What the hell, Patty?” He took a moment holding her at arm’s length. “I knew it! I knew that was too good to be true. You set me up.”

“But you passed,” she laughed and tried to kiss him again.

“Get off.” He still held her back and she faltered, seeing the anger on his face. 

“Don’t be mad at me, I had to know.”

“And my word wasn’t good enough? So you paid her, didn’t you? You paid her to come on to me? Or was it Rory? He still thinks I might go after his girlfriend, even after everything we talked about, doesn’t he? Which one of you organised this?”

Patty’s smile twitched, “Actually, none of us paid her. That was actually real. Who knew she was such a tart?”

Michael shook his head, still looking cold and furious. “Or so in love with my brother that she could be easily manipulated. She was hurt, dammit. That was low, Patty, really low.”

Her eyes widened as she finally comprehended how upset he was.

“I just needed to be sure, can’t you understand that? But it doesn’t matter now, because you said exactly the right thing.” She paused as a wave of doubt assailed her. “Or did you guess? You said you knew... Did you know I was there?”

“You are insecure and sad, Patty. Of course I didn’t know – I’m not that good an actor, unlike you. That’s why you’ve spent the last few days being nice but not too nice, isn’t it? You were just waiting to see if I’d pass or fail before taking a leap of faith. That’s hardly the basis for a healthy relationship. I think it would be better if you just stay well away from me for a while.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realise you’d feel so strongly about it. You haven’t always been a paragon of virtue, you know!”

“I’m sorry too. You’re not the person I thought you were.”

Michael turned away from her, and left the library without looking back.

Chapter Nineteen

The last week before the Easter break moved very slowly for Michael. He spent most of it alone, just wanting to cry but not being able to. When his anger calmed down a little he just felt really really depressed. He’d thought Patty was the real deal. A warm compassionate friend, who was also beautiful inside and out.

But instead she had played with the weak emotions of others; she’d manipulated him, and Pam and Rory too. And for what? Just to test his feelings for her.

Rory had tried to talk to him about it, but Michael didn’t want to hear it. Even though he was sure that Rory’s part in it had been motivated by his insecurities about his new relationship with Matilda, he felt that Rory should have clued him in, and couldn’t help being cold towards him. Once again, girls had come before male friends, and he hated it. He just needed to finish his exams and get out of Compass Court.

Patty had no problem with crying. She seemed to cry every single day since Michael had stopped talking to her. How could she have been so stupid? He was absolutely right, they could never have had a real relationship unless she’d just trusted in him. She wished every second of the day that she could take it back and just accept that he’d actually liked her for being her. Why had she found that so impossible to believe? Maybe because she was overweight? But Michael had made it obvious he found her physically attractive. Then maybe because she was black? Michael had been pretty clear that he didn’t have any issue with it; the only person with a chip on their shoulder had been her.

She sensed his loneliness every time they were in the same room together. He seemed to sit apart from everyone else. Rory said that Michael was talking to him, but only just, and that he’d stopped going to the Games Room or anywhere else with the other two boys they shared with as well. Patty felt overwhelmed with guilt. But he wouldn’t let her close enough to make it better.

They had done their oral report on the Parthenon to the whole class. But he’d not looked at her once during the entire presentation. She’d even tried texting him messages, and sending him emails, but he never replied.

The only time she’d seen him look truly happy since the incident in the library was when Gabriel drove up on the last day of term to collect Flora and Michael from school and take them away with him. Michael didn’t say goodbye.

Michael sat in the Rose Garden of his parents’ house and closed his eyes, basking in the weak English sunshine and smelling the heady scent of the flowers around him. The Rose Garden always reminded him of his mother, and it was the perfect place to be peaceful and sad at the same time.

“Are you going to tell Gabriel what’s wrong at some point? Because he’s worried about you.” Flora sat down on the bench beside him. “So am I, if that counts for anything?”

With Flora staying in the house for the first week of the holidays, Michael had been keeping a low profile. Being around her and Gabriel just made him realise what he could have had if he hadn’t been so stupid as to throw it away. Not that he still wanted Flora, but he did want someone. Why had he thought a casual relationship was better than a real one? He couldn’t even get his head around that concept now.

“Flora? Did I ever tell you how sorry I was for how I treated you?”

She smiled at him, “No, you didn’t. But I didn’t really mind, not after seeing Gabriel anyway.”

“Yeah, the better brother. Have you any idea how many girls, and boys too, at school are in love with Gabriel?”

“Don’t tell me. I can imagine, thanks, and it just makes me nervous.” Flora picked at the petals of a fallen flower.

“Does it really?”

“Of course! But he isn’t the better brother, just older, more sure of himself. And better for me, but not for everyone. You really should give Patty a break.”

Michael winced. “You know about that, do you?”

Flora rolled her eyes. “In a school like Compass Court? Of course I know. My friend Jessica Chase and her boyfriend Byron were making out in the library physics section and heard the whole thing go down. Jess only told one person, in secrecy, so naturally the entire school knows now. Good call on rejecting Pam McBride though; I’ve never liked her.”

Michael kicked at the gravel with his shoe. “I wish I hadn’t now,” he said honestly.

“No, you don’t. You just need to accept that Patty did something dumb, but you’ve done plenty of dumb things. Cheating on me with Bianca Standish for a start.”

“And Sarah Ellis,” he confessed, not knowing why he had a sudden urge to share. Maybe he was trying to purge himself of his sins, he thought with an inward smile.

Flora glared at him for a moment and then relaxed back into a smile. “My point exactly,” she said sweetly. “You can’t expect her to leap into your arms, when you’ve been such a douche bag in the past. Trust has to be earned. She just made a mistake trying to rush that, but it wasn’t a big mistake in the grand scheme of things, was it?”

“I don’t know. It feels pretty crappy from where I’m sitting. I thought she was like you, really kind, but now I’m not so sure.”

“Aw, thanks, Mike. I think that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.” Flora looked genuinely touched by his words. “A few months ago I would have told her to run for the hills rather than go near you, but now you just remind me of Gabriel.”

“Oh, perfect,” Mike said bitterly. “Pass me a sick bucket.”

Flora laughed. “It was meant to be a compliment.”

“I know. But I’m just not ready to forgive Patty yet.”

“I forgive you, and you’ve done much worse.”

“That’s because you’re in love with Gabriel, so it doesn’t matter to you.”

“Are you in love with Patty?”

“Yes,” Michael said without hesitation.

“Then accept that she isn’t perfect. Because you’re not. I know I’m not, and Gabriel’s certainly not.”

“Hah.” They both laughed, and Michael gave her shoulders a squeeze of gratitude.

“Hands off!” Gabriel’s voice cut menacingly through the garden. “I was just joking,” he grinned as they jumped apart. “I know this one isn’t going anywhere.” He dropped a kiss onto Flora’s mouth as he reached them.

Michael missed Patty so much in that moment that it felt like a pain in his gut.

“Doesn’t it bother you, being apart all the time?” Michael asked curiously, as he watched Gabriel tuck Flora close beside him on the bench.

“What, when she’s surrounded by horn-dogs like you at school every day? Yeah, of course it does. But it’s worth it. If you love someone you make it work.” Gabriel gave him a knowing look, “Even if you don’t always get it right first time.”

Chapter Twenty

Patty stood in front of the ancient ruins of the Parthenon in Athens and stared at its incredible majesty. Had the people back then built such a huge temple to Athena out of love for their goddess or out of fear? Had they just been trying to prove they were worthy? Had they been scared that she would leave them if they hadn’t been so totally dedicated to her? Or had they feared that her warlike past would mean she could turn on them if they showed weakness or ingratitude? She looked at signs that showed drawings of women tending the fires of the temple and never letting them burn out, and decided that only love inspired that kind of dedication. Then they’d let it fall into utter ruin.

What fools, she thought, to let something so beautiful turn to rubble in front of them.

She had been begging her parents to bring her to Athens since she had first started studying it last September, and had been convinced that she would walk around the streets, her heart filled with wonder, and her camera filled with stunning photos. Instead she found the city too busy, hot and smelly, and hadn’t taken a single photo or bought a single postcard.

Back in her hotel room, Patty carefully removed the postcard tucked between the pages of her guidebook. A picture of Aphrodite, nude but covered in flowers. She didn’t want to part with it, but it was the only postcard she wanted to send.

She picked up a pen and cast about for what to write. In the end she simply settled on the cliché, a single inane line that conveyed the only thing she was capable of feeling.

I wish you were here. 

She mailed it the next morning, just before her parents hurried her onto a waiting ferry, to tour some of the Greek islands.

The airport at Heathrow was like a cool oasis after several nervous hours on a crowded aeroplane. She’d had a hellish flight, with two small boys behind her who’d been throwing peas and mashed potato all over the place, including on her shirt, which now had an ugly green splodge and a lumpy grey stain on the shoulder. Patty looked about, relieved to be back where she could read the signs and understand the chatter around her, and then wheeled her suitcase in the direction her father had sent her.

She thought she caught a glimpse of golden hair on a beautiful face that she was desperate to see, but then it was gone.

Just my mind playing tricks, she thought, as she went to the sushi bar to wait while her father went to make phone calls and her mother went to enquire about a pashmina she’d left on the plane.

She picked up a plate of maki, put one in her mouth, and examined the logo on the napkin. She opened her purse and looked sadly at the matching one she had inside.

“You kept it, then.” Michael slid into the seat beside her.

Patty chocked on the rice and seaweed she was eating, and Michael banged her on the back until tears streamed from her eyes and she coughed it up.

“What are you doing here?” she said at last when she could speak again.

He held up the postcard. “You wanted me, so I came.”

“That was in Athens, I wanted you with me to see the Parthenon.” She was too embarrassed to be open with her feelings and really didn’t know what to say. She had never expected to see him so soon, especially when she looked like a dog’s dinner after the flight.

“Then we’ll go back one day,” Michael said complacently, selecting a bowl of prawns from the conveyer belt in front of them. 

Patty shook her head. “It wasn’t that great in reality.”

“So let’s go to Rome instead, I hear the Coliseum is pretty spectacular. What are you doing in July?” He didn’t look at her as he concentrated on removing the tail from a prawn.

Patty looked at him in disbelief, not really sure if he meant what she thought he meant. “Are you saying you want to go there, with me, like on a holiday?”

“That’s what couples do, isn’t it? Or what about Venice? Venice is pretty romantic.”

Patty laughed, still not sure if he was joking, “Yeah, I can’t see my dad agreeing to that somehow.”

“Oh, I don’t know. I’m pretty good at chatting up parents, much better with parents than with girls actually. Apparently I suck at saying the right thing to girls. I even told a girl I really liked to stay away from me.” He gave her a quick glance, betraying his nerves, and then went back to studiously peeling the prawn.

Patty nodded, encouraged by the look. “I don’t have a great history with boys either. I had a great boy like me, but I totally blew it and then he stopped speaking to me.”

“He must have been an idiot.” Michael looked her in the eye now.

“Yeah, he was sometimes, but so was I.” Patty gave him her best apologetic look.

“The two of you should make up.” Michael’s face got close to hers.

“I want to, but it’s his move now.” Patty swallowed, wondering if Michael would pull back or if he would cover the rest of the distance between their lips.

Yes, she could feel a tingle down her spine; he was definitely going to kiss her.

“Ahem!” Her father’s voice broke into their “moment” and Patty almost groaned with disappointment.

“Judge Cartwright. How very nice to meet you, sir. I’m Michael Brenner, I go to school with Patty.” Michael straightened up, looking very much the perfect gentleman and shook her father’s hand.

Her father wasn’t quite that easily won over. “Hmmm, and I suppose that you would be the reason that Patience has been moping around Greece like a love-struck mooncalf?”

“Yes, sir,” Michael said with a grin, “that would be me. And there’ll be no more moping from now on, I guarantee it.”

“Pleased to hear it. Well, you can see Michael at school next week, Patience. We need to find your mother and get a taxi.”

“Oh, there’s no need for that. When my father heard who I was meeting he sent my stepmother’s driver along with me – we’re to take you home.”

The Judge frowned. “And just who is your father?”

“Lord Wentworth, sir, I believe you belong to the same club?”

Patty stifled a giggle; Michael was practically schmoozing her father, a man who made most young men tremble with fear. She supposed Michael must be used to being put in social situations with some pretty bigwig friends of his own father.

Judge Cartwright stopped and looked at Michael much more curiously now. “I thought you were older.”

“That would be my brother, Gabriel. I’m the younger one. I should also add that I’m dating your daughter, if that’s okay.”

“You are?” Patty squeaked.

“I am.” Michael confirmed, giving her an unmistakable look that conveyed his feelings for her.

Her father actually looked a bit knocked for six, which was a look she had never seen on his face before.

“Oh, right, yes. I suppose that’s acceptable.” Judge Cartwright cleared his throat, apparently at a loss for words. “I really ought to find my wife.” He looked around, clearly feeling the need for support in the alien situation he found himself in. “Umm, wait here, both of you.”

He hurried off and Patty collapsed into a fit of laughter. “Wow, you really are good with parents.”

“I know, right? If I only I could make a girl love me as much as their dads do.” He signalled for a waiter and quickly paid the bill.

Patty shook her head in wonder, “You don’t do as badly as you think. After all, I’m a girl and I love you.” She clapped her hands over her mouth, realising that she had gone and said it without meaning to, at least not for a long time yet.

He took her hand. “Me too,” he said simply. 

There was an awkward moment, then he broke the silence. “Which is just as well, because I’ve decided to stay at Compass Court. I’d been avoiding my email in case there were any from you, but when I logged on yesterday there was an absolute barrage from everyone at school, all telling me to get over myself already. Both Rory and Cal. Logan even sent me a GIF of some lobster telling me to ‘kiss the girl’. And I had a good chat with Flora and Gabriel. Bianca and Reed won’t get off my phone, Nate gave me a good talking to, and even Ellie Parkhurst sent me a mail saying I’d be lucky to have you and what was I playing at. I guess I have a lot more friends than I realised. Or you do.”

“That’s great, Michael. So from now on we’re totally honest with each other, okay? We just say how we’re feeling. No secrets, no games and no one else, agreed?”

“Okay.” He gave her a loving smile and was about to finally kiss her again, when he saw her parents on their way back. He sighed. Oh well, there would be plenty of time for that later.

He gave her a serious look. “In the interests of honesty, there’s something you should know that I didn’t want to tell you.”

“What?” She was suddenly nervous.

He leaned close to whisper into her ear. 

“There’s mashed potato in your hair.”

The End
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Book Six in the Flirting Games Series

by

Stella Wilkinson

Chapter One

Was it possible to be attracted to someone and still utterly loathe them?

Wendy narrowed her eyes on Logan Moss. I love to hate you ran through her mind. He was sinfully sexy, but with a shallow selfish soul.

He hadn’t heard the news yet, she was sure of it. He hadn’t looked her way at all. Not that that was unusual. Logan hadn’t looked her way in years, if ever, and she never paid any notice to him either. But if he knew about their parents then he was bound to acknowledge her. Which she kind of wanted him to, just so she could make it clear that she despised him.

She despised that he was always unfazed by everything, that he always had that sardonic smile as if the world was amusing, that he took nothing seriously, that everything came so easily to him, that he was smart but didn’t use it, that he liked dumb bimbos, that girls found him fascinating when he wasn’t, that he was careless with other people’s feelings. That he didn’t care about the planet. Everything. She despised absolutely everything about him. 

Except maybe his hair. She gave him credit for having great hair. It would be black except that it had so many other colours hidden in the depths. And his body, that was good. And his face, of course. But nothing that mattered.

Maybe some signs of emotion would finally show through when he heard that his precious mother was shacking up with Wendy’s father.

She just hoped he wasn’t pleased, because then she might actually have to kill him. She knew that a lot of guys would be thrilled to have her dad in their lives. A bit of nepotism went a long way in Hollywood circles, and if Logan had any ideas of making it in movies like his own parents then he might want to capitalise on the relationship. But she was counting on his being just as outraged as she was, because she needed the support against them, even if it did have to come from someone as vapid and egotistical as Logan.

***
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Logan sighed as Alianna continued to rant at him for his lateness. Yeah, he was going to have to let her go; she had been a fun date for a while there, but the moment that a girl stopped thinking he was perfect and started expecting more, it was time to part ways. Why did girls love drama so much? Why couldn’t they just be happy? He was perfectly fine with just cruising along – there didn’t have to be more than that, did there? Why did they always expect more? Why did they think every relationship had to turn into true love?

Logan tuned out Alianna’s voice and mentally scrolled through a list of girls who might serve as a replacement for the last few days of term. No one particularly appealed right now. Maybe a girl from the year below them? That shouldn’t be too hard. Or even better, if he could score with someone from the year above. A girl of seventeen was a lot more appealing than girls who were fifteen.

Was it so bad to just want to be adored? Girls started out bowled over by his dark looks, but in the end, they always started to nag. It was like they expected him to have become a better person during the course of the relationship. Yes, he knew he had insecurities that made him just want that first happy bit and not much else, but Logan didn’t think he could be fixed, certainly not by the attentions of a few girls. But, hey, there was no harm in trying.

For Logan Moss, school was a haven from the craziness of home. He had been at Compass Court Boarding School for more than four years now, and the old building gave him a security that he never felt in either of his parents’ houses. And the school provided plenty of entertainment of the female variety. He just wished he hadn’t already exhausted most of the top-quality supply. If he wasn’t careful he was going to have to start relying on the favours of ugly girls. Or fat girls or painfully shy girls, or his pet hate – the really clever superior girls. He’d always found the best distraction was generally to be had in the arms of a sweet and simple girl. But it never lasted; sooner or later his lack of emotional commitment began to annoy them. It wasn’t that he liked being so shallow, he’d just quite simply never felt anything much beyond physical attraction for Alianna and those that came before her. It was a shame really, Alianna had been generous with both her affection and her adulation for the last few weeks, but he didn’t take criticism well.

He watched her flick her hair to make her point about how irritated she was. She had such gorgeous hair, long and dark and super soft. He liked the way she tickled his neck with it when they kissed. Maybe he could dump her tomorrow, or in a few days. He could put up with one or two bouts of bad temper if it meant a secret meet after curfew tonight. Though actually he’d already been caught out of bed twice already this term. Once more and he might be looking at a suspension, and his mother most certainly wouldn’t appreciate that. She’d make a scene. She was an actress, and making scenes was what she did best. Logan hated scenes. He liked life to be light-hearted and easy. No tortured tears, no theatrical tantrums, no fake drama.

Which was exactly why he was going to break up with Alianna any moment if she didn’t stop chastising him in public, just for being twenty minutes late to meet her in the North Tower Common Room.

“Chill, Ali, I’ve said I’m sorry.” He put his hand on her arm, and let his smile drop for just a second to show her he was getting annoyed. He switched his expression back to charming and said, “I’ll make it up to you later.”

“How?” She pouted, but she was looking more friendly. He was pretty sure she’d seen his slight warning.

“Back massage?” he suggested. Heck, he could risk being caught again, the Headmistress wasn’t likely to suspend him this close to the holidays.

Alianna put her hands on her hips and began to get that ramped-up look again. 

“Oh, really? And how exactly is that going to happen? Certainly not in your room or mine with our roommates looking on. Or do you suggest I bare my back right in the middle of the Common room? Or perhaps outside in the snow?”

Logan sighed to himself. Oh well, there would be other fish to fry.

“Actually,” he said with his sweetest and nastiest smile, “the offer was only for you to massage me. But it’s your loss.” He left her spluttering with indignation as he walked away towards his friends.

***
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Wendy shook her head with disgust at his attitude towards his girlfriends. How on earth did he manage to be so popular? The boy was a lizard – kind of cute and you wanted to pet it, until it bit you and you realized it was just cold-blooded.

She dragged her attention off Logan and back to the committee she was supposed to be chairing on how to make North Tower the best schoolhouse for recycling.

The four schoolhouses all had different strengths, but North Tower was head and shoulders over the others when it came to environmental awareness and a variety of other issues. They even had a huge communal fruit bowl that the school kitchens kept topped up, after she had personally written to every North Tower parent suggesting that only £2 a month added to their child’s school fees would cover this. Almost eighty percent of the parents had coughed up the increase, and Wendy had been awarded extra credits by the school for services to her house.

“Wendy? Hello? Are you even listening?” Vince poked her in the leg with his pencil.

Wendy jumped and then blushed deeply as she realised her eyes had unintentionally drifted back to Logan.

But not because she liked him or anything; hell no, definitely not that. Only because she had no idea how she was going to get through an entire Christmas of having him at her home without punching his lights out. If he so much as made even one annoying comment...

Chapter Two

From: Aliannawilliams.uk – To: Trentonzhang.ca

Hi, Trenton. It’s been a really long time, but I was just wondering how you were getting on in Canada. Is it freezing cold there? We all miss you here at Compass Court. Logan is missing you most of all, of course, but the North Tower common room doesn’t seem the same without you.

Has Logan told you that we have started going out? I know it’s kind of awkward for me to be emailing you, when you’re his best friend and all – do you mind? I know that you and I almost had a thing, well, we went to the end of year dance together and I guess we would have gone on more dates if you hadn’t left. But you did, and so I’m with Logan now. Except I’m not. We were getting on so well, but yesterday we had an argument about him being late to meet me and now he’s blanking me. I don’t want to beg him to pay attention to me, but it’s only two days until the Christmas break and I can’t bear to think that it’s all over. You know him better than anyone and I really could do with some advice.

Love, Alianna

From: Trentonzhang.ca – To: Aliannawillims.uk

Hi, Ali. It’s great to hear from you. Yes, Canada is pretty cold, but it makes for some great skiing. I’m near a resort called Whistler, and we all head for there every weekend. But I do miss you guys too.

Please don’t worry about it being awkward– Logan spoke to me before he asked you out. Of course it’s fine, it’s not like anything ever happened between you and me (more’s the pity, lol).

Okay, so you want my advice. Logan is pretty straightforward when it comes to relationships. He wants to be wanted, but he likes it to be stress-free. I would suggest playing it cool. Do not go chasing after him, do not smother him. The best way to let him know that you are a perfect girlfriend is to be happy without him, let him see that you are not the demanding type. Just be sure that it’s the kind of relationship that you want too!

Trent 

From: Aliannawilliams.uk – To: Trentonzhang.ca

Hi, Trent, it’s me again. That’s great about the skiing, lucky you! I haven’t been in years, but my parents are actually talking about taking us (me and my sister) in the February half-term, which would be fantastic. Maybe I could suggest Whistler as a good place to go?

In the meantime, I took your advice and it didn’t really help. Today is the last day of term and Logan is still ignoring me. I’ve tried laughing and chatting in his vicinity, and he hasn’t paid any attention. I just want to burst into tears, and for him to hold me close and make it better. He would do that, wouldn’t he? Sorry to keep bothering you with this.

Love, Ali

From: Trentonzhang.ca – To: Aliannawillims.uk

Hi, Ali. If you cry on him then I promise he will run for the hills. I know it seems hard, but playing it cool really is the best tactic. He won’t be going anywhere, he’s spending Christmas with his mother. Why not give him the space to miss you? In the meantime, have a happy Christmas.

Trent 

Chapter Three

Logan groaned when his mother turned up. It wasn’t that he wasn’t pleased to see her, because he was; in fact he missed her constantly when he was at school. But she’d arrived in a damn limousine, swathed in furs, and the most ridiculous red pillar-box hat he’d ever seen perched on top of her dark curls.

Even worse, he had to endure the embarrassment of watching his Geography teacher rushing forward and fawning all over her, and her flirting back. Why couldn’t she just be like a normal mother and drive a normal car? Why did she have to make such an entrance all the time? Why couldn’t she just be a graceful has-been instead of still trying to retain her image as Marina Moss, Movie Star?

He stayed in the shadows by the door with his school cases and waited until she was done. He’d deliberately asked her to come late, so that most of his friends would be gone already. It was bad enough that she sometimes cried when she saw him, but even worse was the fact that every single one of them had seen the movie where she played a mermaid, a topless mermaid. The movie was fifteen years old now, but that didn’t stop the guys from still putting it on all the time to torture him.

“Logan, my darling!” Marina untangled herself from the Geography teacher as she spotted him. She held her arms wide, as though expecting him to run into them like a six-year-old. So not happening now that he was sixteen.

He let her hug him though, and briefly gave her a tight hug in return, letting her overpowering perfume take him back to being young and innocent.

She held him away from her and dotted at her eyes with a handkerchief as she looked him up and down. “I swear you get taller and more handsome every time I see you.”

Logan rolled his eyes. “You always say that, it’s only been three months.”

He handed his cases to the chauffeur and shooed her back into the car before anyone else came over to speak to them.

“So what’s this in aid of? Have you got a new film part or something?” He gestured to the limousine once they were inside and driving away.

Marina gave a giggle, “It’s a bit OTT, isn’t it, but Daniel insisted; he wanted to give you a good welcome.”

Logan sighed, “Another new boyfriend, Mum?”

Her smile faltered slightly. “It’s a bit more serious than that, we’re living together – it really is it this time. Don’t be mad, Logan, but we’re not going home, we’re going to Daniel’s house for Christmas. I really want you to get to know him and like him.”

“Are you kidding me? You’re already living together? How long have you been a couple? Two weeks maybe? You were only just broken up with Dominic when I went back to school.”

“Actually, that’s when I met him.” She looked coy and Logan waited with a sudden bad feeling.

“I was dropping you off and decided to go into Oakworth for a coffee afterwards,” (Logan mentally inserted the word vodka instead of coffee) “and there was Daniel. He’d just dropped his daughter off, and had the same idea. And when we found out how many friends we had in common...” Logan held up his hand stopping her.

“His daughter?” His voice was dangerously close to displeased, which made his mother look all distressed, but he wasn’t falling for her act.

“Wendy. She’s about your age, and in North Tower as well I think. Isn’t that just perfect?”

“Wendy... Weird Wendy? Wendy Silverman? Oh no, no way.” He put his head in his hands.

“Darling, I thought you’d be pleased! Now you don’t have to spend Christmas with just your boring old mother, but you’ll have someone your own age to play with as well.”

Logan gave a sarcastic laugh. “Wendy does not play. Especially not with boys like me.”

“I’m sure she’ll be lovely.” Marina patted Logan’s knee. “Daniel says she’s very bright.”

Logan flopped back against the seats and groaned. This was going to be the worst Christmas ever. Two whole weeks with no one but Weird Wendy. He would bet his hat that she was a nag if ever there was one. She probably didn’t even approve of Christmas and all the fantastic parties his mother usually threw. Speaking of which...

“You said you and Daniel had lots of friends in common. What is he? No, let me guess, an actor? A producer? A director?” He knew he’d hit the nail on the head when she thinned her lips defensively.

“Yes, of course he’s a director,” she confirmed. “Surely even you have heard of Daniel Silverman? I just can’t understand why you didn’t tell me years ago that he was the father of one of your friends.”

Logan blew air out of his cheeks in a frustrated manner. His mother only ever heard what she wanted to hear. She was totally ignoring Logan’s obvious feelings about Wendy and focussing only on herself.

Now he thought about it, of course he’d heard of Daniel Silverman. But he hadn’t known he was Wendy’s father. He had to give her credit for not making a big deal of that. Too many kids bragged about who their parents were. But Logan always wanted to crawl under a rock when people mentioned his own parents. He hated that they were both well-known figures who conducted their lives in the public eye. His father, in particular, was still riding high in Hollywood, and far too busy to play family guy. But Logan was grateful for that, and visited him very rarely. Thankfully the press seemed to have no idea he’d ever had a son, especially as Logan had taken his mother’s name rather than his father’s. Marina had never changed her name despite three marriages because it was the one she was known as, and god forbid someone should not realise how famous she had once been.

“So Daniel has a limo?” Logan pushed some buttons to see if there was a hidden mini-bar anywhere with snacks inside.

“No, he borrowed it from set, just for you.”

“So who picked up Wendy?” Logan frowned with confusion.

“He did; they don’t live that far, just to Stratford-on-Avon. Daniel has a lot of connections with the theatres there, you know, for when he wants to do Shakespeare.”

Logan nodded absently. Somehow he couldn’t see Wendy appreciating a limo either. It wouldn’t fit with her eco-warrior image. He was curious to see her house now.

“Did you know that Wendy dyes her hair black with bright purple stripes?” Logan asked his mother, trying to put a dent in her optimism.

She nodded, “I’ve seen photos. What do you call that these days? Is it still punk?”

“I don’t know, punk sounds kind of dated, I think they call it emo, or maybe goth, I never know the difference.” Logan shrugged.

His mother wrinkled her nose slightly at the word goth, but didn’t comment. Logan smiled to himself and hoped that Wendy had a massive upside-down crucifix on her bedroom wall or something else to horrify his mother.

“Have you seen her bedroom?” he asked.

“Yes, it’s pretty, but she certainly loves purple.”

Oh. So it wasn’t painted black then; that was a shame.

Finally they reached Stratford and soon pulled up outside the house. It was a rather beautiful detached Victorian house with ivy climbing up the side, and Logan was disappointed by how classy it looked. After the stunt with the limousine he’d been hoping for something really brash that he could mock.

A man came out to the step and then called to someone back inside. He had to shout a second time before Wendy appeared reluctantly beside him to greet them.

“Hey, loser,” she acknowledged Logan as he got out of the car.

“Weirdo,” he responded in kind, tilting his head to her.

Oh yeah, it was going to be a fun Christmas all right.

Chapter Four

“Let’s get one thing straight,” Wendy said, when the formalities were over and she was showing Logan up to his room. “I don’t want you here, or your mother either, but it’s not like I have any choice right now. Just don’t go thinking this makes us friends or anything like that, because we’re not, we have totally nothing in common.”

“On that we can agree.” Logan nodded. “Hasn’t it occurred to you that it’s pretty crappy for me having to be here for Christmas, in a strange house where I’m not wanted, instead of my own home?”

“Oh.” Wendy looked embarrassed by her rudeness, just as Logan had intended her to.

In reality he didn’t care about going back to his own home. His mother had bought it after her last divorce and Logan had spent most of the time since then at school. He’d only really lived in it that past summer and so it didn’t feel like “home” yet anyway. But that didn’t mean he wanted to spend the holidays with Wendy and her dad. He loved it when it was just him and his mother, and he could be the centre of her world again for a short while.

“Look, Logan, we both know this relationship between them won’t last, neither has the greatest track record. So how about we just stay out of each other’s way and get through this, hmm?” Wendy opened a door and made a gesture to show he should go in.

Logan stopped in the doorway and leaned against it. “Just out of interest, why do you dislike me so much? You always have.”

Wendy spluttered with annoyance at the question. “Because you’re just so freaking shallow!”

“And you’re just a freak.” He smiled and walked into the room.

She slammed the door behind him and then yelled through it, “And don’t even think about knocking on my bedroom door when you get bored in the night.”

He poked his head out. “Which is your bedroom, just out of interest?”

She fumed silently and then pointed to the room opposite. “And you will never ever go into it.”

“Scared I’ll see your cauldron and your broomstick?”

“Yeah, and I’ll shove it so far up your backside you’ll never sit down again.”

“Hmm, so that’s your idea of kinky? Thanks, but I think I’ll pass.” He shut the door in her face again before she could explode.

“Well, for tonight anyway, so no sneaking into my room either,” he called out, then laughed when she kicked his door hard.

A few minutes later he heard music coming from her room. It wasn’t loud but it was painful to his ears.

“Way to live up to the stereotype, Wendy,” he muttered falling on to the bed and covering his head with a pillow. Was there anything worse than angry-girl wailing music?

When he couldn’t block it out, he decided on retaliation. With a wicked smile he set about downloading all the worst Euro-pop he could find, then unpacked his own docking station and cranked up the volume.

For ten minutes they warred with their music, until Wendy’s father pounded on both doors and told them to cut it out.

Logan switched his off, listening to him go back down the stairs complaining about teenagers. At least Wendy had been forced to turn her awful crap off too, he thought.

Five minutes later she switched it back on.

Logan groaned, but didn’t want to upset his host, not on the first night anyway. He hadn’t really got the measure of Daniel Silverman yet, but so far he’d been okay. Daniel was older than Logan had expected, with a short grey beard and silver in his sandy hair, but he was good-looking and seemed relaxed, which would be nice for Logan’s mother. Better than her usual type anyway. Her last few boyfriends had been younger than her, and more bad boy than billionaire.

In the end he selected an audio book, jammed the headphones into his ears and lay back on the bed to listen. Before long he was asleep.

He awoke to find Wendy leaning over his bed shaking his shoulder. It was dark outside and Logan had no idea what time it was.

“Couldn’t resist creeping into my room after all, huh?” he teased.

“Now I know you must be dreaming! Wake up, loser, it’s dinner time.”

He blinked a few times, and looked around in confusion. Of course, it had only been four o’clock when he’d lain on the bed, and it got dark at five in midwinter.

He watched Wendy leave, before moving into his en suite bathroom to freshen up. She was fun to tease, but he would have to dial it back. He didn’t want her to think he was actually interested. She was far, far away from his type. Not that she wasn’t attractive; she looked a bit like a pixie. An angry pixie, with more attitude than stature. He wondered if her natural hair colour was actually blondish like her father. But she was too slim, with dreadful clothes, damn ugly shoes too, and no decent bust to speak of. And the personality of a rabid dog.

Yup, he’d have to be really desperate to consider going there.

Chapter Five

Logan wasn’t sure if there was a dress code for dinner, so he kept on his crumpled jeans, but swapped his hoodie for a shirt. He brushed his teeth, and spent five minutes admiring all the little toiletries set out for him, until his mother started calling and he reluctantly left his room.

He found the other three gathered in a cosy sitting room, decorated with a huge Christmas tree and crackling log fire.

“This is nice,” he said conversationally.

Daniel came forward and clapped him on the back. “You must consider this your home while you’re here.”

Logan’s eyes went to Wendy, amused to see her reaction to the warm welcome. She didn’t disappoint him. She folded her arms mutinously and stared out the window, making it clear she didn’t agree.

They nibbled on some nuts and olives, while his mother bombarded him and Wendy with questions about school. The two of them said pretty much the opposite to each other with every answer. She liked every subject he didn’t and vice versa. She liked different teachers to him, and held different views on the school food and facilities. And the more irritated Wendy became by his comments, the more Logan wanted to laugh.

“Hell hath no limits,” Wendy muttered as Logan whisked away the last pistachio nut just as she reached for it.

“What was that?” he asked.

“Shakespeare,” she said in a condescending tone.

“Don’t think so. Hell hath no limits, nor is circumscribed in one self-place; for where we are is hell, and where hell is, there must we ever be. My father did Doctor Faustus at the Old Vic. It’s Christopher Marlowe, not Shakespeare. Though they were contemporaries and rivals, almost best frenemies, you might say.” Logan gave Wendy a smug look. “I wouldn’t even try to out-quote me; I was raised on plays, and I’ve got a memory like an elephant.”

“And an ego like one too.” Wendy spat out in irritation. “The ability to quote is a serviceable substitute for wit. That was W. Somerset Maugham. He wrote actual books – you might have heard of those?”

“He wrote plays too, oh literary one.” Logan countered, still looking smug, while Wendy appeared to grind her teeth.

Logan suddenly realised he was actually having a good time. He might even have felt a bit sorry for Wendy if it weren’t for his mother trying so hard to be nice to her, and her being so cold in return. She really needed to lighten up.

Dinner passed fairly smoothly. Mainly because Wendy had stopped talking at all, and Logan was happily filling the gap. Chatting away with his mother and getting to know Daniel, and deeply appreciating the excellent cooking. It was all his favourites.

“Did you make this, Mum?” He twirled tagliatelli with salmon, cream and dill around his fork.

She smiled. “You know I did – don’t I always when you first come back from school? Daniel has a cook-housekeeper, but I haven't been able to spoil my little boy for months now, so I couldn’t resist pushing Marco out of the kitchen for tonight.”

Wendy snorted loudly at hearing Logan being called a little boy, but obviously wasn’t revolted enough to stop eating. Logan was surprised to see her enjoying the fish. He would have assumed from her precious values that she was a vegetarian, especially as she was so thin and pale. He decided that she was probably one of those that liked to claim she was vegan but secretly loved bacon.

It wasn’t until halfway through dessert that Daniel brought out the champagne. Marina fetched flute glasses from the nearby cabinet and then the cork was popped.

“What are we celebrating?” Wendy asked as her father filled her glass.

“The two of you coming home from school is a good start,” he answered.

“I got an A in Biology,” Logan offered.

“That’s wonderful,” his mother enthused, at the same time as Wendy rolled her eyes and said, “Typical.”

“I got an A in English,” she countered, “and Latin too.”

“And Social Studies, no doubt.” Logan raised an eyebrow.

She gave a smug smile. “Of course.”

“And I’m very proud,” Daniel said. “But we have other news too, and we wanted to tell you both together.” He reached out and took Marina’s hand. “I’ve asked Marina to marry me, and she said yes.”

“Again?” Logan glared at his mother.

“Oh no!” Wendy’s fork clattered onto her plate. “I can’t deal with this.” She practically ran from the room, slamming the door behind her so all the glass rattled in the window panes.

Logan winced. “She really likes banging doors.”

“Not usually.” David looked sadly after her. “Maybe it was too soon to share it; we should have given her more time to get used to you,” he addressed Marina. Then he turned to Logan. “As the most important person in Marina’s life, I'd really like your blessing, Logan.”

Logan shook his head, not willing to pretend he was pleased for them.

He felt like the parent as he said, “You’ve only known each other five minutes, why did you have to rush into it?”

“We’re in love.” Marina reached out her hand across the table to him.

Logan pulled back, suddenly taking in the glass in front of his mother, which contained orange juice and not champagne.

“Oh my god, you’re pregnant, aren’t you! How could you be so stupid?”

Daniel rocketed to his feet protectively, but Marina put a hand on his arm pulling him back down.

“Yes, Logan, I am, and we’re very happy about it.” Her eyes filled with tears. “It’s very scary for me after so long, so I'd be really grateful for your support.”

“It’s disgusting at your age. You’re too old to have more kids.”

“I’m only thirty-eight; it’s not that unusual. I was very young when I had you.”

“Forty, Mum, you’re forty next month,” he brutally reminded her, because she’d fudged her age for so long that he wondered if she had truly forgotten.

Tears fell from her eyes, and Logan wondered if she was actually crying for real. He was so used to the crocodile tears that she could produce on demand that he tended to ignore them. But he’d never seem them do more than brim in her wide eyes before. He felt wretched as they trailed down her cheeks. It must be the pregnancy hormones, he decided, not letting up his disapproval.

“We didn’t mean to spring it all on you in one go,” Daniel said, in a calmer tone, “but I do promise to try to make your mother very happy, and to make you part of my family too, if you’ll let me.”

“Pff!” Logan responded rudely, instead of swearing at the other man as he would have done if he’d been with someone his own age.

“I think this has been a lot to take in for him.” Marina dried her eyes on her napkin. “Maybe we should call it a night and talk more in the morning?”

“Fine with me.” Logan stood up. “Goodnight,” he managed curtly.

He walked slowly up the stairs, trying to remain calm until he got inside his room.

As he reached the landing, Wendy’s door opened a crack.

“Get in here,” she said, grabbing his elbow and yanking him in.

Chapter Six

Logan looked around him with interest. The room was much more feminine that he would have imagined. The pale walls were stencilled with ivy climbing up them to match the real ivy around the outside of her window frame, and her bed had soft purple faux fur throws over it in various shades. The carpet, too, was rich and soft, in a muted putty shade that had almost a hint of pink.

He’d been so sure that the colours would be forceful that he was quite taken aback by how balanced they were. It was a calm room.

The same certainly could not be said for Wendy. She let go of his arm and stamped around the room a bit letting off steam.

“So?” she said at last. “What’s the plan to put a stop to this?”

Logan shrugged. “It’s not exactly up to us, is it?”

“Oh, come on!” Wendy gave him an exasperated shove. “You clearly have your mother wrapped around your little finger. Don’t tell me you couldn’t make a fuss and get her to choose you?”

Logan pushed down his own anger and settled for cool indifference. “I don’t make a fuss,” he said, truthfully – though he could see from Wendy’s face that she didn’t believe him.

“And I never try to get what I want by making selfish demands either,” he added, simply because he thought it would annoy her.

He was right; she looked beyond annoyed.

“I bet you’d make a fuss if I kicked you in the nads!”

He gave her his best flirty smile purely as a wind-up. “Swap kicked for kissed and I’ll oblige you.”

“For heaven’s sake, Logan, don’t you ever think about anything else?”

He shrugged, feeling his good mood returning at the enjoyment of their verbal sparring. “Haven’t you ever heard the phrase that you get more flies with honey than with vinegar, Wendy?”

“As Albert Einstein said, Weakness of attitude becomes weakness of character.”

“People are either charming or tedious. Oscar Wilde,” he said, with a counter-quote.

“I can’t imagine anything more tedious than a perfect person. Hugh Mackay.” Wendy raised her eyebrows and then chalked the air when he didn’t immediately retaliate.

Logan crossed his arms leaned back against the door and said, “Did you just admit that you think I’m perfect?”

She hurled a cushion at his head in response, and he caught it and chucked it back on her bed. He sat down next to it and bounced a few times.

“Comfy bed,” he commented. “How come you’ve got a double? My room only has a single.”

“Because I chose it, I like my space.”

He grinned, “Yeah, figures. I very much doubt you’ve ever had a boy in here.”

“Mind your own bloody business.” She gritted her teeth.

“Except me of course, you lucky girl.” His grin widened at her increased irritation.

He spotted something peeking out from under her pillow.

“Ohh, now this looks interesting.” He whisked a book out as she lunged for him.

“Don’t you dare!” she shrieked, grabbing for it.

Logan rolled away, taking Wendy with him as she clung onto the other end of the book. He only stopped when he had her firmly pinned beneath him.

“Now, now, no need to get bent out of shape.” He looked at the cover, and raised his eyebrows at the medieval heroine clutching the half-naked knight. “A romance, weirdo? Really? And I thought you didn’t know what boys were for.”

She went limp for a second and he relaxed his hold, totally unprepared when she suddenly bucked and flipped him, reversing their positions.

“Oh, I do.” She glared down at him. “Boys are for pummelling.” She landed an elbow hard into his chest and he grunted with pain.

She climbed off him and put a good foot of distance between them.

“Never touch me again – I’m a blue belt in jujitsu.”

He rubbed his chest, wincing. “Are you sure you don’t have brothers?”

She tucked the book into a drawer by her bedside and folded her arms. “Can we get back to the subject of our parents?”

“I'd much rather talk about why you prefer to pummel boys than to date them.”

“Because, loser, I would rather have a man than a boy any day of the week.”

“Hah, are you sure? Most of the guys I see you with are the really drippy cry-baby types – Oh, the world is so awful, I must write some bad poetry,” he mimicked.

“You really are the most pathetic self-centred piece of gum wad I’ve ever had the misfortune of knowing.”

“The feeling’s mutual, freakazoid.”

“You can go now.” She pointed to the door. “I’ll manage the situation on my own. You and your mother will be gone before Christmas, I guarantee it.”

Logan didn’t move, and they faced off for a few seconds before he sighed. “I guess you didn’t listen to what was said after you left.”

“No,” her eyes took on a wary look, “what don’t I know?”

“My mum’s pregnant, and before you say anything, yes, it’s your dad’s.”

Wendy sank onto the floor and dropped her head into her hands, “Oh no, no. This is bad, this is really bad.”

She raised her head, “I don’t suppose she would ever consider...?”

“No,” Logan said firmly, crossing his own arms.

“But...but... how is it possible, already? They’ve only just met.” Wendy shook her head miserably.

“They met at the hotel in Oakworth; want to bet one of them took a room for the night?” Logan grimaced with disgust.

“Wow, your mother really is the biggest...”

Logan charged her with the pillow, smothering her into the carpet.

“If you even think of finishing that sentence, I swear I’ll...”

This time the punch landed hard in his stomach, and he groaned and fell back, doubling over. Wendy leaped on him, pressing the pillow into his own face.

“I warned you,” she said, holding it down. She was obviously waiting for Logan to fight back, but instead he started to laugh.

“What?” She lifted the pillow to glare at him.

“You really like being on top, don’t you?”

She whacked him with the pillow. “Just go away!”

“You seem pretty keen on keeping me here.” He gestured to point out the fact she was still sitting on him.

She hastily scrambled away and he got languidly to his feet, then sauntered out of her door whistling a merry tune, and grinning once again as she banged it behind him.

Chapter Seven

Logan took a shower, still feeling oddly cheerful considering the events of the evening. Baiting Wendy was definitely fun, but wow, she packed some punch for such a slight girl. He looked down at the red mark on his chest. It hadn’t really hurt – more surprised him than anything – but he was probably still going to bruise.

He wondered how to make sure she saw the bruise, which was bound to make her feel horribly guilty. Plus there was the huge bonus of being bare-chested in front of her, which was also bound to make her feel awkward.

Wendy might be headstrong and independent, but he was pretty sure her level of experience was far less than his own. Not that he had as much as he let his friends think he did, but he had kissed quite a lot of girls. Which was all he really wanted, because going further meant getting serious, and getting serious meant nagging girlfriends, and who could handle that?

Not me! Logan thought, towelling off.

But having Wendy be so physical was a turn-up for the books. She was certainly a change from the norm. Not remotely girlish or flirty. She threw herself into battle in all senses, no holding back. He bet she’d be a tiger if she ever did kiss anyone. But Wendy wasn’t like that; she appeared to have no interest in the male gender at all. Then again... what about the romance novel? The knight on the cover was everything that was buff, and the book looked very well read. Logan smirked. Weird Wendy was a dark horse all right. He was starting to get curious about her now.

Logan pulled his tablet from his bag and started a search to see if she had an online profile. She did, but it was filled with boring pictures of endangered panda bears and dogs in need of re-homing in Spain. Finally he found one that caught his interest. It was a photo of Wendy feeding carrots to a horse. But her eyes weren’t on the horse, they were gazing with rapt adoration at the man holding it.

Logan raised his eyebrows at the photo. The man embodied rugged hunk all the way from his cowboy boots to his Indiana Jones fedora hat. He wore riding chaps, and his dusty check shirt was unbuttoned halfway down his chest. Definitely not a boy. So that was the competition?

Competition? What the blazes did he think of that word for? Wendy was welcome to lust after Mr. Adventure if she wanted, and he was welcome to have her! Logan was just surprised, that was all; he genuinely thought she was into long-haired bleeding hearts. Not that it mattered either way. He just needed to survive the holidays with her, nothing more!

***
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In her bedroom, Wendy cursed herself for rolling around with Logan Moss. Any more of that and he would definitely get the wrong impression. There was just something about him that drove her batcrap crazy and made her want to smack that smile off his face. She just wished he would get angry in return. At least anger was an honest emotion, but there was nothing honest about the face he showed the world. Nobody was that unbothered. So clearly he was hiding his feelings; but why? And how deep did they truly run? She had seen him turn occasionally mean when cornered or criticised, but she had yet to even dent his façade that much. So far, he’d been nothing but amused regarding her. Stupid loser Logan!

How could he not be furious about their parents? Didn’t he understand the crisis that was coming? Not just being pushed out of their place as the best-loved only child, not to mention cutting down their inheritances, but what happened when the relationship went sour? The poor new baby didn’t stand a chance of a happy home with those two. She well remembered her parents’ divorce, the years of legal wrangling. But Logan was just shrugging it off!

On the other hand, he was right that there was nothing that they could do. So really, what was the point of getting stressed about it?

Gah! She kicked her bed hard. It was even worse to think of him as being the one who was rational.

Oh well, anything could happen in the months leading up to a new baby. First she just had to survive the holidays with Logan...

Chapter Eight

From: Aliannawilliams.uk – To: Trentonzhang.ca

Hi Trent. Well, I did exactly as you suggested. I played it cool. But I’m not sure it did any good :-( 

We’re spending Christmas in a cottage in Cornwall and every time it rains (which is ALL the time) we can’t get any phone signal, any internet or any TV! It’s torture. We’ve ended up watching a ton of old DVDs that were here, and I’ve even been reading several “real” books. We play a lot of board games, but I’m desperate to call Logan. But generally the temptation passes before I get any signal, so I guess there is a bright side to our isolation! But I do keep wondering why I want to be with someone who is so emotionally cold. Anyway, it’s Christmas Day tomorrow and I wanted to wish you a happy holiday and all that. It’s really nice chatting with you again. I wish you’d never left.

Love, A

From: Trentonzhang.ca – To: Aliannawillims.uk

Happy Christmas, Ali. I hope Santa brought you tons of great presents.

Stay strong. I know Logan can seem kind of cold, but he’s actually pretty deep and kind of messed up. He just needs someone to coax him past his defensiveness, and I think you’re gentle enough to do it. He’s having a pretty miserable Christmas, from what I can gather from his emails. His mother is getting married again, and although Logan doesn’t say much about it, I get the impression he could use some comfort, if you know what I mean.

Stick to the plan to give him some time and space, but then when you get back to school totally surprise him by coming across as super thrilled to see him. I would just assume you are still together. Logan likes an easy life – just act like you’re still a couple and he won’t bother to question it as long as it stays fun.

T

P.S. I like chatting with you too. I’m kind of gutted that Logan is the reason we are chatting, but you and I always got on well, and if that’s all I get then it’s enough. x

Chapter Nine

It was a Saturday night and Logan was doing schoolwork. He literally couldn’t think of anything better to do. He was actually wishing away the holiday so he could go back to school for some fun.

Normally he and his mother would go out, take in a show, have a meal, meet friends, go ice-skating. Something like that. But this year his mother was “taking it easy” and resting a lot, and he was expected to do things with Weird Wendy instead. Her father had tried to force Wendy to include Logan in her daytime plans, but as she was mostly doing volunteer work, Logan had cried off, claiming he had exam study to do. And here he was, studying. Talk about pathetic.

A lot of the time he was able to chat with friends, do some messaging with a couple of cute girls, or catch up with his best friend, Trent, who had moved to Canada. But not on a Saturday night. He didn’t want to be seen online and have people assume he really was a loser with no social life outside of school.

He was even bored enough to consider knocking on Wendy’s door and asking if she wanted to join him in a game of Monopoly or Scrabble.

He listened to her come in from her volunteer job, and to the sounds of her running a bath, then it had all gone quiet.

He was pretty sure she had been avoiding him for the last few days. They had all been together for Christmas Day, which had been a pleasant affair, with good food and then an afternoon watching old movies in front of the fire, but mealtimes were otherwise quite strained, and Wendy had taken to leaving early and coming back late. They were now stuck in the quiet days between Christmas and New Year, and Logan was getting restless.

Was she out of her bath yet? Or was she the sort to wallow for hours in salt crystals or bubbles?

Sod it – he was desperate for some company. He got up and knocked on her door.

Wendy took a while to open it. She was wearing a dressing gown belted at the waist, her black and purple hair was wrapped in a cream towel, and her face was pink and shining with none of her usual heavy make-up.

“Gosh, you look pretty,” he said before his brain could stop his mouth.

For a second she blinked at him, looking pleased, but then a deep frown formed and her lips tightened.

“What do you want, loser?”

“I’m bored,” he said and shrugged.

“So you thought you’d come and flatter me with fake compliments and I'd entertain you?”

He rolled his eyes. “You wish. Forget I even knocked.” He turned to go back to his own room. “I’ll leave you to put your witch clothes back on. That cute look doesn’t suit your personality.”

***
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Wendy snapped the door shut and then leaned against it, feeling annoyed. But the annoyance was quickly gone; instead she felt hurt. His words had stung. Did she really look prettier in a baggy dressing gown with no makeup? Not that she remotely cared about such things. But it was nice to think that he’d genuinely meant it. Somehow she thought he had, like he’d spoken before he remembered how much they disliked each other. On the other hand, she definitely didn’t want to look “cute” on purpose. She hated girls that spent hours trying to look a certain way just to be more attractive to boys. She always dressed in clothes that she liked, not for anyone else. But the comment hurt because she liked her look, and he’d liked her more without it. Well, tough luck, he had to take her as she was or not at all.

No, wait. She didn’t want him to take her in any way! She wanted him to get out of her life, not accept her.

She dried her hair and then pulled on some purple satin pyjamas. They were respectable enough that she could hang out with Logan while wearing them. They weren’t sexy or anything like that, just comfortable. She paused in front of the mirror and decided that as it was an evening at home she would be mad to put on make-up. Well, not much, she amended as she brushed some mascara onto her lashes. But she stopped there. Not because Logan liked her without it, definitely not that. But she would never normally put on a load of eyeliner after a bedtime bath.

Having considered her logic and decided that it was sound, she went across the hall and tapped on the door.

“Yeah?” he called from inside.

She opened it and he looked up suspiciously from where he sat at his desk.

“You want to play some Combat Slam?” she said.

He smiled, relief clear in his face. “Definitely.”

Returning to her room, they pulled cushions and throws onto the floor and then settled down to beat each other to a pulp on the TV screen. 

“Total knock-out!” he crowed, as his character pulverised hers in the first round.

“You’ve played before,” she said, giving him a side glance.

“Maybe,” he teased.

“Okay, I was going easy on you, but you asked for this.” She switched characters, changing from a petite Japanese ninja to a Nordic blonde with biceps to rival any man’s. She performed a volley of punches to his face and then finished with a flying roundhouse kick, sending him crashing from the ring.

Two more rounds and she raised her fist in triumph at winning three in a row.

“Nice moves,” he said agreeably, “but I too was going easy.”

He also switched characters, selecting the same girl she had started with.

“Bring it on, biyach.” He made his new character spin in the air a couple of times to show off.

She rolled her eyes. “You so did not just say that.” 

He chuckled, and prepared to engage but she hit pause.

“Is Lah your favourite character to play?” she asked curiously.

“Maybe,” he said again.

“Why her? Most guys choose, well, a guy.”

“Because she’s hot.” He gave a rueful smile. “Why did you start as her?”

“The usual reason, I like playing the character that most looks like me.”

“Yeah, she does look like you.” 

The silence stretched for several seconds while he looked at his character considering it, and she stared unseeing at the TV as she realised what they had both said.

She shook off the awkward moment. “Prepare to be pummelled, whatever face you’re wearing.”

He raised an eyebrow and inclined his head as Lah bowed low to her opponent.

Chapter Ten

She took the first round and he took the second. Round three went on and on as they both stepped up their game play to frantic levels. Finally he cartwheeled all the way around her, grabbed her from behind and dumped her on her head, snapping her character’s neck in the process.

“How the deuce did Lah beat Talia?” Wendy threw her game controller on the floor in disgust.

“Because you kick like a girl,” Logan said, clearly trying to wind her up.

“Yeah?” She swung her leg across the carpet to administer some kick retaliation but he caught her ankle and dragged her from a sitting position down onto her back.

Her self-defence classes made her react instantly, hooking her other leg around his waist and trying to fling him sideways, but he grabbed her arm and brought her with him until she was astride his chest just as she had been a few days earlier.

“We do a fair bit of wrestling in rugby practice,” he grinned as she spluttered her annoyance. “Though I don’t usually end up underneath. But you do seem to prefer me that way.”

“I do not!” she said, outraged.

“No?” He used her own move to reverse their positions and then pinned her hands to the floor either side of her head.

“Surrender,” he instructed, in a slightly husky voice. He lowered his head and stared into her eyes from mere inches away.

In an actual attack situation she would have smashed into his forehead with her own, followed by a hard knee to his groin. But instead she found herself captivated by his eyes. They were like bottomless pools of chocolate, warm and rich.

She was suddenly aware of how highly charged the atmosphere had become. Her chest heaved as she sucked in a breath. Logan’s eyes moved to follow the movement, which broke her out of the spell.

What the blazes was she thinking, letting Logan flirt with her? There was no warmth in him; it was all a seductive trick. The atmosphere was charged simply because of the game – it was a high-energy adrenalin match. It certainly didn’t change how she felt about him.

“Are you going to get off me, or do I actually have to break you?” she said, as coldly as she could manage.

Logan’s gaze flickered, then he let go of her hands.

“You started it.”

“Wow, you are so mature,” she sneered back. She gave him a shove and he rolled away easily.

He ran his hand through his hair. “Do you want another round?”

She didn’t know if he was referring to the video game or to their bizarre tendency to end up physically fighting in real life. So she just shook her head.

“I think I’ve had my fill for tonight.”

“Okay, sure.” He looked like he wanted to say something, but she turned away and began throwing her cushions back onto her bed.

“Goodnight then.” He moved to the door.

“Goodnight.” She avoided his eye, waiting until she heard the door close before she stopped what she was doing. She sank onto the bed and stared at the ceiling. She was slightly disgusted with herself that she had allowed someone like Logan to make her heart race. She closed her eyes and remembered what it was like staring up into his eyes instead.

She sighed deeply, then reached into her bedside drawer and pulled out her diary.

Chapter Eleven

Logan felt like smacking himself upside the head. What the devil was he doing flirting with Weird Wendy? Was he really that bored? He had actually been on the verge of going in for the kiss!

Of course, if he had, then the chances were good that Wendy would have punched him righter in the said kisser. His mouth quirked into a smile. Either way he needed a slap. Perhaps his sanity was going due to stress? But she’d been so feminine in those satin pyjamas, the way they skimmed her perfect little figure. She usually looked like some kind of Suicide Squad reject. But maybe she would fall for him and morph into a more girly-girl to please him. Hah! And maybe hell would freeze over!

He got undressed and went to brush his teeth, still thinking about Wendy.

He didn’t want her to change anyway. It was the fact that she was the opposite of what he liked that made their relationship so much more interesting. Being drawn to the enemy was kind of exciting, and his dislike of her made his strange attraction to her all the more stimulating.

He paused thoughtfully as he ran the water. Was he attracted to her?

“Nope, still not going there,” he said out loud to his refection in the bathroom mirror.

He climbed into bed, focussing his mind on the costume he was going to wear for the New Year’s Eve party their parents were throwing. His mother might be taking it easy, but she was still determined to celebrate New Year’s in style, and fancy dress was her favourite theme.

There might even be some Hollywood hotties at the party. Perhaps a starlet young enough to be a potential hook-up. But he usually avoided those kinds of girls. He’d met plenty of them visiting his father, though he’d always been too young himself to be of much interest. Maybe now he would be in with more of a chance? 

No. He’d rather gouge his eyes out than date an actress. Give him a sweet make-up artist any day of the week; they were usually lovely and even-tempered, probably from all the flack they had to put up with. Though actually, he’d rather avoid girls from that world completely. He had absolutely no desire to get into the movie business in any capacity – he’d already seen enough of it to last a lifetime. He still had no idea what he wanted to do with his life, but it wasn’t that. Of course, there was the small problem that he wasn’t that brilliant academically either. Or too lazy for it anyway. The only real things going for him were his looks and charm. Maybe acting was all he was fit for. He laughed to himself in the darkness at the irony.

He turned his thoughts back to his costume. He’d ordered a couple of choices. He could be Sherlock Holmes, with the deerstalker hat, Inverness cape and a pipe, or he could be Batman. He thought the Batman outfit was his favourite, but he didn’t like wearing a mask. Why have a pretty face if you were going to hide it? The trouble with both costumes was the heat. It might be the middle of winter, but his mother liked the house hot. Perhaps he should ditch both ideas and go for something much less stifling. Maybe Conan the Barbarian, clad in nothing but leather and furs. He could carry a kick-arse sword too.

Nah, he just didn’t have the muscles for it. Though the sword gave him an idea. He tried to visualise the knight on the cover of Wendy’s romance novel. It would be amusing to show up dressed as him, just to have some fun at her expense.

He reached out and plucked his tablet from the floor beside his bed as a fresh idea struck him. He knew exactly who he was going to the party as, just so long as he could get next-day delivery on the extra items he’d need.

Chapter Twelve

Logan stood and debated aftershaves as the minutes ticked by, despite the fact that he could hear the party was already in full swing downstairs. What would Indiana Jones smell like? Old leather and sweat probably. But Logan wanted something a bit less humming than that. He’d been given a box set of designer miniatures for Christmas and now had seven different splash-ons to choose from as well as his usual favourite.

He unscrewed the first one again. No, too fresh. Maybe... no, too cloying. He wanted musky, but slightly spicy too, something that said exotic locations and promised adventure. Was that too much to ask of an aftershave?

He picked up the last one, which he’d initially dismissed for being too sensual. Fahrenheit. It was distinctive, not quite everyone’s taste. But he had a feeling it might tantalise Wendy and it did suit the outfit.

He questioned his motives yet again. Why did he want Wendy to see him in a new way? He didn’t want to date her, heaven forbid no, but he did want to sweeten her up a bit. Get her to stop treating him like a cross to bear, and maybe try a little harder. Did he really think that dressing up as the type of man she was clearly “secretly” attracted to would achieve that? It just might. He shrugged. The outfit hadn’t been hard. He’d had desert boots, khaki combat trousers and a beige shirt already in his luggage. It has been simple to order a satchel, bullwhip and the trademark hat. The only real expense had been the aged brown leather jacket, but he was kind of sold on that one anyway. It was totally cool and he was sure he’d be wearing it for years to come regardless.

He made the decision and grabbed the small bottle. It wasn’t that important anyway. He just wanted to mess with her a bit, nothing more than that. It was revenge for always acting like he was so unattractive; he didn’t like that. And anyway, it would probably have no effect on Wendy at all. Chances were that she wouldn’t even get that he was parodying her crush. Or even think for a second that it had anything to do with her. What did it matter? It was a great costume, nothing more. Well, unless it did happen to get a response, which would be a bonus.

He fastened the whip to his waist and headed downstairs. By the front door he saw his mother and Daniel, dressed as Cleopatra and Marc Anthony, as they greeted guests. He strolled over, but only to take a glass of champagne from the pretty waitress who held a tray ready for new arrivals. He thanked her and she rewarded him with a flirty smile.

He sneaked another look at her over his shoulder as he moved away. Now, that held promise. She was much more his type than the loud egocentrics all around him. He winced as false laughter rang out next to him. Too many people all talking non-stop about themselves. It just wasn’t his scene at all.

Logan knew that he came across as supremely self-confident and relaxed, but he wasn’t, he never had been. It was a skill he had been forced to learn early in life, surrounded by all the glitterati jackals. Never betray weakness or they’d eat you for breakfast. Hide in plain sight, otherwise they’d seek you out. In other words, act like you belonged and no one would dig any deeper. He wondered how on earth Wendy coped with it; it just wasn’t in her nature to “fit in” with the pack.

He scanned the room for her, but couldn’t see her anywhere. Maybe she’d decided not to bother? 

He entered the large dining room, where a buffet table overflowed with miniature snacks and giant candelabras. It was packed with people, but he liked the dim lighting and soft music. Everyone looked better in candlelight, himself included. He nibbled a caviar blini and looked for any familiar faces.

He groaned as a battleship in full sail bore down on him. One of his mother’s friends.

“Logan, darling! You’ve grown so much, you’re a young man now.” She proffered her cheeks for air-kisses, and continued to talk at him in her braying thespian voice.

“Quite the stud, I see.” She glanced at his oiled chest where he’d left his top buttons undone. “But you have dirt on your cheek.” She actually licked her thumb to wipe it away and Logan pulled back in horror.

“It’s meant to be there, it’s part of the costume.” Why did he have to put up with being groped by this matriarch? Maybe he should bail out of the party too. Or find that waitress – she could grope him if she wanted.

He spotted another pretty girl, dressed in a 1920s flapper dress, and admired her delicate neck and understated jewellery. In a room full of bling she looked pure class. He ducked around the fat matron and headed her way. He circled around her to get a proper look at her face, then started choking.

Wendy?

Weird Wendy?

No way! Crumbs, she looked good. Her hair was braided in a circlet around her head, the pink blended into the black like a ribbon, her swan-like neck was bare apart from a single long string of pearls that were knotted at her throat, and the flapper dress was perfect for her slim figure. A row of seed pearls at the hem swung enticingly just above the knee, and he followed her legs down to the cutest pair of black heels with pearl buttons.

He didn’t know what to be more surprised by, that Wendy scrubbed up so amazingly or that she even owned a pair of high heels.

He’d been convinced she was going to come as a biker, or a vampire, or some kind of catwoman dominatrix, and now he was totally bowled over by her.

Aw hell, that wasn’t how he thought this would play out. She was supposed to be smitten by his costume, not the other way around!

He was intending to back quietly away and compose his feelings, when she spotted him and her eyes widened. He could see her scanning him from head to toe, just as he had done to her only seconds before. He waited for the usual scornful look to reappear on her face, but it didn’t. Instead they simply stood there staring at each other.

The moment stretched out and then Daniel’s voice carried over the crowd, “Wendy, honey? Are you in here? Cranlow has just arrived.”

Wendy gave a frowning glance toward the front hall, then grabbed Logan by the hand, dragging him through the kitchen and out the back door.

“Where...?” Logan said, not resisting as she pulled him past all the outdoor lights and into a darker area.

“Shut up.” Wendy checked over her shoulder that no one could see them and then came to a stop.

They stood in the shadow of the garden wall, lit only by one of the warm gas heaters dotted all along the patio.

“Is this outfit for my benefit?” She gestured to his clothes.

“Yes, but...” Logan didn’t get any further before Wendy clapped a hand over his lips.

“Don’t speak, you’ll ruin it.” She shoved him against the wall, and before he could draw a breath she removed her hand and replaced it with her mouth.

Chapter Thirteen

For a second Wendy wondered if she had just made a total idiot of herself. Logan seemed rigid in his shock. Was he about to push her away and laugh in her face? Then his mouth moved, and he took up the kiss. And whoa, what a response. His hands clamped her at the waist, holding her close as the kiss sparked like a raging fire.

Kissing someone you hate is a whole new world of hotness, Wendy found herself thinking somewhat incoherently.

Even while kissing, they warred for control. Wendy pushed Logan up against the wall, letting her anger against him add even more fuel to the fire. Then Logan spun her, crushing her own body against the bricks, and spread his fingers so they almost completely encircled her small waist, giving her no chance to move away. She gripped his collar and pressed her body the length of his, demanding more.

He took her up on it, sliding one hand down over her hip, lifting her slightly and bringing her even more firmly against him. She clutched his shoulders to stay upright, and bit hard on his lip in retaliation.

He gave a laughing groan, and broke the kiss for a moment to mutter “Witch.”

Wendy buried her hands in his hair, keeping his lips against her own, not wanting to allow him to spoil the moment.

She had wanted him too much, for too long, and had kept a firm lid on those desires. But now it was like a dam-gate bursting. She was beyond resisting when he was dressed up like every girl’s fantasy. Well, her fantasy anyway. Not that she would ever admit it to anyone, but that rugged all-man look was totally undoing her defences. Just this once... Just a quick taste of Logan Moss so she could stop thinking about it. Then she could go back to totally ignoring and avoiding him. He’d never tell anyone – she was Weird Wendy after all, and what was weirder than making out with the enemy? No one at school would believe it for a second. They were totally unsuited, and she had every reason to dislike him. She still did dislike him, even more so now for exposing her weakness. Just a little bit more...

The crazy kiss went on, and Wendy lost her train of thought as Logan’s tongue and lips shredded her mind with their movements. She even forgot to show him who was in charge as she melted against him.

“Wendy?” Her father’s voice penetrated Wendy’s consciousness. He was calling for her again, and he wasn’t far away. He’d find them any moment.

Logan had clearly heard it too. He gave another groan, but this time it was one of frustrated annoyance; he didn’t seem keen to stop. Wendy didn’t want to stop either, but she also didn’t want to be seen kissing Logan.

She reluctantly broke the kiss.

Logan didn’t let go of her, but pressed her deeper into the wall. “Maybe he’ll go away?”

Wendy shook her head, but didn’t move as she looked longingly at Logan’s mouth, not wanting to give it up just yet.

“Are you out here, Wendy? Cranlow is here,” her father repeated, appearing in the light around the doorway.

“Who’s Cranlow, some nerdy boyfriend?” Logan tilted an eyebrow, and Wendy remembered how bloody irritating he was. The moment was over and she roughly pushed him away.

“No, he’s my godfather, and he’s nearly ninety,” she said accusingly, as though Logan had been responsible for keeping her from him.

Logan shrugged and gave her a seductive smile, signalling his intent to kiss her again.

Wendy rolled her eyes, then gave him a hard punch to the arm to show that she still loathed him.

“Ow.” He rubbed the arm, with a fake wounded looked. “What was that for?”

“Don’t play your games with me,” she flung angrily over her shoulder as she walked back to the house.

Chapter Fourteen

Logan stared after Wendy in genuine confusion. She was the one who had started it. She’d kissed him! He’d only meant to tease her a little about the photo he’d found, maybe hint at it and wind her up. But instead she’d utterly pole-axed him, looking the way she did, and then kissing him. Really kissing him, like totally blow-away-the-competition kissing.

So now what? They were supposed to go back to mutual antagonism? No chance. He’d seen her in a new light and now he couldn’t unsee her. She was stunning when she wasn’t bitter and wearing those awful clothes she favoured. Even if she put them back on, he’d still know she was a heart-stopper underneath. And more than that, he now knew that she was attracted to him too. She’d been all over him. No way was all that just the costume.

Yes, for all her fighting him at every turn, she definitely wanted him, and now he wanted her too. She was hot, even when she was angry. In fact, maybe more so when she was angry. All that physical rage was just repressed attraction, he was sure of it. She’d been hiding her desire behind disgust, and was just using their arguments to keep him at bay. Either that or she was using them as an excuse to touch him.

Logan smiled smugly, happy with his explanation of her behaviour. She didn’t hate him at all; she just hated herself because she liked him.

He went slowly back into the party, still smiling, and plotting how he could break down her barriers again for another round.

He ate some more canapés, chatted to some familiar faces, and even allowed his mother to present him to various people he would normally avoid. He was charm personified, but his eyes kept searching out Wendy.

She was making a concerted effort not to catch his eye. He was sure of it. Every time he spotted her she would turn deliberately away and take great interest in whomever she was talking to. But he was sure that she was just as aware of him as he was of her now.

The countdown to midnight began, and Logan moved toward Wendy, intending to start the new year off with another kiss, but his mother snagged him on the way, and burst into an emotional rundown of how life had changed and that this was the year he would become a big brother.

That stopped Logan up short. He hadn’t really thought about the baby so far. He had acknowledged his mother was pregnant, but not the fact that he would have a little brother or sister. He felt strangely overcome by the idea, and put his arms around his mother feeling suddenly protective. She was going to need lots of support, especially if the marriage never happened, or went the same way as her previous ones. Maybe his New Year’s resolution should be to be a better son?

As everyone began to shout “Happy New Year” all around him, Logan hugged his mother and tried not to think about girls for a change.

He spent the next hour or so being dutiful, sticking close to Marina and making sure she had plenty of juice to drink.

His new sense of responsibility lasted until the guests began to leave and his mother decided she had to go to bed. 

Logan looked around and realised Wendy was gone. It was nearly two o’clock in the morning, so she was probably in bed too.

He climbed the stairs slowly, considering whether to share with her his thoughts on being a good older brother, and how much their parents and the new baby would benefit from their all getting along. He was sure Wendy would agree.

There was a light showing under her door so he tapped on it quietly.

Wendy answered it in her pyjamas. “What?”

He blinked in surprise at her cold tone. “I didn’t get to wish you a happy New Year.” He gave a friendly smile, despite her frown.

“Whatever – happy New Year,” she snapped, then began to shut the door.

Logan put a hand out to stop it. “Don’t you want to hear my resolutions?”

“Not really. It’s late, Logan, and I need my beauty sleep.”

“You’re beautiful enough already.” He gave her his best smoulder, hoping it would break through her reserve. But Wendy made a gagging noise and stuck her fingers down her throat to show just what she thought of his comment.

The smile left his face. “But you like me; you kissed me.”

She closed her eyes briefly as if pained by the memory. “I don’t like you, it was a momentary aberration.”

Logan tilted his head. She wasn’t going to get away with it that easily.

“Uh-huh, and what caused this aberration, do you think? Was it the whip maybe?” He touched the bullwhip hanging on his belt.

Wendy’s eyes flickered downwards, but then she firmly shook her head.

“Or perhaps the hat?” Logan tipped the brim towards her.

He thought he saw the ghost of a smile, and leaned closer.

“Is it the aftershave? I wasn’t sure about it – can you still smell it?”

“For goodness’ sake, will you just leave me alone!” Wendy tried again to shut the door.

“So that’s it? A one-time-only event? No more momentary aberrations?” Logan held on to the side of the door.

“I know you think every girl should fall at your feet, but I’m not going to, okay? I really wish I hadn’t kissed you. I don’t know what I was thinking. But this is not going to turn into one of those gross stepbrother romances. They revolt me, and so do you!”

Stepbrother? Hell, no! He let go of the door in shock and she slammed it shut. He stood there for a moment, processing the dreadful thought of having Wendy as a stepsister. He’d never be able to get rid of her, he could be stuck with her as a step-relation for life. They were only sixteen, and might have to deal with each other for a long long time, especially if their parents ever did get married.

He went back to his room shaking his head. She was right, it was a bad idea to get involved on even the lightest of levels. He wouldn’t tease her again.

He showered and changed, pushing all thoughts of Wendy from his mind. For at least twenty minutes, anyway.

He brushed his teeth and looked at the small bottle of the aftershave he’d worn. He grinned, his mind straying back to the kiss.

What a kiss – she had knocked his socks off with that one.

But now that he had discovered he did feel some attraction to her, he didn’t like the idea that she didn’t want him even more. He much preferred girls to be way more in to him than he was to them. How had Wendy managed to turn the tables on him? After all, he had set out to pique her interest, not the other way around. She should be swooning over him while he held back being non-committal. She should think he was wonderful while he remained indifferent. He flopped onto his bed thinking how frustrating the situation was. He just needed to go back to not caring what she thought, and definitely not give in to the temptation to see if he could get her to kiss him again...

He lay awake in the darkness, thinking too much. That was the problem with New Year’s, it led to introspection about life. First he had gotten all responsible about his mother, and then being mature about not teasing Wendy into more “momentary aberrations”. It wasn’t like him. What was the point of being young and good-looking if you didn’t use it? He pulled his phone out from under his pillow and checked his messages. He had twenty-five texts, mostly from girls. He scrolled through them feeling better about everything. He decided that being away from school was clouding his thinking. He and Wendy were in a bubble right now, but at school they were much more themselves. Totally separate friends, separate interests– everyone had their clique, their place, and his was way removed from Weird Wendy.

Chapter Fifteen

The rest of the house seemed silent as Logan ate a late breakfast in front of the TV. He flicked the channels restlessly, waiting for Wendy or their parents to wake up. New Year’s Day was such a non-event. Everyone slept all morning and spent the day feeling washed out.

At eleven o’clock Wendy eventually slouched into the room, clutching a bowl of cereal. She stopped abruptly when she saw him, and looked wary.

“Morning, weirdo,” Logan said, deliberately not taking his eyes off the TV.

He sensed Wendy relax as she plopped down in to a chair.

“Loser,” she returned the greeting with a relieved tone in her voice.

They ate breakfast in a companionable silence, and Logan shrugged off the disappointment that everything had returned to normal. But it was better this way. Only four more days and they would be back at school, and the kiss would just be a bizarre memory. He chalked it down to one of those things that happened sometimes at a party. Nothing more.

They avoided each other after that, returning to their usual pattern until the last day, when Daniel had arranged a “fun family day”. They were going to ride horses across the hills and finish with a pub lunch. Marina wasn’t riding due to her condition, but she’d meet them with the car at the pub, and drive everyone home again after lunch. 

Logan didn’t have any riding gear with him, but decided that jeans would be okay. The stables would give them hats, but he could really do with some riding gloves, as there was a frost in the air. He wondered if Wendy might have anything suitable.

He felt reluctant to knock on her door. She had made it pretty clear that she wanted nothing to do with him, and he was in agreement that it was probably for the best. Maybe Daniel could lend him some gloves. He was about to turn away again, when she opened the door an inch and peered round it.

“Oh, it’s you. I wondered who was skulking out here.”

“I don’t skulk. I was going to ask if you had any gloves I could borrow to ride today, but then I remembered what an oddball you were and decided not to bother,” he sniped back at her.

She rolled her eyes but gave a slight grin at his comment, as though pleased with him for bickering with her.

“I have spare gloves.” She let the door swing open a bit as she crossed the room to a chest of drawers.

“Wowser!” Logan couldn’t help the exclamation of appreciation as he saw what she was wearing. The long riding boots, jodhpurs and tweed jacket were all a snug fit, and added shape to her small curves.

“Don’t even go there,” she warned.

“Yeah, but... I mean, you really look good when you’re not being, well, you.”

She gave him an irritated glance. “You’re always you.”

“And I always look good, right?” He gave her the smoulder again and she repeated the eye roll.

“You’re always a massive big-head, that’s for sure.”

“I’ll take that as a yes.” Logan felt his smile widen.

He might have decided to stay away from Wendy, but he found their sparring stimulating. It cheered him up somehow. How could he stop himself from teasing Wendy when it was just so much fun?

He followed her into the room and then his eyes fell on a notebook that lay on top of her bed with a pen beside it.

He started toward it. “You keep a diary? Am I in it? I bet I am.”

When he saw her turn with a look of horror, he raced to reach the diary before she realised what he was doing.

Wendy dropped the gloves she had just found and rushed toward the bed. Logan was ahead of her, so she threw herself at his waist to tackle him before he could get to the diary. His outstretched fingers plucked it up as she cannoned into him, and brought him crashing down on the bedcovers.

Logan laughed and held his prize high above their heads. Wendy screeched in exasperation and tried to grab for it. This time, when they rolled, it was Logan who pressed his lips to hers. He couldn’t help himself.

He dropped the diary in favour of grabbing her rear, which was just too enticing for words in the tight jodhpurs. He kept rolling her until she was once again trapped beneath him, and he kissed her with the same passion she had shown him on New Year’s Eve.

Wendy didn’t even try to stop him. She returned the kiss instantly with heated aggression, pushing her fingers into his hair once again, and keeping his lips firmly against her own.

They might not like each other, or even want to want each other, but there was no denying it was dynamite when they kissed. Hate and passion were definitely two sides of the same coin.

Logan slid his hands from her backside and up under her fitted jacket. When Wendy arched slightly towards him, he risked breaking the kiss in favour of trailing his lips downwards. She murmured incoherently at the small licks he gave to her neck, and her own hands began to trace the contours of his biceps. She even giggled when he nibbled at her earlobe.

Feeling like he was finally getting her to warm up to him he kissed her again, but more softly, almost tenderly, trying to show her how good that could be too. For a minute, Wendy seemed to be softening; she danced around his tongue with her own, and even when he relaxed his grip on her, she didn’t try to reverse their positions and put herself on top.

“You realise this is becoming a habit,” he teased.

“Two kisses do not a habit make,” she countered.

“Yes, but one kiss could be an accident, two is just careless.”

She gave him her trademark eye roll in reply.

“You know what?” he continued, “I think the weakness here is to do with not being ourselves. You liked me in fancy dress, and I like you dressed up too. Maybe what we need is less ‘us’ and more role-play.”

“Role play? Like a police outfit and handcuffs? Pervert.” She smiled, but didn’t disagree.

“Fine by me. So, how about it? I like the riding gear, but my fantasy is to see you in something Victorian. A really feminine old-fashioned dress.”

Wendy stiffened beneath him, her eyes turning cold again. “So, you basically want women to go back to being repressed? Giant skirts weighing them down – forced into a corset, unable to breathe – all to display their wares in the hope of attracting a husband?”

Logan was focussed on how his hands could completely circle Wendy’s tiny waist and missed her change of mood.

“Mmm, corset,” he said, appreciatively. “Or you could just be Wendy from the book, and I’ll be Peter Pan, waiting for you to give me a kiss.”

Wendy’s hands dropped away, and she shook her head.

“This will never happen again, Logan. You disgust me every time you speak. Yes, you’re good-looking, but it only goes skin deep.”

“And you’re so perfect?” He narrowed his eyes, catching up to the fact that things had turned sour again.

“Oh, grow up! This whole holiday has been a disaster from the moment it started. You and I would never ever have had anything to do with each other if we hadn’t been forced together by our stupid parents. Everything here is fake. Their world is fake. You’re fake! And now you want to copy them and act out roles that aren’t us at all? Well, guess what, you’re not Peter Pan, Logan, you’re just one of the lost boys, searching for his place in the world. Pretending doesn’t make it better. Just the opposite.”

Her perception hit him harder than any slap might have done. He pulled back, forgetting for a moment to conceal his vulnerability. She was right, he didn’t belong anywhere; he did want to carve out a place that was his away from all the craziness he’d grown up with. He did feel lost, and he was trying to act his way through it. How did she see that? Did she feel it too sometimes?

He suddenly wanted her to simply hold him, but instead he quickly hid his exposed emotions and put his metaphorical mask back on. With the amused look that he usually showed the world firmly in place, he stood up.

He reached down to the floor and picked up her diary, tossing it onto the bed beside her.

“Better write this one down, because it’s all you’re getting from me. And forget the gloves, I'd rather have cold hands and a warm heart.”

Chapter Sixteen

After Logan had walked out, Wendy hugged her knees and felt guilt overwhelm her. The look in his eyes when he’d finally dropped his guard had resonated with her deeply: that lonely sadness he usually kept hidden, the product of being surrounded by self-centred confident people that were like emotional vampires, sucking your soul out to feed their own self-esteem, leaving you emotionally hollow.

She felt like that all the time. And just like Logan she put up a strong front to cope with it. But she didn’t feel strong inside, she felt miserable and lost most of the time – always wondering if everyone else was faking too or if they were genuinely that happy and successful and fulfilled. Well, now she knew. Logan felt just as hollow as she did.

Wendy filled the void with her projects, with saving animals and trying to make the world a better place. Logan filled it with chasing girls and partying with his friends. A totally different approach, but inside they weren’t different at all.

His mother loved him, just like her father loved her, but both their parents were also selfish people.

In the end she and Logan just wanted the same thing, to be loved. To be with someone who gave without taking far more in return.

She had accused Logan of being fake, but actually she was worse; her own extreme defensiveness was much less honest than his approach of grinning and bearing it. They were both pretending they didn’t care, but at least he wasn’t pushing everyone away – he was way more open than she was.

Yes, he had been mean when she rejected him, but she got it now. She’d seen him do it at school and had assumed he was cold and petty, but now she understood that he wasn’t being nasty, he was just covering his hurt. His defence was to go on the attack.

And he hadn’t tried to win her with false promises, he just wanted life to be fun, not filled with self-analysis and depression. And, while she was always angrily punishing her father for not giving her a regular normal life, Logan wasn’t complaining at all, even though he clearly wanted no part of the fame and glamour either.

So, maybe she could learn a thing or two. Maybe she should be more like him instead of resenting him for not reacting like her...

Maybe they could be there for each other, just as friends.

Wait, was she seriously considering this? Being friends with Logan Moss? Letting him in and maybe giving back a little in return? 

A smile crept over her face. It didn’t hurt that he was so delicious to look at, and to kiss too.

But she’d just pushed him away, again, and she had a feeling he’d be keeping his distance now. What could she do to bridge that gap?

The ride was wonderful, and Wendy felt a freedom that was rare. Being out in the fresh air, cantering along the tracks, made her heart lighten. But Logan was being quiet. Too quiet. She wondered if she had genuinely hurt his feelings. He was polite to her, but kept all of his warmth only for his mother. He usually hid his feelings so well that Wendy couldn’t guess if he was really down or if he just didn’t like her at all. It took some of the pleasure out of the day. She actually wanted Logan to go back to being Logan. Amusing, sardonic playboy Logan.

When had she started to like that? It was annoying, but it was him.

Wendy tried hard to talk to him, but he wouldn’t engage with anything more than one-word answers. She didn’t have the confidence to try and master his style of banter; she could only do it by fighting with him, but right now he wasn’t fighting back. The cold front was much harder to handle, but when he fought with her he seemed so much more alive somehow. She felt more alive too. Who would have thought that it would be Logan Moss who made her feel that way?

She wanted it back. She still didn’t want to get involved, but she wanted their antagonistic relationship back. Maybe even a little bit of flirting. What was the real harm in that? She liked the way he eyed her up sometimes, especially when she was dressed differently from normal. Why had she been so dismissive of that? It was like she had been given a super-power and needed to don a disguise to get her powers. Yes, Logan’s attraction to her made her feel powerful. She wanted more flirting and more opportunity to feel that way.

Surely they could keep it as just friends? Friends with banter. That would be nice. But he was wary of her now. She’d kissed him twice, but also rejected him twice. Would he really give her the chance even just to be friends? Would he think she was going to turn around and reject him yet again?

Dinner that night was uncomfortable for Wendy. She didn’t know how Logan managed to act so cheerful when it was now clear to her that he was miserable inside. Or had she mistaken his look? Seen what she wanted to see? Maybe he truly didn’t care. No, she didn’t think that was it. But he was excellent at hiding it.

He laughed and chatted with her father and his mother, even charming Marco as he served the food. Logan’s warm smile encompassed everyone but her. He wasn’t rude, but he remained coolly distant.

She had no idea how to get closer to him again, and it wasn’t until they were in the car on their way back to school that she tried. She and Logan were sat in the back and he was ignoring her in favour of his phone. She hated that phone; he used it like a shield, burying himself in it whenever he didn’t want to talk.

But maybe she could use that?

“Logan?”

“Hmm?” He didn’t look up.

“I know that when we get back to school we aren’t really going to talk to each other again.”

“Right, business as usual,” he said, vaguely.

“But I would like to keep some communication going. Like, if you hear anything from the parents about wedding plans or baby stuff, could you let me know? I think you talk to your mum more than I do with my dad.”

“Sure, well, I’ll see you in the Common Room, and in class.”

“Or you could just text me.” She pointed to his phone.

He glanced up suspiciously. “I could, but you never gave me your number.”

She hid her triumph at getting the result she was after. “Then take it now.” She reeled off the digits while he tapped them in.

“Could you send me a message right now, so I have your number too, just in case?”

He gave her another side glance, then shrugged and sent the message. Wendy felt her phone buzz in her pocket, but didn’t take it out.

“Thanks,” she said, and left it at that.

She turned and stared out of the window, wondering how many days she should leave it before she used his number to start phase two.

Chapter Seventeen

Returning to school felt like coming home for Logan. It took no adjustment at all to settle in to some easy banter with the boys he shared a room with. 

Cal, Rory and Michael were full of stories about what they had done over the holidays, but Logan found himself being strangely closed-lipped on the subject. He did tell them that his mother was getting married again, but for some reason he really didn’t want to share the fact that it was Wendy’s father. He didn’t even mention Wendy to them at all.

They all joked and messed around as they unpacked their cases, and Logan felt his good humour return to normal levels. The break away already seemed like a surreal dream, and class timetables and school sports were the only topics that concerned their immediate future.

Logan had only been back at school for two hours before Alianna tracked him down. He had just settled down on the sofa in the North Tower Common Room when she came up the stairs, squealed at the sight of him and then snuggled up beside him with a big smile.

“I missed you so much,” she said. “My parents rented a cottage in Cornwall and we had absolutely no phone reception and no Internet access, nothing! Can you imagine the hell? I kept trying to send you messages and they wouldn’t send. Wasn’t it awful not being able to speak on Christmas Day?”

Logan looked at her in confusion. As far as he was concerned they had broken up before the school holidays, and he hadn’t given her a second thought.

She saw his look and pulled a sad face. “You didn’t miss me? I know we were having a fight at the end of term, but it was over something so silly – we’re still a couple, right?”

“Um, okay, sure, if you want.” Logan shrugged. He had no problem with being back together if she was going to be lovely again.

A grin crossed his face as he remembered fighting with a girl in a whole different way.

Talk of the devil... Wendy came out of the door from the girls’ dorm rooms. She was with two of her friends and had clearly intended to pretend he didn’t exist when she suddenly took in Alianna, who had one hand on Logan’s leg.

Wendy gave one of her trademark eye rolls at him, then continued on with her friends as if they barely knew each other.

Logan found he was still grinning. There was no harm in letting Wendy see he wasn’t remotely upset by her rejection and that he’d moved on from it already. But that didn’t change the fact that they had kissed. In fact, he reminded himself, she had kissed him first. He really needed to think of some way to tease her about that. Something that might embarrass her. But he couldn’t let anyone know why she was embarrassed; it would be a lot more fun if she had to cover up for anything he might push her buttons over.

And he felt some satisfaction in the fact that Wendy looked dreadful in her uniform. It completely hid her tiny waist and small perky... No, don’t go there, just concentrate on those ugly shoes, and how horribly pale her black eyeliner makes her face look.

Alianna put her arms around Logan’s neck, dragging him back to the present. He pulled his eyes away from the sight of Wendy in her school skirt as she walked away, and tried not to remember how peachy her bottom had been when he’d cupped it.

Instead he kissed Alianna. After all, a bird in the hand...

But the kiss didn’t light a fire in his veins.

So what? At least Alianna was soft and willing, and she wasn’t likely to punch him. She also wasn’t likely to pin him to a bed and make him laugh, but beggars couldn’t be choosers.

He silently cursed Wendy for making him think in clichés and metaphors. He also cursed her for ruining what had previously been a pleasure. Kissing Alianna just wasn’t doing it for him anymore.

Logan lay in bed half asleep and wondered if he would be mad to break up with Alianna again, especially when she was back to thinking he was wonderful. All because he couldn’t keep his mind off some crazy chick who hated him anyway.

His phone vibrated under his pillow and he pulled it out.

Wendy? Why would Wendy be sending him a text message when she had all but blanked him earlier? He clicked on it, feeling suddenly awake.

Wendy:

She forgave you then?

Logan looked at the message in surprise. Why was Wendy even interested? Could it possibly be that she was jealous? Oh, score! If that was the case then he was definitely going to keep dating Alianna for now. He quickly typed a reply.

Logan:

You mean, I forgave her. I wasn’t the one who did anything wrong.

Wendy:

Of course not. How could she even dream of criticizing the great Logan Moss? I hope you spanked her to remind her of her place.

Logan laughed. Was Wendy actually flirting with him? Or was she being sarcastic? He wished he knew.

Logan:

I don’t think she’s into rough stuff – too feminine. Unlike some girls...

Wendy:

Quite right. I bet she’d look lovely in a ball dress, with a corset of course.

Logan:

Now that’s an idea. I’m sure if I asked she wouldn’t say no, or come out with any feminist claptrap.

Wendy:

How fortunate for you to have such a biddable girl to fulfil your desires. Who is more foolish: the fool, or the fool who follows him? (Obi-Wan Kenobi)

Logan:

Indeed, so I must be Fortune’s fool.  :-) (Shakespeare)

Hmm, this quote thing was much easier by text message when he didn’t have to think instantly on the hoof. Wendy sure could throw them out fast.

Wendy:

Alas, there are more fools than wise men. (Chamfort)

Logan cast his mind for another quote about fools, but only came up with Fools rush in, which wasn’t fitting. But he loved playing this game with Wendy, and couldn’t let her win the round. Wait, he had it:

Logan:

Ah, well, I am a great and sublime fool. (Mark Twain)

Wendy:

A sensible woman can never be happy with a fool. (George Washington)

Gah! How was she doing it? They had no Internet access anywhere in Compass Court School, except in the library. But he refused to let Wendy be cleverer than him.

Logan:

People miss a great deal by being sensible. (?)

Wendy:

I’m pretty sure it was Martha Gellhorn. But well played, we’ll call that one a draw.

Logan smiled wider. He’d accept a draw result, just from the pleasure of having Wendy sparring with him again. What he still couldn’t fathom out was why Wendy was texting him at all. Was she jealous? Homesick? Venting some anger? Enjoying the game with him, or just simply bored?

Logan:

Fun though this is, is there any particular reason you’re messaging me?

Wendy:

Nope. Goodnight, loser.

Logan:

All the world loves a good loser.

But Wendy didn’t reply again. Logan knew he had no chance of sleeping now. He could lie in bed thinking about Wendy, whether it was kissing her or torturing her, or he could go and brush up on his quotations. Either way, this wasn’t over, not even nearly.

Chapter Eighteen

The following day, Logan entered the common room and saw Wendy seated at a sofa group with some friends. He decided to wander over and try being nice – maybe they could get along at school, after all. Now that she had made it clear she wanted to keep talking.

“Hi.”

She looked up, a bland expression on her face. “Yes? Can we help you?”

He narrowed his eyes, the cogs in his brain clicking into place. So that was the way she wanted to play it? Text buddies by night, but strangers by day? Not a problem, he was totally up for that.

“No, I just thought I might have left my pen here last night – it’s blue, have you seen it?” Logan copied her bland expression.

“I haven’t seen it.” She made a show of looking under a cushion before turning her face back to him with a hint of a sly smile behind the blandness.

Witch! Logan hid his own grin until he’d left the area. As the common room emptied to go to breakfast, Logan ran back to his own dorm. He pulled his suitcase from under the bed and riffled through it until he found what he was looking for.

Back in the common room he looked around for a girl he could use for his plan. Perfect – Sandra Blake. He was pretty sure she was one of the three girls who shared with Wendy. He approached her and asked if she did.

“Yes,” she answered, warily.

“Could you leave this on her bed? I said I'd lend it to her.”

Sandra glanced doubtfully at the object he held out.

“It’s for drama class,” Logan said, looking as innocent as he could.

***
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Wendy returned to her room after lunch to switch out the books in her school satchel. She was just crossing the dorm to her desk when she stopped short.

Sitting innocuously on her bed was the Indiana Jones fedora hat.

Her face flushed a deep pink and heat hit her cheeks. Damn Logan and his obvious reminder! She was just very relieved to be alone at that moment, as her reaction would certainly have caused comment.

She picked it up, and considered sailing it straight out the window. But after looking quickly about her, she instead lifted it to her nose. Yep, she could still smell a hint of that intoxicating aftershave he’d been wearing that night. What was it? Something that gave her jelly legs, for sure. She should get some for her next boyfriend. Or would it only work that way if worn by Logan?

Clever boy, making her feel that way again. But there were no witnesses, so at least he’d never know. She placed the hat on the wooden post at the head of her bed and lay down looking up at it. 

Forget being friends, the guy needed to be punished. 

After staring thoughtfully at the ceiling for a few moments, Wendy smiled and rose. Pulling open the bottom drawer of her desk she fished out some art supplies.

Chapter Nineteen

From: Aliannawilliams.uk – To: Trentonzhang.ca

Hi, Trent.

I’m sorry I didn’t get back to you sooner. Your last email sort of spun me out (plus the lack of Internet access of course!) You had me totally questioning my feelings for Logan, which I know you didn’t intend, but your P.S. kind of sounded like you might still like me. I suppose what I am saying in a roundabout way is that I still like you too, and now I’m confused. Why is this easier to say by email, when I could never have said it in person? Also why am I saying it at all now that it’s too late? I’m sorry, I’m rambling. I should just delete this and start over, but I don’t want to. I want you to know how I’m feeling.

Anyway, in the end I took your advice. You were right about Logan. I acted like he and I were still a couple so far as I was concerned, and he went along with it. So, we’re back together. But if I’m honest, it isn’t the same. I don’t know if Logan is being different or if things are different because I’m not so sure anymore about him and me.

It would really help if you could be clear about your feelings. If I have jumped to a conclusion then feel free to ignore all this. Or better yet, tell me I’m being daft. Which I know I am because you are on the other side of the ocean! But I can’t stop thinking about you...

Love, A

From: Trentonzhang.ca – To: Aliannawillims.uk

Ali, you’re going out with my best mate, so no, I cannot be clear with my feelings. I’m sure you can read between the lines though.

Logan and I have emailed a few times over the past couple of days and I know he has other things on his mind. But what happens next is between the two of you and not something I can get involved in. Sorry to be vague, but while your last email made me really happy, it also made me feel like a bad best friend. So maybe we shouldn’t email anymore. I’m sorry.

Love, T

Chapter Twenty

Logan climbed the North Tower stairs wearily. Only their second day and already he had a ton of English homework, plus a Chemistry test scheduled for the following afternoon .

He didn’t look around as he trudged through the common room until he heard his name being called.

“Logan?”

He looked back in surprise. Was Wendy now acknowledging him? She was sat on the sofa where she had been the night before, and held up something small, pink and fluffy.

“I’ve found your pen.” She barely contained her smirk.

“That’s not mine, but thanks anyway,” he called back, not going over to her.

Wendy used the pen to draw a line across the back of her hand. “It’s blue,” she said, before twisting it slightly to look at something printed on the side. “And it says Property of Logan Moss on it.”

Logan went over for a better look, confusion on his face.

As he took the pen from Wendy and examined it, the penny dropped in his brain. It was the most feminine pen he’d ever seen, with sparkly kisses and tiny heart stickers decorating it, not to mention the pink feathers glued all around the top. His name was clearly visible too, in bold black lettering.

He took in Wendy’s smirk and refused to give her the satisfaction she clearly craved of embarrassing him.

“Oh yes, this is mine,” he said. “A token of gratitude from a girl I kissed.” He winked at the boys in her group and they chuckled in return.

The frustrated look on Wendy’s face was priceless as Logan turned and walked away. He mentally chalked the air as a point to himself against her. This was obviously supposed to be retaliation for the hat, but she was going to have to try a lot harder than that if she hoped to beat him.

It took her two days to get him. He was sitting on his bed when one of his roommates, Cal, came in with two packages.

“I’ve just been to collect the post and I thought I'd bring yours up for you. What on earth is this one?”

He held up a long tube and Logan took it, his brow creased in confusion.

It was a poster. He tipped it out and then stood to unroll it. It dropped right down to his feet.

“Who is that?” Cal tipped his head to view the girl on the poster.

For a moment Logan had an urge to scrunch up the poster or claim he didn’t know, but then he decided to ride it out. “It’s Lah, from the Combat Slam game. She’s kind of a fox, don’t you think?”

Cal looked at it doubtfully. “More scary than anything. She looks like she’s about to rip your head off.”

Logan grinned at the girl in the picture, “Yup, it’s part of her appeal.”

“If that’s what turns you on. Each to their own,” Cal said.

“You’re a fine one to talk.” Logan gave Cal a smirk, as it was known between them that Cal’s own preferences ran in the opposite direction from girls of any kind.

Logan looked again at the poster. He could deface it, give it a witch’s hat, some pink hair, and perhaps a moustache before returning it personally to the sender, or he could keep it. In the end he tacked it up next to his bed. He wondered if he was crazy to keep such a blatant reminder so visible. He wanted to forget the girl and move on, not think about her every day when he opened his eyes. On the other hand, it was also a perfect prompt to remember they were locked in combat, not a relationship.

But he didn’t doubt for a second that he was going to take some flack when his other two roommates saw it. Oh well, there were worse things than a little teasing from your mates.

He opened the second package, and found a book: How to Lose Friends and Alienate People.

Heck, she should have sent that one to herself. But it gave him an idea.

“I’ll be back in ten,” he called out to Cal, before jogging down the stairs to the school library. The library was the only place he could get Internet access, and he needed it for a little shopping of his own.

Logan spent a few minutes scanning various book sites, until he found one that specialised in erotic romance: the kind that had a lot of man-chest on the front covers. Then he gleefully purchased a bunch of them in Wendy’s name. The more cheesy-looking the better. It would take several days for the first book to arrive, but then she was going to receive one a week for the next two months, whether she liked it or not.

“Game on,” he said, as he made his way back upstairs.

Chapter Twenty-one

Logan:

Thanks for the poster, it was a great reminder of the night I kicked your arse.

Wendy:

Grabbed my arse is more like it.

Logan:

That too. Though I think that was another time.

Wendy:

So many happy memories. (Can you hear my sarcasm?)

Logan:

If it wasn’t a good memory, then why send me a constant reminder of that night?

Wendy:

Just to make sure you suffer as much as I have to. I have to live with the awful memory of your tongue in my mouth.

Logan:

And I think the lady doth protest too much. (Shakespeare). Sounds to me like you can’t stop thinking about how good it was.

Wendy:

Gross! I shudder to think where else that tongue has been.

Logan:

I could email you a list if that would help...

Wendy:

Have I told you yet today how much I hate you? Stop texting me, I need to sleep.

Logan:

Okay. Sweet dreams. We both know they’ll be about me...

Chapter Twenty-two

Logan lay awake for a long time thinking about what Wendy had insinuated about the memories not being happy ones. The strange thing was that they were kind of happy memories for him. He’d thought the Christmas break was going to be hell when he discovered who they were staying with, but Weird Wendy had made some of it weirdly fun. It was in a different sort of way to normal, but still, it had been far better than expected. Despite everything that had happened with their parents and the bombshell that had been dropped on them, he’d enjoyed the time he spent both fighting and flirting with Wendy.

Of course, it hadn’t all been good. The physical fights had been pretty great, but when she had verbally ripped him to shreds it had cut deeper than expected. He’d thought it was the end of their odd hate/attraction thing, but then she’d reached out to him with her messages.

The big question he had to ask himself was, why had he forgiven her so easily? Usually when someone crossed the line with him he tended to cut them completely. 

But he was sure that Wendy lashed out for exactly the same reasons that he did. It was a defence mechanism. Simple self-protection from the unreal world their parents inhabited. She was just as overwhelmed by it as he was, just as lost.

Bizarrely, they had quite a bit in common after all.

Not to mention some seriously flirty banter. She could pretend all she wanted but it seemed obvious to him that it was all leading to yet another supercharged kiss. 

He looked at the poster by his bed, and a terrible thought struck him. He wanted more of Weird Wendy. It wasn’t just that he wanted to kiss her again, he might actually like her.

***
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I absolutely HATE Logan Moss! Wendy thought, as she stared with horror at the book on the table in front of her.

When Vince had brought the package to her in the Common Room that evening, Wendy hadn’t given it much thought. How dumb was that? She shook her head at her own stupidity.

She had torn it open right there in front of everyone.

“What is it?” Vince said.

“A biography I ordered of Queen Victoria.”

She ripped off the cardboard and the book fell on the table.

Vince tilted his head, reading the title aloud. “The Highland Warrior and His Reluctant Bride. Are you sure this is about Queen Victoria, Wendy?” Vince’s eyes glittered with amusement. “I mean, I know she had a fling with her Scottish ghillie, but I don’t think John Brown was ever quite that ripped, and I don’t think she was his bride either.”

“Very funny,” Wendy snapped at him, while desperately thinking of an excuse for the book. Even worse, now Sandra was reading the back out loud to everyone and they were all laughing at her. 

If she said the book was a prank then they’d want to know the details, and if she claimed she hadn’t ordered it then probably no one would believe her.

“Don’t bend it,” she said to Sandra, as inspiration struck. “It’s a gift for my mother, she loves that kind of trash.”

“Then why was it sent here?” Vince said, not letting her off that lightly.

“Because I need to wrap it and add a card, obviously.” She gave Vince her hardest stare and he quickly backed down from the teasing.

Wendy stormed up to her room holding the book like it might bite her. How dare he try to humiliate her? She worked hard at being taken seriously in her own right, and Logan was undoing that. It wasn’t nearly the same as when she sent him the ridiculous poster and book. Logan only had a reputation as a playboy, a shallow jerk; his reputation wasn’t going to suffer from a few harmless pranks.

She slumped as she reached the privacy of her room. It wasn’t really Logan’s fault – she’d been the one to start it. But that just meant she should be angry at herself. Why had she tried to be friends with him? Why hadn’t she just left things on the awkward terms they had been when they returned to Compass Court? It was impossible to just be friends with a guy like Logan. He didn’t understand the concept. He didn’t have any friends that were girls because all his conversations led to flirting. Well, there would be no more of that!

Chapter Twenty-three

Logan sat at the back of English class and stifled a yawn. He might be good at memorising plays and films, but as Wendy had once pointed out, books were not his forte. Typically, Wendy was seated at the front and actually seemed to have read the bore-fest of a novel they were studying. Mr. Jeffrey, the English teacher, was smiling at her, as Wendy answered yet another question correctly. Logan listened to her spout off a quote from the book to emphasize her point, and found himself grinning. He was going to have to read some pretty highbrow literature if he wanted to keep ahead of the curve with her. Or maybe not; he’d wind her up far more by sticking to movies and not even attempting to be clever.

At Mr. Jeffrey’s urging, Wendy began to read aloud from the Thomas Hardy novel:

“There is a size at which dignity begins, further on there is a size at which grandeur begins; further on there is a size at which solemnity begins; further on, a size at which awfulness begins; further on, a size at which ghastliness begins. That size faintly approaches the size of the stellar universe.”

“You’re gonna need a bigger boat!” Logan called out, cutting her off mid-flow.

There were snickers from all around the room as several people recognized the line from Jaws.

Wendy turned in her seat and glared at him.

“If you don’t mind, Logan, everyone else is here to learn, unlike you.”

“They do move in herds.” He tried to goad her further, this time with Jurassic Park.

“Cut it out!” Wendy practically howled at him.

“That’s enough, Logan. Would you like to continue, Wendy?” Mr. Jeffrey firmly interjected.

“No, I can’t keep going with him doing that.”

“Where we’re going, we don’t need roads.” Logan couldn’t resist.

“Thank you, Logan, you can stay behind. As for the rest of you, I think we’ll end the class there.” Mr Jeffrey shook his head in defeat and dismissed them.

Logan was a few minutes late for lunch. He took his tray to the North Tower table and sat down between Cal and Rory.

“Did you get told off?” Rory said, shovelling up a forkful of peas and losing half of them on the floor.

“Yeah, but it was worth it.” Logan grinned to himself remembering Wendy losing her cool.

“What was up with you? Why were you spouting off film quotes?”

Logan shook his head, still grinning, to show he wasn’t saying.

“He was trying to annoy Wendy. The question is: Why?” Cal said, giving Logan a side glance.

Logan stopped grinning, unnerved by Cal’s always seeing past the act.

“Weird Wendy?” Rory looked confused.

“Yeah,” Cal nodded, “If I didn’t know better, I would say he was flirting with her.”

“Didn’t look like flirting to me, looked like she was furious.” Rory dropped more peas.

“You know how when you were younger, if you liked a girl you’d pull her hair and then run away? It’s all about getting attention. These days I think we would call it foreplay. Right, Logan?” Cal gave him a nudge.

Logan choked on his food, and vehemently shook his head as he was unable to speak while coughing. 

Cal smiled knowingly, and banged Logan on the back. 

“Yeah, but... Logan’s never going to go for someone like Wendy, and she’d never go for him either!” Rory said.

“Why not?” Logan couldn’t help asking, even though it totally gave the game away, at least where Cal was concerned.

“Huh?” Rory looked even more confused, but thankfully the subject was dropped when Alianna sat herself down on the bench opposite them.

“Hi, boys, hi, Logan.” She blew a kiss across the table.

Logan gave her a weak hello, then his eyes moved of their own accord to the far end of the long table where he knew Wendy would be seated. 

She wasn’t looking his way; she was in a heated discussion with one of her friends about something. She was jabbing at a piece of paper, and he could see she’d painted her fingernails black. It wouldn’t take long for one of the teachers to notice and make her scrub it off, but it looked sexy. He tried to work out when the heck she had become his type. Or maybe she hadn’t, maybe it was just something about her that got under his skin. He almost couldn’t wait for the day to end so he could secretly text her again.

Chapter Twenty-four

Logan:

Good English class today.

Wendy:

Go away. Logan, I don’t want to do this anymore.

Logan:

Why?

Wendy:

Because I’m not enjoying it.

Logan:

Are you sure? Cal said he thought our bickering looked more like foreplay. Sounds about right to me!

Wendy:

I bet it does, you think everything is foreplay. Look, I’m sorry for the mean things I said to you back home, and I didn’t want to leave it like that, but that’s the end of it.

Logan:

Are you so sure? You can’t deny we have chemistry

Wendy:

Does the fact that you have a girlfriend mean nothing to you?

Logan lifted his fingers off the phone, thinking about her response. She had a point. He’d hardly given Alianna a second thought, and that wasn’t fair to her. He’d never cheated on a girl, at least not knowingly, he thought, wondering if kissing Wendy over Christmas would count as cheating. It wasn’t like he’d been aware he still had a girlfriend at the time. Did sending messages to Wendy count as cheating? It probably did.

Logan:

Do you want me to break up with her?

The pause was so long that Logan wondered if Wendy had fallen asleep.

Wendy:

Let me get this straight – Are you actually offering to break up with your girlfriend for me?

Logan rubbed his chin, considering her question. On the one hand, he really should break up with Alianna anyway. But should he try to explain to Wendy that it wasn’t his style to mess people around? He liked relationships kept simple, and cheating was a can of worms he couldn’t be bothered with. If you weren’t that into someone then just move on, no harm done. Plenty more fish in the sea and all that. 

On the other hand, if he said yes to her question then he was kind of committing himself, which he also didn’t want to do. That would be moving to a new level he wasn’t comfortable with yet. All he really wanted was to kiss Wendy some more. But he had to be single to do that, so the break-up was unavoidable anyway... How did he word that?

Logan:

Not for you, but because of you. 

Wendy:

??

Logan:

It’s inevitable that we’re going to kiss again...

Wendy:

No, we’re not. And no, I don’t want you to break up with your girlfriend for me or because of me. Just leave me alone.

Logan frowned. He got the feeling that Wendy really meant it. His emotions told him to message straight back, but his brain told him not to. After a lot of thought he sent a message to Alianna instead, asking her to meet him before breakfast to talk.

Chapter Twenty-five

From: Aliannawilliams.uk – To: Trentonzhang.ca

Hi, Trent. I know it’s still the middle of the night where you are, but I wanted to email you straight away. Logan just finished things between him and me. He said it wasn’t working out and I agreed. It truly hasn’t been. We’ve neither of us made any time for each other, and while I much prefer the idea of having a boyfriend who is right here at Compass Court, I spend most of my time thinking about someone who isn’t. I know you have issues with the idea that I was going out with Logan, but I’m hoping that the fact that he was the one who ended it might make a difference. You don’t need to feel guilty about anything. It’s not like I dumped him to be with you. But I wanted to.

There, I’ve said it. I’ve made my feelings really clear, and you don’t have to read between the lines in any way. I’m going to class now, but I’m keeping my fingers crossed that you feel the way I think you do. Could you let me know sooner rather than later?

Ali xxx

P.S. My parents are asking if I’m still set on going to Whistler for half-term break.

From: Trentonzhang.ca – To: Aliannawillims.uk

Wow, Ali, that was pretty direct for you.

I suppose the great thing about email it’s much easier to be honest without feeling as embarrassed as we would be in person.

So, here’s the deal. Yes, obviously I’m into you. I always have been. But I do need to talk to Logan first. I can’t say I’m sorry about you and Logan, especially as I have a feeling he’s going to be just fine. But let me sort that out and then we’ll talk about how we can make it work. Long distance isn’t ideal, but seeing you at half-term would be amazing and we’ll work from there. There’s always Easter after that.

Forget this email thing. I’ll call you later, I can’t wait to actually hear your voice again.

All my love,

Trent

Chapter Twenty-six

“So you broke up with her? But that’s crazy.” Michael looked bewildered as to why Logan would throw away a girl for no apparent reason.

Logan shrugged. “She wanted more than I was willing to give.”

“It’s not like you to be single though – have you got someone else in mind?”

Logan shook his head. “No,” he said, truthfully. After all, Wendy had pretty much avoided him even after word of his break-up had gotten around, and he was still struggling to remotely envision the two of them working as a couple. But at least there was the possibility of her coming around to some more flirting now. In the meantime, he might see if he could score elsewhere, maybe take his mind off her.

“But you must have a plan?” Michael persisted.

Logan cocked his head, “Sure, I was thinking of maybe going to watch the girls’ netball team; the year above have an open meet tonight.”

“Isn’t that just for girls?”

“Just for girls, and me. That’s my plan anyway. All of them at once, or maybe in a long line.”

Michael laughed, but he didn’t look at all sure that Logan was joking. Logan took comfort in that. At least Michael thought he was cool enough that it was potentially possible. He was Logan Moss, after all, supposedly a silver-tongued ladies’ man. It was just a shame that Wendy was immune. Or mostly immune anyway; there had been her “momentary aberrations”. He just needed to make her really mad...

***
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“Logan, you are driving me demented! Stop sending me these bloody books!” Wendy smacked the book into his chest as she vented her anger.

Logan looked around them – no one nearby. He’d been in a quiet section of the library when Wendy had sought him out. Was this finally it? The showdown fight that led back to kissing?

He looked down at the erotic romance novel she’d shoved at him and grinned.

“Moi? Why would I be sending them?”

“Don’t give me that innocent look.” She dropped her voice slightly. “You’re the only one that knows.”

He gave a suggestive leer. “I know many things about you, Wendy: exactly what you like, things other guys don’t know.”

“And I know many things about you, loser, exactly what you like, things that I’m pretty sure every girl in this school is aware of!”

His leer broadened. “Hey, I’m single now, I can’t help it if lots of girls want to sample the goods.”

She rolled her eyes. “And don’t we all know it. I think there is more gossip about you on the toilet walls than any other boy ever to attend Compass Court.”

“Jealous, are we?”

“Oh please, I’m not interested in your conquests. I have a boyfriend now, and I’m just glad not to see my own name in the bathroom.”

Logan felt the wind go out of him. It was true that he’d been trying to forget about Wendy by chatting up as many girls as possible, but he hadn’t expected her to move on too. And to do it better. He’d only been messing around, flirting a lot, but she’d met just one person and actually started dating them?

“Just who is this paragon who puts up with your moods?” he asked, coldly.

She gave him a chilly smile in return. “His name is Torrin Frazer, he’s in the year above, and his parents do conservation work on a reserve. Beat that.”

“Sounds like you’re more into his parents than him.”

“Oh, grow up.” She turned to leave.

“Freak!” he flung at her back, bitterly.

She turned briefly and gave him a look that was pure pity, before walking away.

He hurled the romance book at the nearest library stack, not even sure why he was so upset.

Chapter Twenty-seven

Wendy perched uncomfortably on the edge of the sofa in the West Tower Common Room and listened to Torrin give a blow-by-blow account of the rugby game he’d played the previous Saturday.

It was fine to be in the common room of one of the other schoolhouses, but it happened rarely. People tended to stick to their own, and after only ten minutes Wendy was already wishing she were back in North Tower with her friends.

Logan had been annoyingly right. While Wendy did find Torrin’s parents and their work quite fascinating, she couldn’t really say the same for Torrin. He talked about sport all the time. He was definitely attractive, not as handsome as Logan and not as tall as Logan either, but as Wendy was quite short herself, she hadn’t seen that as a problem. Plus Torrin had a fit body; all that sport had paid off, giving him great muscle definition. He also had the Scottish thing going for him – a genuine Highlander. Yup, he was a catch, not to mention a year older, which meant he should be more mature than Logan. Except it was kind of hard to tell if he was because he was absolutely impossible to hold a conversation with. No matter what topic they started on, it just seemed to swing back around to rugby.

When they’d first met in the school library, Torrin had been reading the same book she was searching everywhere for. It had been a total meet-cute. He’d photocopied the last few pages for himself and then given her the book. Clearly he liked to read, and he could talk knowledgably about literature, just not for very long. 

“Sorry, Torrin, I’m going to have to go in a minute. I’ve got a ton of homework to do.” Wendy looked at her watch with pretend regret.

“Oh sure, just listen to how we scored this last try. So, Clem passed the ball to Clarke, using a dummy switch, and then Clarke punted it all the way down to their twenty-two. I was running to get under it, but...”

“Actually, I think I should head off now,” Wendy interrupted. 

“Okay, no worries. Listen, we don’t have a match this Saturday, and it’s a visiting weekend for parents. Would you like to meet mine?”

Wendy’s face lit with enthusiasm for the first time, then fell again. “I think my dad might be coming, with his... fiancée.” She pulled a face as she said the last word. “Then again, I’ll just tell him I’m busy – I can see him another time.”

“Great, if you’re sure. We’ll organise it later in the week.” He walked her back to the stairs and along the gallery until they reached the door to North Tower. He took a quick look around and then pulled her in for a kiss.

Nice, thought Wendy, but not heart-racing. Damn you, Logan Moss!

***
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Logan was listening to music, sprawled on a couch in the North Tower Common Room with his feet up on the table and oversized headphones sending a clear message not to disturb him. But he yanked them off the moment Wendy walked into the room.

He took in her flushed cheeks and instantly decided that she had just been kissed. He frowned, opening his mouth to say something, then closed it again, realising he didn’t have the right to pass comment.

Wendy gave him a brief look of loathing, before stalking across the room and going through the door that led to the girls’ dormitories.

Logan sat where he was for a few minutes, unwilling to admit to himself that he had been unconsciously waiting for Wendy. He put his music back on, but five minutes later he turned it off again with a sigh and went down to the library to email Trent.

He needed advice. He still felt almost embarrassed about his crush on Wendy, certainly too much to talk to his other roommates, but at least Trent was thousands of miles away as well as being his best friend. He might laugh, but at least he’d help.

From: Loganmoss.uk – To: Trentonzhang.ca

Hi, buddy, I don’t know if you’re around, but this Wendy situation is eating at my sanity! Have I gone nuts? She just isn’t my type at all, so why am I getting so hung up on this one weird girl? It’s the worst choice ever, what with our parents being engaged etc. But I’m actually feeling really gutted about her going out with this other guy. It’s not like she’s the one that got away or anything dramatic like that, because as you know I strike out just as often as I get anywhere, so why am I starting to obsess about her? Please talk some sense into me!

From: Trentonzhang.ca – To: Loganmoss.uk

Hey, dude. I don’t think you’ve gone nuts. You just finally connected with someone. You normally keep it so light they never affect you, but I think that with Wendy you genuinely met a kindred spirit. I know the two of you are opposites on the surface, but it sounds to me like underneath all that defensive outer shell, you’re actually pretty similar. You like Wendy because she “gets” you. The real you. Any maybe those other girls weren’t really your type at all, it was just easier to go with that than have something real?

From: Loganmoss.uk – To: Trentonzhang.ca

Hey! You weren’t supposed to say that! You were supposed to tell me it’s just some crazy lust I need to get out of my system.

From: Trentonzhang.ca – To: Loganmoss.uk

You can tell yourself that if you want to. But I know you. You like her, so do something about it.

From: Loganmoss.uk – To: Trentonzhang.ca

This is exactly why I’m glad you moved to Canada, you know me too well! Oh well, at least best mates are always honest with you, even if you don’t want to hear it. 

From: Trentonzhang.ca – To: Loganmoss.uk

Um, yeah. About that... 

Chapter Twenty-eight

Logan spent a lot of the week pondering over Trenton’s words and wondering what exactly he was supposed to do about his feelings for Wendy. Tell her? Or maybe run screaming from the room whenever she was in it!

But now that he knew he liked her, he thought about her even more. He wanted to figure her out, to know what made her tick, to talk with her and find out what her favourite movie was, or her favourite drink, and whether she loved or hated Marmite. All the little things that made a person who they were. But mostly he found himself thinking about what made her so angry all the time and if he could make her happier.

When Saturday came around Logan walked into Oakworth Village to meet his mother and Daniel for afternoon tea at the hotel there. He looked around for Wendy, but hadn’t seen her all morning, so he didn’t know if she was joining them. He assumed she would be, but there was no sign of her.

He sat in the hotel lounge, watching his mother sip herbal tea as she pored over bridal magazines.

“Don’t you know all these off by heart, Mum? It’s not exactly your first rodeo. This is wedding number four, remember.” Logan gave an amused grimace as Marina tried to show him yet another picture of a flower arrangement.

“Hush,” she chided, casting a glance toward Daniel, who was over at the bar ordering them some sandwiches. “This one is going to be different. It’s going to be a real traditional wedding, which I’ve never actually done.” She pulled a face and then ticked them off on her fingers, “I’ve been married in Las Vegas, on a beach in Australia and in a temple in Tibet. But never in white and never in an actual church. In fact we were thinking of having it right here in Oakworth. We’d be hard-pressed for a more quintessential English village, and it is where we met.”

“Maybe not in a church, darling.” Daniel said, sitting down again. “We’re not exactly religious, and it is going to be a very small wedding. There’s a very pretty registry office in Bath, and then we could all come back here for a dinner reception afterwards. Then you and I can take a lovely long honeymoon somewhere and really relax for the first time in years.”

Logan stifled a yawn; weddings weren’t high on his list of fun things to do.

“I guess if you had it here then Wendy and I could go straight back to school afterwards. Is she joining us today?” He finally asked the question he’d been thinking since he got there.

Daniel looked sadly down at his coffee. “No, I don’t think so. I’ve left her several messages but she’s still not really talking to me. I know she was angry about my relationship with Marina happening so quickly, but I want her to be part of our special day. She really should be over it by now.” He huffed a bit, his sadness turning to annoyance. “She can carry on sulking for weeks sometimes.”

Logan looked at Daniel, wondering if he really meant his words to sound as callous as they did.

“It’s her seventeenth birthday in a couple of weeks,” Daniel continued, “and I was thinking that maybe she would like a car. I’m sure a car would bring her around.”

Logan debated whether to just keep his mouth shut as he normally would, but his feelings on the subject were just too strong to ignore.

“No, Daniel, I don’t think a car would bring her around. You don’t get it – Wendy isn’t sulking, she’s hurting. She doesn’t need gifts, she needs you. She needs you to spend some quality time with her, talk to her, be a father to her – don’t just buy her something to make it all better!”

“Logan!” Marina said in horror at his rudeness.

“No, Marina, it’s fine.” Daniel put his hand over hers. “Logan has a point.”

“Too right I do.” For the first time in years Logan dropped the floodgate on his emotions. He couldn’t have stopped even if he’d wanted to. “You have a beautiful, kind, intelligent and feisty daughter, and you don’t appreciate her. Only now are you making time for your family, taking a long relaxing holiday, except that you’re doing it for a new wife and a new baby and it’s like you’re simply replacing her, and I know exactly how she feels!”

Logan crossed his arms over his chest, unable to believe he’d just said that. Marina burst into tears and jumped up to sit next to him and put her arms around him. He sat rigid for a second or two and then he relaxed into her hug, mainly because he really needed it.

Daniel rubbed his chin uncomfortably, his expression ranging from annoyed to defensive to miserable acceptance.

“It’s true, I’ve always put my career first, but it’s a very demanding job.”

“Then don’t have children. Please don’t just stick the new one in a boarding school and forget about it.” Logan took a deep breath and tried to force himself to calm down. 

“Oh, Logan, I’m so sorry.” Marina snuffled into a handkerchief and hugged him tighter. “You know you’ll always be my number one.”

“Until you have another one. No, sorry, I didn’t mean that.” He closed his eyes, wishing he could take back everything he’d just said. “I love you loads, I’m still just getting used to the idea, that’s all. The baby should come first.” Logan gave his mother a kiss on the cheek and she stopped crying. He felt awful now, but strangely better too.

***
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Wendy stood just outside the door to the hotel lounge, frozen with one hand against it. She’d grudgingly decided that she should make an appearance, and had just been about to join them when she heard her name and stopped. She’d stood there with her mouth open as she listened to Logan let loose on her dad, and all the lovely things he’d said about her. Beautiful, kind, intelligent and feisty. And her dad had actually listened, he hadn’t just dismissed what Logan was saying like he normally would; she could hear the guilt in his voice.

It had calmed down again now, and she thought she should go in, but then she realised that Marina hadn’t been the only one who was crying. Tears were trickling down her own face. She hadn’t cried in years, but what Logan had said was so true – she did want her dad to simply spend some time with her. She wanted to stop being angry and just forgive her father, so they could both try harder, but not looking like this. She swiped at her cheeks and then backed away from the door.

Chapter Twenty-nine

It took Wendy a couple of days to get her head straight. First she ended things with Torrin, and then she thought long and hard about her feelings for Logan.

She liked him, really liked him. Not just because of what he’d said to her dad, but because he’d shown that he truly was the person she had suspected he was. She had totally misjudged him at first, but now she knew better.

He wasn’t totally wrong for her, he was totally right. They were chalk and cheese but they would balance each other out. He would make her lighten up and enjoy life more, and in return she would make him take it more seriously and find meaning to get more out of it.

But she needed to make a gesture. Show him that she was willing to bend a little to be with him. Of course, that was assuming he still wanted her, but it was a risk she was now willing to take.

She wasn’t going to change herself, no, never for a boy. She liked her look; it was who she was. But she could sacrifice it just once more to show Logan that she was able to give a little too. She just needed the perfect opportunity.

She picked up her phone and called home. She needed to talk to her dad, but she also wanted to speak with Marina.

***

[image: image]



The wedding date was set for early February, and one week beforehand Marina picked Logan up from school for a Saturday shopping trip to Bath.

“I thought we’d start with brunch at the Roman Pump Rooms, then go to the tailor to get your suit. We’ll probably have to get a couple of alterations done, as it is more of a theme costume really, but they do incredible work.”

Logan turned in the car seat to face his mother, who was concentrating on driving, a look of total confusion on his face.

“A theme costume? Oh no, please tell me you haven’t decided on a tacky themed wedding! I thought you were going Traditional English?”

Marina giggled, “Indeed we are, but very traditional. We’re doing it full Victorian style. Didn’t Wendy tell you? It was her idea. You should see my dress – it’s almost exactly the same as the one Queen Victoria wore to her wedding. Just stunning. And Wendy has agreed to be my maid of honour and her dress is absolutely perfect too.”

“I’m sorry, but what? I didn’t know anything about it! It was Wendy’s idea? Are you serious?”

“Completely. She’s willing to go the whole hog, with a corset and everything. Though of course that isn’t possible for me.” Marina patted the small bump at her middle. “And as you’re giving me away you need to look the part as well. Doesn’t that sound fun?”

Logan forced his mouth closed; it had dropped almost to his lap. 

“It’s certainly... surprising. But fun? I don’t know. Maybe...” A smile crept over his face. “Yeah, maybe a lot more fun than I had anticipated.”

Chapter Thirty

Logan didn’t see much of Wendy during the following week. He was sure she was doing it deliberately, but he kept missing her in the common room and she generally ignored him during class. None of that was new, but Logan was sure she was enjoying leaving him so confused.

He was dying to text her and ask her what her motives were, but he wanted her to make the first move. On the surface it appeared as though Wendy was dressing up as his fantasy to instigate some more kissing action between them, but that just didn’t seem like her. She must be playing him somehow. Maybe leading him on again only to once more knock him back? But Wendy wasn’t that mean-spirited. Sure, she had tried to prank him a couple of times, but even her pranks had been very tame; she just wasn’t malicious enough to do it well. So what was she about? He just couldn’t wrap his head around it.

On Saturday he packed his bags and moved from Compass Court to the hotel in Oakworth, where the whole wedding party was spending the night. There was still no sign of Wendy, who was coming over with her dad, and eventually Logan went up to his hotel room and began to get ready.

The costume made him feel slightly ridiculous, but he had to admit that his mother had spared no expense to make the hotel ballroom into a Victorian wonderland. There were candles everywhere, all ready to be lit later that night, and a string quartet had been booked, as well as a fabulous feast to look forward to.

He dwelt on that while he got dressed, but anticipation of seeing Wendy in her dress was driving him insane. He simply had to know why she had encouraged all this.

He stopped in front of the mirror and checked his hair for the hundredth time, and then finally he picked up the tiny bottle of aftershave that he had saved from Christmas.

“Here goes nothing,” he muttered, splashing it on, then left to go and meet his mother.

It was Wendy who opened the door, and Logan found himself speechless at the sight of her. He was totally at a loss for how he was supposed to act. All those years of getting good at talking to girls, and now he was faced with the one girl he liked and he couldn’t think of a thing to say.

“Hey, loser,” she grinned.

“Weirdo,” he returned the greeting, but bowed his head respectfully in a mock Victorian gesture.

“Come on in, your mum’s waiting.” She held the door wide, still not giving him an answer to the question that burned in his mind.

Throughout the wedding ceremony Logan struggled to keep his eyes off Wendy instead of on the happy couple he was supposed to be watching. She looked amazing. The fitted bodice, softened with lace edging and the full feminine skirts. And yet somehow, he just wanted her to be Wendy. The demure lady-in-waiting act just didn’t suit her. He wanted back the angry girl who teased him and shouted at him and punched him and kissed him.

Wendy kept up the act all the way through dinner, and he found it impossible to get a moment alone with her.

Finally, their parents took to the floor for the first dance and Logan got his chance. He watched his mother and Daniel waltz decorously around the candlelit room, and sidled up to Wendy.

“I think we’re supposed to join them. May I have the honour?”

She nodded, a playful smile still on her face. “Of course, I would be delighted.”

He took her hand. “So, is this for my benefit?” He indicated her dress.

“Yes.” She paused for a long moment as they made a turn. “It’s for our mutual benefit – I hope.”

He grinned and tightened his grip on her waist in a possessive hold.

“Logan, I wanted to say...”

“Shh.” he pressed a finger to her lips. “Don’t speak, you’ll spoil it.”

She made a joke of biting his finger, but didn’t say anything.

At the end of the music they parted, and danced with other people for a while.

An hour later they waved off their parents on their honeymoon, and Wendy turned to Logan.

“Do you know, I think I’ve had enough for tonight. I’m going to my room.”

“Oh, okay.” He waited, still not quite sure of her.

She looked at his face and laughed. “Are you joining me for a nightcap?” She leaned closer, “That’s a euphemism for kissing, if you aren’t quite getting my drift.”

Logan ran a hand through his hair as they stood silently in the lift going up to their floor.

“None of this seems quite right, Wendy. I mean, I get that it’s fun and I appreciate the gesture, but I want to know what it actually means for you and me. Do we go back to school tomorrow like nothing’s happened? I like the dress, a lot, but I want to deal in reality.”

Wendy nodded thoughtfully, “Fine – I was starting to struggle with the performance anyway.”

The lift stopped and she got out and grabbed his hand, dragging him down the corridor.

“Let’s get back to the real us.” Then she punched him in the arm, hard.

“Ow, what was that for?”

“To remind you who’s boss in our relationship.” She swiped a card at her door lock and then shoved him in.

He grabbed her around the waist and picked her up, tossing her on the bed. He pinned her hands down and said, “Me, I’m the boss.”

She laughed, and rolled him, so she was on top. “Let’s take it in turns. We’ll work it out somehow, with maybe a little role play and banter along the way – after all, as Shakespeare said: All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players.”

“Oh, shut up,” he said, and kissed her.

––––––––
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The End
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Book Seven in the Flirting Games Series

by

Stella Wilkinson

Chapter One

One look at the boy coming out of the classroom in front of her and Beth dropped her books. She’d never seen him at Compass Court School before, but she thought it might just be love at first sight.

Seeing all the books tumble from her arms and on to the floor, the boy turned and made his way back toward her.

Beth closed her eyes and counted to three, giving herself time to handle the inevitable interaction. She would have liked to count for longer and properly get her breath back, but there wasn’t time.

“Hi, need a hand?” The boy was already beside her and picking up the books.

He had an accent, almost certainly American. From behind her curtain of hair, Beth gave him a quick once-over. He was in great shape, and suntanned too, like he spent a lot of time outside. His hair was a lovely brown, and his face – she adored his face already, it was just so perfect. Also his eyes were kind, like he might actually be sensitive rather than a completely immature pain in the neck like the other boys her age, who thought that firing spit-ballers at shy girls was hilarious. 

Beth pushed her hair back in an attempt to look normal and not like the awkward nerd that she really was.

“Thank you.” She gave him a nervous smile and accepted the pile of books back that he had stacked in his arms.

“Big reader, huh?” he said, nodding at the books.

“Yes, no, I mean, yes.” How did she say that she liked reading and was taking the books back to the library, without giving away the fact that she had no life?

“Nothing wrong with self-improvement,” he smiled at her, and her heart melted into a lump of goop.

“Okay, see you around.” He slung his satchel over his neck, giving her a wave as he went.

She stood there staring after him with a dreamy smile on her face, until she suddenly became aware that she’d had that look for rather a long time and she’d totally failed to respond to him and now he was gone.

“I probably looked like a gormless idiot,” she admonished herself silently. And she hadn't even asked his name. Why had she been so dumb? She should have asked him about a million different questions – the most important of which was when exactly would she see him around? Was he in her year? Which Schoolhouse was he in? What subjects was he taking? And the one she would never ask: did he have a girlfriend?

***
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Beth sat inside the cool quiet library and looked out the window at the bright sunny January day. A part of her longed to go out there and just be happy, maybe she take a walk in the woods around the school, letting the crisp wintry air touch her skin and then go for hot chocolate in the local village café. The stuff normal girls did.

But the library provided sanctuary. Nothing bad was going to happen to her in there. No one would call her names or put dead worms inside her bag. It was always pretty empty in the school library on a Saturday. It was only populated by kids who were studying or checking their email, all being nice and quiet. People like her. Sometimes she felt like the only sixteen year old in the world lame enough to spend her Saturday studying, and while she did genuinely love to read and she absolutely wanted to ace her exams, she knew she should be doing more with other people in her year. Getting out there. The problem was that “out there” was scary. Groups made her nervous, one-on-one conversations made her edgy, she got anxious about even thinking of participating in any of the hundreds of options available at the school, other than being in the library.

At least she was mixing in a way, even if it was just sitting in a room with other students. But being in the thick of the library didn’t stop her feeling alone. She used to have a best friend who came with her to study, but Paige wasn’t a bookworm, she was the worm that turned. And two years earlier she had turned quite literally on Beth.

After Paige had suffered a bout of teenage meningitis that had kept her away from school for four months, Paige had come back different. She had become “Little Miss Get Involved”, and although Beth had tried to do it with her, it was just too hard to handle all that social interaction. But Paige hadn't understood and had dropped her as a friend. Since then, Beth had shied away from social groups and had become pretty lonely. Her life had become a round of keeping her head down and going from class to class and then back to her dorm room.

But now, for the first time since her falling out with Paige, Beth had a reason to get out there. She’d never really paid much attention to boys before, especially as she was pretty invisible where boys were concerned. But the American boy in the corridor might just be worth coming out of her shell for. She just had to know – who was he and how would she manage to see more of him?

Chapter Two

Beth crept in to the Special Education classroom and with her head down and moved quickly to her usual seat by the window. “Special Education” was the name of the extra class for people with adjustment issues. They met one hour a week and the Student Councillor tried to encourage them all “to share and grow.”

She was slumped in her chair doodling, when she felt a pair of eyes on her. Somehow she just knew someone was looking at her, and she felt a momentary panic as she surreptitiously scanned the classroom for any potential threats to her safe space.

Then she saw him. He was sat two rows in front of her on the other side of the room and he was grinning at her in recognition.

Beth ducked her head as a blush spread across her face. She counted to five trying to compose her features, and then another five as her blush refused to go away. She discreetly fanned her face with her notepad and then looked up again.

He had looked away.

Beth didn’t mind. He was here! She took advantage of the distraction caused by the teacher arriving to study him further. The back of his head was just as lovely as the front, she decided. 

“Hello everyone, today we’re going to break into small groups and discuss books. Nothing more, just grab a book from the table at the back and tell the others in your group what the book is about.” Miss Grant gave them all a vague smile and then moved to partner a couple of people up who looked too terrified to move. Beth watched as the new boy looked around and then his eyes rested on her. He got up. 

Oh goodness, he was coming over to speak to her! 

Beth had a moment where she suddenly wanted to make a dash for it, but she was hemmed in by the wall and there was nowhere to go anyway.

“Hello again.” He had stopped by her desk. “Do you want to be in a group with me?”

Beth opened her mouth to speak but Miss Grant had followed him. “Good morning. Do you two know each other?”

Beth shook her head just as the boy said, “Yes.”

“Well, not really,” she qualified as their teacher looked confused by the mixed response. “He helped me pick up some books that I dropped. That’s all.”

“I’m Matthew, Matthew Lake. I just moved here and the Head suggested I attend this class for a few weeks as I was starting in the middle of a school year and don’t know anyone.” The boy explained to the teacher. 

“I’m Miss Grant, we’re very glad to have you Matthew.” She made a note on the clipboard she carried; “And this is Bethan Jenkins, I’ll leave the two of you to get acquainted then, chose any two books from the table and see if you can start a discussion.” She moved away to tackle another student who was loudly blowing bubbles with her gum and looking totally disinterested in joining in.

“Bethan.” Matthew smiled at her as he spoke her name for the first time, and she thought how nice it sounded when he said it.

Matthew inclined his head questioningly toward the bookcases at the back. Beth had pretty much read all the books and was fairly unimpressed with them, but she nodded eagerly and followed him over.

There was a large group table by the books and two fourteen-year-old girls were already sat at one end, both doing something on their phones and ignoring the task they had been set.

Beth sat down as far away from the girls as possible to try to get some relatively private time with Matthew. This particular class had kids of all ages, but she was sure that Matthew was about fifteen or sixteen, just like herself.

She grabbed a couple of books off the middle of the table to make a pretence of reading and handed one to Matthew. He cottoned on to her ruse and flicked through it in an offhand manner.

“So, Bethan, are you in Year Twelve? That’s the one I’ve been placed in.”

She nodded. “Just Beth,” she managed to say.

“Yeah, me too. Just Matt. Only my mother calls me Matthew. It’s good to see someone else my age here. So far I’ve only met the guys in my room, and not really had a chance to talk to anyone in any of my classes. I noticed you in English this morning, but Mr Jeffrey made me sit at the front because I’ve never even read any Thomas Hardy and have tons of catching up to do.”

Beth stared at him in surprise. He had been in her English class? Why hadn't she noticed him? Maybe she had been so busy staring at the floor as usual that she had missed the first exciting thing to come into the room since Rory Mahony had come in wearing the donkey’s head from his role in the Year Twelve play.

But what good would it have done if she’d seen him? She would only have messed it up then as she was doing now. She was aware that in the whole time they had been together that day, she had actually only managed two words directly to him.

Thankfully Matt didn’t seem to have noticed yet that she was unable to communicate like a normal human. He was still chatting away, talking about the activities he’d done in his last school. She tuned back in to what he was saying.

“...and soccer. That’s my greatest passion. Or ‘football’ as you Brits call it here. Do they have much of a team at the school? The soccer season is only just starting and I saw a notice up in the school gym about try-outs so I’m going on Saturday. Do you like soccer?”

Beth gave him a startled look. She could hardly say yes, as she knew almost nothing about it, but on the other hand he had just said it was his passion and she wanted to appear to share his interest.

“Soccer, um, I mean football, is fairly popular here, and great exercise.” She settled for something non-committal, that might sound like she played the sport.

He smiled and opened his mouth to say more, when the teacher came back around to them.

“Well done both of you, nice to see you in discussion, and what books are we talking about today?”

Beth panicked and closed her eyes.

“Nothing yet,” Matt said honestly, “We were just getting to know each other first, what our hobbies are, that kind of thing. But it turns out that Beth is very keen on reading, so we were just about to start talking about...” he looked down at the book he was holding, “aqueducts.” He finished his sentence with slight disbelief that he would be interested in such a book.

But Miss Grant looked thrilled. “Aqueducts? How marvellous. I love that one. Don’t you think the architecture of the ancient world was fascinating?”

“Fascinating,” Matt agreed doubtfully.

“Good, good. Carry on then, children.” She sailed on towards the two fourteen-year-old girls, who quickly hid their phones.

Whatever Miss Grant said to the girls was about to put a clear dampener on their conversation. Both the girls got moodily to their feet and then joined Beth and Matt.

“We’ve been told to come and talk about books and stuff with you guys.” The first girl sat down and then instantly shifted her focus back to her phone.

The second girl gave Matt an assessing look and started flicking her hair around. “So, I’ve got one on all the different religions, what books are you talking about?”

“I have one on aqueducts, if you’re interested?” Matt said with a wry smile.

The girl pouted. “Not really. I don’t even know what that is. Was it one of the miracles?”

“Not the kind of miracle you’re thinking of, no. But perhaps a miracle of engineering.” Matt smiled at Beth and she smiled back. Unfortunately that was pretty much the end of their conversation. For the next half hour the girl attempted to engage Matt’s attention on a variety of topics, while Beth sat there like a lemon trying to think of something intelligent to say and wishing she had the courage to say anything at all.

Mostly all she could think about was how attractive he was and how much she wanted to press her lips against his, which was hardly on topic.

When Miss Grant began to round up the class by giving a talk on integration, Beth gave up trying to think of something to add. She had managed a grand total of thirteen words. She looked at the floor, wondering if Matt thought she was a bit simple.

Matt and Beth helped Miss Grant put the books away in a box and then held out his hand to help Beth to her feet from the floor where she had been retrieving the last book. She put her hand in his and tried to memorise how it felt. His hand was warm and strong and strangely reassuring. It was right somehow.

Miss Grant finished with a list of things she wanted them all to do before the next class, all of which sounded incredibly scary to Beth. Quite ordinary tasks like help someone who needs it and writing down how it made you feel.

Beth closed her eyes and counted to ten. When she opened them, Matt was looking at her with an odd expression on his face.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

Beth quelled the urge to make a run for the door, and tried to breathe very slowly.

“Yes,” she managed to say after three deep breathes.

“Can I walk with you to the next class?” he asked.

She nodded furiously, just glad that he was still talking to her.

Fourteen words so far. She really needed to say more.

“So, um, good luck with the football try-outs,” she blurted before she could let herself overthink it.

“Thanks. Yeah, I don’t know why I get nervous. Soccer is one of the few things I’m quite good at, but it’s hard breaking into a new team. It’s scary when you don’t know anyone there. Maybe you could come along and give me some moral support, next Saturday morning on the sports field?”

Before she had time to answer he stopped at a door and looked down at the timetable in his hand.

“Oh, I think this is me, you’re not in this one?” She shook her head. “Okay, See you soon.” Matt gave her a warm smile and disappeared into the class room.

“Bye,” she managed, before turning in the opposite direction to go to her own classroom.

Beth felt a bubble of happiness sitting somewhere inside her chest. She had talked to Matt and she had enjoyed it, mostly. She might have only managed a few sentences so far, but being in his company had been actually fun. She just wished she could be more normal, like any other girl hanging out with a cute boy, instead of being such a closed book.

Back in her dorm room after classes were finished for the day Beth wrote up her diary, reliving every word he’d said. He had asked her to come and support him at the football try-out! She hugged herself with the knowledge that he was saying he wanted to spend more time with her; that was great. But without realising it he was also asking her to do something scary. But could she? For him?

Chapter Three

Beth kept her eyes peeled every day for a sighting of Matt, but they were few and far between. He ate breakfast, lunch and dinner at the East Tower table, while Beth sat at the North Tower table. He had waved at her, but she’d been too scared to go over and he hadn’t crossed the room either. While students could sit at other tables, it was rarely done, and Matt obviously felt he had to stay at the East Tower table. Each day in her free lessons she went to the library and walked as slowly as she could while scanning the corridors for him, then her heart would deflate as she reached the library and went inside.

As she sat inside the library, alternating between studying, reading, and staring out the window, Beth found herself thinking more and more about Matt and less and less about her ambition to become a vet.

She had already chosen Veterinary Science as her University degree, simply because she preferred animals to people. She was desperate for a pet of her own, but Compass Court didn’t allow them. One day, she promised herself, she would have a house full of cats. In the meantime, the best thing she could do was to make sure she got excellent grades in all her A-level subjects so that she could get a place at Oxford or Cambridge University. That had been her sole ambition in life, but now she wondered if she might like just a little bit more to her life than just study. Could she ace her exams and still have a little bit of a social life?

She sighed; if she wanted a social life then she might first need a personality transplant! Her attempts to talk to Matt had been pathetic. It was incredibly lucky that he hadn't noticed, but how long would that last? Pretty soon he would cotton on to the fact that she was socially inept and then he wouldn’t bother to talk to her anymore. Why couldn’t she be stronger? She so wished she was.

She wished she could be more like her friend Wendy. Wendy was one of the girls that Beth shared a room with, and she always made the effort to sit and chat to Beth instead of getting bored and talking to more outgoing people. Wendy was into reading and many other things, but she was nothing like Beth. Wendy died her hair black and pink and wore a lot of eye makeup. The teachers were always telling her to tone it down but Wendy didn’t listen to anyone, she did what she wanted when she wanted. Beth thought Wendy was the bravest person she had ever met. She wished she could be more like that, but instead she just desperately wanted to be accepted. She wanted to be able to go and see Matt at football try-outs.

Beth shut the book she was looking at and stood up purposefully. Tomorrow was Saturday and she would make darn well sure she saw Matt. She would go to the sports field and cheer him on.

Back at in her room, Beth went through her wardrobe. What was the right thing to wear to watch a football try-out? She was naturally quite slim; she didn’t eat a lot plus she liked to take long walks by herself through the woods surrounding Compass Court. Her legs were long, and she thought they were probably her best feature, but she was depressingly aware that she had very little “up top” to make her more noticeable to boys. As it was a Saturday she wouldn’t have to wear her school uniform, and it was a chance to make an impression, to show Matt she was a girl, a dateable girl. She settled for white shorts and a plain navy blue t-shirt under a navy blue hooded jumper, but with flowery patterned pumps on her feet to add some femininity.

She felt like she was the only sixteen-year-old girl in the whole of Compass Court who didn’t wear make-up, but she wasn’t ready to change that.

On Saturday morning she got up and showered and dressed much earlier than usual. Then she had to pace around her dorm because there was nothing that seemed able to hold her attention. She tried reading and she even tried doing some prep, but none of it worked. She had checked the information in the gym and so she knew the try-outs didn’t start until 10.30 a.m., but it was only quarter to nine!

“Are you alright?” Wendy asked her, after she had done a circuit of the room for about the fifth time.

“Yes, fine. Just stretching my legs,” Beth replied, and decided to do it outside instead, before her other roommates noticed too and started asking more pointed questions than Wendy would.

Having left her room with still an hour until she needed to head for the sports field, Beth decided to visit the library first. She would usually spend a large portion of the day there, studying and also just reading for pleasure in her favourite corner, but on that particular day she ended up wondering aimlessly around it, and eventually walked out again having done nothing at all except passed another few minutes.

She took a long route to reach the sports field, going via the school tuck shop to pick up a muffin to kill some time, but when she reached the area allocated to the football pitches she stopped dead.

Surrounding the pitch was a crowd of people.

Bethan didn’t do crowds.

She took five measured deep breaths and slowly walked closer. She could see through the people that there were both boys and girls on the pitches and they were doing some sort of ball skills test: dribbling a football in and out among orange cones and then kicking it to a goalkeeper, one at a time.

She got a little closer, still unable to see Matt. The crowd cheered and Beth tensed up and stopped moving. Noisy crowds made her even more uncomfortable.

She counted to ten then started moving forward again. There was another loud cheer and some clapping.

Beth turned tail and set off at a brisk trot in the opposite direction. Just past the football pitch was the rugby pitch, where a few boys were practicing some kicking, and she kept going. Eventually she reached the cricket nets was relieved to find the area empty. She sat down and put her head on her knees.

What was wrong with her? “Could I be any more pathetic?” she chided herself. “Those were just the player’s friends. I have to go back there and let Matt see me being supportive and interested, and then I have to talk to him if I can.” She nodded to herself but didn’t move. “But I probably wouldn’t get a chance to talk to him, not with all those other people there. It would be much easier just to wait until Monday and talk to him in Special Ed class. Would he really notice or care if I’m there today? Probably not.” But she knew she was just trying to make herself feel better.

She spent a little more time trying to convince herself to go back, but the longer she debated the worse her anxiety seemed to get. Was any boy actually worth getting herself into such a state over? Matt was cute, but it wasn’t as though going to the try-outs was going to change her life in any way or make it better. She didn’t need to put herself through that.

With the decision made in her mind, Beth calmed down. She stood up and walked calmly back to the library. It was only once she got there that she suddenly felt the need to hide in the toilet and have a really good bout of tears!

Twenty minutes later she was back outside in the sunshine, red-eyed and still sniffing a little, but feeling stronger. She didn’t want to be in the library, but she also knew she didn’t want to go to the sports field again. She chewed a fingernail wondering what to do. Then walked reluctantly back to her room feeling like a failure.

“Hey,” Wendy looked up from her desk surprised to see Beth back so soon.

“Hi, are you busy? Do you have time to chat?”

“Sure,” Wendy shut her laptop and moved to sit on her bed opposite Beth’s. “What’s up?”

“Nothing really, I could just use a friend right now, boy trouble and all that nonsense.”

“Boy trouble? Now I’m definitely interested. I wasn’t even sure you knew boys existed, tell me everything!”

Beth grinned and curled up on her own bed next to Wendy’s. Wendy had buckets of personality and her sarcastic humour was exactly what Beth felt she needed. That, and a good swift kick in the pants!

Chapter Four

“So then I totally chickened out and basically ran away.” Beth finished recounting every bit of information concerning Matt right up to date.

“But you’ll see him on Monday, right?” Wendy lounged on her bed, now painting her toenails as she listened to the full story.

“Yes,” Beth said.

“So, don’t beat yourself up then. You don’t like crowds of people, that’s no biggie. It’s not as though you have to turn around ten times before you leave the house or anything.” Wendy laughed as she saw the look of confusion on Beth’s face. “It was something I saw on TV, this guy who got so anxious he had to go through all kinds of rituals just to go out the front door. What I’m saying is, Matt probably won’t care that you weren’t there, and it doesn’t really matter anyway because you get to see him in class.”

“What if he asks why I didn’t come?”

“Did you say you were going to be there?”

Beth thought about it for a second and then shook her head. “No, he asked me and then we got interrupted.”

Wendy smiled triumphantly, “There you go then. If he asks then you can say how much you wanted to come but that you were busy with a prior commitment.”

“Doing what?” Beth couldn’t imagine him thinking that her going to the library was much of a commitment.

“Hanging out with me, of course! Let him know you have friends and a life of your own.”

“Even though I don’t.” Beth grinned ruefully.

“Sure you do, this is girl time right now. What do you think of this colour? It’s called Red Is the New Black.”

“I think the red is so dark that it might as well be black,” Beth said honestly.

“Yeah, me too. I thought it was going to be more blood-coloured than that.” Wendy wriggled her toes to get them dry quicker.

“Listen, Beth. You like this boy, right?”

“Yes.”

“So do something about it. Don’t let life pass you by while you hide from it in the library. Just tell yourself you are going to do just one extraordinary thing, break the mould and just kiss him.”

“No way, I couldn’t!” Beth shuddered at the idea.

“Then be a quiet nobody and just watch in silence while he has a life without you,” Wendy said forcefully. “For goodness’ sake, Beth, you need to make things happen, otherwise they just happen for somebody else, got it?”

“Got it.” Beth rolled her eyes.

“Seriously! Just grasp the nettle, okay? It might sting a little but I promise you it will be worth it.”

“Okay, okay already.” Beth laughed. Talking to Wendy had indeed been exactly what she needed. She really did feel pumped up to do something after the pep talk she had just been given. She just needed to hold on to that feeling until Monday.

Chapter Five

Beth sat in class feeling like she had ants in her pants. She could hardly keep still as she counted the seconds go by until Miss Grant stopped her lecture and set them an activity.

This time they were told to partner up and ask a list of pre-set questions to another person. She bravely smiled at Matt and then exhaled in relief as he made his way over to her desk.

“So how did try-outs go?” Beth pushed herself to ask as soon as he’d sat down.

Matt ran his hand through his hair and grinned enthusiastically. “Oh, they were cool. Some really great people. There were two different teams I tried out for, there’s the all-boys first team, and I made it as Centre-Back, and there’s the mixed league as well, that’s the new big thing apparently. I looked for you, but didn’t see you...”

Beth shifted awkwardly, uncomfortable with the idea of stretching the truth. “No, sorry. I didn’t get a chance to tell you last week, but I already had other plans with a girlfriend.”

“A girlfriend, huh? Not a boyfriend then?”

“No, I don’t have a boyfriend.”

“Good.” He gave her a cheeky smile.

Beth opened her mouth to answer and then realised she didn’t know what to say, and closed it again. Was he flirting with her? She didn’t know how to flirt. She bit her lip and hoped she wasn’t blowing it already. She had spent the whole week desperate to see him and talk to him, and yet she could already feel herself retreating into her shell and clamming up.

She counted slowly to twenty while she tried to regain control of her fears so she could say something witty and clever rather than just flap her jaw open and shut.

Beth made a show of studying the list of questions in front of her until she felt calm again.

“Question one on my sheet says: do you believe in aliens?” she frowned at it, never having given the question a great deal of thought herself.

“Yes, but I don’t think there are any here.” His mouth quirked up at the corner. “Mine says: do you believe in telepathy?”

“Um, no.” Beth blinked rapidly at the idea of how awful that would be.

“Is it just me or are these questions weird?” He ran his finger down the list.

“I think they are supposed to stimulate discussion or something.”

“Why can’t we just talk to each other then?”

Beth gave a nervous smile. Clearly Matt hadn’t worked out yet that the class was mostly made up of people who struggled with just talking to each other.

“Yes, um, just talking is good. Anyway, you were telling me about your try-outs?” Beth leaned back against the wall behind her trying to appear cool and relaxed.

“Right, yes. I was really hoping you’d come because of the new mixed league. Compass Court really wants to take part in it against a bunch of other schools that are doing it this year, but there were totally not enough girls. Apparently each team has to be at least one-third female players to qualify. Which means that in a team of eleven players we have to have at least three girls, preferably four. There were a few girls there but not enough decent ones to make up the quota. Toby, the team Captain is holding more tryouts again next week and it would be so fantastic if you would come. We could both be on the team and I would have at least one friend to hang out with.”

Beth went almost starry-eyed at the thought of Matt wanting her to play football with him and hang out together. She almost completely forgot she couldn’t actually play football as she found herself nodding.

“That sounds fun,” she said cautiously, “but I’m sorry, I’m really no good at football, you wouldn’t want me on your team.”

“We would though. Seriously, we won’t be able to enter at all if we don’t have enough girls. Even if you did nothing at all but stand around looking pretty, it would still be better than what we have so far.”

Beth blushed and looked at the floor. Was Matt saying he thought she was pretty? Or was he just speaking generally about girls?

“But I would help you,” he continued, pushing the point, “we could do some extra training together if you like. Meet up in the week and practice a bit?”

Beth only just managed to contain herself from leaping up and down and shouting “Yes!” He was actually suggesting that they should spend even more time alone; it would be the perfect opportunity to get to know him.

“Okay, if you want me to.”

Matt looked delighted and Beth felt a warm glow inside.

It was only later, as she made her way back to North Tower, that she realised what she had agreed to. It wasn’t just going to be her and Matt. Other people would be there, lots of other people. Other players who would judge her, and the crowd... all those people watching. She had been freaked enough when they were cheering and clapping, how on earth would she handle it when they saw how awful she was? They might throw taunts at her, or hurl rotten tomatoes. Or throw worms at the bookworm, her paranoid voice whispered. Either way, she would never make the team and it would be humiliating. That was if she could even get herself close enough to the pitch to try out in the first place; chances were that she would run away again. Why had she told him she would do it? She should have simply said there was no way she would ever do such a thing and that he might as well stop talking to her straightaway because it was inevitable that it would happen in the end. Better it be sooner rather than later.

Beth lay awake in bed that night despising herself for her weakness. She had finally met a boy she really liked and he seemed to like her too. Was she really going to let her stupid anxiety stand in the way of spending more time with him?

It was all Paige’s fault. Paige had been her best friend, but then she had totally changed. Paige’s illness had somehow changed her. Beth knew that Paige had nearly died when she’d contracted teenage meningitis, and apparently she’d spent weeks on the critical list in hospital. Yet when Paige returned to school she was totally brimming with fun-loving cheerfulness and had become really popular, leaving Beth behind her in the dust. Not only had Paige become involved in any and every social activity, but she had totally ditched Beth as a friend. Beth now considered Paige as the enemy. Paige was the enemy of shyness and the enemy of friendship. The moment that Beth had stopped trying to keep up with Paige and her new activity schedule, Paige had simply stopped talking to her, making Beth feel a million times worse and creating a situation where she had gone from simply being socially awkward to one where she actually hyperventilated in large groups of her peers.

She’d moved rooms after that. She used to share with Paige and two other girls in South Tower, but she’d requested a transfer and been put into North Tower with Wendy, Sandra and Collette instead. Her panic attacks had gradually decreased after the move.

She was over that now, and much better than she had been when she and Paige had first fallen out over two years earlier; but she still hadn’t really gotten back to her old self, let alone improved her confidence as she had once intended.

Back then, when she had completely fallen apart, her mother had booked her some sessions with a therapist. He had taught her a few coping techniques, like the counting and to focus on her breathing, but she knew she still had further to go. How could she have a normal life if she couldn’t do normal things?

She thumped her pillow a few times. She wanted a normal life. She had to find a way to step up and do stuff even if it scared her. She would go to the try-outs, somehow.

Chapter Six

Beth spent the entire week going back and forth on her decision to attend the try-outs.

She did what every bookworm would do when faced with a subject she didn’t know much about – she found books on it. One trip to the library produced an armful of books to take home. Over the course of the week Beth read three different books explaining all the rules of football, she read two footballer biographies, and she read a very useful book on how to improve football skills. The last book she reread several times, and she practiced some of the tips in secret out on the empty cricket pitch. She managed to vaguely master dribbling, and tackling (a tree) and kicking in the direction that she intended. It didn’t seem much, but she felt a darn sight more prepared than she had been before.

Her anxiety was a whole separate issue. She sat with her eyes closed, cross-legged, in the middle of her dorm room floor and tried to visualise the try-outs. She saw herself stepping on to a pitch surrounded by people who were watching her. Just this alone usually resulted in mild hyperventilation, and she would stop the visualisation and decide that there was no way she could do it.

Beth found a better coping technique. Every time she got all freaked out and decided not to go, she would speak to Wendy. Beth figured that Wendy was probably fed up to the back teeth with giving her pep talks, but they truly were incredibly helpful. She would come away from talking with Wendy feeling genuinely stronger and more able to handle it. It was a novel feeling for her. She hadn't had a close friend to rely on since her falling out with Paige, and she discovered that having a friend to talk to made all the difference. She wished more than ever that she and Paige had never stopped talking, but she was grateful to have such a strong new friend.

Maybe isolating herself in the library had made life worse and not better? Maybe she would be stronger if she had more friends? It was those kind of realisations that drove Beth to make it to the try-out the following Saturday.

She was still of two minds about whether she would go through with it, but she had to try. She was terrified, yet determined to “get out there”. She wanted to spend more time with Matt – if only there could be a less “public” way to do it?

Beth put her “football” outfit on again and walked slowly to the sports field. She spent the whole journey psyching herself up not to turn tail and run as soon as she saw the crowd.

The closer she got, the more jittery she became, but she pressed on regardless. Arriving at the football pitch, Beth found herself hiding behind a tree hoping to get a glimpse of Matt while trying not to be seen. She edged slowly closer, moving from tree to tree, until she was just at the edge of the pitch where a small crowd had gathered. Beth peered around the tree and was relieved to see that the crowd was far smaller than when she had seen it the previous week; but there were still enough people there to make her feel nervous.

After a couple of minutes the crowd thinned right down to just a few friends as the majority of the people jogged on to the pitch and began doing stretches and other warm-ups. The group on the pitch was mainly girls and only a few boys, and Beth frowned as she eventually spotted Matt and saw that he had three girls surrounding him already. 

She sighed. Why had she expected anything else? Matt was too good-looking not to have been noticed by anyone else. And the fact that he was American just made him even more interesting. But she had thought that they somehow had a connection just because they were in a class together. He’d probably met loads of girls since moving to the UK, and she was just one of many that he’d invited along to try-outs.

She pressed her body deeper into the tree to remain hidden as another boy blew a whistle and everyone crowded around him. She thought she could see Matt looking all around, perhaps for her, but she decided that it was just wishful thinking.

Beth watched as the boy with the whistle put Matt in a group with the three girls, and she had just decided to slink away when they all fanned out again, cutting off her escape route.

Cones were set out along the pitch and the players got into lines and took turns dribbling the ball in and out among the cones. Beth watched carefully, but couldn’t see anything skilled or technical about what they were doing; it was exactly as described in her book, and she had done exactly the same in her private practice. In fact, she thought, watching the girls in Matt’s group, it seemed that none of them had done any practice because they were making lots of mistakes – and surely it wasn’t nearly as hard as they were acting as though it were?

Beth got so interested in seeing how well all the girls were doing that she forgot to keep well hidden.

“Beth? Beth!”

Beth pulled back out of sight as she saw Matt had spotted her, but it was obviously too late. She grumbled at herself and clung to the tree for some support for a few seconds before accepting that she was going to have to go out there now, even if it was only to say hello and then make an excuse to leave.

She pasted a smile onto her face and pushed away from the trunk, stepping into the light. She mentally measured the distance to Matt.

“It’s only about twenty steps,” she told herself. “Come on, Beth, you can take twenty steps. One, two, three...” She counted them as she walked towards him, preferring to concentrate on that rather than anything else. She knew she was still stuck in “smiling like an idiot” mode, but it didn’t matter as long as she managed not to panic and run away.

It was sixteen steps to Matt, because he came forward to meet her.

“Beth.” He looked so pleased to see her that she felt all mushy inside. His smile really ought to have a kilowatt setting, she thought inanely.

He took her arm. “I’m so glad you made it. Come and see Toby, I told him you might be coming. There are more girls than expected here today but,” his voice dropped conspiratorially, “a lot of them really can’t cut it.”

Beth tried to focus on the feel of his hand on her arm rather than his words, but she could hear them echoing in her head. She stopped walking.

“I really don’t think I’m going to do any better,” she said. “You said it didn’t matter.” She looked at him accusingly. She just knew it was going to be another hideously embarrassing social situation where she would be useless and everyone would laugh at her and she would probably be the only one who wasn’t picked and would have to leave the pitch in flames of embarrassment.

“Don’t be daft. You’ll be great,” Matt said, completely oblivious to her fears. He propelled her forward again. “Toby?” he called to the boy with the whistle.

Toby walked over as Beth dug her heels into the grass to slow Matt’s momentum in a direction she didn’t want to go.

Toby gave her a big smile. “Hi, you’re Matt’s friend? Are you new to Compass Court as well?”

Beth looked at Toby and tried to decide whether to laugh or to cry at his comment.

“Actually, Toby, I’ve been at the same school as you for the last six years.” She settled on giving him a tight smile because crying would have been hard to live down.

Toby shook his head, and peered at her closely. “Really? I’m sure I would have remembered you. Elizabeth, was it?”

“No, Bethan, or just Beth. Beth Jenkins.” She tried to jog his memory.

She had recognised Toby as soon as Matt had said his name and she was close enough to see his face. Toby was a someone. Not that their school was particularly cliquey, but Toby was fairly well known. His sister Rose was in the year above them, and his cousin Ellie was in their year and also very popular. Toby hung with a group of guys who were all sporty types and who moved with confidence through the school. He was one of the leaders of the group too, not to mention being kind of handsome. Basically not someone she would be likely to know on a personal level. But they had been in several classes together over the years and he should at least recognise her name.

But Toby was still looking at her like she was a puzzle.

“Well, I guess we just never crossed paths,” he said at last.

She shrugged, well aware that they had, but she had been purposefully unnoticeable.

But today she had made an effort, mainly for Matt’s benefit, not to look like a wallflower, and she supposed it must be working. Which was scary, more than anything else.

“Okay.” Toby checked his watch. “Would you mind joining Matt’s group and dribbling the ball down there and back?”

“Oh, um, I just came to support Matt, I don’t really want to be on the team.” She trailed off as Matt looked beseechingly at her.

“Oh, go on, Beth, it would be so good if you were on the team too.”

Beth felt the glow of his encouraging smile and found herself nodding without meaning to.

Stupid handsome boy who scrambled her mind so she couldn’t think straight!

But both Matt and Toby looked really pleased, which made her feel a little bit braver.

Toby dropped a ball at her feet and then stepped back to assess her performance.

That was the moment when all her doubts and fears rushed back in. The world seemed to suddenly slow down and she became aware of the people watching at the sidelines, and the three girls in Matt’s group who were suddenly intently watching her, and Toby who she wouldn’t normally dream of talking to, and Matt... She tried to shift her entire attention to Matt. After all, it was all for him. If she could just make herself do it for him...

“Keep your eye on the ball,” he said encouragingly.

Beth looked down at the ball. It was a football; a small round ball; there was nothing scary about a football, so she focussed on that. Time sped up again to normal and the onlookers faded from her sight as she concentrated on the ball.

She began to move the ball forward with her feet just as instructed in her book and just like she had practiced. It felt good; it was just her and the ball. 

Her and the ball, no one else here.

She decided that even though football was a team sport, it actually required quite an individual skill set. You played the ball alone. She dribbled it in and out among the cones and then back again. 

She was surprised when Toby clapped – was he being sarcastic? Surely it was hardly an achievement?

“Good, well done, Beth.” He blew his whistle again and people converged on them from all over the pitch. Beth’s eyes darted around nervously, but Matt placed his hand on the small of her back and she felt instantly calmer again, like his touch was somehow magically charged, sort of warm and reassuring.

“Okay,” Toby addressed the group, “We’re going to move down to the goal and do some kicking and some headers.”

One of the other three girls in her group stepped between her and Matt, deliberately slowing him down as she asked him some question about his old team.

Beth paused, not knowing what to do, but then Toby moved up beside her and asked Beth if she enjoyed watching real football matches.

Beth dragged her eyes off Matt. “No, I don’t watch much television, sorry,” she answered.

Toby laughed, “I didn’t mean on TV, I meant going to games,” he clarified as she continued to look blank.

“Never mind.” He gave her a side glance. “It’s probably not your type of thing anyway, I just thought maybe you might like to go to one sometime.”

“Yes, I might,” she said vaguely. She supposed it all depended on whether she got on the team. If she did then she figured she would have to learn a little more about football, and going to see a game or two would probably be helpful. Maybe Matt might like to go with her.

“Great.” Toby gave her a kind of hot look, and then jogged on ahead, glancing back once with a smile.

Beth processed his words for a second, trying to work out what his look had meant, and then stopped dead in her tracks.

Had Toby Falcon just asked her out? Surely not!

Chapter Seven

Beth watched Toby in wide-eyed wonder; there was no way a boy like him would have asked out an invisible girl like her, was there? But just because she had been invisible in class, hidden among all the other students, did that mean that she had to be invisible now too? Here on the football pitch she was only one of maybe ten or so girls, and she had been brought to his attention by Matt. Could it be possible that he had actually seen her instead of seeing through her like she was used to?

The problem was that the look he had given her seemed to indicate interest, but Beth didn’t recognise it because no one had used it on her before. But put it together with his asking about her going to a football match and it added up to: a possible date?

Her eyes swivelled to Matt. He was talking to one of the other girls in their group. A tall busty girl with bouncy gold curls. The opposite to Beth in every way. The girl was touching Matt on the arm as they spoke and they were standing close together. That was far more the sort of signs she was good at reading. Signs that were obvious to see on other people rather than signs directed at her.

Her heart sank. Yes, Matt was showing interest in the girl and the girl was showing interest in Matt. Why couldn’t he have been the one to give her the look that Toby had given her? That was surely the whole point in being there.

“Okay, everyone line up, we’re going to kick at goal,” Toby shouted. “Three kicks per person. Don’t worry if you don’t actually score a goal, it’s more about power and aim. I want a kick to the middle, then one to the top left and one to the top right.”

Beth tried to fall back a little so as not to be near the front, but everyone seemed to have the same idea and she found herself second in line.

The girl in front of her was the girl who had been talking to Matt. Her long legs were muscled and well toned, and when she kicked the ball it slammed straight into the back of the net. She then kicked top left and top right with no trouble at all and scored a goal each time. The goalkeeper chucked the ball back each time with a look of admiration on his face, and Beth knew that she would look completely hopeless in comparison. The panic must have shown in her face because Toby, standing beside her, said, “Don’t worry, just do what you can.”

Matt didn’t say anything, but she remembered his words about keeping her eye on the ball. She let the rest of the world slide out of focus and honed her concentration just on the ball and the goal. She kicked the ball straight into the arms of the goalie, who chucked it back to her. She took a deep breath and drilled her world down to the ball again. This time it sailed past the goalie and into the top left. He chucked it back and gave her a thumbs up. She gave him a grateful smile in return and then kicked top right. She didn’t get the height that time and he caught it again, but he smiled and nodded at her like she had done well.

Beth moved out of the way for the next girl. As she stood back she was amazed that she had even done it, especially now that she focussed once more on all the people around her. But there was something about football, the way it really was just her and the ball in the moment, that meant she could play without panicking.

A smile spread across her face – she did like football. Suddenly she really wanted to make the team, she wanted to be able to play something with other people where she didn’t feel like she was going to be sick or pass out just by the very nature of socially interacting as part of a game. The other players only needed to exist in the periphery; it could just be one girl and her ball.

It was with growing excitement that Beth watched all the other girls completely fail to kick the ball three times into the goal. Some of them had aim that was way off, but for the most part they seemed to struggle with getting it off the ground and up to the top corners. Most kicked well but only along the grass.

Beth had thought that all the others would be just like the first girl and that she herself would be the very worst of the bunch, but it seemed like the first girl had been unusually good and that actually Beth was above the average. She was silently grateful for all the books she had read and the practice she had put in, as it looked as though it was going to pay off. She could properly find out if she enjoyed playing football as a new and healthy hobby both mentally and physically, and she could be with Matt.

Beth sneaked another look at Toby. She could benefit from being friends with him too. He made her feel good about herself in those few words they had exchanged without feeling panicked or pressured, and she wouldn’t be adverse to a little more of that kind of attention.

Beth got nervous again as they lined up for “headers”. She jostled a little with the blonde girl, as they both tried to go opposite Matt. She had almost got out of the way with an apology, but at the last moment a stubborn streak, that she hadn’t known she even had, had kicked in and she’d managed to get herself partnered with Matt. He stood opposite her and gave her a big grin and she felt herself relax again.

As Toby moved down the line, Matt chucked her a gentle lob and she easily headed it back to him. Toby stopped, and was watching the next one. Matt made it a little harder and Beth had to jump slightly to reach it, but she still managed to return it.

“Do you mind?” Toby asked Matt, taking the ball from him. “Can you try to send this one over there?” Toby said, indicating to his left.

Beth bit her lip and nodded. Toby let the ball sail high and Beth had to shift to get under it. She did her slow-motion mind thing, letting the world narrow to nothing but the ball, and managed to place it perfectly.

“Well done.” Toby looked really pleased and she felt herself glow in response.

She was still riding high on that when it all went a bit wrong. They were each given a ball and told to try to keep it off the ground. She hadn't practiced that and her efforts were a total disaster. As she attempted to kick the ball from her foot up to her knee it spun off in every direction but up, and then from her head to her foot was just as bad, and she spent ten minutes chasing the ball around the pitch to start again. Her only saving grace was that most of the other girls also seemed to be as useless at it as she was, with the notable exception of the girl who was competing for Matt’s attention and seemed to best her in everything they did.

“Nice one, Marianne,” Toby said as he passed them, and Beth saw him put a big tick next to Marianne’s name on his clipboard. She craned her neck trying to spot her own name, but was too slow to see.

Last of all he put each of them in goal and Matt, Toby and another boy called Bryn all took turns to kick the ball at them. Matt was kindest and kicked it straight to them. Toby made it more challenging and kicked in random directions so that most of them missed it, but Bryn kicked hard and fast and Beth found herself cringing away from the ball as it made a beeline for her face. She was furious with herself when she ducked out of the way and the ball went merrily into the goal behind her. What a wimp she must look.

After that, all of them, both boys and girls, jogged around the pitch three times, and Beth was extremely glad for all the walking around the woods she did. They were all puffing heavily at the end, and several of the others had fallen far behind; one girl had even given up and was simply walking it.

“Good work, everyone,” Toby said as they gathered round him at the end of the jog. “I’ll make this quick and painless. Marianne, Beth, Kelly and Emma, you’re all on the team. I’m really sorry to the rest of you, and thank you so much for coming today.” Toby gave the rest of the girls a brief kind smile and then turned his attention to Beth and the others that had been picked.

Marianne, Kelly and Emma screamed and hugged each other. Beth smiled shyly at Matt, finding herself surprisingly thrilled at being selected.

“You were great,” Matt said. “Much better than you let me think you would be. I thought you said you hadn't really played before?” His voice was teasing and she could tell he genuinely was pleased.

“I haven’t, truly. It just sort of clicked. It wasn’t nearly as hard or as scary as I thought it would be.” In fact, Beth found herself experiencing something of a high. Like an adrenaline rush of achievement. She had never done well at any sport in the past, especially not a team game, and it felt amazing to have done it without feeling the need to disappear through the floor every few seconds. To her further amazement, the other girls, also on a high of success, started to hug her as well as each other. Beth felt stiff and awkward, but couldn’t help laughing as she let them embrace her. Then Toby came over and put a hand on her shoulder.

“Welcome to the Compass Court Mixed Team, Beth. Training is every Wednesday and Friday evening, matches are on alternate Saturday mornings. I’ll print you a list of the fixtures. Can you fill in your School House and phone number on this sheet for me?”

As she put began to fill in her details, Bryn came over and gave her a fist bump, which was a first for Beth, and said he was glad she was on the team, and then the girl called Kelly stopped next to her and said how good she thought Beth had been.

Beth felt quite overwhelmed by all the positivity being showered on her. It was a little bit unnerving, but also incredibly nice. 

“Go Compass Court!” Kelly nudged her in a friendly way as Beth passed over the clipboard. Beth felt tears well up at the back of her eyes; she felt a part of something for the first time. She was part of a team and they actually wanted her there!

Chapter Eight

Matt put his hand on her arm, and she smiled at him with shining eyes.

“Would you like to go into Oakworth this afternoon,” she said hesitantly, “to celebrate?”

“Yes, definitely.” Matt gave her arm a squeeze. “I’m so glad you made it. Hey, everyone,” he raised his voice, “shall we all go grab a bite in Oakworth and celebrate?”

“Oh, but...” Beth started to say and then closed her mouth, too scared to say more. She had meant just her and Matt, but then he had invited everyone.

She’d had some vague plan in mind to attempt to flirt with Matt, and let him know somehow that she liked him, but there was no way she could do that with other people around. In fact, there was no way she could go out socially with everyone in a group like Matt was suggesting. It just wasn’t something she felt capable of doing. She had already overcome a major fear hurdle that day by doing the football tryouts and now she felt emotionally exhausted.

Her euphoria at getting on the team came crashing down. She wondered how on earth she could have done it at all, and now that it was done she began to feel wobbly at the knees at just the idea of it. Somehow her pleasure in the sport had pushed her through the point when she would normally have had to make a break for the nearest exit. But now suddenly, the thought of being with all the team, of having to make chit-chat and smile, it was just too much.

She began to edge away from the group, wondering how to escape without being obvious. Matt would expect her to go out with them, especially as she had been the one to suggest it, but she simply couldn’t keep up the veneer of being normal for a single moment longer.

She came up short as she backed straight into another person.

“Are you okay?” Toby steadied her as she nearly tripped over his feet. “Beth? You look white as a sheet, what’s wrong?”

“Oh, uh, sugar low probably,” she lied. Her eyes began to dart nervously and her heart began to race as his grip on her tightened so she felt that she couldn’t get away.

“It’s okay, just sit down for a minute,” he said in a low and soothing voice. She wondered if he guessed that she was on the point of a panic attack.

“I’m sorry.” She shook him off. “I’ve just got to go.”

She forced herself to keep a straight face, even though she wanted to cry while running as fast as she could to get out of there. Instead she made herself walk away at a normal pace.

She didn’t look back, so she didn’t know if Matt had even noticed she was leaving, but he didn’t come after her.

She waited until she was around the corner and then she ran. She ran all the way to the main doors, up the stairs and through the North Tower Common Room, right up to her dormitory, before she collapsed on to her bed. She buried her head under the pillow and shook with silent tears until she was all cried out.

Half an hour later she sat on the side of her bed and blew her nose. The day had started out so well and then ended in total disaster. She had become emotionally overwhelmed and had very nearly had a freak-out in public.

The physical outpouring of tears had exhausted her until she was calm again, but now she just felt like an idiot. How had she thought she was ready to do something like that? She so clearly wasn’t! It was just that she really liked Matt, and she wanted to be around him. Or she had wanted to, but she didn’t want to turn herself back into a gibbering wreck just for the sake of a boy who probably wasn’t interested in her anyway.

Beth picked up the book on her bedside table and read a few chapters, losing herself in someone else’s story, but her mind kept returning to her own life and how hampered it was by her darn personality flaw. She really did want to get to know Matt better, but maybe she could just do that in class. But it was a shame about the football; she truly had enjoyed it. Perhaps she could take up some other hobby, like running, that might give her an endorphin rush. But it wouldn’t have the fun of messing about with the ball, or that feeling she had felt being accepted as part of a team. She began to daydream about playing an actual game, kicking the ball back and forth between them all, her and Matt and Toby, Bryn, and Kelly. She drifted off to sleep.

She was woken up some time later by her Wendy gently shaking her shoulder. She could see from the concerned look on her Wendy’s face that she guessed Beth was having another bout of anxiety; she hovered uncertainly for a moment before speaking.

“There’s someone asking for you down in the common room. Shall I him you’re not feeling well?”

Was Matt here? Beth rubbed her eyes and then glanced over at her vanity mirror to see if her face was red and puffy from the crying. She actually looked fairly normal. She ran her fingers through her hair and said, “No, that’s okay.”

“I can’t believe you have Toby Falcon chasing you, he’s such a hottie.” Wendy teased gently, trying to get Beth to smile.

“It’s Toby? What’s he doing here?”

“He didn’t say. I suggest you ask him.” Wendy gave her a push toward the door.

“It’ll just be about football, he’s not chasing me.” Beth said, as Wendy made a show of unrumpling Beth’s t-shirt and making her more presentable.

“Sure, if you say so,” Wendy gave her a knowing smile.

Beth walked slowly down to the common room, wondering why she didn’t feel as terrified of talking to Toby as she had done before.

Toby was seated on a couch by the window, and gave her a wave as she entered the room.

“I can’t believe you have a fruit bowl in the North Tower Common Room. We don’t have one in West Tower.” He indicated the heaving bowl of fruit on the low table in front of him.

“Wendy organised it, all the North Tower parents contribute.” Beth nervously turned all the apples so that their storks faced upwards, then stopped when she noticed Toby watching her with one eyebrow raised quizzically.

“Sorry. Just one of my many hang-ups,” Beth said with a shrug.

“Yeah, about that... Look, I could see that the idea of going out in a group unnerved you, and I just wanted to check you were okay.”

Beth put her face in her hands. “Was it really obvious? I thought I might have managed to leave before I totally embarrassed myself.”

Toby sat down on the bed beside her. “You did, I just recognised the signs – my roommate Danny used to be exactly the same.”

Beth took her hands down from her face, regarding him with interest. “He did? But not any more?”

“No, he’s fine now. He really struggled for the first couple of years here, being away from home and everything, I thought he’d have to leave but then he got into music and the school band and it really gave him focus.”

Beth’s shoulders slumped a little at the thought of struggling all the rest of the way through school, but then she hadn’t really expected anything different.

“So did everyone go out except me?” She didn’t know how to ask about Matt.

“Yeah, it’s a cool team, I’m really pleased we managed to find some girls to play so we can compete in the mixed league; pretty much all the other schools round here are entering too. Look, I don’t know how to say this delicately so I’ll just ask: are you going to be alright to play? The spectators can sometimes get a bit personal and I don’t want you to get spooked right in the middle of a game. Oh, hell, that came out badly, I meant that I don’t want it for you, not that I don’t want it for the team. You are an asset to the team.”

Beth gave him a smile, really touched that he was being so kind.

“Actually, I don’t think I should play. I’m sorry. You only need three girls, right? And you have four. So I think it’s best if I don’t. I’m so sorry to have wasted your time today. I thought I could do it, and I really enjoyed it too, but I can’t guarantee not to get spooked. Sorry.”

“Stop saying sorry,” he grumbled in pretend annoyance, “it’s not your fault. But seriously, Beth, is there nothing I can do to help? It’s just that you were great today, the best by miles.”

Beth rolled her eyes at his blatant flattery. “Nice try, Toby, but I know I wasn’t. Marianne was way better than me.”

Toby shook his head. “Not really – I mean yes, she was, but Marianne’s been playing football for years, and this was your first time, right? And you weren’t far behind her. She does have some skills she’s learned, but you, you’re a natural! You just seemed to pick it up. The football greats are like that. You can’t learn natural talent, you either have it or you don’t, and I think you totally have it.”

Beth blushed a deep red. She didn’t believe a word of it, but it was still nice to hear. Especially from someone as popular and handsome as Toby. But she suspected that he was just trying to butter her up so that she didn’t quit the team.

“Look, how about if you stay on the team as a reserve? If one of the other girls can’t play for any reason then I would be stuffed. Will you just think about it, please? For me?” He gave her puppy-dog eyes, and Beth laughed.

“What about my social anxiety?”

“How about if I’m there to hold your hand through it? It worked for Danny, having a good friend around. Do you think you could hang on to me when it gets scary?” He picked up her hand and gave her a look that even Beth couldn’t misinterpret.

She blushed again and pulled away. “I... I’m not sure.”

He ran his hand through his hair, looking slightly embarrassed, “Yeah, that would probably be a terrible idea for the team. That’s the trouble with letting girls play – boys just want to date them. Me and you, Matt and Marianne, and Bryn was totally eyeing up Emma when she was stretching to warm up. We want to score off the pitch as well as on it,” he joked.

“Matt and Marianne?” Beth felt her voice get high and quivery, but Toby didn’t seem to notice.

“Yeah,” He grinned at the memory. “She was all over him at lunch; poor bloke didn’t stand a chance.” He shook off the memory and focussed on her again. “So what do you say? If I promise to behave myself, will you at least stay on the team as reserve? And let me try and be there for you if you feel panicked or anything? I will look out for you, Beth.” He gave her a look of such sincerity that she didn’t feel she could say no.

“Okay, I’ll try. But just as reserve,” she said firmly.

“Brilliant. You won’t regret it. Well, I'd better be going, but I’m glad you’re feeling better, and I’m glad you aren't going to quit.”

“Not yet, anyway, but I might,” she warned.

“Nah, you won’t, not with me at your back. Just call me The Rock.” He grinned again as she rolled her eyes.

“So I’ll see you for training on Wednesday.”

“Okay.”

He rose to leave, but she called out as he went through door leading out of North Tower.

“Toby?”

“Yes?”

“Thank you.”

He gave a cheeky smile and blew her a kiss in return.

Chapter Nine

Beth watched the door close behind him with a smile on her face. She liked Toby; in fact she liked him very much. Not in the way she liked Matt, but Toby did make her feel better somehow. Especially with his awareness of her anxiety, and the fact that he wasn’t put off by it – actually quite the opposite, he wanted to help her.

But was it enough to cope with being part of the team? On the one hand she had just told Toby that she would stay on as reserve, but what was the point really if Matt was going out with Marianne? It would be torture to be around him if he and Marianne were together. She wasn’t sure she could handle that. She was well aware that she felt jealousy of Marianne. Not just because of Matt, but because Marianne was good at football, as well as perky and pretty, and most of all because Marianne was clearly confident. Beth wished she could chat to Matt the way Marianne had. On the other hand, she really did want to spend some time with Matt, even if they didn’t talk; after all, he would never notice her at all if she wasn’t there to be noticed. Maybe when he got to know her he would like her just the way she was? And lastly, she had a sneaking suspicion that she might have become a football convert. She really wanted to play again.

***
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Despite everything that had happened, Beth still found herself excited about seeing Matt in Special Education class on Monday. Beth was full of high hopes that they would get a chance to talk in private, but Miss Grant had other ideas. She split the class into only two groups and then they were made to sit in a circle and tell their group about what kind deed they had done for another person during the week. 

Beth looked at Matt with frustration. He caught the look and gave a shrug of resignation. Beth had really wanted to ask Matt if he and Marianne were a couple but she wasn’t sure how. For the next fifteen minutes she sat there listening to various other students discuss what they had done and for whom.

Beth and Matt ended up in a group with three small girls in their first year who were not settling at the school, a girl from Year Nine who had an eating disorder, a tall boy from Year Ten who stared at the floor most of the time, a girl from the year above them who suffered from some kind of viral syndrome that left her permanently exhausted and would obviously have rather still been in bed, and one of the girls from two weeks earlier who was still on her phone. Beth wondered if she had stopped looking at it at any point in between, and whether that might be related to whatever issues the girl had. 

Beth quickly presented her good deed, which had been to help someone use the photocopier in the library, and commented that it hadn’t really been much of an effort.

The younger girls nodded like a row of bobbing dogs and said it was a kind thing to do and that none of them could work the photocopier.

Beth said she’d help them any time they liked, and they all gazed at her like she was wonderful, which made Beth blush and Matt chuckle.

“So, err, I stayed after P.E and helped the coach put all the basket balls away,” Matt said, as it was his turn next.

The older girl, briefly opened her eyes and gave Matt the once-over, then clearly dismissing him she said, “But someone always has to do that anyway,” and then she closed her eyes as if to further make the point and appeared to go back to sleep.

Matt exchanged an amused look with Beth. “Yeah, I don’t think the coach was particularly grateful.” He waited a moment to see if anyone had anything further to add. The tall boy switched his attention from the floor to the ceiling, and the girl on her phone ignored them as her fingers continued to fly over the keys without pausing.

Matt leaned close to Beth and lowered his voice: “I wanted to talk to you alone, but I don’t think we’re going to be given the chance. Are you okay? You just disappeared after tryouts yesterday.”

Beth nodded. “I’m fine,” she whispered, then stopped, not knowing how to continue.

They just looked at each other, smiling for no particular reason, and Beth felt her cheeks grow warm. Actually she always felt warm in Matt’s company, but in a really good way, like she would never be cold if he was around. She felt like she could spend hours just staring into those eyes, somehow communicating without words.

They both jumped when the tall boy coughed and then spoke. “I think it was a good deed because it meant someone else didn’t have to do it, so you didn’t just help the coach, you also helped whoever he would have made do it in your place.” His voice was melancholy and his eyes shifted from the ceiling to the window.

Beth and Matt automatically turned to the window to see what he was looking at, but there was nothing to see except the grey sky. Beth stifled a laugh. She shouldn’t make fun of someone else’s odd behaviour when she was no stranger to being abnormal herself.

“Good point,” she quickly said, to compensate for an escaping giggle.

“But then again, you don’t know who it was, he might have selected you anyway.” The boy returned his gaze to the ceiling, and Beth and Matt both followed his lead and looked up, then realised what they were doing and shared a silent grin.

“Another good point,” Matt said.

The boy continued to look upwards, “So you could ask yourself how it made you feel to have helped you?”

“how would that work?” Beth asked.

“It doesn’t.” The older girl spoke without opening her eyes at all.

Beth clapped her hand over her mouth to stop herself from laughing out loud. Matt too, failed to hide another chuckle.

“Um, yeah, anyway, that’s me done. Who’s next?” Matt addressed the group, then inched his chair slightly out of the circle, before dragging Beth’s chair out with him.

“You’re a bad influence!” Matt whispered with a wide smile when they were both moved slightly apart from the others.

Beth’s stomach turned over in pleasure. No one had ever called her a bad influence and she rather liked it.

“You’re the bad influence,” she returned. “Shouldn’t we encourage the younger ones to talk?”

“Oh, who cares, we’ll do it in a minute. So what happened to you yesterday? I thought you wanted to go out to Oakworth?”

Beth chewed on her lip, uncertain how to reply. “I did, it’s just that I sort of get nervous in a big group of people.”

Matt furrowed his brow. “Then why did you...?” He broke off mid-question, and Beth wondered if he had just figured out that she only meant him rather than the whole group.

She blew her cheeks in frustration when he didn’t continue. Instead he nodded in acceptance of her reply. “Yeah, so do I sometimes, it’s hard being the new kid. But when it comes to soccer I get so involved that I forget about it.”

Beth cocked her head, thinking that over. Could she become so interested in something that it would make her forget all about being shy? She didn’t think so.

“So, you had fun?” she asked tentatively, still wondering about him and Marianne.

“Yes, loads, but it would have been even better if you had been there. You’re the only real friend I’ve got here so far.”

“Oh.” Beth felt all warm inside again; did that mean he didn’t consider Marianne a friend? Maybe there was nothing between the two of them after all? And just because Marianne liked Matt it didn’t automatically mean that Matt had to like Marianne.

Beth was about to say more when Miss Grant came back and they were forced to rejoin the discussion.

“I’ll see you at practice on Wednesday then?” Matt said as the class ended.

Beth smiled and said, “Wednesday it is.”

Chapter Ten

Beth felt upbeat through Tuesday and Wednesday. She had odd moments of nerves, but just the thought of how soon she would see Matt again had kept her going, and she finally set out for practice with a light heart.

She looked around for Matt but he wasn’t there yet; instead Toby came over to greet her as she arrived.

“Hey, Beth, you look great.” He dropped his voice: “I’m so glad you came.”

“Me too,” she said and smiled, looking over his shoulder for signs of Matt.

Toby waved his hand in front of her eyes. “Hey, I’m over here. All this disinterest is bad for my ego, you know. Don’t worry, there’s no one around to spook you today.”

“Oh, but...” She was about to reassure him that she hadn’t been thinking of that, but she didn’t want to give away the fact that she had been looking out for Matt, so she switched her focus to Toby and tried to look grateful for his thoughtfulness. It was very nice of him, after all, even if he had misinterpreted her distraction.

All around them the others were arriving. Kelly and Emma arrived together; Kelly waved and shouted “Hello”, which could have been meant for either Beth or Toby, or both. Emma gave a raised hand in greeting, and then Marianne appeared on foot doing a sprightly jog. She came right up to them and kissed Toby on the cheek.

“Hi, Toby,” she said, pointedly ignoring Beth.

Beth ground her teeth, but then her heart lifted as she spotted Matt coming around side of the building. Marianne didn’t wait for him to reach them but instead closed the distance herself, meeting him halfway. When she got to him she didn’t kiss him on the cheek, but she offered her own up to him in a gesture that seemed to Beth to speak of a far more intimate relationship.

Beth watched as Matt gave Marianne an awkward peck on the cheek. His eyes met Beth’s, and she turned quickly away.

With her stomach in her shoes Beth focussed instead on Toby.

“So what’s the plan today?”

“A warm-up and then we’ll just do some passing to start, I think. Kicking the ball from one person to the next in a line and then in a circle. I need to work out who is going to play each position.”

Beth nodded and then turned back to Matt as he finally stopped talking to Marianne and joined them.

“Hi, trouble,” he said, alluding to them making each other laugh in class. But Beth no longer felt the warmth of having an in-joke together. Now that she’d seen him kiss Marianne, even if it was just on the cheek, she couldn’t help feeling hurt.

So she gave him a very cool unemotional, “Hi,” in return and then felt bad when he looked surprised.

As Beth did warm up-stretches with everyone, she could feel Matt looking over at her. She kept her eyes firmly on Toby as he demonstrated running on the spot with knees coming right up to touch his outstretched hands.

Perhaps Matt was completely unaware of her feelings towards him. She had thought he felt something too, some kind of warmth between them that was a bit more than friendship, but maybe he genuinely didn’t? Maybe he just wanted her as a friend and nothing more. That would make sense. He had never really said he wanted more, not in the way Toby had; she had obviously misread the signs in her own desire for it to be more than it was.

Beth sighed, feeling really depressed. She was such an idiot. She liked Matt, but Matt clearly now had something going on with Marianne.

“Beth?”

She looked up to find Toby giving her a concerned look. He trotted over to her side.

“You okay?” He kept his voice low.

She gave him a big smile of gratitude. He really was sweet to be so aware of her mood. She nodded and redoubled her effort to get her knees up. He squeezed her arm in a gesture of comfort and then went back to the middle of the circle.

Beth really did feel comforted. Toby was so nice. She was really glad she was doing football, despite the Matt and Marianne situation. She wasn’t a nobody here, she was a part of the team. How flattering to have someone like Toby liking her. Things like that just didn’t happen to her. In a weird way, it wasn’t Matt that was changing her life, it was football.

Her appreciation for football deepened when they started to kick the ball around. They were spread out in ever-widening circles, and the further away from the others she was the easier she found it. It was bizarre but when it was just her and the ball she felt completely in control.

Beth’s heart began to feel light, and she felt like laughing from the sheer pleasure of the blue sky and the green grass and kicking a ball around with her peers. 

“Okay,” Toby shouted, “start kicking across the middle now, and the people at the side points rush for the centre to try to stop it. So Beth, you kick to Marianne; then Kelly and Greg, see if you can get to the middle before it passes. Then pass the ball one person down and we’ll do it again.”

Beth nodded and as Matt kicked the ball along to her she got behind it and gave it a really powerful kick.

It was far too fast for Kelly or Greg to get anywhere near it. Marianne gave a squeal and then caught the ball as it reached her at chest height.

“You’re supposed to kick it along the grass, you dumb twit!” Marianne shouted at Beth.

Beth had been feeling pretty pleased with her kick but now she shrank back and looked at Toby to see if she had messed up.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Marianne.” It was Matt who was at Beth’s side in an instant. “It was a great kick,” he reassured her.

While Beth was glad that Matt had rushed to her defence, she also earned herself a look of absolute loathing from Marianne that chilled her inside. She didn’t want more enemies, she had only wanted this to be fun. Why did other people always have to ruin things? This was exactly why it was better just to be alone.

“She was aiming at my face!” Marianne threw the ball aggressively at Beth, who cowered even though it didn’t make the distance to her and fell to the ground before rolling gently to a stop in the middle of the circle.

“No, she wasn’t.” Toby picked up the ball and walked over and put an arm around Beth. “Don’t be a drama queen,” he told Marianne. “Hey, don’t panic,” he pulled Beth into his chest as he saw in her eyes how close she was to doing just that.

Toby held Beth firmly, with her head turned into his side, and ran his hand up and down her back. “Just breathe,” he whispered. With his free hand Toby threw the ball to Matt. “Can you give us a minute, just get them going again across the circle?”

Matt looked at Beth and Toby and opened his mouth as if to disagree. Beth gave him a shaky smile and a nod to show she wanted him to. Matt frowned for a moment and then shrugged.

“Okay,” he called across the pitch, “let’s try that again.”

Toby led Beth away to the other end of the pitch.

“I’m alright, Toby, really I am. I shouldn’t have kicked it so hard.”

“Yes, you should! That’s the game. Marianne knows it, she was just being catty. Yet another reason why girls shouldn’t be on the team. We’ll have handbags at dawn before we play a single match at this rate.”

Beth could tell in his voice that he was just kidding and she gave him a light punch in the arm. Then she realised that his joking had made her forget to have a panic attack and that the moment had passed.

She gave him a hug of gratitude and Toby dropped a kiss on her lips.

Chapter Eleven

“Oh. Hey!” She backed quickly away from him.

“Sorry.” Toby smiled, totally unrepentant. “Bad moment to take advantage – I just couldn’t resist.”

Beth couldn’t help looking past him to see if Matt was watching, then her face burned when she saw that he was.

“No, it’s fine. But we’re just friends, okay?”

Toby sighed in frustration. “Really? Do we have to be? I like you, Beth. Will you at least think about going on a date with me? Just one single date?”

Beth narrowed her eyes. “Is that the only reason you’re being nice to me? So I’ll go out with you?”

“Of course not.” Toby looked genuinely taken aback and Beth instantly felt bad for jumping to that conclusion.

“Sorry.” She hung her head.

Toby pulled her back to his chest for a very “friend”-type hug. “I have to consider the good of the team as well.” His voice was teasing again and she relaxed.

She did like Toby very much, but, well, he just wasn’t Matt.

But Matt didn’t like her that way, not the way Toby did. She watched over Toby’s shoulder as Matt played with the others, already having forgotten her. Marianne was dribbling the ball around him in circles and he was laughing.

Beth took a deep breath, counted to five, and hardened her heart against her Matt feelings.

After that she managed to continue with the practice session. At the end of the hour they did two laps of the pitch. Matt jogged up next to her.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Fine.” She didn’t look at him.

“Right.” He didn’t say anything for a minute. “I’m sure Marianne didn’t mean to upset you.”

Beth pressed her lips together to stop herself from disagreeing, and didn’t answer.

He tried again. “You and Toby are getting on well.” It was phrased more like a statement than a question, but Beth sensed the question there too.

She smiled over at Toby, who was shouting at everyone again to “keep your knees up”. 

“Yeah, he’s nice.”

“Right,” he said again. “Yeah, he is.” 

Beth tried to think of a way to ask how he was getting on with Marianne without sounding like she was retaliating, but couldn’t.

Silence fell between them. Beth in particular was trying not to show how out of breath she was as they started the second lap. She really had to work on her fitness levels, she thought. She breathed deeply to try not to puff, as she didn’t want Matt to think she was a total couch potato. But when she turned to look at him again he had dropped back and was talking to Greg.

When they reached the start point again, everyone flopped onto the grass and Toby handed out water bottles from a cooler.

Beth lay back on the grass and stared at the sky, listening to the tenor of Matt’s voice as he talked football with Greg.

She felt frustrated. She had started this to spend more time with him, but they seemed to be moving further apart rather than closer together. 

“Did you see her face?” Marianne’s voice rang out in the air from the other side of her. “Oh boo hoo, I must hide behind these boys in case the nasty ball comes near me.” Marianne mimicked Beth.

Beth felt like her body suddenly sank through the ground and into the earth below. She couldn’t cope with people being mean. She grabbed hold of the grass either side of her to steady herself even though she was lying down.

One of the other girls said something that Beth couldn’t hear. She squeezed her eyes shut but it wasn’t enough to drown out Marianne’s response.

“Oh please, she just wanted to have them all feel sorry for her. Make me look like the mean girl, when she was the one who aimed the ball at my face. She’s such a wimp.”

Beth stopped breathing; she got nauseous and began to feel dizzy.

“Breath, just breath,” she told herself. “One, two, three...” She counted to one hundred before getting unsteadily to her feet. She didn’t look over at the girls. She concentrated hard on putting her drink back in by the cooler. Her hands were shaking, and the word “wimp” just kept reverberating in her head.

She started to walk away, when she heard steps behind her.

“No, no,” she thought, “not Matt, I can’t speak to him like this, and not Toby, I can’t deal with him being funny or flirty right now.” She quickened her pace.

“Beth? Wait up.” It was a girl’s voice. Beth panicked and thought about breaking into a run. But a hand on her shoulder stopped her before she could put the thought into action. “Stop, please, it’s me, Kelly.”

“What do you want?” Her voice came out aggressive though she hadn’t meant it to.

“I just wanted to apologise for Marianne. I don’t think she realised you could hear her.”

Beth turned slightly away, ready to keep moving. “And that makes it okay to be horrible about people?”

“No, it doesn’t. She’s really not a horrible person, she’s just jealous of you. Because she can’t have what she wants, but you can.”

“Huh?” Beth paused in confusion, “It looks to me like she and Matt are together.”

Kelly’s brow furrowed in return. “Not Matt, Toby. She’s been trying to get Toby to ask her out for years, but he clearly likes you. I think the fact that you are also good at football has really pushed her buttons.”

“So, she’s not going out with Matt?” Beth felt lost in the conversation, and so focussed on the important bit.

Kelly shrugged. “I don’t know, she might be. Not being with Toby doesn’t mean she hasn’t had other boyfriends. Anyway, I just thought you should know that it isn’t really personal, she just gets a bit insecure sometimes.”

Beth gave a half laugh of disbelief. “You’re kidding me?”

“Not at all, I know she comes across like she’s all swagger and one of the guys, but she’s really soft below the surface.”

“Way way below the surface,” Beth joked, but she did feel a bit better. Maybe everyone had moments of insecurity and doubt. Sometimes it felt like it was just her, and the rest of the world were fine.

After Beth said goodbye to Kelly, she walked slowly back to her dorm thinking over what she was hoping to achieve.

She wanted to be around Matt, but doing so might end up being torture; still she liked football and she wanted to go to practice regardless. On the other hand she didn’t like Marianne, despite what Kelly had said, and she felt she was putting herself unnecessarily into an anxiety-inducing situation. But then again, she also felt like she was improving her social skills just by doing it; and it was also good exercise for her body, so in a way she was benefiting both mentally and physically by going to practice. She also enjoyed the feeling of being part of something, rather than just a weird loner, and maybe even make some friends.

Over the next couple of days she really pepped herself up again to talk to Matt. She talked it over several times with Wendy, and went to practice on Friday night ready to overcome her fears.

Arriving at the football pitch on Friday, Beth felt nervous but determined. Nearly everyone was already there and she marched over to join the group as if she belonged.

Only to stop dead when she saw Matt and Marianne.

Marianne was standing right up against Matt, much closer than friends would stand. She was giggling as she said something and he was smiling back at her. As Beth watched, Marianne tossed her hair about and slid her talons around one of Matt’s biceps.

Beth sighed. Kelly had gotten it wrong; Marianne may have wanted Toby in the past but now Matt had come along she was definitely interested. Her flirt mode was totally centred on Matt. Beth realised that Matt would never see her when she was always being totally eclipsed by the bubbly personality of Marianne. But it just wasn’t something she could compete with; she could never be that way. She wanted to be, but she just didn’t have the confidence to pull it off.

Somehow she had to come out of the shadows. Find a way to build herself up.

“Hi, gorgeous! I missed you,” a voice said behind her.

Beth turned and smiled at the one boy who actually did make her feel pretty confident. 

“Hi, Toby.”

Chapter Twelve

Toby slung an arm around her shoulders and drew her into the group. A group she was now starting to recognise and know some of the other players names.

“Hi, Beth,” said Greg.

From their relaxed positions on the grass two boys called Joey and Spencer gave her a wave.

“How’s it going?” asked Joey.

“Hey, good to see you,” Matt smiled at her.

“Hi, Beth, love those short shorts,” Kelly greeted.

“Me too. I have some like that in yellow, I really must dig them out,” Emma said nodding.

“Hi, Beth.” Marianne gave her an embarrassed half smile.

Toby gave her arm a rub before releasing her, and bent to open a bag of footballs.

Beth blinked a few times. What was going on? Why was everyone suddenly being nice to her? Had Toby said something to them about her? Had he told them she got anxious?

Her eyes switched to Kelly. Had she said something, maybe told Marianne to be nicer?

“Toby,” she hissed, pulling him away from the others. “Why is everyone being weird? Did you say something? Did anyone say something?”

Toby looked genuinely confused. “What are you on about? Who’s being weird?”

“Everybody, being all fake nice.” Beth waved an arm at the group.

“I don’t get it, what was fake? Do you mean your team-mates saying hello when you arrived? Isn’t that kind of normal behaviour?” He shook his head at her as though she were crackers, gave her a pat on the arm and went back to sorting through the footballs.

Beth hung back, watching the group for some signs of a conspiracy, but they had gone back to their regular conversations.

At that moment Bryn arrived and the hellos started again.

“Hi, Bryn,” “Alright, mate?” “Yo, Big B, did you catch the snooker last night?”

Bryn cheerfully returned their greetings as if it were all perfectly normal. And Beth suddenly realised that it was. They weren’t being weird; she was the weird one to think it! She was a part of the team and they had welcomed her as such.

She felt giddy at the idea, but giddy in a really good way. It was scary, but scary nice.

After that everything just seemed to go right for her. She scored goal after goal, kicked the ball high and low as instructed, passed it quickly when tackled, and even managed to get the ball off Joey, who looked really offended until she realised he was teasing her. It was so novel for her that she didn’t know how to take it.

When they all sat on the grass to listen to Toby give them a lecture, Beth zoned out and thought about how good she was feeling.

She looked over at Matt. He was sitting next to Marianne, their fingers almost touching on the grass. Beth’s heart sank a little but she stubbornly looked away. She had to put him out of her mind, but even though she had started playing football to be with him she now realised she didn’t want to give it up even if he was with Marianne. Football was good for her. She was out and about, making friends, doing things – her therapist would have been really proud of her. She had to keep on with it regardless.

As they jogged around the field at the end of practice, Beth found that even that had become easier; instead of puffing like a steam engine she managed the first lap almost without trying, only getting out of breath when she attempted the second, and ended up in a heap on the grass as usual, but with a smile on her face.

Then instead of leaving quickly in a panic, she hung around chatting with the others, sipping her water and discussing some of the more complex rules of the sport. There were jokes about girls not understanding the “off-side” rule, and she laughed along as part of the group.

She decided to go soon after that, not wanting to stay long enough to risk it being ruined.

“Hey, Beth?” Toby ran after her.

“Yes?” She waited for him.

“Feel free to say no, I won’t mind, but would you like to go for lunch with me in Oakworth on Sunday?”

Beth thought for a moment. The local village was pretty safe; it was close to school if their lunch turned out to be awkward, she wouldn’t have to keep her emotions under control as there wasn’t likely to be any social pressure, and Toby was fun to be around.

“Sure,” she smiled.

“What, really?” Toby looked surprised. “Great, I’ll meet you in the Entrance Hall at twelve?”

Beth was still smiling as she walked up the stairs to North Tower. Beth Jenkins was finally going on a date with an actual boy!

Chapter Thirteen

“That’s just so unlikely, you and Toby Falcon!” Wendy said unflatteringly, but with a teasing tone to her voice. “The football captain and the bookworm, it sounds like a really lame movie.” 

Beth shrugged as she carefully cut out another picture of a pair of black boots for Wendy, who was sticking them into her journal.

“So what will you do if he tries to kiss you?”

“I don’t know... let him?” Beth winked at Wendy.

“Ooh, you tart, I thought you were in love with Matt?”

Beth sighed. “Yeah, I think I am – I’m not sure anymore. Doesn’t it have to be mutual to be love?”

“Of course not!” Wendy scoffed. “Though that’s obviously preferable. I think it’s healthy that you’re not obsessing over him. Even though I think going on a date with Toby Falcon is hardly the best cure. I mean, isn’t he just going to break your heart as well?”

“Gee, thanks, Wendy, that makes me feel great.” Beth said it with a smile, but inside her heart sank; what Wendy was saying was quite true, and Beth could see herself getting hurt. Not because Toby would break her heart, but because she liked him as a friend and the new confidence she was building as a member of his team.

“Aw, Beth, just have fun, you deserve more fun in life. And I think going out with Toby is a great idea, I wouldn’t mind getting my hands on those pecs myself. Make the most of it and make out with the hot footballer.”

They both laughed, but Beth seriously doubted she would actually do any such thing.

“I’ve never actually kissed a boy before,” Beth said, keeping her eyes focussed on the scissors.

“You’re kidding? No, actually I’m not surprised. You really need to get out there, girl, get a little bit of experience, then you can be really good at it when you eventually kiss Matt.”

“So will I be really bad at it without any practice?” Beth looked worried.

“Probably.” Wendy faked a drool face.

“How many boys have you kissed?” Beth asked.

“Loads – well, at least three anyway. Actually, add another one for this Christmas,” Wendy got a strange far away look in her eyes, and then shook it off quickly. “Anyway, you don’t need a real boy to practice. Just try this.” Wendy picked up her pillow and gave it a smooch, then chucked it at Beth.

“Ugh, how about not?” Beth threw it back at Wendy’s head.

“Okay, try your hand. Here, you put your thumb and first finger together so it’s like a mouth shape. I’m Toby, and why, there’s a wench! Come on and kiss me, Beth.” Wendy mimed her hand talking through the gap in her fingers.

Beth giggled and made a mouth with her own fingers. “Or maybe: Kiss me and you will see how important I am. Though I think it highly unlikely Toby will have read either Shakespeare or Sylvia Plath!”

“No, he’s more likely to say, Alright, sexy, fancy a snog?” Wendy lifted her other hand up to talk to the first hand. “And you’ll say, Oh, go away you beastly boy, I never kiss on the first date!” she mimicked Beth’s voice.

Beth slapped Wendy’s hands down. “Are you supposed to kiss on a first date?” she asked.

“Well, this isn’t Jane Austen, darling, much as you might want it to be. So yeah, I'd say kissing is pretty much de rigueur on a first date in this day and age. Give it a try.”

“Um, how about no? I’m not going to kiss Toby anyway.”

“Poor Toby, does he know you wish he was someone else?” 

Beth squirmed awkwardly. “I don’t wish he was someone else, I like him. Well, okay, yes, I do wish Matt had asked me out, but I guess he doesn’t like me that way after all.”

“Hey, why don’t you tell him that Toby asked you out and you need someone to practice your kissing with?” Wendy wiggled her eyebrows.

Beth threw the pillow at Wendy again, and then they changed the subject.

Later that night as she lay in bed, Beth tried to imagine what kissing Matt would be like, and then she tried to imagine what kissing Toby might be like. She tried kissing her hand, but she didn’t think it went very well. What if she was a terrible kisser? How would she know? Maybe Wendy was on to something; maybe she could practice on Toby so that if and when she ever kissed Matt she wouldn’t mess it up. She groaned into her pillow – that was so never going to happen! There was no chance of ever kissing either of them, and that was that...

Chapter Fourteen

On Sunday morning Beth had to forcibly restrain Wendy from giving her a make over. Wendy wanted Beth to wear a skirt, but she had stuck to her guns and she was wearing jeans and a t-shirt. She’d broken the mould a little though; instead of her usual navy blues she had put on a pale pink top to add a little femininity. It was her one conformity, other than that she was still in her usual trainers and wasn’t wearing any make-up, simply because she never did, and she didn’t want Toby to think she had gotten all glammed up for him. Somehow that would seem like leading him on. But she couldn’t deny having butterflies in her stomach just the same.

She waited for him in the school Entrance Hall, carefully avoiding the eyes of anyone passing by, and gave a huge sigh of relief when Toby arrived, having secretly wondered if he would be a no-show.

“Hi.” Toby gave her a peck on the cheek, which made Beth blush. She wasn’t used to displays of affection like that from a boy. She didn’t know whether she was supposed to kiss him back or not, so she didn’t.

They walked side by side in to the village, and Beth was relieved that he didn’t try to hold her hand.

They were just ambling down the High Street, when Bryn and Emma walked out of a shop and waved to them.

Beth felt panic wash over her – how did she act in such an awkward social situation? Surely Toby hadn't invited the couple to join them, had he? Going out on a date for the first time was hard enough without having to “hang out” with other people too.

“Did you know they’d be here?” Beth whispered in alarm.

Toby looked confused, then caught side of Bryn and Emma and groaned. “Of course not, just calm down. I’ll handle it.”

He put an arm around her shoulders to steady her, and held her until her breathing slowed. “Okay, now do you trust me?” He tipped her chin so she was looking him straight in the eye.

Beth nodded and continued counting inside her head.

Toby walked them slowly over to Bryn and Emma.

Emma’s eyes went wide at the sight of them. “Hi, Toby, and Beth. I didn’t know you guys were an item?”

Beth tensed as she heard the fishing-for-information tone to the other girl’s voice.

Toby shrugged but kept a tight arm around Beth.

“Hi, guys, what are you up to?” Toby simply ignored Emma’s question, a clever tactic that Beth would never have been able to do.

“We’re going for Sunday lunch.” Bryn gave a hungry pat of his stomach. “Roast dinner at the pub.”

“No we’re not!” Emma said forcefully. “We’re going to the café for scones.”

“Oh.” Bryn looked so disappointed that Toby and Beth laughed.

“Right, have fun either way, we’d better go, see you both on Wednesday.” Toby gave them a nod and Beth gave them a tight smile and then they hurried away.

“Did you do that on purpose?” Beth asked.

“Do what?”

“Not tell them where we were going.”

Toby nodded, looking pleased with himself. “Yeah, otherwise they might have wanted to join us. I figured if they were intending to go to the pub then we could have ditched it and gone to the Oakworth hotel instead, but I doubt they will be; they’ll end up doing what Emma wants.” He led her into the pub and found a quiet table near the back.

They both ordered only a main course, and the conversation flowed easily. Toby asked if she wanted a pudding but Beth shook her head.

It was only when they left that she suddenly felt awkward again. They began to walk back to the school very slowly, at first just discussing the food, and then talking about football. Toby was so enthusiastic that Beth didn’t need to do much more than listen. But then Toby went quiet and took her hand and Beth felt her breath quicken with nerves. Should she let him? What did it mean? Should she pull away? Would that be rude?

“Toby?” she asked after a few steps of their walking hand in hand.

“Yes, Beth?” She could hear his smile, as though he had been expecting questions.

“I had a nice time today, but we don’t hang out together in school, you have your friends and I have mine, so maybe we shouldn’t, um, hold hands or anything coupley because...” Her voice trailed off because she couldn’t think of a way to say that she would get upset when he went back to treating her like they barely knew each other.

Toby stopped walking and turned her to face him. “Do you want to keep things separate? I don’t see why we should.”

“Um, okay, but...” Beth’s eyes darted as she felt like a beetle under a magnifying glass.

“Look,” Toby said firmly, “I make things better, don’t I? I mean, you are less anxious when I’m there to smooth things over, aren’t you? Like today, when you looked like you wanted to run, but you made it through with me by your side?”

Beth smiled, calming down slightly. “Your ego is the size of Godzilla, but yeah, I suppose you make it easier.”

“So, why can’t I do that for you in school too? Why can’t we hang together more and then I can get your back when you need it, or just hold your hand when you feel like hiding?”

“Really? You would do that for me? Why?” Beth wasn’t sure she wanted what he was suggesting but was really touched by the offer.

Toby slapped his forehead, “Because I like you; I keep telling you that. Why is it so surprising to you? You’re pretty and you play football! What more could a guy possibly want?”

“Uh, a nice personality?” Beth quirked her eyebrows at him.

“Ah, pfff, we don’t care about that.” He caught her look and softened his tone. “Besides, you do have a nice personality.”

Toby began to lower his head towards hers and Beth realised he was about to kiss her.

In those few seconds before he did, a myriad of thoughts went through her brain. Her first instinct was to either pull away or to make a run for it. Then she thought of her failed attempt to practice kissing and how bad she might be at it. Then she thought she should practice some more before kissing Toby. Then she thought she could practice by kissing Toby. Then she thought that she didn’t want her first kiss to be with Toby but with Matt, and that she would never get another opportunity for that very first first kiss, but she could be waiting years for it to happen with Matt or even wait forever. And Toby was offering her so much more than a kiss, he was offering her social integration at school as well as being there to help her through it; but she hadn't decided if that was something she wanted as yet.

But in those last milliseconds before his lips touched hers, she heard Toby’s words repeated in her mind, “You’re pretty ... you do have a nice personality.” No one had ever said such nice things to her before. So she let him kiss her.

Chapter Fifteen

They kissed for only a few seconds, but Beth thought it went extremely well for her first-ever kiss.

She felt suitably buzzed by the sensation, though not exactly weak at the knees as expected, and it wasn’t too wet or gross. And Toby was smiling at her, so she couldn’t have been too awful at it either.

They walked through the school gates still holding hands. At the main door he looked like he was going to kiss her again, but she shook her head.

“Don’t – someone might see us,” she muttered, pulling her hand out of his.

“Okay, shall I meet you here for football on Wednesday?”

“No, don’t be silly, I’ll just meet you on the field as normal.”

“Alright. You’re not going to be awkward about this, are you? I mean, we’re fine?”

“You mean am I going to panic and hide from you? No, I don’t think so.” She felt fairly confident she really was fine with it.

“Cool. See you around then.” Toby moved to kiss her again, then checked himself and shook her hand in a comedic manner before starting to walk down the hall towards West Tower.

“Toby?”

“Yes?”

“You’re a good friend.”

“Boyfriend,” he corrected, before waving and turning the corner.

Beth stood there feeling slightly elated. Was it that simple? Did she have a boyfriend now? Just like a regular teenager!

She sailed up to North Tower on a high, and it wasn’t until she was in bed that night that she wondered if she should have accepted his new status in her life so glibly. Where would that leave her and Matt?

Beth thumped her pillow a few times. She simply had to push Matt out of her head. There was clearly something between him and Marianne, and if she was brutally honest with herself he had never actually indicated the desire for anything beyond friendship with Beth.

Beth lay in bed and wondered if her new relationship with Toby would last long when he realised she was totally awkward around his friends. But it was nice to dream; she smiled at the ceiling imagining herself and Toby walking down the school halls hand in hand. People might actually start to talk to her, to notice her.

Uh oh! She didn’t want to be noticed! She began to hyperventilate just thinking about being the centre of attention as Toby’s girlfriend.

Calm down, she told herself. It’s never going to happen anyway. Just enjoy the novelty of having a boyfriend for a bit. At least now I can say I’ve had one. Plus he’s gorgeous, and Wendy is impressed. I actually kissed a boy and it was nice.

She began to smile again, feeling like a normal girl: the sort of girl who could have a boyfriend, rather than the weird girl who hid behind her hair and in the library.

***
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As Beth sat down for lunch on Monday all she could think of was how incredibly awesome Toby was. He’d been waiting for her after breakfast and had walked her to her first class. He’d made it clear to everyone they met that she was with him, and her social status had reached a high never imagined. People she had never spoken to before were talking to her like she was normal. She wondered if maybe she was normal. After all, she didn’t have to hide in the library, she had just chosen to because she was scared of the noise and the crowds and of any comments she might attract. But with Toby by her side she had been able to face the crowds, if not calmly then at least with the appearance of calm. And they didn’t go near any of the “mean girls”; none of them were in his friendship group.

Beth suddenly realised that the school wasn’t split into “popular kids” and “unpopular kids” at all. Instead it was just lots of groups of friends who gravitated towards each other and made up their own social circles, and Toby’s friends seemed to have no clique at all. They were just a bunch of people. Mainly from West Tower, but some from other schoolhouses as well. Admittedly his male friends did seem to talk about sport a lot, but the girls were just nice girls, nothing more. The whole morning had been a bit of a pleasant blur of classes and chatter, in which she had been included as if she always had been. No one had given her strange looks or treated her like she was special or like she was a nobody; they simply spoke to her like she was a regular girl.

Beth sat at the North Tower table for lunch and waited for Wendy. Toby waved her over to join him at the West Tower table but she shook her head. So he came and sat at hers. Then Bryn came over, and then Kelly. Joey looked around the room with his lunch tray and seemed confused by the two different tables his friends were at and then made his way over to the North Tower one.

“This is nice,” he said sitting down, “more natural light over here.”

“Yes.” Wendy’s voice sounded half irritated and half amused from behind him. “At least there was until all you burly boys blocked it out.” She gave Bryn an elbow in the ribs to make him budge over and then glared at them all as if daring them to say she wasn’t welcome.

No one did dare. They did look mildly surprised at the goth girl choosing to sit down among them, not realising it had always been where she’d sat. But then they carried on their conversations.

“Sorry,” Beth whispered. “I was seated here as usual and then Toby came over and half his friends came too.”

Wendy rolled her eyes. “Because they’re sheep, they just play follow the leader. Still, I’m not complaining – this one smells rather good.” Wendy gave Joey a comedy sniff, and he couldn’t help flexing his muscles back at her in response.

Then Kelly asked Wendy where she’d bought her “totally rocking” boots, and Beth smiled at Kelly gratefully, as Wendy couldn’t resist getting drawn into a conversation about them. Her massive range of boots and shoes was one of Wendy’s only weaknesses to fashion.

Beth felt his eyes on her before she spotted Matt. He was standing with his lunch tray looking over at them all just as Joey had. Beth made a move to beckon him to join them but before he could respond, Marianne appeared by his side and firmly guided him to the East Tower table. He gave Beth a half shrug of apology and went to sit with Marianne at his own house table.

Beth felt unaccountably depressed – like the bubble she had been in all day had just burst. Toby had an arm slung around the back of her chair, and Beth felt ashamed of herself as she leaned into him for some comfort. 

Later that afternoon Beth went to her Special Education class to discover that Miss Grant was away sick and that a supply teacher had taken her place.

Beth recognised the girl as the resident Teaching Assistant, who was just as shy as half the people in the Special Ed. Class.

“Um, what do you normally do in this lesson?” The poor girl asked the students.

Matt put his hand up. “We just talk in pairs or groups about the books in the box at the back.” He looked around the room for anyone to add to that, but no one spoke up or contradicted him.

The Teaching Assistant nodded, looking relieved. “Great, carry on and do that then.”

Matt raised his eyebrows in a silent question to Beth, and she nodded, knowing that he was asking if she wanted to pair up. They collected a couple of books and then went back to the desks by the window where she normally sat.

Whether it was by silent agreement or just because it was too awkward, but neither of them mentioned Toby or Marianne or even football at all. Instead Beth told Matt all about Compass Court, the history of the school and some events that happened during the year, like the Year Twelve play and the Upper School dance.

Matt, in return, told her stories about one of the pupils at his old school, who had, one night, created tar footprints going from various statues around the school into the restrooms and then back to their plinths again.

They were soon relaxed and giggling together, and Beth felt very content just to be in Matt’s company. She still felt a little breathless every time he ran his fingers through his gorgeous hair, but at least they could now spend time in each other’s company without her doing an impression of a guppy fish.

When the Teaching Assistant came around they pretended to be looking at the books, and Beth took the opportunity to analyse her feelings. She was surprised to find that her overriding emotion was not fear but happiness. She suddenly wanted to hold on to the moment for as long as possible, as she literally couldn’t remember the last time she had felt that relaxed and happy.

She just wanted to stay in the bubble of this class with Matt forever.

It was only after she got back to her dorm room that Beth realised she had never even mentioned her date with Toby to Matt. She felt almost guilty that she had kissed Toby. It somehow felt unfaithful to her feelings for Matt, and she felt confused and conflicted.

How was it possible to suddenly like two boys?

Chapter Sixteen

Beth got a real buzz when she turned up to football practice on Wednesday evening and Toby jogged over to meet her and planted a smacker right on her lips.

“I’ve got news,” he told her.

“Oh, what?” Beth instantly assumed it was something bad.

“Don’t look like that, it’s not that dreadful – well, maybe you’ll think it is, but I hope not. The thing is that Emma sprained her ankle last night. She was sneaking out of bed to meet Bryn and tripped down the stairs.”

“Oh, that’s awful.” Beth hoped Emma wasn’t in too much pain.

“Yes, but it means you can’t just be reserve any more. I need you on the team.”

Beth faltered as they walked towards the others. “I’m not sure, Toby, I don’t know if I can do it.”

Toby put his arms around her. “Look at me, Beth. Now, repeat after me: I love football, I’m good at it, I’m going to play it.”

“I love football, I’m good at it, I’m going to play it,” Beth dutifully repeated.

“And we’re going to win,” he said with a smile.

“And we’re going to win.” Her voice felt stronger.

“And then I’m going to show my boyfriend a good time.”

“Toby!” She slapped his arm.

“What?” he said innocently, “I didn’t mean anything rude.” He gave her a wicked grin.

“Oh yeah? What did you mean exactly?”

“Uh, we could have a good time going bowling?” Laughter danced in his eyes.

She grinned back at him. “You’re going to be a handful, aren’t you?”

“Beth!” He faked a shocked look, and she cringed when she realised her unintended double entendre.

“You’re so sweet.” He pulled her closer and kissed her properly.

“Get a room!” one of the boys shouted, and Beth quickly pulled away, her face flaming with embarrassment, having completely forgotten that they had an audience.

She caught sight of Matt, and her stomach dipped at what he must have seen, but he didn’t seem interested; instead he was just doing warm-up stretches and looking the other way.

Beth steeled herself not to be bothered and turned her focus back to Toby. He really was cute, and the attention really was doing wonders for her social development. Thanks to Toby, and the arm he had around her, Beth felt able to face the rest of the team with only a slight blush. She’d come a long way in a short time.

Toby caught her look of gratitude and dropped another kiss on the tip of her nose before letting go of her to start the training session.

It wasn’t until she was walking back to her school house again that it occurred to her that she and Matt hadn’t even exchanged one word directly to each other. The thought saddened her. They had felt so close in class on Monday, but somehow outside of that room things weren’t the same. Plus there was Toby and Marianne in between them too.

At Friday’s practice she went out of her way to try to talk to him, but she got steamrollered away from him in no uncertain terms by Marianne. Every time she approached Matt, Marianne would pop up and draw Matt in the opposite direction to discuss something or nothing. Beth felt quite frustrated by it, but Toby was doing a good job of distracting her too. He kept whispering funny comments in her ear whenever he went past her, and even picked her up for a hug when she fell on her behind after kicking the ball too hard. He was always there, not far from her side, and Beth really did appreciate it, even though it meant it was near impossible to talk to Matt.

But Beth knew she needed to have a talk with Matt. She needed to resolve her feelings about him. She had no idea why she felt so strongly about him, there was of course the fact that she found him incredibly attractive, but it was more, something that just felt right about being with him, something about him that had changed her almost as much as Toby was managing to do. She couldn’t explain it, but she knew it all started with Matt.

Chapter Seventeen

In class on Monday, Matt didn’t come and sit by her. He stayed at his old desk near the door. The Teaching Assistant had her nose in a book and had given up even monitoring them, so Beth knew she would have to be the one to make the move.

Beth counted the steps over to Matt and then forced herself to take them one at a time until she reached him. 

“Eight, nine, ten,” she muttered under her breath, then “Hi,” in what she hoped was a normal voice.

Matt gave her a friendly smile, but she was sure it lacked some of its previous warmth.

“Hi, Beth.”

She perched on the edge of the desk next to him, “We didn’t really get a chance to talk at football at all this week.” She hoped to convey that she really had wanted to.

“No. I meant to say how glad I was that Emma sprained her ankle,” Matt broke off. “Jeez, that came out wrong. I didn’t mean that, I just meant for you... I was glad for you that you’re on the team now.”

Beth laughed; it was just so nice to see someone else mess up and get embarrassed when it was nearly always her.

“Thank you, Matt.” She attempted to keep a straight face because he looked so mortified. “It’s a little scary but very cool to be a real part of the team. Everyone has been really nice... so far.”

She thought she was doing quite well at holding up a conversation, but things still seemed strained; they had lost the easy flow they had achieved the week before. 

“So you and Toby are going out now?” Matt said, and Beth sensed the distance in his words. She wondered if he didn’t like Toby, but couldn’t think why he wouldn’t.

“Yes.” She felt defensive somehow. “And you and Marianne?” She finally managed to get out the words she had been meaning to ask him for weeks.

“Uh, yeah, I guess. We went for an ice cream in Oakworth on Friday after training.”

“Oh.” Beth was trying to work out what that meant – had they been together for ages or just started? She sighed, not that it mattered either way. The truth was out there now: they were both seeing other people.

“Well, great.” Matt’s voice held a slight edge. “So we’re one big happy team.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?” Beth asked, wondering why he sounded like he didn’t think it was.

Matt sighed. “I suppose so. It’s nice that I know you all now and have a group of friends at Compass Court. And it will be great when we play our first game next weekend. Come on, let’s get some books to pretend to be reading.”

He took her hand to pull her through the desks to the box at the back of the room, and Beth felt the same attraction that she previously had whenever he touched her. Then she felt bereft when he dropped her hand to pass her a book.

This was so not good. When was she going to stop wanting Matt to hold her and just be content with Toby? Toby was good for her. Toby understood her and helped her. He was her real-life boyfriend, and she was darned lucky to have him.

Beth flicked through her book and watched Matt from beneath lowered lashes. All of her feelings for Toby didn’t stop her wanting to reach out and make contact with Matt again.

They stuck to safe subjects again after that, but Beth felt like their eyes kept connecting and holding a fraction too long. She hoped he couldn’t see the longing in hers. But they were both now dating other people. How long was it going to take to move on from her feelings for him? And what if it was actually love?

Chapter Eighteen

Toby Falcon’s form tutor tapped her pen against her teeth. “There’s no way around this Toby, you’re going to fail Mathematics if you continue with the subject, you just aren’t at the required level.”

Toby nodded in agreement, “It’s harder than I thought it would be, I hate it.” 

“Then you need to choose another course, Toby, and quickly. You won’t get the place to study Sports Science at Birmingham unless you get four A-levels. So far we’ve got Physical Education, Biology and Chemistry, which you’re keeping up with, but you need to switch Mathematics for something you can pass. Did you have any other subjects in mind?”

Toby tried not to grind his teeth. “Look, Miss Chumworth, I’m not really an academic, that’s why I want to do Sports Science! I’m good at sport. I already struggle with biology and chemistry, but I know I need them on my application. So what do you suggest I do?”

“Hmm, well, Psychology might be a useful subject... But it’s also a very difficult course to pass. There are a lot of theory-driven exams, and it requires extensive reading and research.”

Toby shook his head. “That’s a no then.”

“I’ve got it.” Miss Chumworth pointed her pen triumphantly. “Home Economics.”

“You’re kidding. Cooking and sewing and all that girl stuff? No chance.”

“It’s not all cooking and sewing. Also you don’t have to take every module; you could skip the sewing I suppose. But just think, you could use it to combine the study of nutrition with sports! Nutrition will be a huge part of the university course and you would have a head start; who else would think to do that? And there are other elements, like finance, where you do the costing of dishes and that kind of thing. That would also be useful for your degree.”

Toby continued to shake his head. His mates would take him to pieces for doing Home Economics. That was strictly for girly girls.

Miss Chumworth played her ace card. “It’s up to you of course, but do bear in mind that no one has ever failed Home Ec. It would be a guaranteed A-level.”

***
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Paige Finchley hummed happily to herself as she tied her apron. Home Ec. was by far her favourite lesson, the kitchen classroom was one of the few places where she felt truly at ease. She began to arrange her books ready for the lesson ahead, and pulled out her high stool to sit at, when the classroom door opened and a boy slunk in. That shouldn’t have been as surprising as it was, but the truth was that there simply were no boys in the class. They were already into the second term of the school year and she’d never seen him there before. She might even have thought he had the wrong class, but the fact that he had his hands stuffed in his pockets as he gave the room a scowling sweep, told her that he was indeed in the right place, and none too happy about it.

Mrs Meadows looked up from her desk at the front of the room. “Hello, you must be Toby. You’ll find an apron in the cupboard over there if you don’t have one of your own, and then why don’t you take the workstation next to Paige. That one.” She pointed as he looked around blankly.

The boy’s face registered near pain as he picked out an apron. None of them were subtly coloured, some were even covered in floral prints, but eventually he settled on a red and white stripe and brought it to the workstation indicated.

“Hi.” Paige gave him an encouraging smile.

He gave her a withering glance in return and hunched his shoulders as though hoping to sink through the floor.

Mrs Meadows stood up and clapped her hands. “Okay, girls, uh, I mean pupils,” she hastily corrected with a look at Toby, “as a treat today I thought we’d start with a Victoria sponge. After all,” she wagged her finger at them jokingly, “it’s very easy to get it wrong! You’ll find all the ingredients you need in the store cupboard.”

There was a flurry of activity as everyone started going through their books for the recipe and then made a dash for the store cupboard.

Paige took her time, thumbing through one of her own books rather than just using the school-recommended book. She also used it as an opportunity to scrutinise the boy moodily perched on a stool next to her.

He was flicking the pages of his textbook as if the contents were somehow going to infect him; in fact he looked at the cake section as if each picture disgusted him on a personal level.

Despite his cut to her earlier, Paige took pity on him. “Page 42,” she said, leaning over to find it for him. “Do you want me to help you?”

“No. It’s just a stupid cake, right? How hard can it be?” He snatched his book back from her and began to read the recipe.

Paige smiled, finding his attitude more amusing than offensive. He’d find out soon enough. A Victoria sponge always looked easy but it was an absolute pain to get just right.

She jotted some notes on her pad and then made her way to the storeroom. Toby followed at a distance, trying not to look like he was copying her.

He determinedly picked out the recommended ingredients, ignoring what she was selecting, and took the pile back to his workstation before she was done.

Feeling quite proud of himself, he found two cake tins in the cupboard underneath the cooker, and then came to a standstill. What did it mean when it said to grease the cake tins? Grease them with what? Olive oil? Duck fat? Car grease? 

He glanced discreetly at Paige to see what she was doing. Aha, she was greasing it with butter. He surreptitiously copied her method then went back to his book to see what to do next. He weighed out the rest of the ingredients meticulously and then sifted the flour as instructed. He was a little overzealous with the sifting, and an awful lot of the flour ended up on his clothes as well as in the bowl, so he tipped in an extra handful to be sure. Using the electric whisk was the high point for Toby. He liked how powerful it felt, and enjoyed taking his humiliation out on the cake mix. He was sure it was no big deal that a large amount of it lapped the edge of the bowl and was stirred back in at the end a tad lumpy; it would just add texture.

Shoving it in the oven, Toby felt nothing but loathing for his cake. How embarrassing if any of his football mates saw him now. Was there anything more girly than putting a cake in the oven?

Twenty-two minutes later Paige went to get hers out. Toby watched her suspiciously. He had set his timer for exactly twenty-five minutes as instructed, but she had ignored hers.

He surreptitiously sniffed as she lifted out her two cakes and put them on a rack to cool. They looked perfect and they smelt absolutely delicious. His nose drew him a little closer. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply.

Beside him Paige smiled happily, noting his reaction.

“It’s rosewater,” she whispered.

“What?” His eyes snapped open.

“I added a few drops of rosewater.”

Toby had just opened his mouth to tell her exactly how little he cared, when his oven timer went off. He stomped over to the oven and grabbed his cakes, then he checked them. Just as he had suspected, they didn’t look like Paige’s. Where hers were fluffy, his looked dry. He turned them out on the rack and glowered at them until they cooled down. He roughly slapped on the cream and the jam, building the cake, then endured the pain of lightly dusting them with icing sugar. No one must ever find out, he swore to himself.

Mrs Meadows moved around the classroom checking the cakes and making remarks on them.

When she reached their bench she stopped first at Paige’s station. Toby rolled his eyes as Mrs Meadows went into raptures over Paige’s presentation, and then again when she asked if she could try a tiny bit.

“You’ve been cheating again, haven’t you, Paige?” Mrs Meadows said sternly.

Toby hid his grin. Was Little Miss Perfect about to get told off?

But Paige was looking pleased, not chastised. “Yes, Mrs Meadows,” she confirmed.

“What is it? Lavender? No, rosewater!” Mrs Meadows was suddenly all smiles again. “Very inspired, Paige, just the right amount as well – good work.”

She moved on to Toby. She didn’t ask to taste his cake; instead she looked at it like it was an unexploded bomb. “It’s a very credible first try, Toby, well done,” she said with a grimace before moving on.

At the end of the lesson everyone boxed their cakes in plastic containers to take away, but Toby chucked his into the bin instead. 

Paige put her hand on his arm. “You didn’t even taste it. I’m sure it would have been lovely.”

Toby shook off her hand. He’d already had as much as he could take from Perfect Paige without being patronised as well. He hefted his rucksack on his shoulder and left without responding to her.

In reality he knew that his cake had not been that bad really. A few lumps on the top and a bit of a brown colour under the icing sugar was the worst of it. But while he thought his mother might have been impressed with the cake, just because he had actually made it, he also knew his sister would have a field day teasing him about it if she ever found out, so it was better not to open that particular can of worms at all.

He stepped out into the sunshine, hugely relieved to be out of the Home Economics classroom before anyone relevant saw him in there. He cracked the tension out of his neck and rolled his shoulders.

No way. There was simply no way he could do this course. Making cakes was definitely not his thing. He would go and speak to Miss Chumworth again – surely there had to be something else?

Chapter Nineteen

After school dinner that night, Paige went back to her dorm room in South Tower and went straight to her desk. She lifted the lid on the box containing her cake and took another deep sniff of the contents. Her mother had loved to bake, and had been employed making cupcakes for a local deli/café, before giving it up to help her father with his rapidly expanding business. Paige felt like she had grown up in the kitchen watching her mother at work. As a little girl her best memories were of stirring cake mixes and then licking the spoon. Those experiences had shaped what Paige wanted to do with her life. Her father ran a publishing business, which had recently grown to be a large global company, and she had learned a lot about publishing before she had left home for boarding school. She now intended to take the best of both of her parents’ jobs and combine them. She wanted to write a cookbook and get it published, and she wanted to run her own business making wedding cakes. With her future plans in mind, she had chosen her A-levels carefully. As well as Home Economics, she had enrolled to study English Language, Art, and Business Studies. The Home Ec class would hopefully give her the skills she needed to make wedding cakes and do the costing of ingredients and so on. The English was to help her write her book, Art to improve her design skills for the more fancy cakes, and the Business Studies to help her with setting up and running her own business. She wasn’t even sure she wanted to do any further education. Her father was determined that she should get a degree, but what would college teach her that she didn’t already know or could learn at school? She just wanted to throw herself into having her own business and get on with it.

Reaching into the bottom drawer of her desk Paige got out her mother’s old cookbook.

The cookbook was her most treasured possession. It was really just a large ring binder file that her mother had kept recipes in, but over the years both she and Paige had added to it until it was overflowing with cuttings from magazines, photographs and drawings of dishes and cakes, and handwritten recipes of their own design.

Paige flicked through it until she found the Victoria sponge page and wrote in the margin: 3 drops of rosewater per cake.

When she’d finished her prep work, she lay on her bed and grabbed her sketch pad. She’d seen a beautiful red butterfly in the playground after lunch and it had given her an idea.

An hour later the bed was littered with pictures of butterflies of all different colours, each one sitting on top of a cupcake. It was a butterfly cupcake-wedding cake. Paige was itching to try and make it, maybe she would be able to make use of Kitchen Two in the Home Economics department during her free period the next day.

As she lay awake in the darkness, she pondered for the first time how unlikely it was that Toby Falcon was in her Home Ec class.

What on earth was he doing there? She didn’t really know Toby; even though they were in the same year at school they had never really talked before. They had completely different friends and different interests. They had simply never crossed paths until now.

She was a girl’s girl. She had some female friends, and she’d had one boyfriend, Tom, whom she’d dated for almost a year before his family moved away and he’d left Compass Court. But other than that she didn’t really have any male friends. Not that she could see herself and Toby becoming friends. He was cute, but kind of moody and bad-tempered. Plus, if she remembered rightly, then he was passionate about football, a sport which she loathed. And Beth Jenkins was his girlfriend. No, she would be pleasant as usual if he continued coming to class, but they would never be friends.

Chapter Twenty

On Friday after school, Toby collected a bag of footballs from the gym and set out for their usual practice session on the sports field. As he approached the edge of the pitch he saw Beth waiting for him.

He grinned at her, thinking how lucky he was to find a girlfriend who liked football as much as he did and didn’t get annoyed with him for playing it instead of spending time with her. Beth would rather be playing it herself.

As she hopped down from the wall to meet him he admired her athletic physique in her shorts, trainers and Renaldo football shirt. Her ponytail swung on the back of her head adding a little feminine charm to the outfit, but otherwise she was all about the game.

“Hey, handsome, are you avoiding me?” she teased with confidence, but he knew she was using the attitude to hide her insecurity.

“No, why?” He frowned like he didn’t know what she was talking about, but inwardly his heart sank that she had noticed. He was going to have to tell her, otherwise she might misread it as him pulling away.

“You disappeared on Thursday afternoon and then I didn’t see you at all on Friday, did you take lunch and dinner with the lower school?”

He sighed. “I wasn’t dodging you or anything – well, I sort of was, but only because I didn’t want you to laugh at me.”

“Why, what have you done?”

Toby ran his hand through his hair. “Promise me you won’t tell anyone?”

“Sure.”

“I mean it, Bethan. I will never forgive you if you say a word.”

“What is it?” She was starting to look genuinely alarmed.

“I spent last period on Thursday making a Victoria sponge cake.”

“No way – c’mon, I mean seriously? But why?” she asked as he nodded.

“I need four A-levels to get into Birmingham and no one has ever failed Home Ec.”

She burst out laughing, “You’re having me on! I know you were failing maths, but Home Ec? What were you thinking? It is so not you!”

“Exactly, so keep it quiet or the boys will go to town on it. But it does kind of make sense because I’ll be learning all about nutrition, which will be useful for my degree.”

“Uh huh, and just what is the nutritional content of a Victoria sponge cake?”

He elbowed her in the ribs for teasing him and then tugged playfully on her pony-tail. “Shut it, or I’ll tell everyone about your Spiderman bra.”

“Yeah, right, that really does not compare with an image of the manly Toby Falcon wearing a pinny and wielding a wooden spoon.”

He rolled his eyes and gave up. “Let’s go warm-up, who else is here?”

“Bryn and Joey are doing laps and Kelly’s gone for the water cooler. No one else yet.”

“Okay, cool.” He shaded his eyes against the setting sun and waved to the boys who were at the far end of the field, then he chucked his hoodie to Beth and ran to catch up with them.

***
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Paige pushed the last page of her Business Studies prep work away from her and pressed Save on the computer spread sheet. She had finally done it and now she deserved a reward. She left the library and walked around the building to the annex that housed the Home Ec department. Knocking on the door to the main Kitchen, Kitchen One, she got no answer and so walked on to Kitchen Two. It was in darkness and locked, but Paige had a key.

Kitchen Two was much smaller, and hardly ever used for lessons, but Mrs Meadows encouraged the keener students to use it to do Prep work and extra study, and Paige had not had a problem borrowing the key from her earlier that day.

Once inside, she put on an apron and took a mixing bowl out of the cupboard. She reached up and lifted her favourite pair of scales off the shelf. They were seriously heavy, made in the late 1800s of iron and brass, but she trusted the weights far more than any modern digital scale. She quickly whipped up a simple cupcake mix and set the cakes to bake, and then she tackled the really tough bit. Making edible butterflies to adorn each cake. 

As well as a spice rack, the kitchen had a well stocked food colorants rack. Jars and jars of every colour imaginable lined the rack like an artist’s paint palette. It had all the standard colours plus some extras that had been sourced from special suppliers, like fuchsia, alizarin, silver and gold. She could also blend colours as she did now, creating three different pinks so she could make a realistic rose pattern of icing to rest her butterflies on.

The cupcakes only took twenty minutes and she soon had them cooling on a rack. Then she set about mixing up some frosting to make the butterflies. She worked butter and sugar together and added in some shortening and cream until she was completely happy that the texture could hold its shape, and then she began to experiment.

First she spread several cakes with coloured icing, some with a simple white background and others with icing that had started with the same white mix, but now had pink tones. She moulded these with a palette knife in intricate curves to give the pattern of a pink rose with vibrant tips, and practised until she was happy. After she had covered half a dozen cakes this way, she decided to tackle the butterflies.

The first set she modelled with her hands, and put the plain-coloured frosting mix onto each cake in the butterfly shape where it would harden within minutes.

The second set were much trickier. She added vibrant colours, plus a little pearl shimmer powder to give the butterfly effect, to her mixture, and then without blending the colours at all she put the mix into a piping bag and piped out several butterfly shapes. Each one came out with different colours, but Paige wasn’t happy with them. After all, the whole point of a butterfly was that the wings were symmetrical.

She tilted her head thoughtfully. It could possibly work with a piping bag if it were anything other than butterflies. But it was hard to control the colours that way. She would have to pipe out each colour individually, building it slowly. She made a few notes on her pad and then dug deep in her school bag for her art supplies.

Once she had decided the plain frosting butterfly shapes were stiff enough, she began to painstakingly paint each one using a fine-tipped brush and a little food colouring in cream. It took a while but she was thrilled with the results. She snapped several photos on her phone. Later she would link the phone to her printer and then stick the prints along with her sketches onto a new page in the cookbook binder.

Humming to herself, Paige put a few into a box to show them to Mrs Meadows, who would hopefully think they looked good enough to grace a wedding cake one day. The remaining cupcakes went into a Tupperware container to give to some of her friends in South Tower, and then she set about cleaning up the kitchen.

Chapter Twenty-one

It was only four weeks since he’d switched from Maths to Home Economics but Toby felt close to pulling his hair out. He’d been told that Home Economics was going to be easy; and maybe it was if you were a girl, but his personal feeling was that, as a boy, he shouldn’t have to be doing this stuff. He was the only boy in the entire class and also the only person who seemed to be spectacularly failing it.

It didn’t help that he had to sit next to Little Miss Perfect. With her shiny blonde hair, and her neat pink nails, and her permanent smile, she was basically an utter drip. He couldn’t decide if she was really as saccharine-sweet as she seemed, or if she were secretly a manipulative faker who had everybody fooled.

Paige had offered to help him several times, but he was extremely suspicious. He was convinced that she enjoyed watching him mess up all the time. Maybe that was why she was always smiling – it was just malicious glee.

He thumped the dough in front of him and then rolled it in a ball before smashing it back down on the counter.

“Wow, I wish I had the muscles to knead the bread like that,” Paige said beside him in an admiring tone of voice.

His lip curled. He was sure she was being sarcastic; perhaps she was amused by his anger. He detested girls like her. He was fairly sure that she was a traditionalist, a girl who expected a man to support her while she went shopping and to a spa for a facial. No wonder he never saw her in any of his other classes; there was no need for her to do any of the more serious subjects at school, she probably had no intention of going to University except maybe to catch a rich husband.

He knew he was being incredibly judgmental, but he had been raised by really hard-working career parents, who had given him and his sister great role models.

That was just another reason why Beth was so great. She was a breath of fresh air compared to girls like Paige Finchley. Beth knew what she wanted from life, she was going to be a veterinarian – and despite the difficulty of the course and the fact that she had to get all A stars in her exams to get her place at Veterinary College, he knew she would achieve it. Beth wasn’t a faker social butterfly; she preferred the quiet of the library to any party. She was clever and focussed, not to mention pretty, and best of all she was really into football. Now that was his definition of a perfect girl.

And her confidence had come on in leaps and bounds recently, she had started out as nervous and timid, but in the last few weeks as his girlfriend she had really found her self-esteem again, and become quite out-going.

Mind you, he thought as he pummelled his dough a little more for good measure, Beth did take it all a bit too seriously; she could do with lightening up and developing a sense of humour. She could also be pretty critical if he wasn’t matching up to her expectations. He sometimes felt a bit dumb around her and her well-read brain. He would bet good money that Beth would have some pretty derogatory things to say about the shallow homemaker, Paige.

He turned his mind back to his dough. He supposed that learning to make your own bread might have been a useful skill in the previous century, but he couldn’t work out why anyone would give a rat’s behind now; you could buy bread anywhere and it wasn’t exactly expensive. So why go to all the effort? But at least kneading the dough was a good way to let off steam.

Weirdly, his sister, Rose, thought it was fantastic that he was learning to cook some stuff. He’d taken a load of handmade meringue back to West Tower last week and she had been in raptures. She didn’t seem to realise it was seriously embarrassing for him. But he’d merely rolled his eyes at her comments, because he liked seeing her so proud. Even if it was for something he had made under duress.

He and Rose were close. They were almost two years apart in age, though only one school year. And along with their cousins, Jack, Alex and Ellie, they had all stuck close together when they had each in turn left home and gone to Compass Court. His parents travelled almost constantly as an Investigative Journalism team, and so Rose had been like a second mother to him for the last several years of being at a boarding school and far away from home.

It hadn’t taken long for his sister and his cousins to discover his swap to Home Ec. But they were all surprisingly supportive.

Mrs Meadows clapped her hands, drawing the attention of the class to her. “Okay, girls.” (He winced. She kept forgetting his presence; either that or she felt he was now one of them.) “It’s time to decide on any extra ingredients for your bread. Leave it to prove for a while and select some flavours to add. Popular choices are things like rosemary or olives, but feel free to get a little inventive.”

There was the usual dash for the stores cupboard, but just as she always did, Paige opened her books before she did anything.

Toby watched her, while taking his time putting his dough in a proving bowl. He wondered why she took it so seriously. She never just cooked, she was always making notes and double-checking things in a variety of books. He shrugged; it was as good a hobby as any he supposed.

She followed him as he went to the cupboard, and they stood side by side considering the ingredients in front of them.

Toby found the proximity of the enclosed space a little full on – just him and Paige in a dimly lit cupboard. He grabbed some fennel seeds and backed out.

Paige too made a selection and they went back to their bench.

“That’s a great choice,” she said.

“What?” Toby wasn’t sure what she was referring to for a second.

“The fennel seeds, I think they’ll be lovely in the bread.” Paige flashed him a bright smile, which made dimples in her cheeks.

Toby wondered if she was flirting with him or if she was like that with everyone.

“Okay.” He gave her a side glance. She was definitely pretty, especially with those dimples; not his type of course, but he wasn’t adverse to her flirting with him, if that’s what it was. It would certainly make the lesson a bit more fun. But he had the feeling she was always like that regardless of who she was talking to.

“You should try toasting them for a few seconds.”

“What?” He’d been staring at her blue eyes and he couldn’t remember what they were talking about.

“The fennel seeds, you should try toasting them. Just a few seconds in a hot pan will bring out the sweetness.”

“Oh, right. Thanks, but I think I’ll just chuck them in.” He wasn’t going to go over the top or anything. On the other hand, if the fennel seeds were a success then his sister might like to try his bread.

“Well, I suppose there is no harm in toasting them a little.” He conceded.

Paige looked thrilled, and he felt surprisingly pleased he had agreed with her suggestion.

She too was taking out a saucepan. She began to heat a little oil in it. He was about to put oil in his when her hand shot out and grabbed his wrist. “You don’t need it. They have their own oil and should be in the pan for literally just seconds.”

He looked down at her hand on his wrist and shook her off with sudden annoyance. “Whatever, Paige – don’t take it so seriously, it’s just cooking.”

He saw the hurt flicker for a second in her eyes and then she resumed her sunny smile. “Yes, it’s just cooking,” she said agreeably.

For some reason that annoyed him even more. He debated whether to make some remark about her note-taking, but then wondered why he even cared enough to bother.

He saw her swirl the oil in her pan as she warmed it, then watched her swiftly chop up a leek and add it to the oil. He was so engrossed in her movements that he forgot about his own pan until the heat from his station commanded his attention as his cuff began to smoke where he was leaning against the edge.

He quickly went back to his own pan and put the seeds in dry as she had suggested. They began to pop and bounce, and he took her advice and gave them no longer than three or four seconds. Then he tipped them out into a bowl and wondered what to do next.

“Shall I just mix them into the dough?” he eventually asked Paige reluctantly.

“If that’s all you’re putting in?” She nodded.

“Yeah, it is,” he answered firmly.

For the next half an hour he covertly watched her sweat off her leeks, then she crumbled some flaky white cheese into a separate bowl; then taking a third bowl she mixed some of the leeks with some of the cheese.

Toby put his whole mixture into one bread tin, but Paige used her three different mixes to make three trays of bread rolls: some with just leeks, some with just cheese and some that were both leeks and cheese. She worked fast, and his oven timer was only just going off as she too removed her rolls from the oven.

Once again his nose twitched as the smell of her cooking wafted past him.

When the bread was cool enough Paige selected a leek roll and tore it open. She smeared a pat of butter on both halves and then offered one of them to him.

Toby meant to say no, but the delicious smell of warm buttered bread was too hard to resist. He suddenly realised that he was really hungry.

He bit into it and had to stop himself from closing his eyes with pleasure. Paige chewed her own half thoughtfully and then made some notes. Toby finished his too quickly and restrained himself from asking for more. Instead he cut a slice from his own loaf and tried that instead.

To his amazement his own bread was delicious too. He rather shyly buttered a piece and offered it to Paige. He wasn’t sure why he did, but he supposed he could at least admit to himself that he was rather proud of how well it had come out.

Paige accepted the slice with a pleased smile and gave it careful consideration before putting in her mouth.

He felt like he’d scored a goal when she gave him a thumbs up and took a large second bite.

“This is perfect, Toby, nice one.”

“Thanks.” He grinned like an idiot at the praise, even though it was only for making some stupid bread.

“I don’t suppose I could ask you a favour, could I?” Paige said tentatively.

“Depends what it is.” He glanced around as though one of his friends might hear them, even though none of them even knew where he was.

“I could do with some unbiased opinions on these rolls. Do you think you could ask your friends to taste them and let me know which they liked best out of the three flavours?”

“No way!” He could just imagine how hilarious his friends would find it if he asked them to taste test some poncy bread rolls.

Paige’s face fell and he felt really mean, after all – she had helped him with the fennel seeds.

“My friends would just eat them without even noticing,” he hurriedly tried to cover up his comment. “I can get my family to taste them if you want?”

“That would be great.” Paige was all cheerful again, and he felt glad he’d pulled it back. He knew he’d been fairly unfriendly to her in the past, but she was growing on him now. He watched as Paige put some of the rolls into three paper bags, and labelled them accordingly.

She gave him another dazzling smile and Toby found himself smiling back.

Chapter Twenty-two

“So what have you brought me?” His cousin Ellie pounced on him as he went into the West Tower Common Room, and was rooting through his school bag before he had even sat down.

“What do you mean, what have I brought you? Why would I bring anything for you?” he teased good-naturedly.

“It’s Thursday,” she lowered her voice, conspiratorially, “and Thursday means cooking in Home Economics. It’s now officially my favourite day of the whole week. Aha!” she said triumphantly, pulling out the still-warm paper bags.

She stuck her nose in one. “Oh wow, that smells good.”

“It’s probably one of Paige’s, this girl in my class. Mine is the big loaf.”

“But it is a big loaf.” Ellie said, “Is Paige in our year? She’s that blonde girl in South Tower isn’t she? Are these her rolls?” She opened another bag. “Mmm, I don’t know her very well, but I think I love her.”

He laughed, quietly thrilled that she had complimented the smell of his own bread first.

“Are Rose and Leo around?” He asked, hoping that his sister and her fiancée might also taste his bread. It was something he obviously had to hide from his mates, but it might be rather nice if his sister at least was impressed.

“They’ll be back any minute, can we eat these while they’re still warm?” Ellie pulled another bit off the loaf and stuffed it into her mouth.

Toby felt almost shy as he brought out some butter he had pre-wrapped to go with it.

“So, this girl in your cookery class, has she got a crush on you? Is that why she’s given you all these rolls?” Rose teased Toby, when she and Leo had returned from their art class and joined them at a small table in one corner of the common room.

“Hey, it’s a good call.” Leo bit into one approvingly. “The way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, remember?” Leo ate his roll with relish. “These are good. If this girl is half as pretty as you, Rose, then I might have to marry her instead.”

“Feel free to try,” Rose retorted; then quickly kissed him to show she didn’t mean it.

“So is she?” Leo asked.

“Is she what?” Toby feigned ignorance.

“Is she pretty? Does she have a crush on you?”

Toby shrugged and avoided the first question. “She doesn’t have a crush on me. We are supposed to be comparing the rolls to see which we like best. That’s the only reason she gave them to me.”

“Well, there’s a clear winner for me.” Ellie held up the one in her hand. “This is my second of the cheese ones. What kind of cheese is it? Can you ask her for the recipe?”

“I forgot to ask about the cheese, but yeah, I’ll see if she’ll give me the recipe. So you all like the cheese ones best?”

“Yes,” Leo agreed Ellie. “The leek ones are fantastic too, but these cheese ones are heaven.”

“Great. Okay, thanks, I’ll pass that along.” He went up to his room shortly after that as Rose and Leo began to discuss their wedding with Ellie; and while he might have mastered bread-making, talking about wedding dresses and flower arrangements was a step too far.

It wasn’t until Monday afternoon that he saw Paige again, when they had another Home Economics lesson together. Monday’s lessons were always theory whereas Thursday’s lessons were practical application.

He enjoyed giving her the feedback from his family and thought it was cute how seriously she took the information. But the rest of the lesson went downhill from there.

Toby doodled on his pad as he listened to Mrs Meadows drone on and wished he were outside on the playing field. The theory lessons were dull beyond belief; today’s class was about peasants using what ingredients they had around them to feed their families in the olden days. How different it was in the countryside as opposed to the city, how skills like bread-making were essential in those times. He tapped his pen irritably. Who cared? He couldn’t see any use in the information. It certainly wouldn’t help him with the study of Sports Science.

It wasn’t until he was hurriedly leaving the room that it really took a turn for the worse. Mrs Meadows asked him to stay back, and he had to wait as all the girls filed past him until they were finally alone.

Mrs Meadows smiled at him kindly. “I know this isn’t a class you ideally wanted, and I’d like you to know how pleased I am with your improvement, but I’m afraid you are quite behind in a lot of the mainstays. I expect most of the girls, uh students, to at least have a handle on the basics of running a home and you, well, you don’t.”

“Okay,” Toby looked longingly at the door, “but no one has actually ever failed the class – that’s right, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but I’m afraid there’s a first time for everything.”

“You’re saying I’m going to fail?” Toby couldn’t believe his luck would be that bad. He hadn’t even wanted to take the stupid class in the first place, and now it would be a waste of his time?

“No, no, I’m sure we can help you get through. I was merely going to suggest you make time to do some extra work. Perhaps you could ask Paige for some help? She’s top of the class and the two of you seem to be getting on well. Anyway, it’s up to you, but I just thought I should mention it. I’d hate to see my own hundred percent pass rate get ruined, ha ha.” She gave a tinkling laugh and Toby ground his teeth, guessing that her concern was more for her own record than for his.

Beth was waiting for him outside the school gates at the end of the day, and he tried to muster up a smile for her sake.

“Wow, that is one grumpy face. What’s got your pants in a twist?”

So much for faking a smile; she had seen right through him.

“I’m failing Home Ec, can you believe it? I’m working my butt off to make sure I pass my science subjects and I’m actually doing it, but give me some dumb cooking class and I can’t make the grade. Mrs Meadows thinks I should ask Paige to help me, and I suppose I’ll have to, but she will be unbearably nice and I’ll just want to throttle her.”

“Wait, are we talking about Paige Finchley?” Beth wore a look of horror that Toby had never seen before.

“Yeah, why? We share a bench in Home Ec. She’s kind of sweet.”

“Sweet? Sweet?” Beth’s voice rose in disbelief. “That girl is so not sweet. She’s a mean girl, a monster in disguise!”

Chapter Twenty-three

Toby laughed, “What on earth are you talking about? She likes cooking and sewing and all that girl stuff – I mean she’s hardly on the radar. I’ll grant you that she’s quite pretty, but she’s certainly no man-killer.”

“For goodness sake, tell me you aren’t that clueless?” Beth slapped her forehead. “No, she’s not a man-killer, you dummy, she’s a freaking girl wonder. It isn’t always about boys, you know. She’s head of just about every committee in the school; if something gets organised by the student body it is done by Paige, or at least done the way that Paige wants it done. She’s the ultimate Stepford wife – that girl is a powerhouse. You need to stay well away from her or she’ll wrap you around her little finger and organise your entire life, and you probably wouldn’t even notice it was happening.”

Toby tapped his temple. “Do you know how mental you sound? I’ve barely even heard her name mentioned before. If she was running half the school the way you say she is, then wouldn’t I have noticed?”

“Men are so naive sometimes,” Beth said. “She’s a girl’s girl, the leader of the pack, a bully. She’s the girl they all follow. Don’t you realise how manipulative she has to be to get to that rank?”

“Are we really talking about the same Paige? She really doesn’t seem much of a powerhouse, more like a power-mouse if you ask me. Anyway, I was only going to ask her to help me with my theory stuff for class.”

Beth groaned. “Isn’t there someone else you could ask? Paige will be so incredibly smug if you ask her. She’s bound to know we’re dating, and she hates me because I don’t do her bidding like the rest of her minions. She’ll love it that you have to come to her and not me because I’m useless at all that stuff.”

Toby continued to look at her like she was insane. He’d been sitting next to Paige twice a week for over a month now and she’d never shown any signs of being controlling or manipulative. He would concede that she was very organised, but she always seemed so calm, and certainly not the kind of girl who cared about having minions.

But later as he lay in bed, he began to think more about Paige, wondering if he had misjudged her. Was there more to her that met the eye? It was strange, but hearing Beth describe Paige as a powerhouse had somehow made Paige seem more attractive instead of less. He had thought she was a little bit blah and without ambition, but now he was wondering what was behind the nice smile. He had never scratched the surface. Was she really some kind of leader of the girls? Or was Beth just being dramatic? Was her sweet and calm manner just an act? He was fairly certain she had never tried to manipulate him in any way, and he just couldn’t imagine her being smug. Maybe at first he’d thought of her that way, but not as soon as he got to know her even just a little bit. Yet Beth was obviously intimidated by her. Clearly he was going to have to get to know Paige a lot better to see what was really true...

The next day he began to subtly dig for information about Paige. First he sounded out some of the guys after his Phys. Ed. class.

“Hey, Joey, do you know a girl called Paige? She’s in our year, blonde hair?”

“Sure, I know her, she’s in my Business Studies class. Why? Aren’t you with Beth anymore?” Joey said.

“No, it’s not like that, I’m just curious about her.” Toby tried furiously to think of a reason why he might be curious. “I was, uh, thinking of signing up for some committee for extra credit and Beth mentioned that Paige might be in charge of it.”

“Really? What committee? Paige seems fairly quiet, I can’t see her being in charge of anything.” Joey stopped thoughtfully. “Mind you, she’s quiet yet confident, maybe she would be the type. I guess I don’t know.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Toby changed the subject until Joey went to shower, then he tried a different tack on one of his other friends.

“So, Greg. I have a class with this girl called Paige Finchley. Didn’t you used to go out with her?”

Greg looked understandably surprised, seeing as Toby knew full well that Greg had never dated Paige, but he couldn’t think of a better opener.

“No. It wasn’t me. You must be thinking of someone else. I think Tom Forbes dated her before he moved to Devon.”

“Oh, right.” Toby scowled when Greg didn’t say anything more. “So you don’t know her?” he fished.

“Not really. I know I would date her if she was interested.” Greg grinned. “She’s not really the flirty type, is she? Maybe she has another boyfriend now who doesn’t go to our school.”

Toby got a similar response from Reed in Chemistry class. None of the boys seemed to know much about Paige. Perhaps Beth had been right about Paige totally being a girl’s girl.

Toby didn’t have many female friends, and he didn’t want to get caught asking questions by any of Beth’s friends or Paige’s, so he eventually chose to ask someone from South Tower, as he had noted Paige eating at the South Tower table. He couldn’t image the girls he selected as being friends with Paige though, as they were both quite loud and popular.

He was wrong. Surprisingly, it turned out two were friends with Paige, or at least claimed to be. He had decided to chat up Bianca and Prisha, who were eating their break-time snacks on a picnic bench next to his. Normally the only conversations Bianca and Prisha had were pretty catty ones about other girls, but Paige seemed to have charmed them too.

“Of course I know Paige.” Bianca said, “We arranged the school Secret Santa together. Wasn’t it a huge success? I mean, literally everyone in the school got a present. Some of them were really lame, but Paige insisted that it should be totally fair and wouldn’t let anyone choose who they gave to or got gifts from. She’s like that. And don’t you think those dresses she wears at weekends are cute? I don’t think I’ve ever seen her in just jeans and a t-shirt.”

“Totes.” Prisha nodded. “She’s not afraid of colour, unlike some girls I could mention.” Prisha gave Toby a pointed look, but he had no idea what she was getting at and just looked at her blankly; eventually she gave him a forgiving smile and continued, “Paige knows how to accessorise. We did this charity thing where we made stuff out of recycled bottle tops and all kinds of trash that we would normally throw away. And Paige made like a million pairs of gorgeous earrings, which everyone wanted to buy, and we made loads of money for the charity. Do you remember those twisty earrings, Bea? I think you got a pair for your mother.”

Toby walked off in a daze. He was no further forward on finding out anything in particular about Paige, but it seemed clear that Beth was right on the whole. Paige was involved in school activities and it seemed like she might be a bit of a do-gooder. He still couldn’t see her being a mean girl though; she was obviously just one of those really nice people that others couldn’t help liking. Yet Bianca and Prisha surely hated those kinds of girls, yet still liked Paige... And why did Beth hate her so much when Beth was a really nice person herself?

He was more confused than ever. Girls were such a mystery; he couldn’t understand them at all.

Chapter Twenty-four

Toby made a special effort to chat to Paige during their Thursday class.

The whole term of Home Economics was devoted to patisserie cooking, which basically meant all different kinds of bread and cakes. He had almost enjoyed making bread, but the fancy pastries were the classes he hated the most. That particular day they were making tarte tatin and tarte aux abricot, both of which were fiddly. Layering the thin slices of fruit into circular shapes on top of puff pastry made him feel especially ham-fisted. At least Ellie would be happy, assuming he didn’t burn them to kingdom come. He watched Paige lay them out so neatly it looked like it had been done by a machine, and he considered the possibility that she was in fact a high-spec robot sent back through time to either make him look bad or to get him through the course. It all depended on what she said when he asked for help.

“So, you’re pretty good at this kind of stuff?” he started tentatively.

Paige remained utterly focused on her tarte until she finished the precise circle she was working on, and then she looked up and gave him a smile.

“Would I sound totally immodest if I said yes?”

“No, just honest.” He liked that she didn’t deny her ability, which would be the normal response. “So how come you’re so skilled in the kitchen? It’s kind of a dated pursuit for a woman these days, isn’t it? I mean aren’t girls now all about equality?”

Paige laughed. “Everyone has to eat, Toby. But you’re right, I don’t see cooking purely as a female pursuit, just a personal one. I like to cook and it’s more than just a hobby to me. Plus don’t forget a lot of top chefs are men. It’s a shame there aren’t more boys in this class, but that’s just school politics I suppose. I think that out there in the real world men and women both cook.”

Toby looked sceptical at her balanced views. “Oh yeah, and who cooks in your house back home? Your mum or your dad?”

“You got me there.” Paige turned back to her apples. “My mum did do most of the cooking. My dad’s pretty hopeless in the kitchen; he lived on baked beans and toast before they were married. But my mum turned it into a business, it wasn’t just to feed us.”

“She doesn’t do it anymore?” Toby frowned at her use of the past tense.

“No, they travel too much now, she gave it up to manage my dad’s business instead, hence me being at boarding school.”

“Oh. Sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Paige gave him another warm smile.

“My parents travel all the time too,” he offered after a long silence.

Paige looked sympathetic. “Do you find that hard?”

“No, not really. I have Rose, my sister, here at school, and Ellie Parkhurst in our year is my cousin.”

“That’s nice. So does your mum do the cooking during the holidays?”

“No, not so as you’d notice,” he joked. Then his voice softened. “She’s a journalist, even when they are at home both my mum and dad work constantly.”

“Wow, that’s a tough job. It’s funny, but from your attitude I assumed you came from a really traditional household, where your dad worked and spent his Saturdays watching sports and your mother stayed at home washing your muddy football kit.”

Toby looked surprised. “That’s what I thought about you! You like cooking and you’re kind of girly, so I assumed you had a really traditional home too. But both our mothers have high powered careers.”

“So you and I are the total stereotypes and our parents aren’t? How contemporary is that?” They shared a grin of mutual appreciation at the humour of the situation and each of their preconceptions about the other.

“So, uh, in the interest of honesty, Beth says you’re a bit of a social dynamo – but you don’t really seem the type.”

“Yeah, I know. Beth wasn’t very happy with me when I stopped hanging out in the library, but I just needed to do more.”

“Hang on.” Toby stopped what he was doing and turned to look at Paige. “Are you saying you and Beth used to be friends?”

“She didn’t tell you?” Paige looked confused. “We were really close, but then I got sick, and I almost died. After that I kind of went into hyper drive. I had to fill my time with proactive things; I guess it was a knee-jerk reaction, but I just didn’t want to waste a single second anymore, and I suppose I overcompensated a bit. I threw myself into every and any activity I could find. It’s been over two years now and I’m only really just slowing down. I became a bit of a control freak, and I know Beth hated it; I kept trying to bully her into doing all this stuff with me that just wasn’t her thing. I made her do all sorts of things she was uncomfortable doing. At first she went along with it to make me happy, but I realise now that I got pretty pushy and ended up pushing her away.”

“Wow, I had no idea – she never said.”

Paige looked sad, so Toby dropped it.

“You don’t think you might have time in your schedule to give me a little help with the theory stuff, do you?” Toby forced himself ask even though it made him feel like a dumb idiot.

“Of course. What do you need the help with?”

“I don’t even know, but Mrs Meadows says I may fail the course, something about the basics of home management...”

“Oh, right. That’s an easy fix – no problem. Do you want to meet Saturday afternoon and I’ll give you an overview on the basics? I also have a couple of books that will really help too if you want.”

“Yeah, that would be great. Much as I hate this class, I really have to pass it to get my Uni place, so I’ll do whatever I have to.”

“Charmed, I’m sure,” Paige teased, then explained about Kitchen Two, and said she’d meet him there.

––––––––
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Chapter Twenty-five

“You’re doing what?” Beth’s voice rose shrilly. “You’re actually going to have a private study session? Like she can’t just give you the books? Or meet you at the library like a normal person? You have to go and cosy up in a kitchen? What then, afternoon tea and Paige’s special madeleines?”

Toby was about to apologise, then he stopped. What was he doing wrong? Nothing as far as he could tell; he was only going to study with the girl who sat next to him in class and just happened to be the best at the subject. It wasn’t exactly romantic, or anything for Beth to get bent out of shape over.

“Look, Paige told me about how the two of you used to be friends...”

Beth cut him off: “Oh, did she now? I bet she couldn’t wait to tell you how socially inept I am, about how I suck at anything crafty, how dull I am and that everyone just loved her and ignored me.”

“Get a grip, Beth, she didn’t say anything of the kind. She said the opposite, how she knew she got a bit pushy and lost your friendship.”

“You’re kidding me? That cunning witch. She’s manipulating you, Toby. Obviously she likes you and she can’t say anything horrid about me because I’m your girlfriend, and because she knew full well that I wouldn’t be happy, so she’s made me into the bad guy!”

Toby folded his arms defensively. “You’re making you into the bad guy, Beth. Do you know how nuts you sound right now?”

“Ewr!” Beth gave a low scream of frustration. “This is exactly what she wants. Now we are fighting, and it won’t be long before we break up and you start dating her, just you wait and see.” Beth turned on her heel and stormed off.

Toby stood looking after her, wondering if she was right and Paige was somehow playing them. After all, Beth wasn’t far off the mark; he had found himself thinking about her less and less, and thinking more and more about Paige...

***
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Beth sat in the library and tried to use the peaceful space to calm down.

She and Toby had been dating nearly three months now. She got on well with Toby; he was a nice boyfriend and she liked being with him. She wished there was more fire between them but at least there was friendship. They hardly ever rowed, until now.

Once again, Paige was ruining her world. It had taken a few weeks but Beth had began to find school less and less daunting. She was slowly making some more friends out of Toby’s group, but mainly she still stuck with Wendy, whom she trusted not to turn on her. The library was still her haven, but now she didn’t devote all her thoughts to study. She was becoming normal and well adjusted. She needed Toby.

But Toby just didn’t understand about Paige. 

Toby and Paige were actually sharing a desk in one of their classes together, and it made Beth feel at her most anxious whenever Paige’s name was dropped into conversation. Which happened quite a lot. Toby didn’t seem to be aware of it but he was mentioning Paige more and more often. But their relationship was too important to her to want to risk over a big fight, and despite the Paige situation, she was mostly happier than she had been in years. She didn’t just have her studies now, she had other interests too. Well, three other interests anyway. She had football, she had Toby and she had Matt.

Football and Special Ed. competed constantly for her favourite time of the week. Now that the evenings were getting warmer and lighter she loved getting out to football training; the fresh air and exercise made her feel more alive than she could ever remember, and if she had thought training was fun, then actually playing matches against other people had turned out to be such a high that she felt like she was flying around the pitch. They kept winning games, and were currently second place in the league, having only lost one match to a team where Toby was convinced that the girls were actually boys in bad disguises. 

And then there was Special Ed, her little bubble with Matt. Miss Grant remained off sick and the class had simply become an hour to do as they wished. So Beth and Matt used it to talk. They never spoke about Toby and Marianne; instead they talked about their classes at school, about their parents and the pressures they put them under, and they talked about themselves, sharing stories of their lives. They grew closer and closer, and Beth found herself opening up to Matt all about her problems in the past, the meds she had been on, the therapy she had had.

Matt wasn’t like Toby; he didn’t instantly understand, but he did listen, and in the end she told him more than she’d ever told anyone. That one hour a week they got to spend on their own became very precious to her. And she sometimes felt like she lived for the moments that he touched her hand, or her cheek, or even just her arm when they were talking.

She also felt consumed with guilt at how unfaithful that made her feel to Toby. But she was also enough of a realist to know that it was silly to break up with Toby. He had given her such a lot of support, and through him she was finally fitting in at school. She didn’t want to risk losing that, simply because it made life so much easier. She could just get on with being Beth Jenkins instead of being scared and hiding all the time.

She owed Toby for that. Him and football. Football had also brought her out of her shell an enormous amount. She found that she loved playing, even though the games were public and people came to watch. She was able to focus far more on the cheers of the spectators than the occasional heckling that a few members of the crowd were prone to. And the cheers had become louder and more frequent as they had climbed all the way up the league to second place.

Plus, breaking up with Toby for Matt was an exercise in futility, simply because she now knew that Matt was dating Marianne, and her gut twisted just at the thought of it.

And so life continued, until one Saturday in March when they played against Down Leigh School, and had a real battle on their hands.

The Downs Leigh team were from a school only thirty miles away, and the competition between them had been hotting up all season. Down Leigh were third place in the league and were absolutely intent on beating the Compass Court team so as to go on to play the Marlow’s team and hopefully win the league.

Toby gave them all a pep talk before the game. Despite the sunshine it was a very crisp spring day, and Beth hopped up and down on the spot wrapped in a scarf while listening to Toby. At least, she was trying to listen to Toby; what she was actually doing was watching the play of Matt’s muscles as he took off his sweater and was momentarily bare-chested before he pulled on his football shirt. She thought she might faint for a second as she stored the image in her brain.

“We need this win,” Toby’s voice was still going, “so we’re dropping our standard four four two formation and I’m switching up to a two four four. Bryn, you’re going to have to work much harder in goal tonight, and Beth and Joey, that means you are moving from midfield to being second forwards. Sorry for the last minute change, everyone, but it’s just like we practised a couple of weeks ago. Does everyone remember?”

“Huh?” Beth tuned back in just in time. “I’m a forward today? Are you sure?”

“Of course.” Toby gave her a pat on the back. “You’ll be great – just don’t listen to the crowd, because they will be trying extra hard to put you off.”

Once the game started Beth forgot to think about anything but the ball. She saw it less but every time she had it she had think twice as fast. She felt crowded by the defenders, which was where Down Leigh had concentrated their team in direct response to their own new formation.

Usually she loved football because she had time to get it right and to be in the zone of just her and the ball, but now she was running harder and getting tackled more often and it was throwing her off. She couldn’t hide out in midfield; she was much nearer the goal and so the crowd were that much louder. The match had also attracted more spectators than normal, and Beth was beginning to crack.

When half-time came and the score was two all, Beth found herself panting with her hands on her knees and black spots in front of her eyes. It reminded her forcefully of a panic attack, and if there was one thing she had learned to deal with it was panic attacks. She stopped panting and breathed long and slow, counting her breaths.

“I can’t believe they put a girl in their forwards,” a voice floated through the cold air to reach her. “What a waste of a position, she looks like a total wimp out there.”

Beth felt bile rise in her throat at the words of the unknown boy.

“Do not be sick,” she coached herself silently; “they probably know you can hear them and they’re trying to freak you out.” She focussed again on her breathing but now each out-breath sounded like the word “wimp” over and over.

“Ha ha.” The other boy gave a malicious laugh. “Shall I take her out of the game? It would be so easy to send her flying.”

Beth sucked in a huge breath and forgot to concentrate, so her breathing became too fast again. She straightened up too quickly and felt dizzy. She debated making a run for it; she could just disappear into the woods bordering Compass Court, no one would notice until it was too late. Her team would probably be just fine without her. And Toby would understand, though he would probably never want her to play again.

She blew out and counted to five. She closed her eyes and grounded herself.

“They can’t hurt me, not with all these people watching. They will not stop me from playing football.”

Twenty steps to her team-mates, who were huddled in a circle sipping orange juice and catching their breath. Nineteen... Eighteen... Seventeen... She broke into a run and stopped counting. Feeling huge relief to be back among her team-mates, she looked around at them, their kind familiar faces and felt she belonged. No one was taking that away from her!

The second half was more intense than the first. The ball flew around the pitch, and several goals were almost scored on both sides. It was exciting, and Beth began to forget about what she had overheard.

It wasn’t until there were only a few minutes left of the game that it all happened at once.

Toby kicked the ball to Beth, and she raced it towards the goal; she was getting close when she heard the feet thundering on her left. She made the mistake of looking and her heart skipped a beat as she saw a huge boy bearing down on her with the full intent of slamming into her written all over his face. A second later and she was aware of several other people also hurtling towards her. Matt was coming fast from somewhere to her right, Toby had spun around and was also running towards her and Marianne was racing up from midfield behind her.

Would she cower on the floor or would she play the ball before her opponent reached her?

Time slowed for Beth as she concentrated on the ball and kicked it towards the goal with all her might. She knew she had made the wrong decision as soon as it left her foot; she could sense it going wide.

Time sped up and there was an almighty “Ooff” sound right beside her. Matt had collided with the huge boy and brought him down with a rugby tackle just seconds before he reached Beth.

Marianne yelled something, the crowd screamed, and then the referees whistle blew.

Beth and Matt’s eyes met, he was down on the ground, plastered in mud, and clearly winded, but still checking on her. She knew in that moment that she was unequivocally and irrevocably in love with him.

Then Toby wrapped his arms around her, blocking Matt from her view.

“Sshh, I’ve got you. Are you alright?” Toby held her close.

“I’m fine.” She pushed at his body to get some air. “Seriously, Toby, I said I’m fine. Is Matt okay?”

Toby released her and looked around. “Yeah, but what’s going on?”

Marianne stormed over to Toby. “Captain, stop messing around, you’ve got to get involved here. The stinking ref wants to disallow my goal!”

“Huh? You scored a goal?” Toby looked for the ball, which was indeed lying in the opposition goal.

“Yes, when Beth missed I caught it on the bounce and scored. But now the other team are crying foul because Matt made an illegal tackle.” She rounded on Matt, who was still trying to untangle himself from the other boy and get up off the ground.

“What the hell were you thinking, you stupid dunderhead? He didn’t even have the ball, so you know you can’t tackle him.”

Matt’s eyes swivelled to Beth, and she opened her mouth to say that she had been the reason he had made the tackle, but Matt gave an infinitesimal shake of his head and she closed it again, not wanting to make more trouble between him and Marianne.

“Sorry.” He gave a half shrug. “My mistake.”

“The ref wants to disallow my goal,” Marianne howled back at him.

“Calm down.” Toby put his hand on Marianne’s back in a comforting gesture that Beth knew worked very well. “I’ll go and talk to him.”

They all stood in silence, listening to Toby reason with the referee.

“You blew the whistle after she scored the goal,” he tried.

“It doesn’t matter.” The ref folded his arms defensively. “The foul occurred before the goal. I blew my whistle on the foul. Play has to return to that point, which means no goal.”

“But the foul wasn’t actually part of the play. Neither of the boys involved actually had the ball or had even touched it in the play leading up to the tackle,” Toby argued.

The referee sucked his lips, thinking about it for a long moment.

“Alright,” he said at last, “I’ll allow the goal, but the other team get a free kick because of the foul.”

The crowd went wild, either hissing and booing or whooping and cheering. There was only a minute or so left of the game, and everyone knew it now depended on the kick of the other team as to whether the Compass Court team won or they just drew.

The boy whom Matt had brought down insisted on being the one to take it, and Beth fervently hoped that he was as bad at football as he was ugly.

But it was not to be. He gave the ball such a mighty kick that it sailed past Bryn before he could move.

The result was called a draw, and although it was a great result in terms of the league, the Compass Court team didn’t feel their usual euphoria as they left the pitch.

Toby was disappointed, Beth could tell. Still it was nothing to how Marianne was feeling, and she let everyone know it.

“It was supposed to be my moment. I get to score my first goal this whole season and then the stupid ref gives away a free kick. I could have won the game for us. It could have been my time to shine for a change.” She gave Beth a glowering look, and had an even blacker one for Matt. Matt to his credit didn’t look bothered. Actually, as Beth watched, she saw Matt discreetly massage his shoulder, and give a wince of physical pain.

“Thank you,” she whispered, hanging back slightly to walk beside him. “I’m so sorry you got hurt because of me.”

“I’m used to it,” he said.

“Just promise me you’ll put some deep heat on it?” Beth urged, frowning slightly at his strange comment.

Matt rolled his eyes at her and nodded before moving away towards Marianne.

That night her dreams were full of Matt: the strange tone in his voice of sad acceptance when he had said “I’m used to it,” and the look that had passed between them when he had saved her from being turned into grass pulp by that boy.

When she woke up in the morning Beth knew she had to break up with Toby.

Chapter Twenty-six

“I made madeleines,” Paige said cheerfully as she led him into the kitchen.

Toby coughed into his hand to hide his laughter. Beth had said Paige would make madeleines! 

“Do you usually make madeleines in the school kitchen?” he enquired.

“Yes, I cook in here all the time, and they’re my speciality. No one can resist them.” She gave him a cheeky smile and Toby suddenly felt like an insect within the jaws of a Venus flytrap. He could smell the freshly baked madeleines and there was no denying they smelt like heaven. Men had probably proposed for less.

If he cared at all about Beth then he would refuse a madeleine when it was offered. But would there be any harm in just taking a look at them? After all, he had no idea what a madeleine actually was. He breathed in deeply.

“Trying to guess my secret ingredient?” Paige said, watching him with deep satisfaction.

“I wouldn’t even know the main ingredient,” he confessed, “but are you going to tell me the secret?”

“Of course.” Paige took a dishcloth and opened the oven door. “It’s vanilla, but I don’t just add some vanilla essence as some recipes suggest. Instead I take a fresh vanilla pod and scrape out all the insides and then I grind them in a pestle and mortar until they are just a pulp. That’s what I stir into the mix. It very slightly ruins the colour; I can’t manage to work out yet how to make them completely golden without any of the flecks of the black vanilla seeds, but it is worth it – it’s the freshness of the vanilla that makes them taste so good.”

Toby watched as Paige removed a tray from the oven containing a dozen or so miniature cakes shaped like fan shells. She eased each one slightly with a knife and then tipped them out onto a rack to cool. As the smell intensified, Toby knew there wasn’t a badger’s chance that he was going to be able to stop himself from trying one.

Paige set a large pot of tea on the table and put out two cups. Toby raised his eyebrows at her mockingly.

She coloured at the cheeks and said defensively, “What? It’s just gone four, and we’re going to need something to drink, we have a lot of work to do.”

Toby tried not to laugh, and Paige sighed. “Have I done the wrong thing? I suppose I just thought it would be nice.”

Toby patted her arm. “It is nice. Thank you. I think I expected something more like of a can of soda. Not many people our age would bother with making a pot of tea, like some old grandma” – his eyes twinkled with laughter – “but hey, I’m not going to turn down the opportunity to be spoiled with afternoon tea. So where would you like me to sit?”

“Just here?” Paige indicated a chair next to a pile of books she had put out ready for him. On the opposite side of the table Toby noticed that Paige had laid out a large notepad for herself and several pens of different colours all neatly in a line beside it.

One hour later Toby had guiltily eaten six madeleines and learnt more about Home Economics than he felt his boy brain could handle. He stretched and stood up, feeling unable to sit still any longer. He wandered around the kitchen looking at the equipment.

“What on earth is this thing?” He reached out to touch a large metal object that was clamped to the side of the dresser with a big red handle.

“It’s an old-fashioned meat grinder.” Paige looked at it fondly. “In truth it’s never used, but it just seems to belong there. I think it was probably put on the dresser about a hundred years ago back when this school was a grand country estate.”

Toby turned the handle experimentally, then moved on. On the top of the work surface he found Paige’s art pad.

“Do you mind?” he asked, lifting the first page.

“No, not at all. It’s just some boring sketches and paintings of cakes.”

“These are good. Are you taking Art and Design A-level?”

Paige nodded as Toby flicked through a few pages of sketches of butterflies on top of cupcakes; he didn’t look particularly interested until he came to a large painting of the completed cake. It was several tiers of cupcakes with a wide base and getting narrower until the very top single cupcake which held the most elaborate sugar butterfly of them all.

“Wow, Paige, this looks amazing. Could you actually make this?”

“Of course; it’s actually very simple. It’s the butterflies that take the time though. I do them with edible food colouring so they can be eaten as well. I tried making a few the other day. They look just like that, but it is rather painstaking.”

“I thought they were just individual cupcakes, but this looks like a big cake made up of loads of little ones.”

“It’s exactly that.” Paige grinned. “It’s actually a wedding cake. That’s why I’m studying Art and Design, as well as Business Studies and Home Ec. I want to have my own wedding cake business.”

“Do you?” Toby knew he sounded inane but he was seeing Paige in a completely new light.

There was a long awkward moment where they stared at each other, and Toby thought she might have replied but he hadn’t taken it in. Had she just said something? He wasn’t sure; instead he was looking at her lips. Had they always been that full and touchable?

Toby blinked madly to clear his mind. He had a horrible feeling she had caught his lustful look.

He wrenched his attention back to the sketch pad and looked at the picture thoughtfully. “Does it have to be butterflies? I mean, could you do this design with fish?”

“Fish?” Paige looked doubtful, and the moment had passed. “Well yes, it wouldn’t be a problem to put whatever you want, but fish are kind of a dull subject; they all look much the same and only come in one or two colours.” She stared into space for a moment and then visibly brightened. “What am I saying? You could do tropical fish and that would mean the most amazing colours! Electric blues and sparkling silver and bright yellow and orange.” She felt so enthused that she reached into her bag, grabbing a case full of colouring pencils and then pulled the pad towards her.

Toby watched with fascination as Paige bent her head over the paper, licked an orange pencil and began to sketch madly. Five minutes later she had drawn and coloured several tropical fish designs and even some pink coral. 

Toby picked one up and studied it. “These are excellent, Paige, exactly what I meant. My sister is getting married at the end of the school year and Leo, her fiancée, is going to be doing a course in Marine Biology at University next year. So Rose has planned a sort of sea-themed wedding, They are even having their honeymoon on the Great Barrier Reef. She’s been moaning about wanting something a bit more special than the average wedding cake, and I think this could be it. Can I take these and show her? Would you be willing to make it if she went for it?”

“Oh.” Paige blushed. “By all means take the pictures, but she would probably prefer to get a professional to make it for her. And anyway, I don’t really have the time what with school work and I’m directing the Year Twelve play this Spring too.”

“You already cook like a professional, and her wedding is in the school holidays so I’m sure you’d have the time. Plus wouldn’t it be good for you to get some photos of cakes you have actually done, for your future business I mean? And she’d pay you of course, the going rate, whatever that is. Please say you’ll think about it?” Toby was so sure it was just what Rose would want that he absolutely had to get Paige on board.

Paige rolled her eyes, far less convinced than him. “Yeah, I’ll think about it, but you’ll want to show her the designs before you get too enthusiastic.”

“Good.” Toby stuffed the pictures inside his Home Economics folder and took some of the butterfly ones as well to show Rose the overall effect.

He also grabbed a few madeleines to eat back in West Tower later. He felt a guilty twinge as he thought of Beth, but Paige’s madeleines were worth the risk of getting an earful.

He could handle getting told off for a few pastries. But what he knew he could never tell Beth was how much he was also acquiring a taste for Paige herself too.

Chapter Twenty-seven

Paige tried very hard to push all thoughts of Toby out of her mind. She had been completely ignoring her attraction to him for weeks now, and she was quite good at focusing her attention on something else whenever he popped into her head. But it had been getting harder and harder, as they had grown closer with every class they had together and then disaster had struck – Toby had asked her to help him study and she had stupidly invited him to what she considered almost her private domain. It had simply been way too intimate.

She had no idea why she fancied him so much. He wasn’t her type; not that she really had a type, but her only previous boyfriend had been more of a mathlete than an athlete. But right from the start, Toby had been such an adorable mix – cocky and yet unsure. He was confident in his own world but totally lost in hers. She liked how he was masculine and strong, yet he had showed his soft side when he talked about his family, and he had acted like he really believed in her regarding her wedding cake business.

Not to mention that he was kind of gorgeous. She sighed to herself, acknowledging that she definitely had a total crush on him. Having him in the small kitchen had been torture. She had constantly wanted to touch him, and he had kept sitting really close to her, completely oblivious to the fact that it sent her heart racing.

There had been a moment that had passed between them. At least, it had for her. She had sort of zoned out of whatever he was saying and gone all gooey over his eyes. They had seemed to look at her as though he wanted to kiss her. Those brown eyes, fanned by thick dark lashes. She could stare into them forever.

But he was Beth’s boyfriend. Anyone’s boyfriend at all was a complete no-go, but especially Beth, whom she felt really bad about already.

Paige still clearly remembered the day when Beth had finally broken down.

Paige had been forcing her to do all sorts of activities that took Beth well out of her comfort zone. Beth had been a gentle and quiet friend, who was intellectually smart but not good with people. Beth hadn’t wanted to leave the library, but to support Paige she had agreed to join the Lower School Social Committee. The mean girls had been awful to Beth, teasing her until she couldn’t take it anymore, and Paige hadn’t stopped them because she had been too busy taking on the world to even notice it was happening.

Eventually though, Beth had been unable to take any it more and had simply disappeared from Paige’s life. She never said she was going or explained. She had just moved out of their dorm-room without a word and switched to a whole new school house. Paige went to speak to her housemistress about it, but was told that Beth was suffering from anxiety problems and that it might be better if Paige gave her some space and time to find her feet again.

Paige’s reaction to losing her best friend, right on top of her own massive health scare, was to throw herself into the social committee with even greater vigour, burying all her grief in a whirl of tasks and organisation. She and Beth had never really spoken again.

But now Beth had found a new hobby, one that clearly gave her the courage to leave the library and get out in the world. Beth had developed a passion for football, and Paige was really glad to see that Beth was happy and had even managed to get Toby for her boyfriend.

There was no way, not for all the tea in China, that Paige would ever do anything about her crush on Toby.

Just like she always did when she was stressed, Paige went into a frenzy of baking. She cooked like a girl possessed. She had to bury her feelings for Toby Falcon right at the bottom of a tray of chocolate brownies.

She could never cause Beth more hurt. But she really liked Toby. His eyes were the same colour as the brownie mix. His hair was like dark chocolate chips... Dammit! She was totally failing to push him out of her mind. She beat the eggs and sugar together so hard that it splattered up the wall. Glancing at the mess, she thought she could see Toby’s image in it. Oh hell, she had it bad.

Chapter Twenty-eight

On Sunday after breakfast, Toby went back to the West Tower Common Room in search of Rose and Leo. 

He had spent the entirety of breakfast thinking about Paige. Something had changed when he’d been with her the day before. Previously in class they had merely been friendly to each other, slowly growing that friendship. But on Saturday afternoon it had taken a jump forward. He had felt less friendship for her, but more of an awareness of her as a girl. Like the chemistry between them had suddenly been ramped up by being alone in that kitchen. Maybe it was simply that it had been just the two of them instead of being in a class full of other people, or maybe she had put a spell on the madeleines, but whatever it was he had hardly been able to restrain himself from touching her. He’d sat as close as he dared without obviously letting her know how much he liked being near her, and there had been a definite moment when he thought she was into him as well. Had he read that right? He couldn’t be absolutely sure.

Rose was at her usual sofa group, at a coffee table in the common room, but she was in full wedding mode, holding up swatches of material for bridesmaid dresses that all looked identical to Toby.

“Hi, Tobes. Do you prefer this green or this one?” she asked.

He stared at them for a moment. “What’s the difference?” he said at last.

In the corner Leo coughed loudly to cover a chuckle.

“This one is sea green and this one is ocean green,” Rose said in a frustrated voice. “Ocean green is slightly more blue, see?” She held it higher so it caught the light.

“Oh right, yeah, that one.” He still couldn’t see any difference.

Rose’s mouth thinned, telling him that he had made the wrong choice.

“But the ocean green is great too,” he said hurriedly.

“This is the ocean green, you nitwit.”

“That one then. Or the other one, I don’t know.” Toby cast a beseeching look at Leo, who held up his hands to show he wouldn’t dare get involved.

“Listen, I don’t know about dresses, but I think I have found you a fantastic cake idea.”

Rose’s head popped up. “A wedding cake?”

“Yeah, remember Paige who made the cheese rolls? She’s a whizz with cakes – she wants to make wedding cakes professionally when she leaves school.”

Rose sighed. “Toby, this is my wedding cake we’re talking about. I need someone who is a professional now, not some amateur who thinks she can cook!”

“But she can. You liked her rolls, didn’t you?”

“No, I’m sorry. But it has to be right – it’s the centrepiece of my special day, not a chance for you to do a favour for your girlfriend.” Rose shook her head firmly.

“She’s not my girlfriend, she’s just an amazing cook, like totally talented.”

Rose exchanged a grin with Leo. “It sounds like you want her to be your girlfriend.”

Toby was quiet for a moment, unsure how to answer that. Then he reached into his rucksack and got out his folder. “Will you just look at these designs before you decide?”

Rose glanced at them, then stopped, and picking one up she really gave it proper consideration. Then she silently passed it to Leo and picked up another.

“These are beautiful,” Leo said, “really quite personal to us having tropical fish; it would fit in with the theme, wouldn’t it, Rose?”

Rose nodded thoughtfully. “Can I meet her?” she said at last.

Toby grinned, knowing that he had been right about the cake. “Only if you promise not to say anything inappropriate.”

Rose elbowed him in the ribs. “I would never do that, what am I going to say? By the way, my little brother clearly has the hots for you?”

Toby groaned – maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all!

––––––––
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Chapter Twenty-nine

On Monday Matt sat in the Special Education class and wondered why Beth was avoiding his eye. The only reason he went to the “strange-people-sharing” class, as he had coined it in his mind, was because of Beth. The Headmistress had suggested he might like to go along for a couple of weeks to deal with any adjustment issues about moving to a new school as well as a new country, but he’d realised almost immediately that he didn’t need it.

Yet Beth had never noticed that he was still attending despite there being no requirement for him to do so. She didn’t seem remotely aware that the only reason he was there was to spend time with her.

He’d been settling into Compass Court just fine when he’d first spotted Beth. She was skittish as a hare, and had instantly brought out the hunter instinct in him. He’d coaxed her closer by talking her into going to soccer try-outs, where he’d thought he would shine in her eyes. But instead, she’d outshone him and made him adore her even more. He could see she was still nervy, but she always tried her best, and he still had the instinctual urge to claim her as his girl.

He had been attempting to reel her in very slowly, when the rug had been pulled from under him and Toby had landed her first. He hadn’t expected that, and he had stepped back immediately. He liked Toby a lot and they had become firm friends, but Beth was still his long term goal. If he ever got the chance that was. So now he was relegated to the sidelines, but it wasn’t all bad, he now had the opportunity to get to know her first, to discover who she really was and what she would respond to. He could be patient. For now it was enough to be her friend. He could see she liked him, and he had to be content with that.

The first time he’d seen her he’d been captivated. She was just so very British, with her dark hair and pale skin, and her big expressive eyes. She was reserved and coy, but so pretty in her mannerisms. So he tried to hold off, to keep his distance, but he couldn’t resist this one hour a week when they forgot about the rest of the world and focussed purely on each other. That was how it was supposed to be all the time. And Beth was blossoming, but not because of him, it was because of Toby.

He absolutely had to wait it out. He had to hang back and let her come to him. Even if he had an opening, he wanted her to make the first move now.

There was also the problem that just being near her made his pulse race. She actually made him nervous! Which was a first for him. He was so used to be confident, but Beth was special. She was also a flight risk, he couldn’t come on strong or he’d scare her. 

Matt sighed and resisted the urge to press her for what was wrong. Beth was at her best when there was no pressure, he’d learned that already. He just wanted to keep her happy, keep her safe, and wait for the right moment. Play smart not hard. Go super slow until the perfect moment. This was one game he fully intended to win in the end, but it sure was hard to be patient and keep smiling through it!

***
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Beth knew she was wasting her one hour a week with Matt, but she felt too guilty to enjoy it. Now that she knew how much she liked him, it seemed like she was cheating on Toby just by coveting that special time with Matt.

She was currently avoiding Toby, but it wasn’t his issue, it was hers. It was true that she was annoyed with him, because after football on Saturday he had cleaned up and then gone and spent the afternoon studying with Paige. But she didn’t want base her decision on that. She couldn’t break up with Toby until she had really thought it through. It had to be because she knew it was absolutely the right thing to do. Except she wasn’t a hundred percent sure that it was! But she couldn’t continue to ignore her feelings for Matt any longer.

She spent most of the following week avoiding both Toby and Matt, feeling unsure on the protocol of a break-up and having regular second thoughts about doing it.

The problem was that she was happier than she had been in years and it was in no small part thanks to Toby. She was well aware that she was now with him for the wrong reasons, but it didn’t make it easier to walk away. Toby was an anchor for her at school and he had given her some secretly craved-for acceptance with the masses. She now felt confident that she was just one of the students like any other, but would that all go away if she finished with Toby? She decided she wouldn’t really mind if it meant she could be with Matt, but that wasn’t actually on offer. Matt was with Marianne. So she would be giving it all up for nothing – nothing except knowing that it was the right thing to do.

Beth wished she could talk it out with Wendy, but in a rather surprising turn of events, Wendy had just started dating the school bad boy, Logan Moss. Beth couldn’t remotely see what the two of them had in common, except what was clearly an out of control attraction. Logan was constantly sneaking up to their dorm and Beth had taken to avoiding the room, as it was hugely embarrassing for her every time she walked in on the two of them! 

So she was back to library, and thinking about it all way too much.

On Wednesday, she still didn’t feel strong enough to tackle a real conversation with either Toby or Matt, so she claimed she had a headache and cut football practice for the first time.

She felt annoyed when Toby rang her mobile phone to see if she was okay. It wasn’t his fault, but she was angry with herself for being so weak and so she snapped at him. After she put the phone down she felt even angrier. She was so cross with herself for letting it go on for so long. She had let a bit of popularity go to her head, and she was a horrible person to keep stringing Toby along.

She sincerely wished that she liked Toby the way she liked Matt, it would have made life so much easier. Toby was good for her. But it just wasn’t enough, he wasn’t the one.

On Thursday evening she rang him on his mobile phone, hoping to arrange a time when they could talk in private, but before she could say anything she heard Paige Finchley’s voice in the background.

Paige, her nemesis, was actually with Toby.

Chapter Thirty

It was weird for Paige to be sitting in West Tower Schoolhouse. Pupils hardly ever went into the other school houses and tended to stick to their own. Paige was in South Tower and in her six years at Compass Court had never once been into the West Tower Common Room.

Being around Toby and his family was weird too. Paige was an only child and didn’t have any cousins. But as well as Toby, Rose and Leo, Paige now found herself sitting with Toby’s cousins Ellie and Alex too. They bantered together as a family, all so comfortable with each other, and it made Paige kind of sad. She found herself wishing she had some close friends even if she didn’t have much family.

Paige was just very glad she had made plenty. When Toby had called her on Wednesday night to invite her to West Tower the following evening to talk about the “fish cake”, she had rushed straight into the kitchen and stayed up well past curfew experimenting with her sugar icing and creating various tropical fish designs. Being Paige she had been unable to leave it at one or two – she always went a bit over the top – and had ended up creating a whole reef of not just fish, but also a seahorse, a baby octopus, a turtle, a starfish and an anemone, each fashioned on a base of sugar-icing coral. Then Paige had been up at five o’clock that morning to make the cupcakes, as she wanted Toby’s sister to get a genuine taste of how the cake could be. She had added the decorations to the cupcakes at the last minute and carried them carefully round to West Tower on a pretty cake stand. She had covered them with a large cloth, that Toby now whipped off with a flourish. Paige felt really embarrassed, but she was also extremely proud of how they had come out. Even if Rose and Leo decided against the cake it didn’t matter to Paige. She had learned a lot about working with sugar icing and she had some great photos for her cookbook folder or her future wedding cake business.

She had been quick to explain all that beforehand, as she didn’t want Rose and Leo to feel obliged to be polite, but Rose had assured her that she wouldn’t just be polite and certainly wouldn’t order a cake unless it was what they absolutely agreed on, because she had very fixed ideas about how she wanted her wedding to look.

“Oh wow!” Leo’s eyes went wide when he saw the cakes and Paige flushed with pleasure, but it was Rose’s reaction that really mattered.

Rose’s jaw dropped open and she was speechless for a moment, but then she clapped her hands, applauding the cake with a big smile on her face, and Paige breathed a huge sigh of relief.

“Paige, it’s even better than I thought it would be. What I mean is that I already had high expectations having seen the pictures, but this is amazing. Everyone at our wedding will be talking about the cake. You’ll probably be inundated with requests for more, and it will be so cute in the photos,” Rose gushed.

Leo stemmed her flow with a smile and a hand on her back. “Hold your horses, Rose, we haven’t even tasted it yet.”

Paige nodded, “Absolutely, you have to try it as well. All the sea life is edible, and I can change the flavour of the cupcakes too if you do want it. These are just regular cupcakes, but you could have chocolate cakes or even fruit cakes if you wanted to go a little more traditional.”

“Regular? These are anything but regular, these are the fluffiest, lightest, most brilliant cupcakes I’ve ever had.” Rose spoke through a mouthful of cake.

“Told you so,” said Toby smugly as he reached for a second cake.

Leo rolled his eyes at Paige. “Sorry, she gets a bit enthusiastic when it comes to stuff for the wedding. But I think you can safely assume the cake is a winner. However, there are only ten cakes here and we have nearly a hundred guests – that’s a big commitment for someone to take on, and we need to know for sure if they can deliver, and we need to talk cost as well. Sorry to be the voice of reason, but are you sure you’re up to this, Paige?”

“The cakes aren’t a problem,” Paige thought it through carefully. “I’ll need to invest in some more equipment to do a hundred plus some extras, but I can write that off as a business expense. The sugar work on top is the time-consuming bit, but as it is in the holidays I can manage that too; it keeps well for several days, in fact it should ideally have a couple of days to harden anyway.” She pulled a pad toward herself and started to jot down numbers. “Food costs, plus let’s say three days of my time, plus set-up on the day. I’ll email the exact figure later, but we’re talking a rough cost of this amount, how does that look?” She pushed the pad back across the table to Leo and Rose.

Rose spluttered and looked at Leo. Leo looked cautiously at Paige. “Are you sure?”

Paige nodded. “It’s pretty close to the true cost; the final figure won’t be much different, I can guarantee that. I’m used to costing dishes, so it was just what to charge for my time really; and as I’m not a professional yet and this would be my first job, I’m happy to come in a little lower than what some others might charge.”

Rose squeezed her hand and nodded. “Forgive me if this is rude, Paige, but will you still do our cake regardless of what may happen with your friendship with Toby?”

Paige looked confused and glanced at Toby, who turned rather red but just shrugged at her.

“Of course,” she said. “I can send you over a proper contract later if you like. My dad has his own business, so I can use one of his standard ones, and I’ll include the firm fee with it.”

“Then we have a deal,” Leo said, and Rose nodded enthusiastically before taking another cake and biting happily into it.

A few other friends began to drift over and join them, and the atmosphere relaxed into general chat. Toby had just shifted a little closer to Paige on the sofa when his phone rang in his pocket.

It was Beth, and he answered it without thinking.

“Hi, how’s it going?” Beth asked in a friendly voice.

Toby cast a panicked look at Paige – he hadn’t told Beth about Paige coming to West Tower, or even about the cake. He suddenly realised that he should have.

“What do you mean?” he said defensively. “It’s fine, everything’s fine.”

At that moment Rose asked Paige about how she made the sugar-icing fish designs and Paige began to explain. Toby jumped off the sofa and away from Paige’s voice, but it was too late; Beth had heard her.

“Is that Paige Finchley? Where are you?” Beth sounded like she couldn’t actually believe what she had heard.

“I’m in the West Tower Common Room, but she’s here to see Rose, not me.” Toby tried to sound soothing, but he knew it hadn’t worked as Beth’s voice rose to a high-pitched anger.

“I told you she was my worst enemy and now she’s with you, in the evening? Did you have anything at all to do with her being there?”

“Yes, but...”

“But me no buts, Toby, you total butt-head!” Beth shouted and hung up the phone.

Toby sighed, putting his phone back in his pocket, and wondered why he was more focused on what “but me no buts” actually meant than he was about Beth being angry with him. He really liked Beth, but they just weren’t gelling.

“Are you alright?” Paige looked up and caught the odd expression on his face.

“Yeah, that was just Beth.”

Paige put her hand to her mouth. “Oh no, she’s furious that I’m here, right?”

“A bit, yeah.” Toby grimaced.

“I’m so sorry. I’m sure she’ll forgive you though.”

Toby shrugged. “She’s never gotten mad before – she even called me a name, which is very unlike her. Oh well, she was too clever for me anyway.”

“I can’t argue with you there.” Paige gave a teasing smile, which Toby thought was adorable, and he forgot all about Beth being angry with him as his heart sped up and his mouth quirked into a grin.

Chapter Thirty-one

All Beth’s anger at herself bubbled over and she shouted at Toby. She could actually hear Paige talking and laughing with Toby’s family. She had told Toby how manipulative and fake Paige was, and yet he had still invited her to West Tower?

She decided she simply couldn’t listen to his excuses in her current mood, so she simply rang off.

She spent the next two days stewing on it. The anger was good, it was helpful. And though she hated to admit it, it was just the sort of spur she needed to make the break with Toby.

There was no match that Saturday, so Beth asked Toby to meet her in the school games room.

They sat together in a quiet corner, and he listened while she said they should break up. The funny thing was that he didn’t seem particularly upset, and she ended up telling him far more than she had intended to about her true feelings. Nothing about Matt, but that she felt she was stringing him along as a support. Instead of its being a drama that she had been dreading, they ended up hugging and agreeing to stay good friends. Beth wondered if it was the most amicable and bizarre break-up ever.

She still felt annoyed, but now her annoyance had switched to Paige, the girl who used to be her best friend until she started hanging out with the mean girls and then totally dropped Beth when she couldn’t take the teasing anymore. Beth now understood why Paige had done what she did – she herself had almost done the same thing with Toby – but that didn’t make it right. Paige had chosen popularity over friendship, and Beth wanted to tell her how much it had hurt her.

It was only when she found herself walking to South Tower that she became aware of the momentous change that had happened within herself. The old Beth would never have sought out a confrontation. Somehow over the past few months she had stopped being so anxious, so nervous and so scared. It had been gradual but now she felt strong.

Paige wasn’t in South Tower, but someone told Beth where to find her.

Beth stood outside the door of Kitchen Two and embraced the anger. It felt good. She wasn’t afraid any more. Then she raised her hand and knocked loudly before opening the door.

Chapter Thirty-two

Paige looked shocked when she saw who was at the door, but she put down the knife she had been using to cut brownies and beckoned Beth in. Beth hesitated on the threshold, but as she didn’t want to create a scene in the corridor she went inside. As soon as the door was closed Beth rounded on Paige.

“I’m not staying. I just came to say that I’ve finished with Toby, so if you want him he’s all yours – you don’t have to play any games to steal him.” 

Paige shook her head. “I’m not trying to steal your boyfriend. You know me, Beth, I would never do that. I only went to West Tower on Thursday to see his sister about a cake she wanted.”

Beth crossed her arms defensively across her chest. “I don’t know you, Paige. The girl I knew is gone. The girl I knew would never do nasty things like teasing and bullying someone or drop them as a friend when they couldn’t take it anymore. So yeah, I do think you would try to steal my boyfriend just to hurt me.”

Paige looked confused. “I didn’t drop you, you dropped me. I know I changed but not that much. I really was there just to see his sister. I know you don’t want us to be friends anymore, but I would never try to destroy what you have with Toby. I only ever wanted you to be happy.”

“Oh really? How happy do you think I was about all those dead worms inside my schoolbooks? Don’t worry, I got the joke, I get it that I’m a boring bookworm, but I didn’t find it all that funny, to be honest.”

“You can’t be serious? Someone did that to you? But that’s awful!”

Beth’s eyes narrowed. “Are you trying to say it wasn’t you? You were the one who always called me Bookworm.”

“Yes I did, but with love, like a sisterly proud way of how well-read you were, that you could quote Chaucer and Shakespeare and that you were brilliant. I would never put dead worms in your bag. Why on earth would you think I would do something so mean?”

“Well, because you had all these new friends, and they weren’t exactly nice girls, were they? They made my life a misery. I endured months of it and stuck by you because I thought you were going through a tough time and would come out the other side. But in the end I couldn’t take it anymore and stayed away from them, I tried to tell you but you wouldn’t hear it, you defended them. You chose them.”

“Now, hang on. That’s not true. You’ve known me all my life, Beth, you didn’t serious think I would do that, did you?”

“No, I didn’t used to, but let’s face it, Paige, after your illness you changed. You were suddenly all about school clubs and the school dance and other lame stuff, and I could either get on board or get lost. That was how it seemed anyway. I wanted to be a good friend to you, and I felt guilty all the time that I couldn’t keep up when it was clearly so important to you all of a sudden, but being around those awful girls was making me so unhappy and yet it seemed to make you happier, so when you chose them over me I accepted it.”

Paige shook her head again and reached out, touching Beth on the arm. “But I tried to see you, after you moved to North Tower. But the House Mistress wouldn’t let me. She said you were having panic attacks and suffering from depression and I should give you some space. She said your mum had told her you would completely move schools if I didn’t leave you alone.”

“What? My mum said that? I didn’t know.” Beth closed her eyes briefly, trying to come to terms with this new information. “I thought you just ditched me – you were being all super fantastic and I was the boring bookworm girl who couldn’t match up to you. That’s what the girls said, and I thought you felt the same.”

“I’m so sorry those bullies made you feel that way. I had no idea; I just knew that I had made you do all that social stuff with me until it made you ill. I felt bad about it and then you didn’t want to share a room with me anymore, so I tried to respect that and leave you alone, but I missed you all the time. You were the only real friend I had.”

Beth leaned back against the wall, barely feeling able to stand up. “I thought you were ignoring me. I missed you too and I was so unhappy. You’d nearly died and I hadn’t been strong enough to be there for you because I couldn’t handle those girls. The guilt of that has been eating at me for years.”

“And I’ve felt guilty for years that I pushed you into joining that stupid committee. It was like you hated me.”

“I did hate you, but it was all a misunderstanding. Can you forgive me?” Beth had tears in her eyes.

Paige squeezed Beth’s arm tightly. “Only if you can forgive me.”

“So we’re friends again, not worst enemies anymore?”

“Seriously? I was your worst enemy? Why?”

“Because you used to be my best friend and I thought you dropped me, and then you seemed so happy about it. Skipping about and being all charming to everyone but me. You changed into someone else; it didn’t seem normal behaviour. I thought you had become cold and hard and everyone was fooled into thinking you were all pretty and sweet.”

Paige sighed. “Funnily enough, I know exactly what you are saying. The truth is, Beth, that I still feel like I have to live harder and harder. I’m like a broken toy, unstoppable until the battery completely runs out. I can’t seem to let myself slow down in case life gets snatched away and I don’t live long enough to do everything. I allow myself a few seconds to feel the fear and then I pump up the smile again and channel Snow White.” 

“Snow White?” Beth giggled.

“Yeah,” Paige gave an embarrassed smile, “when I feel scared I cook and I sing, and I envisage all these animals keeping me company and singing along, like in Snow White.”

“So this always being super-girl? It’s just an act? That person that everyone loves isn’t actually really you?”

Paige nodded. “I’ve been telling myself for years that if I keep smiling and acting happy then one day I’ll forget it’s just pretend and I’ll actually be happy. But you were the only true friend I had. None of the others know the real me, and so despite being in the middle of everything I was... I was so lonely, Beth!” Paige’s voice wobbled and her eyes welled up. 

She swiped the tears away and plastered her smile back on. “But it’s not all doom and gloom, I do genuinely love to cook. That’s my happy place.”

“Paige, you don’t need to pretend to be happy in front of me. I’m sorry I didn’t see it was all an act and that I was such a bad friend, but I’m here for you now.”

Beth put her arms around Paige and hugged her tightly. 

Paige stood for a moment giving Beth a friendly hug back and then she suddenly sagged and the floodgates opened. She cried on her old friend’s shoulder until she had no tears left. She cried for Beth’s lost friendship and she cried for herself, and the way her experience had affected her. Beth began to cry as well and soon they were laughing as they wiped away each other’s tears.

“Come and sit over here,” Paige said at last when they had both hiccupped themselves back to normal. “I’ve just made these really rich chocolate brownies, and I think we could both use some.”

Two minutes later Beth was nibbling a brownie and watching Paige tidy up around her. She sighed with contentment.

“Listen, if you do like Toby you should go for it, I really wouldn’t be bothered in the slightest. I know that sounds awful to Toby, and I really do like him, but only as a friend; and now that you and I are friends again I would be more than happy to see the two of you together.”

“No way. I’m not going to do a single thing that might jeopardise my friendship with you. It’s too important, much more important than any boy.”

“Aha! So you do like him. You didn’t deny it.” Beth raised her eyebrows teasingly.

Paige flushed. “Oh, well, I suppose he’s quite good-looking. But he’s your boyfriend.”

“Ex-boyfriend. I broke up with him this morning, remember?”

“Yes, but only because of me. You have to get back together or I’ll be devastated that I caused this.”

“Actually you didn’t. I have a bit of a confession to make. I’ve been kind of looking for a reason to break up with Toby anyway, and using you plus hopefully making you feel guilty about it was a good way of killing two birds with one stone.”

“What? Why?” Paige put away the last baking tray and sat down at the table opposite Beth.

“Because of Matthew Lake. The new American guy in East Tower. I met him just after he moved here, and fell for him instantly. It was because of Matt that I took up football this term. He plays and I just wanted to be near him. So I forced myself to conquer my social anxiety and get out there, and surprisingly it really helped. I felt better than I had in a long time and discovered that not only did I love football, actually I wasn’t bad at it. I felt great, and then Toby asked me out and I was incredibly flattered. I’d never had a boy interested in me before, and Toby is definitely handsome. Also Matt wasn’t paying any attention to me so I thought why not? But it never really worked because I couldn’t shake how I felt about Matt – how I still feel about Matt – and I won’t ever get a chance with him if I stay with Toby.”

“Well, then I’m glad you broke up with Toby, for your sake. But it’s still a no for me.”

Two hours later Beth reeled back to North Tower feeling like her whole world was topsy-turvy. Her entire falling out with Paige had been a misunderstanding. It had been her own mother who had said Paige should stay away from her. How had she not thought of that? It was exactly the kind of thing her mother would do. And all that time when she had desperately missed her friend, and been suffering in other ways too, Paige had been desperately missing her!

The two of them had promised never again to doubt each other; but so much time had passed that Beth knew that she and Paige had some serious bridges to build between them.

But Beth was okay with that. She was single now and glad of it. She didn’t need a boyfriend in her life, she needed her best friend. That was the relationship she wanted to work on, that was the relationship that would make her whole again.

Her mouth quirked as she remembered Paige begging her to get back together with Toby. But now that she was friends with Paige again, she was very relieved that she had broken up with him. The really funny thing was that she was convinced that Paige and Toby did secretly like each other, and she also had an inkling that they might just be perfect together.

And as for her and Matt – she already knew they were perfect for each other, and being single was one step closer to being with him, but she didn’t know if she ever would be. Could she take her new-found confidence and just ask him?



Chapter Thirty-three

By Monday morning Beth had lost her nerve again. She should have known her burst of confidence was too good to last. She tried to console herself that life was good just as it was. She had Paige back in her corner, and she did now feel confident enough to cope at school without Toby being her safe harbour. She still had football too. Toby had assured her that her place on the team was secure on her own merit regardless of their break-up.

But Special Ed class was the first time she and Matt had been semi-private all week, and she felt suddenly shy in his company.

Usually they avoided conversations about Marianne or Toby, so Beth had no idea how to casually mention that she and Toby had broken up. She really did want to tell Matt, just so that he would know she was available, all on the off chance that he and Marianne might break up one day and he might decide he wanted more than friendship from Beth.

She tried to find a good moment in conversation but it never came. Instead she returned to being an idiot, losing her thread every time their knees touched. It seemed that now she wasn’t with Toby she could actually allow herself to obsess about Matt again, and it had messed with her brain.

She felt frustrated as their time alone came to an end before she was ready. But at least they were friends, and she could console herself with that.

Which was why that lunchtime Beth took the momentous decision to go and talk to Matt. He was sitting as usual at the East Tower table. Marianne and Emma were there, as well as several others that Beth now felt able to say “Hi” to when she passed them. In fact half the team seemed to be from East Tower House.

Beth ate her lunch slowly, putting off going over, but determined to do so.

Wendy elbowed her. “If you keep staring at him so hard you’re gonna burn a hole in the back of his neck,” she said in a low voice.

“Oh no, was I being obvious?” Beth dropped her eyes quickly.

“Yes, and I’m not the only one to notice.” Wendy jerked her head at the other table. “That Marianne has got her ‘Don’t you dare’ face on. So you definitely should go over, even if it’s just to annoy her.”

Beth gave a small smile and shook her head. “Maybe it was a dumb idea. I just thought it would be a gesture, you know?”

Toby appeared carrying his lunch tray and then stopped as if unsure where to sit. He’d been having his lunch at the North Tower table for a while now to be with Beth, despite the fact that he was in West Tower. But now he was looking between the two tables and clearly debating what to do. In the end he gave Beth a smile to show it wasn’t personal and then solved the problem by sitting with his team mates at the East Tower table.

“Well, I can’t go over there now,” Beth sighed; “it will look like I’m chasing Toby.”

Wendy nodded in agreement. “Yes, it will. But if you don’t go then you’ve let Marianne win this one.”

“What does that matter?” Beth’s voice was heavy. “She’s already won, she’s got Matt.”

“Really? Then why is she laying it on thick with Toby?” Wendy said.

Beth’s eyes shot back up and over to the other table. Marianne was indeed giving all her attention to Toby. She had one hand wrapped around his wrist as though to keep him from running away, and she was definitely batting her eyelashes in a very flirtatious manner.

Beth looked at Matt to see if he was upset, but she found that he was looking straight back at her. The look in his eyes was one of pity, and Beth realised that he must think she was upset that Marianne was talking to Toby.

“Oh, great,” she growled at Wendy, “he thinks that Toby broke up with me! And he feels sorry for me. If I talk to him now he’ll probably think I’m trying to make Toby jealous or something – this is a disaster.”

It was at that moment that Toby got a call on his phone, and waving goodbye to everyone he went outside.

“Go now,” Wendy urged, “then it won’t seem that way.”

Beth found herself on her feet and moving towards Matt before she could reconsider.

Her feet were sluggish and she was extremely aware of Marianne glaring daggers at her, clearly telling her not to do something as stupid as to come over to their table. Beth felt her old nerves kicking in. What was she doing? She was braving shark-infested waters socially to go and talk to him. Couldn’t she just keep what they had in their one hour a week and stay away from him the rest of the time? At least in that class no one would publicly take her down, but here in the cafeteria just a few choice words from a mean girl could ruin what she had tried so hard to achieve. All her precious new confidence could be shattered. On the other hand, it was a blow to the new stronger her if she didn’t go over.

Why had she picked such a public place to prove herself and to show Matt what he meant to her even just as a friend?

“Hi, can I join you?” She had reached their table. The shark was circling her but she kept her eyes focussed only on Matt.

“Uh, sure.” He seemed surprised but pleased.

Beth sat down and experienced a rush of relief. It didn’t seem like she had done much, yet she felt like she had conquered a mental version of Everest. She hadn’t let the mean girl decide what she could or couldn’t do or manage to make her incapable of doing it. No, she had ignored Marianne, and now suddenly she wasn’t bothered by her anymore. Her fear was gone. She realised that the fear had been in her own head and had never really come from the meanness of others. For years she had held herself back. She had turned Marianne and others like her into someone who had power over her, but they didn’t.

Beth gave Marianne a smile. A genuine smile. “Hi,” she said. Then turned back to Matt. “So, you like broccoli?” she said.

Chapter Thirty-four

Beth lay on her bed and wrote in her diary. She had a perfectly good desk, but sometimes it was nice just to lie on her tummy and stretch out. Her therapist had suggested the diary, but Beth hadn't much bothered until now. She felt like she couldn’t bear to see page after page of her insecurities. It would have been filled with constant anxiety, and shame at her inability to act like a normal person. But today she felt she had taken a giant step. She had overcome the fear, and that was what she wanted to write down.

She speed-wrote everything that had happened since her last entry from the day she first met Matt. She wrote how she loved talking to him in class. How she had been distracted by dating Toby, but how ultimately that had been good for her. How much she loved football. How she had made friends again with Paige, and how she had faced down a girl she had been scared of.

It had been a good year and it had been a good day.

Of course it had all gone a bit wrong when she actually tried to talk to Matt. He had seemed reserved, not saying much, just sort of observing her out of character behaviour. And she quickly realised how much her timing sucked. She had approached him right in front of his girlfriend, only thinking of herself and not really considering his position.

The whole table had stopped talking as if waiting for Matt to answer her inane enquiry, and although Beth knew it was really all in her mind, she had felt like a giant spotlight had been turned on them.

“Yeah, sure,” he’d answered, looking at her with a strange and curious expression on his face.

Beth didn’t try to speak to him again, and instead she turned to Emma and asked how her ankle was doing. It didn’t matter to her that he hadn't really said anything; the important thing was simply that she had gone over to him and made that first move and she hadn't chickened out.

She was just scribbling a few notes about the upcoming football final, when her phone buzzed.

She looked at it in surprise – she hardly ever got messages. Perhaps it was Paige?

“Sorry. I meant to say no, I don’t like broccoli, it was forced on me by the dinner lady.”

Matt, it was Matt!

“So why didn’t you say so?” she asked, genuinely curious.

“Got nervous, you make me nervous, hence why I’m not actually calling you right now.”

Beth laughed out loud. She made him nervous? That couldn’t possibly be true; he was never nervous with her at in class together.

“No, I don’t, you were fine on Monday.”

“I thought you were still with Toby, it made things easier.”

What was he saying? That he liked her? That he could just be her friend knowing she had a boyfriend but that it was different now she didn’t? But what about Marianne?

She chewed her lip thoughtfully. 

“What will your girlfriend think of you texting me now?” 

She didn’t want to bring up Marianne, but judging by his looks of pity he obviously knew about her and Toby, so maybe it was time they stopped ignoring the subject.

“What girlfriend?”

Beth frowned – what was he saying? Was he saying they had split up or was he just trying to be funny? She finally put:

“You and Marianne?”

“Went on one date. No chemistry for either of us, decided to just be friends. She’s been helping me navigate a new school, nothing more.”

She stared at the phone. Was that true? Could that possibly be true? Why had he never said so before? Why had she never asked? She slapped herself on the forehead. The two of them were both as bad as each other. And now they were hiding behind text messages.

Her phone buzzed again.

“I think she has a thing for Toby. Would that upset you?”

“No, not at all, but I don’t think she’ll get anywhere. I’m pretty sure that Toby is quite smitten with my friend Paige.”

“Is that why you broke up with him?”

“No.” 

Beth stopped, not knowing how much to say. She couldn’t say that she broke up with Toby for him. In the end she settled for something less scary. 

“I was going out with Toby for the wrong reasons. I liked him, but not like that.”

There was a long pause while she waited for Matt to answer. Two minutes later her phone rang. Beth dived under the covers so as to be private from her room-mates and took the call.

“Hello?”

“I like leeks,” said Matt.

“Huh?” Beth laughed for sheer joy of hearing his voice.

“Leeks, especially when covered in a cheesy sauce.”

“I like them with a little lemon juice and lots of butter.” Beth giggled at their conversation.

She curled up, still under the covers, wrapped around the phone, and they talked for an hour. They didn’t mention anything personal again, just chatted a load of silly banter. She was desperate to ask him where they went from there, but she knew it was too soon.

Matt had revealed that he got nervous around her and it was enough, she didn’t want to rush it. She was single and he was single, which was great, but he still hadn’t actually said he liked her that way. So Beth kept things light and waited for him to say something, but he didn’t.

Eventually, Matt sighed. “I'd better go, it’s getting late and I still haven't done my prep work tonight.”

“Okay.” Beth didn’t want to hang up, but she didn’t want to spoil it either, so she didn’t press him.

“Goodnight, Beth,”

“Goodnight, Matt.”

Chapter Thirty-five

Paige and Toby sat side by side in Home Economics class avoiding each other’s eye.

What ever Beth said, Paige still felt responsible for her break-up with Toby and had vowed to stay away from him as much as possible. But she still had to sit next to him twice a week for Home Ec.; however she was sure she could manage to be friendly and still keep her distance. It didn’t help that he looked so cute though, but she focused hard on the weight conversion table in front of her that she was studying.

Toby had no real idea of what to say to Paige. He had been surprised that Beth had ended their relationship, but then even more surprised to find that he wasn’t particularly bothered about it. He had finally decided that it was because of Paige that he wasn’t upset. But knowing that meant that it was now very hard to talk to her. Their friendship had been growing for a while, but now that he was single he didn’t know how to change their relationship to possibly being more than friends.

Eventually Toby cleared his throat and said, “So, er, Beth dumped me on Saturday.”

Paige kept her eyes down on her book. “Yes, I know. She came to see me afterwards.”

“Oh dear.” Toby pursed his lips. “Did she give you hell to pay? I’m really sorry about that.”

“You needn’t be, it was a good thing. Beth and I had a good talk and we’re friends again now.”

Toby paused, unsure how to take the news. “Oh... good.”

Paige nodded and flashed a very brief smile, but she still didn’t look up.

Toby didn’t know what to say next, and so the rest of the lesson passed in an awkward silence.

The following Thursday they were once more side by side. Toby watched Paige from the corner of his eye and tried to work out what was different about her. It wasn’t just that she was being cooler with him, but that her whole personality seemed off somehow. He couldn’t put his finger on it. It was like she was less happy on the outside yet more happy on the inside. Which made no sense to him at all.

“I thought I saw you and Beth going into the library together yesterday.” he said at last.

“Yes,” Paige confirmed, but didn’t elaborate.

“Right, good.” He lapsed into silence again. He tried to work out if Paige and Beth being friends again somehow accounted for Paige’s not talking to him anymore. Perhaps Paige was ignoring him out of some kind of sisterly solidarity with a female friend, but he didn’t really see how that worked because Beth had been the one to finish with him, not the other way around. So why would either of them be mad at him? He wondered if he had at any point let his attraction to Paige show? Maybe that was it. There had been a charged moment between them in the kitchen that time; but it hardly seemed like the basis to stop talking to him.

He knew he should just leave it alone, but it was really bugging him. He liked her a lot, he more than liked her; and he wanted to know what was going on.

“Paige?”

“Hmm?”

“Have I done something to upset you?” Toby asked.

Paige turned a little bit pink, but at least she looked him in the eye. “No,” she said with a tight smile.

“Then why are you being so quiet?”

Paige gave a short laugh. “It’s the new me. From now on I’m only going to be cheerful and dynamic when I feel it, rather than all the time.”

Toby cocked his head. “Well, that sounds like a good plan; you were kind of intimidating how you were before.”

“Really? Then I’m glad I stopped pretending.” Paige gave a genuinely warm smile that seemed to make her glow, and Toby found himself moving in for a kiss. The moment seemed so right, but as Paige suddenly got an alarmed look on her face, he realised what he was doing and hastily pulled back.

Toby quickly turned away. What had gotten into him? Right in the middle of class he had been about to try and kiss her! And judging from the look on her face she might well have slapped him in response.

He needed to tread carefully or he was going to blow it. He would have to act cool and maybe give it a little bit of time after his recent break-up with Beth, who now, typically for girls, seemed to be best friends with Paige instead of worst enemies.

He just hoped that he hadn’t somehow lost his own friendship with Paige in the process. He would have liked something more but he would settle for just being friends again if that was all she wanted.

Over the next two classes, Toby worked on getting back his easy chatter with Paige. Slowly but surely she was warming up to him again. She was still a bit skittish if he got too close, and she jumped if he touched her, but occasionally he caught her giving him lingering looks when she thought he wasn’t watching. Eventually it occurred to him that maybe it wasn’t that she didn’t like him, maybe it was that she did like him. In a backwards kind of way it would explain why she was being so different around him.

He thought hard about what to do about it, and eventually decided that he really needed to speak to Beth.

Chapter Thirty-six

The following week, after speaking with Matt, passed quickly for Beth. She suddenly found she was waking up feeling enthusiastic for every single day. It was so different from how she used to feel that she could hardly accept it was real, and yet there it was. She loved her schoolwork, she loved her friends, she was spending all her free time with Wendy and Paige – who got on brilliantly after some initial suspicion on Wendy’s part – and she loved all her new football buddies too. But most of all she loved catching sight of Matt.

He would wave at her from the other end of the corridor, or send her a text message during free periods, but they didn’t talk in person. They stayed on their separate lunch tables but he would smile across at her from time to time like they were in on some secret together.

Beth found it both frustrating and exciting, like some kind of dance, where they danced slowly closer and then tantalisingly out of reach again. She was convinced that he liked her, and yet he made no move.

When she wasn’t focussed solely on her own relationship issues, Beth was taking delight in watching something and nothing happen between Toby and Paige.

Paige clearly had a thing for Toby, but she absolutely refused to consider dating him because he was Beth’s ex-boyfriend. Beth kept trying to tell Paige that she didn’t mind, and would in fact be delighted, but Paige just didn’t seem to believe her. Their rekindled friendship was too new and delicate to risk according to Paige, and Beth was touched that she felt that way, but she truly did want them to get together.

But Paige was barely speaking to Toby to avoid giving away her feelings, and so there seemed no hope. Right up until Toby cornered Beth at practice that Friday.

“Beth, tell me if this is too awkward for you, but I wondered if I could talk to you about Paige?”

He waited with a cautious look on his face, clearly prepared to drop the subject if she wanted, but Beth gave him a big smile and looped her arm through his.

“You like her, don’t you?” she asked.

He nodded. “Do you mind?”

“Of course not, dummy, I think the two of you would be great together. Not that you have a single thing in common; you do know that she hates football, right?”

Toby chewed a thumbnail, looking surprisingly uncomfortable. “I know, but I don’t care, I really like her. She’s just so lovely. Not that you aren't too,” he hastened to add. “But I thought she liked me too, and now she’s kind of colding me out, and I wondered if it was because the two of you were now friends and you had an issue with it?”

Beth rolled her eyes. “You are both as bad as each other. She’s completely crazy about you, but yeah, she’s keeping away from you out of some silly misplaced loyalty to me.”

Toby’s face broke into a grin. “She’s crazy about me?”

“Yup, so what do we do about it? Paige can be pretty stubborn.”

“Perhaps it would help if you were to move on first?” Toby’s eyes flicked to Matt.

Beth blushed deeply, previously unaware that Toby had guessed her feelings for Matt.

“I’m not sure if he’s really interesting in me.”

“Are you kidding? Did you see the look on his face when that boy was running at you? I could see that he was going to get there before me, simply because he had to. He’d jump in front of a bus to save you. I would never have made a pass at you in the first place if I'd realised how much he liked you.”

Beth blushed even more, right to the roots of her hair. “Do you really think so?”

Toby nodded. “Yes. So what’s his problem?”

Beth laughed. “Maybe it’s the same as Paige’s, maybe he feels it would be disloyal to his friendship with you? Perhaps it would help if you were to move on first?”

Toby rolled his eyes and sighed. “I have a feeling you might be right. We’re going to have to work as a team and be a bit clever here.”

“Keep talking.” Beth smiled at the wicked twinkle in Toby’s eyes.

“Here’s the plan. You tell Paige that you and Matt are together and I’ll tell Matt that Paige and I are together. Then neither of them will feel guilty...”

“That’s all very well in theory, but what if Matt and I then don’t get together? I will have lied to my best friend. I can’t do that.”

Toby puffed out his cheeks. “Oh, for goodness’ sake, will you just kiss the boy already and then we can all get what we want?”

Beth punched him on the arm. “I’m doing my best, believe me! But I’ll definitely talk to Paige again for you.”

***
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The football final against the Marlow’s team started badly. When Beth woke up on Saturday morning it was to find the sky blackened and spits of rain coming and going. She went down to breakfast convinced that the match would be rained off, but Toby assured everyone that he had spoken with Marlow’s and they were definitely on their way. It was the final match of the Mixed League and lots of supporters were expected. Neither team really wanted to put it off until after Easter. 

When Beth reached the pitch she found her team huddled together wearing macks and one of the girls even holding a big golf umbrella.

“We can’t play in this,” Marianne grumbled. “We’ll be sliding all over the place.”

“Welcome to English football,” Toby quipped in reply.

Kick-off still went ahead at eleven on the dot, and just as Marianne predicted, the players slid all over the place in the wet grass. Scoring a goal seemed more and more unlikely as the rain showers got more and more frequent, and most of the ‘parent’ supporters began to retreat to their cars to watch the match through their windscreens instead.

At half-time they stood dripping and miserable, listening to Toby rant.

“We’ve got to win this thing; we’ve come so close to winning the league. I refuse to call it off because we’d forfeit the game. They are up for playing on, so we are too, got it? So no more moaning and go and score me some sodding goals!”

They ran back on to the pitch, each of them looking at the sky in concern. The rain spotted on and off, but the black clouds hovered ominously like a serious storm was coming and the air felt unseasonably muggy.

The game took on a new intensity as it got closer to full time and there was still no score. The ground was becoming a mud bath and there was a distant rumble of thunder.

Matt was playing a strong game in defence, but with only minutes to go the Marlow’s team really stepped up their attack formations.

Kelly went down on her behind for about the tenth time and stood up again with a pronounced limp. As she hobbled to the edge of the pitch, Beth rushed from midfield to try to make up the gap. Then everything happened at once.

The ball came flying down the middle, hotly chased by two Marlow’s players, and Toby, Beth and Matt all ran to help Bryn defend the goal. Beth slipped and slid several yards, crashing straight into Matt. Then the heavens truly opened.

Torrential rain thundered down, making the world disappear in a blur of water. But the only thing that Beth was aware of was Matt, lying in a heap directly underneath her.

She looked down at him in concern, but he laughed back up at her as water streamed off her hair.

“Are you alright?” she spluttered.

“Never better.” He pushed his hands up into her hair, cupped the back of her head, and pulled her face down. Her lips met his and she knew she would always associate the sound, smell and taste of the rain with the first time she and Matt kissed.

After a long magical moment where they simply clung together in the heat of the kiss, there came the shrill blast of the final whistle and Beth reluctantly raised her head.

The Marlow’s team were cheering and slapping each other on the back, and the ball was wedged firmly in the back of the goal.

“Oh dear, I think we just lost the game.” Beth tried to get up off the grass, but Matt pulled her back down.

“I don’t care,” he said. “We might have lost the game, but I think I just won the girl.”

Chapter Thirty-seven

Paige stood in front of the full-length mirror in her bedroom and ran a critical eye over her outfit. “This skirt is too short,” she grumbled.

Beth looked up from the bed, where she was sitting cross-legged flicking through Paige’s sketch pad. “Don’t be silly, you look very respectable. It’s literally only just above the knee. Quite suitable for a party.”

Paige sighed, “I wish you were coming. I won’t know anyone there except Leo and Rose, and Toby of course.”

Beth grinned. “Then you’ll just have to talk to Toby, won’t you?”

“Let’s not go over this again.” Paige blushed. “I’m not going to date Toby. He’s your ex-boyfriend, and besides, I don’t think he likes me that way. It was Rose and Leo who insisted I come to their engagement party, not Toby.”

“He does like you that way, he told me.”

Paige spun round. “What? When?”

Beth waved a hand languidly, clearly enjoying herself. “Relax, it was only yesterday, during football practice. He even suggested I should kiss Matt, so I did.”

“Holy moley, Beth! You did what? Why haven’t you told me any of this? Tell me about you and Matt – no, tell me about Toby first. No, forget that, I don’t want to know about Toby, whatever he might have said. Tell me about Matt.”

Beth laughed. “I’m not going to tell you a thing about Matt unless you take me seriously about Toby. I mean it, I want you to get together with him; you have my absolute blessing. Plus I’m not sure that Matt is going to be very comfortable until Toby moves on either. So please, will you just give Toby a break already? At least just admit that you like him?”

Paige threw up her hands in surrender. “All right already – yes, I like him. I daydream about him constantly, but I genuinely don’t think he thinks of me in the same way. What did he say?”

“Just that he likes you and wondered if you liked him back.”

“Oh geez, what did you tell him?”

“I told him that you were crazy about him, but staying away out of some silly misplaced loyalty to me.”

Paige shrieked in horror, “You did not!”

“If you say so. But he does like you, so you should go for it.”

“But what did you tell him?” Paige persisted.

Beth looked innocent. “Just what I said. Now, do you want to hear about me and Matt kissing today or what?”

***
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Paige stood nervously outside the Lower Hall of Compass Court and listened to the sounds of the private party going on inside. Leo and Rose had hired it from the school for an unofficial engagement party with all their friends, but most of the people there were from Year Thirteen, the year above Paige. She would have said no, except she had to bring the cake.

Leo had secretly commissioned her to make an engagement cake as a surprise for Rose. It was a single tier cake, with a sugar work top shaped to look like an artists paint palette. Both Leo and Rose were passionate about art, and the subject had played a hand in getting them together.

Paige shifted the large cardboard cake box in her hands and then pushed open the door to the party. She would drop off the cake and then slip away, she decided.

The plan went straight out the window as Rose spotted her immediately.

“Paige! I’m so glad you came. Please tell me you didn’t bring a gift?” Rose looked at the box Paige was holding.

“Actually, I asked Paige to bring this.” Leo appeared by her side. He lifted the lid and then gave a broad smile. “You could say it’s my gift to you Rose, or to us. Thank you, Paige, this is perfect.”

Rose peered into the box and then clapped her hands in pleasure. “That’s so beautiful, thank you so much!”

“I’m glad you like it,” Paige handed it over to Leo who took it to a buffet table and set it right in the centre. “And congratulations to you both.”

“Thank you.” Rose smiled at her, clearly filled with love and happiness at the official announcement of their engagement. “You look like you want to go, but you will stay won’t you? At least for a short while? As a favour to me?”

Paige rolled her eyes good-naturedly. “If you insist.”

“I do,” Rose assured her strongly.

Ten minutes later Paige found herself sitting with Leo, watching people dance.

“So, when are you going to let Toby off the hook for whatever he’s done?” Leo asked her.

Paige turned brick red “But he hasn’t done anything,” she said.

“Ah.” Leo nodded. “That must be the problem then.” He winked at her and Paige laughed.

“Stop it, there’s nothing between Toby and me, okay? There never has been and there never will be.”

“I’m devastated to hear it.” Toby’s voice said from over her shoulder, and Paige turned even redder.

“Can I have your chair?” Toby asked Leo, who replied “With pleasure,” winked at her again and disappeared into the crowd.

Paige cringed with embarrassment as Toby moved into Leo’s place. He coughed and looked a bit embarrassed himself, but he pulled his chair even closer, creating some intimacy for their conversation.

“Hello, Paige. Will there really never be anything between us? Because I have it on good authority that you’re crazy about me.”

Paige closed her eyes and wished the floor would swallow her up whole. “Oh no, I can’t believe she actually did say that – I thought she was just teasing me. I’ll kill her when I see her.”

“So is that a yes or a no?” Toby persisted.

Paige cast a wild look around at the crowd and dumbly shook her head.

Toby correctly read the look and picked up her hand, leading her out of the party into the empty corridor outside.

“Paige, look at me,” he said as she leaned against the wall of the dim corridor and stared down at her shoes.

“Do you like me, even a little bit?”

“Yes, of course I do,” she mumbled.

He started to laugh.

“What’s so funny?” she asked, feeling nervous.

“I’m just remembering when we first met. You were so confident when it came to cooking, and I was a wreck. I thought you were smug and far too perfect to be real. But I’ve seen a whole new side to you recently and now I’m the one having to be the traditional man and do all the chasing.”

Paige smiled shyly, remembering their conversation about the roles of men and women, comparing themselves to their parents.

“I like you being traditional,” she said.

“Good, in that case I’m going to man up and kiss you, and then we’re going to go back inside and I’m going to tell Rose that you’ve agreed to be my girlfriend and really make her night. Is that okay with you?”

Paige thought about it for a long moment. Beth was okay with it, and Toby definitely did like her. He was a good guy too; he’d become a genuine friend despite her trying to keep him at arm’s length. And all that time they had spent together cooking, even when they were barely talking, she had been happy. Properly happy.

Paige grinned and nodded, then closed her eyes as Toby bent his head and kissed her.

The End
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A seasonal story

by

Stella Wilkinson

A Compass Court Christmas

Since the day Devaran had come to Compass Court Boarding School, Laurel had watched him. He was just so compelling to look at. He held himself apart from everyone else, as if he were somehow better than them, and as far as Laurel was concerned, he was better.

He was tall, he was dark, he was exotic, he moved like a panther, always knowing where he was going, controlled, purposeful. He wasn’t handsome, but girls were drawn to him like magnets, only to get rebuffed by his coldness, which just seemed to make them want him more. 

The other guys had been wary of him at first, his aloof attitude alienated him, then they had disliked him for being smart and seemingly smug about it. It all changed when he’d wiped the floor with most of them at every sport going. At Compass Court sport was king for creating groups and for separating them. If you were good at a team sport then the team embraced you as one of their own, providing a ready-made group who always had your back. But Dev didn’t join the teams, he just proved he was good and moved on. Yet instead of disliking him for it, the guys revered him for it. They were almost honoured if Dev stepped in to make up numbers or silently play a little one on one at practice.

He’d been there for nearly a year now, and everyone had got used to his cool detachment, they accepted that was the way he was and no longer questioned it or whispered about him. The rumours had died out when there was no fire to fan, and Dev stopped being noticed as an oddity.

Except to Laurel. She was still fascinated. She knew she was just one of many girls who watched the way he walked, lingered nearby to hear when he spoke, and turned up if word got round that the great Devaran was on the football field or the basket ball court, or playing tennis. But it was, for the most part, a very frustrating crush, because Dev just didn’t notice. Not her, not anyone.

Not that Laurel really expected to be noticed, especially by Dev, she was happy to watch from the background. 

“You’re doing it again,” Flora nudged Laurel with her knee.

“What?” Laurel looked sideways at her friend and blushed.

“Staring at Dev like he’s a happy meal in a famine,” Flora grinned.

Laurel unconsciously licked her lips, “He’s more delicious than that.”

“Why don’t you just ask him out? I don’t think he has a girlfriend,” Ellie leaned around Flora at the dinner table to see Laurel better.

Laurel accidentally stabbed herself in the lip with her fork in shock at such an outrageous suggestion.

“Are you kidding? I mean I’m just me and he’s .... Him.”

Ellie shrugged, “I don’t see what’s so different about him, and what’s wrong with you being you?”

“Well, I’m nobody.”

“You’re not nobody,” Flora frowned, “you’re a person, he’s a person.”

“That’s easy for you two to say. Ellie is Miss Thing, popular, sister of the legendary Jack Parkhurst, and you,” she jabbed her fork towards Flora, “You’re the blonde bubbly American girl who landed the great Gabriel Brenner as her boyfriend. Don’t tell me you two are nobodies, because you’re not! Not like me, I’m just dull.”

Flora and Ellie exchanged guilty glances, they had often referred to the two other girls that shared their dorm-room as “dull and duller” and Laurel was one of them.

Laurel went back to staring at Dev with wistful eyes and said, “Have either of you ever had a major crush on someone who just didn’t notice you?”

This time Flora and Ellie exchanged rueful amused glances and both chorused, “Yes!”

“Oh,” Laurel swivelled her gaze back to the girls. “So what did you do about it?”

“I challenged his masculinity, flirted unashamedly, and then played hard to get,” Ellie offered.

“And I dated his brother, who then dumped me and Gabriel picked up the pieces,” Flora chimed in.

Laurel frowned, “I can’t do either of those things.”

Ellie shook her head in agreement, “No, you can’t. You have to do you. It won’t last if you’re not yourself.”

“But I’m not interesting in any way, I don’t have an angle.” Laurel moaned in despairing tones. “I’m ordinary and he’s special.”

Flora put her hand on Laurel’s shoulder, “You are special, you’re nice, and easy to talk to and approachable and friendly.”

“All those words mean the same thing,” Laurel grumbled.

“It’s an important thing,” Flora pulled an apologetic face.

“Yeah, but they put me firmly in the friend zone!”

“What’s so special about him?” Ellie asked.

“Well, duh! Everything.”

“No, I mean, I get that. Dev is a demi-god among mere mortals. What I meant is what do you like about him in particular? Because that should be your angle, finding that common ground.”

“Oh,” said Laurel again, looking thoughtful. “I don’t know. I guess I like how hard it is to get him to smile, because when he does it’s like you won the lottery.”

“So, what you’re saying is that making him happy makes you feel happy?” Ellie cocked her head.

“Are you trying some sort of deep psychology on me, Ellie?” Laurel grinned.

“Just think about it. If you want to make the boy smile then you have to talk to him.”

“And, we’re back to me being in the friend zone.” Laurel looked depressed. “Not that I really have the chance to talk to him anyway, it’s not as though we share any of the same interests.”

“Or as though he seems to want friends,” Ellie pointed out.

“Everybody needs friends, maybe he’s actually shy?” Flora said.

Laurel shook her head. “People are practically queuing up to be his friend, it would be easy for him even if he’s shy. I think he just doesn’t want to.”

The girls regarded him in silence for a moment, until Dev sensed them watching him and looked up with a scowl. All three hurriedly turned away, and changed the subject.

“So, any ideas what I can get Gabe for Christmas?” Flora asked. “What do you get someone who can buy themselves anything they like?”

“You get something personal?” Ellie said. “He’s at Drama School, so maybe a first edition of a play? Or the biography of an actor you know he likes?”

“Or a photo of the two of you in a nice frame?” Laurel suggested.

Flora giggled, “Yeah, Happy Christmas, here’s a picture of me.”

Laurel smiled, her mind still on the previous conversation. “Gabriel was close to the boys he shared a room with, he must miss his friends from school? How about a photo of them all together?”

Ellie snapped her fingers, “That’s perfect. Nate has a really nice one on his phone of the four of them at the end of year dance last year. I’ll get him to forward it to you, and you can get it framed.”

“Thanks both of you, that’s a great idea. So what are you getting Nate?”

“Same thing as always, me in just a big red bow. He says it’s his favourite gift.”

“Ellie!” Flora swatted at her friend’s arm.

Ellie shrugged, “What? I’m seventeen now, he’s eighteen. And Santa says he’s been good this year.” She gave a cheeky grin and then relented, “Okay fine, I’m getting him some ski boots.”

“That’s nice. Are you seeing him over Christmas?”

“No, barely at all,” Ellie pouted, “We’re having another huge family Christmas with my brothers and my cousins all under one roof. Three boys, two girls, four parents and a partridge in a pear tree.” She took a long slurp of her drink then said, “And Gabriel’s going with you to California again this Christmas?”

Flora nodded, “Yeah, my dad and my step-mom worship the ground he walks on. They brag to everyone who’ll listen about their daughter’s boyfriend being one of the British aristocracy, and invite all the neighbours to come and meet him. But he makes being there way more bearable, and Christmas is the only time I really see my dad anymore, apart from a week in the summer. How about you Laurel?”

Laurel gave a big smile. “My dad’s flying back from the Arctic and we’re going to a hotel for Christmas lunch, somewhere fancy I think. He says he’ll bring me a piece of ice right from the North Pole.”

“Cool!” Ellie and Flora looked impressed, and Laurel turned her face away so that they wouldn’t see how she really felt. They didn’t know that he was coming back for just one day, and that she would be spending the rest of the Christmas holidays pretty much alone, staying at Compass Court. That was assuming he even remembered it was Christmas, he was often so wrapped up in his research that he forgot what month it was. 

Laurel knew her father’s job was important. He was studying the effects of global warming in the Arctic Circle; and she knew that he couldn’t take her with him and that he hated leaving her, but his mind was so often calculating things that were decades in the future that he barely existed in the present.

“Happy Christmas to me,” Laurel muttered, but quietly so no one could hear.

Laurel kept her smile firmly in place as she waved off all her friends. Enviously watching them embrace family members, their cheeks flushed in the cold weather, encased in hats and scarves and obviously looking forward to a holiday packed with festive cheer.

Laurel didn’t even feel like it was Christmas. She’d had a few presents from her friends, a card from an aunt in Australia, and a pair of socks from her Godfather, but otherwise she couldn’t seem to grasp any Christmas spirit at all. The school had a large tree in the main hall, and a few decorations up for the children that were staying for the holidays, but nothing that really dazzled her senses, or brought that untouchable happiness and hope for the future that so many people associated with the so-called season of goodwill.

No, she just felt like the unwanted kid who was left behind.

“Oh, buck up Laurel,” she chided herself as she closed the window against the last of the cars departing down the drive. “You’re hardly unwanted, you have a great dad who loves you, which is more than a lot of people get, and you’re not hungry or cold or alone.” Being at Compass Court Boarding School was an expensive privilege, and it wasn’t as though she was the only one staying.

Laurel had barely glanced at the list of students who were remaining at school for the holidays, but she was sure there had been at least ten names. The main question she now wondered was if there was anyone she knew? With all the excitement generated by the end of term she hadn’t even thought to check. With this new possibility buzzing in her head, Laurel headed out of the deserted rooms in West Tower School House and down the main staircase.

She found the list printed on the notice board outside the school secretaries office. 

Hmm, none of the really young ones, but six kids from Year Nine, who would probably all hang together, and three names from Year Ten that she was fairly familiar with. Poppy Eckland was in West Tower, the same schoolhouse as Laurel, and Laurel knew her to talk to, so she wouldn’t be completely by herself in the West Wing of the grand old manor that had been turned into a school.

Just as well I don’t believe in ghosts, Laurel thought, wondering if any of the unfamiliar names might also be in West Tower. Her finger trailed down the list, passing her own name and then it stopped abruptly.

Devaran Mohan Roy.

He was staying? Here? Why? Laurel knew his father was some sort of Ambassador to Britain, but he was only stationed an hour or so away in London. Perhaps he had to attend too many official functions to have Dev with him, or maybe he was travelling elsewhere. Laurel shook her head, not knowing what to think. The only real thought was that she and Dev were the only ones from their year. They were older than everyone else staying by at least two years. Did that mean they might hang out? Could she bond with him over homework or exam study that would exclude the others? Or would he be exactly the same as normal, completely content to be left alone. Yes, it was far more likely that he would barely even notice that everyone had gone, or he would be enjoying the peace.

But still... There were possibilities now.

Laurel’s feet wandered their way towards the Games Room, independently seeking out company as her mind mulled over the strange turn of events that had potentially thrown her and Dev together.

Would he totally fail to acknowledge her or would he take pity on her and be friendly?

She pushed open the door of the Games Room, but stopped on the threshold when she saw it was empty. It was normally packed on a Friday evening.

Of course it’s empty you idiot, everyone’s gone. 

She wanted to search the entire school until she found him, but that was just crazy. The school was massive and he probably didn’t want to be found anyway. She got a sudden chill, wondering if it was all a mistake and she was totally alone. Strange panic ate at her and she found herself running down the corridor as if in some nightmare she couldn’t wake up from. She barrelled through the doors to the library and skidded to a halt.

Two teachers and five students looked up in surprise as the door banged against the wall from the force that Laurel had used to fling it open.

“Sorry,” she dropped her voice self consciously, “just looking for ... something.”

She backed out of the room again and walked more slowly. Reassured now that she wasn’t dreaming, and she wasn’t about to discover that she was suddenly naked and being chased by aliens.

Get a grip, Laurel. The others have barely been gone half an hour and you’re freaking out.

But she was so used to the noise, the constant sound of voices and thundering footsteps of hundreds of pupils moving around the school. It was downright eerie without them.

So now what? What would she do with her time? Hang out on her own watching TV in the West Tower Common Room? All she really wanted to do was find Dev, but he would probably be over in South Tower, and she didn’t dare go visiting it without being invited, it just wasn’t done.

She stuck her hands in her pockets and walked aimlessly along until she reached the main entrance hall. And there he was.

Devaran stood, feet apart and head tilted, as he looked thoughtfully up at the huge Christmas tree that decorated the grand space.

Deep breaths, Laurel, he’s just a boy. A very intimidating aloof fascinating amazing boy.

She approached him tentatively from behind and then cautiously stood next to him to admire the tree.

“It’s very festive, don’t you think?” She said, bravely.

He merely shrugged, not even looking at her.

Not a great start.

“I was surprised to see that you’re staying here for the holidays. Is your dad working?” She knew it was a pushy question, but at least it would require a response.

He finally turned and looked at her, and his eyes were appraising but not unfriendly.

“We don’t celebrate Christmas in my country,” he said, as though that explained everything.

“Oh, right.” Laurel fell silent. 

After a long awkward pause, Dev spoke again. “I’ve never been in England at this time of year before. I like it.”

“You do? Really? Yeah, I suppose Christmas can be great if you get into the spirit of it. There’s the food of course, and carols, and gift giving, the tree and the decorations, Father Christmas, and snow if we’re lucky.”

“It’s the smell.”

“What?”

“The smell. Christmas has a unique smell to it.” Dev sniffed the air. “It’s pine. Also holly, cinnamon, cloves, oranges, nutmeg and something else.”

“Brandy probably,” Laurel said, dryly. “I think you can smell the mulled wine in the teachers lounge.”

He shook his head. “No, it’s something more ephemeral. It smells of a celebration.” He gave one of his rare smiles and Laurel felt faint. “Christmas smells ... joyful.”

“Joyful?” Laurel whispered, almost to herself. Yes, Christmas had once been joyful. Maybe when she was a little girl, she remembered it being a family celebration. But that was a long time ago now. These days it was about eating a huge meal and opening presents.

She opened her mouth to share her thoughts, but Dev was already walking away.

Laurel sighed. Oh well, at least she had managed to talk to him. It was a start. Being here without everyone else had already given her an opportunity she’d never had before. One conversation could build into two, then three and maybe eventually she could get to know him a bit better, and he might even like her enough to be friends.

She grimaced. She didn’t want to just be friends, she wanted to kiss him really really badly.

Laurel returned to her room thinking hard. Maybe Dev had just given her an opening, an area that she might actually know more about than he did. She could show him the magic of the Christmas season, British style. She just had to work out how.

Dinner that night was a subdued affair. Everyone was quiet and Laurel wondered if they all felt as she did, that feeling like everyone else was somewhere with their families except for them. She did a head count, there were eleven pupils staying as well as three teachers and the school nurse. The house tables were pushed to one side and they were all seated at one long table down the middle of the room. The teachers had gathered at the top end and were chatting together in low voices. The Year Nine bunch were being the loudest and had seated themselves as far away from the teachers as they could. The rest of them filled the gap in between. Dev was a couple of people down, on the same side of the table as Laurel so she’d have to lean forward to see him, and having a conversation with him was out of the question without being rude to the girls in the middle of them. So she ate her dinner in silence, apart from exchanging a few words with Poppy, who was in her own school house.

After dinner Laurel and Poppy watched a Christmas movie in their common room, and Laurel focused closely on it, trying to see what elements it contained that really captured the spirit of the season.

The trouble was, she decided, that she didn’t really feel any Christmas spirit herself anymore. Which meant that capturing the essence of it for someone else was pretty hard. But if it brought her closer to knowing Dev then it was worth a try.

She looked down at the list she’d made in the note pad on her lap.

Red and green and gold

Music / Bells

Angels

Candlelight

Bah Humbug! The movie had contained enough Christmas spirit to make a reindeer puke. But she still didn’t know how to translate it to real life. Especially if she removed the religious elements that were at the core of the celebration. She wanted to make it relevant for him, and that meant focusing on the sights and sounds and emotions that made it what it was.

And the smells, she reminded herself. She closed her eyes and tried to remember the particular smell from her childhood home at Christmas.

Gingerbread. 

They would bake large sheets of it and her dad would build a miniature gingerbread house and then help Laurel to decorate it with piped icing sugar and silver balls. She didn’t open her eyes as she pictured it, and she smiled remembering the taste, and how the two of them would spend hours making it, only to eat it. Tearing into it as soon as it set.

She felt a pang of missing her dad. They had been so close. He’d put his career on hold to raise her until she was eleven and old enough for boarding school, then he finally took the job that the government had been trying to persuade him to do almost since the day she was born.

The ghost of Christmas past, she grinned to herself, and opened her eyes.

She decided that she would go into Oakworth, the village nearest to the school, and get some gingerbread as a gift for her dad. Maybe tomorrow. Perhaps she could pick some up for Dev too, so he could try a taste of one of the traditions that was a part of the Christmas season.

Or maybe not. She suddenly had an image of herself saying, “Hi, I bought you some cookies,” and him looking at her like she was a nutcase. It was kind of weird to buy a boy you hardly knew some gingerbread cookies. She might as well pin a flashing neon sign to her forehead that said “I fancy you.”

But if she baked some for her father, and had a few left over that she gave to everyone?

After breakfast the following morning, Laurel excused herself from the activity the school had laid on for them, and instead trotted down to the school kitchens to see Rene the chef. Saturday mornings were normally for sports at Compass Court, but today most people had gone for a long brisk country walk instead. She was quite glad to avoid it and see Rene instead.

Except that he wasn’t there.

A woman she didn’t know was just finishing the washing up. She looked a little scary and grumpy.

“Oh, sorry.” Laurel smiled at her awkwardly, “Is Rene around?”

“No, he’s gone back to France for Christmas. Is there anything I can help you with?”

“I’m not sure, I was going to ask Rene to help me make some gingerbread cookies.”

“I used to do that with my own daughter. Before she got married and moved away of course. It’s the in-laws turn this year, never mind that I’m on my own, so I thought I might as well get some work!” The woman began to sweep the floor crossly.

“Okay, well sorry to bother you,” Laurel began to back nervously out of the door again. “I can just buy some in the village.”

“Not the same thing as homemade though is it? Sit down.” The woman pointed her bony finger at the central block and then grabbed a high stool from one corner and pulled it up for Laurel.

“Um... if you’re sure it won’t be a bother?” Laurel perched nervously.

“It doesn’t take long, I’m Margaret.” The woman began to go through the cupboards, removing ingredients and banging them down on the block in front of Laurel. 

“Hmm, rolling pin, decorations, and we’ll need cookie cutters, here we are, quite a selection, maybe the Christmas tree shape and the star?”

Margaret’s face began to look softer as she held up the star and the silver edges glinted in the light.

“Thank you,” Laurel smiled with gratitude. “I’m Laurel.”

“Wash your hands, Laurel.” Margaret said, turning away.

Laurel rose to the sink and caught a glimpse of the woman’s face. Did she have a tear in her eye?

Twenty minutes later they were working side by side cutting out the shapes and Margaret had lost her pinched look and was actually smiling as one of her stars stuck to the chopping board and went wonky.

“Your own mother will be sad to miss out on this.” Margaret said.

“Oh, she died just after I was born; complications,” Laurel said in a matter of fact tone. “But I made them with my dad. He’s collecting me for Christmas day and I thought they would make a nice gift for him.”

Margaret’s face softened further, “That’s a lovely idea. I forgotten what fun this is. Churning out school meals just doesn’t have the magic of cooking with a little girl.”

Laurel bit back a laugh, “I’m seventeen.”

“And my daughter is nearly thirty, but she’s still my little girl.” She patted Laurel affectionately on the shoulder, then her tone turned more business like, “this is a lot for one person?”

“I thought I’d make some for everyone, the teachers and the other pupils who are staying here.”

“Well, aren’t you thoughtful. I think the first batch have finished baking, we’ll get them out to cool and pop these ones in now.” She moved to the oven and lifted out a tray. “Mmm, these smell wonderful.”

The smell drifted over Laurel and she beamed. Yes, that was the smell she had wanted to capture. The smell she wanted Devaran to experience.

Together they decorated the first batch and then the second. Margaret found some small clear plastic bags, and produced some silver ribbon from her own purse which they cut up to fasten the bags.

Laurel counted them out. The big bag for her dad and small ones for everybody else. “And one for you,” she handed a bag to Margaret. “Thanks so much for your help today.”

Margaret looked at the bag in her hands and her face seemed to glow a little. “You’re welcome back in here anytime, it’s been fun.”

Laurel nodded, “I’d like to do that. Maybe I could help with the Christmas pudding? We always used to make a wish as we stirred it.”

“I’ll look forward to it. And, Laurel?”

“Yes?” She turned from the doorway.

“Thank you. You brought a bit of Christmas magic in here for me today.”

Laurel ran back and gave the woman a spontaneous hug, before hurrying away. Her own eyes glittered. She had felt it too.

As they gathered for lunch, Laurel handed the bags out to everyone, telling them to try them while they were still slightly warm. Lastly, she shyly approached Dev.

“I made some gingerbread for everyone. It’s a Christmas tradition in my house.”

“Oh, uh, thanks.” He looked at the bag and then started to put it in his pocket.

“Would you smell them, now?”

Dev furrowed his brow slightly, but untied the bag and stuck his nose into it.

“That’s what Christmas smells of to me,” Laurel explained. “I just wanted to share that with you.”

He looked at her for a long moment, taking her in as if for the first time.

She wondered what he saw. Her shoulder length brown hair that curled slightly, her boring brown eyes, her pale skin was probably rosy from the cold outside against the warmth of the kitchen. She self consciously licked her dry lips while she waited for him to respond.

“Nice,” he said at last. He reached into the bag and withdrew one of the star shaped cookies. He nibbled the edge, and then took a large bite. He continued to regard her while he chewed and Laurel realised she was holding her breath.

He swallowed, and a slight smile crossed his face. She sagged with relief, and felt a warm feeling in her stomach at the sight of his smile.

“You look happier today,” he said.

Laurel blinked a couple of times. “Don’t I normally?”

“Not recently.” His eyes remained steady on hers.

“Oh,” she was surprised he’d even noticed. It was true that she had felt low in the build up to the holidays, but none of her friends had been aware of it.

He held up the bag of cookies. “I very much appreciate the gift, Laurel.” Then he moved away to his place at the table and sat down, his attention now focused only on the jug of juice as he began to pour himself a glass.

Laurel took her own seat, quiet elation filling her up. It hadn’t been a long conversation but it was still far more than they’d had in the past. And he knew her name! She hadn’t even been sure if he did. She hugged herself with happiness. He’d said he appreciated the gift. What was the old adage? That giving was more pleasurable than receiving? It was so true. 

And now she wanted more of that feeling. What else could she do?

Maybe she could ask him to go into the village with her that afternoon? There would be plenty of decorations up, and Christmassy music playing, and twinkling lights. But the sky outside looked grey and heavy, like it might rain. She sighed, perhaps she could recreate that somehow at school? She and Poppy had talked the night before about decorating the West Tower Common Room a little, making it more festive for the two of them to hang out in. But did she have the nerve to ask Dev to join them? She didn’t really have anything to lose by asking, even though she was certain he’d say no.

After lunch Laurel went to find Mr. Jeffrey. He was usually the House-Master of North Tower, but as her own House-Mistress was away for the holidays, Mr. Jeffrey was in charge of all the school houses. He patrolled between them in the evenings until everyone was in bed.

“Would it be okay if Poppy and I decorated the West Tower Common Room tonight?” Laurel asked him.

He rubbed at his chin, “I don’t see why not. There’s a box of decorations in the janitors cupboard, I’ll find you the key. But Laurel, you’re also in charge of taking them all down again after Christmas, okay?”

“Fine. Thank you, Sir.” She waited for the key and then went to see what she could find. Right at the back was a veritable treasure trove of boxes. She piled everything she liked the look of into one box and then staggered up the stairs with it.

Poppy was still doing school activities, but one of the advantages of being in Year’s twelve or thirteen, was that they were exempt from being made to attend. Only she and Dev had that option, being the eldest ones there. She assumed she was supposed to be using the free time to study for her A-Level exams, but seriously, who would be doing that this close to Christmas?

So Laurel began to decorate. She hung tinsel around the picture frames, and baubles from the light fittings. She also dug out a load of candles in holders and placed them on every shelf. Fairy lights went up around the grand old fireplace that they never used, and she filled the interior with more candles. She stopped when Poppy got back and they both changed for dinner.

She spent the meal shooting tentative glances towards Dev, and trying to work up the courage to ask him to join them later. At least by having Poppy there too it wouldn’t look as though she were hitting on him with romantic candlelight and so on, and Poppy was a chatterbox who would happily make up the gaps in conversation left by Dev being silent and her being nervous around him.

The meal was more lively that night. The Year Nine’s had formed a laughing group and the three from Year Ten that included Poppy were also bonding despite being from different schoolhouses. That just left her and Dev sitting among them, eating and not talking.

She sighed again from the frustration of it. Why did she have to get a crush on the one boy in the school who didn’t seem to like other people very much? She could hardly have chosen anyone more difficult to get close to. It wasn’t even as though he were hugely handsome, but there was just something about him, something so strong, so deep, that she just longed to be let in.

Was that how all the other girls that liked him felt? Drawn to that sense of presence that he had? She knew many had tried to engage his attention, so why hadn’t he dated any of them? A depressing thought crossed her mind that maybe he wasn’t into girls at all? That was perfectly possible. Or maybe he was destined for an arranged marriage and waiting for it, did some cultures still do that? Or perhaps he only wanted a girl who was of his own faith, that would make sense. But all those things meant that she stood no chance with him at all.

Laurel bit her lip. That last one was pretty likely to be the reason, in which case she should just leave him be. It would just embarrass him to be chased. But what if it wasn’t the reason? And she would never get a better chance with him than she had right now, practically alone in the school for a few days. She had to at least take the opportunity and try before she gave up.

With new resolve she rose at the end of the meal and caught his arm before he could leave.

He looked down at her hand on his arm in surprise, and Laurel snatched it back, wondering if he didn’t like to be touched. Awkward. She took a deep breath.

“Poppy and I are decorating the West Tower Common Room this evening, and I wondered if you’d like to join us?” She said in a rush.

As usual he took a moment before he replied. He answered with only one word, “Why?”

She blushed. “Why are we decorating, or why are we inviting you?” she queried, then waved her hand dismissing her question, “Never mind, it’s the same answer. Because it’s Christmassy. And you sounded like you might enjoy doing Christmas type things. You know, embrace the joy?”

She really hoped that she didn’t sound as desperate as she felt, but she was convinced this was her one shot to spend some quality time with him, to get to know him better personally.

His face gave nothing away as he appeared to consider her words.

“Maybe. I have some prep to do, I’ll see how I feel later.”

“Oh, okay.” Laurel tried to keep smiling as he left, but inside her spirits sank to the pit of her stomach. He was brushing her off. 

Why did she think it would be any other way? She grumped to herself as she stomped up to West Tower. Why would Dev be remotely interested in spending an evening with her? It wasn’t as though she were amazingly beautiful or wildly interesting, she was just average, normal, dull.

Poppy came up about five minutes later, filled with enthusiasm. “I’ve been to the art room and got some supplies. I thought it would be great to make snowflakes and stick them in the windows, the weather forecast says it might actually snow.”

Laurel glared at the dark grey sky outside. “Doubt it, they always say that and it never does. Looks like rain to me.”

“Cheer up! What’s got you in such a poody?”

“Nothing,” Laurel heaved herself off the sofa, “let’s make a winter wonderland.”

Poppy put on some music, and the sounds of a choir filled the air. “There, you can’t get anything more moving than this.”

Laurel smiled, feeling a little of the warmth creeping back in. “This music needs candle-light.” She turned off the main lights and switched on a few of the table lamps instead. Then she began to light the candles, until the room was filled with flickering brightness. She even lit all the ones in the fireplace and stepped back to admire the effect.

“Wonderful,” Poppy nodded to it, “One of my friends back home gave me a Christmas candle, I’ll get it.” Two minutes later she added it to the bunch in the fire and the scent of Frankincense began to waft gently out.

“Now, I’m feeling it.” Laurel grinned. She wished Dev had decided to come. The scene was just so perfect.

“A little spiced cider?” Poppy offered with a cheeky grin.

“Is it alcoholic?” Laurel asked, in surprise.

“Sadly not,” Poppy pulled a face, “but we can always pretend, and get high on Christmas spirit if not actual spirits.”

She poured out two glasses and then set out her art supplies. The girls chatted and began to fold the white paper to cut into snowflake shapes.

It was about twenty minutes later that the knock came on the common room door.

“Come in,” Laurel called out, assuming it was Mr. Jeffrey.

Devaran stood in the doorway, taking in the decorations, the candles and the music. Laurel saw him breathe in the frankincense, and was sure she saw a moment of appreciation across his impassive face.

“You came,” Laurel scrambled to her feet, feeling suddenly breathless.

He looked so good, the deep grey of his roll neck jumper and black jeans emphasising his lean frame, his dark eyes glittering in the candlelight, which also picked out rich tones in his black hair.

“George and Pippa are watching something called National Lampoons, I think, in our common room. It’s very loud.”

“Christmas Vacation? I love that movie!” Poppy cast a pleading look at Laurel as if she would somehow let her down by leaving.

Well, no doubt it was going to be extremely awkward if she did, but George and Pippa were the two staying that were from Poppy’s school year, so she supposed Poppy would probably much rather hang with them than with her and Dev.

“Go ahead, just make sure you’re back by curfew or Mr. Jeffrey will give you detention.”

“Do you really think he’ll care? I mean, it’s Saturday night and it’s not like we have class in the morning, and it is the holidays? Okay, see you later. And, Dev, do help yourself to some cider.” The door banged behind her as she hurried off.

Dev put his hands in his pockets. “I don’t drink.” He told Laurel.

“It’s not alcoholic,” she said, and focused on getting him a glass to distract herself from staring at him.

“I’m glad you came,” she said, offering him the drink and indicating he should sit at the chair that Poppy had vacated.

“The movie was very silly.” He sat down, and tentatively sipped the cider.

“It’s supposed to be,” Laurel grinned, “That’s kind of the point.”

“The man was behaving like a child.”

Laurel passed him a pair of scissors and some paper and went back to her own cutting. She kept her eyes down as she said, “Perhaps you take life a bit too seriously?”

“Yes, I do. It’s how I was raised. My tutor was very strict.”

“Your tutor?” She queried.

“I’ve had three, but the last one was my tutor since I was eight years old. He didn’t allow frivolity. Fun was to play sports, but they had to have a point, they had to be competitive sports and I had to win or I had failed.”

“Not to be rude, but that sounds awful,” Laurel shook her head. “Is that how your parents were raised?”

He considered her question, while copying her movements and folding his sheet of paper.

“I don’t know, I never thought to ask them.” His eyes watched attentively as she snipped the paper. After a long silence he continued, “They both work long hours. My father is an Ambassador and my mother has to attend many functions with him, and many without him. Her only concern was to keep me safe and keep me close by, and my tutor saw to that.”

“What about your friends?”

This time he didn’t think before answering. “I never had any.”

She gawped at him, “You didn’t have friends? How is that possible? There must have been other children for you to play with?”

“I didn’t know how to play with them, Laurel. We moved every year, another country, another group. I was allowed to play but only sport. It did not make them like me very much when I played only to win. Now I hate to play.”

“Wow.” She couldn’t think of a better word to describe her shock.

“You think I’m odd.” He said it as a statement, not a question.

“Well, yeah. You’re upbringing is a bit different, which explains why you are sort of reserved. So why me? Why are you suddenly opening up and telling me all this?”

“Because you asked the questions. I can answer a straightforward question, what I can’t seem to do is master the easy conversation of our peers. They talk to each other like it’s another language, one that I understand the words but never the meaning behind them. No one speaks plainly or honestly.”

Laurel frowned, trying to comprehend what he was saying. “So you haven’t had a real conversation like this with anyone? Not for the whole year you’ve been here?”

Dev gave a sigh, “Not really. When my tutor retired I begged my parents to send me somewhere like this. But coming to Compass Court was a mistake for me. It’s overwhelming. So many people, so much noise, no one takes the time to sit quietly, or talk peacefully, they rush off and send each other brief messages instead, or all talk at the same time, shouting to be heard. Moments like this are rare.”

He looked around them, at the empty candle lit room, and gave what seemed like a satisfied smile.

“But...” she stopped and then started again, “Haven’t you heard the expression that ‘no man is an island’? You can’t just shut yourself off, not when there are so many people here that would like to be your friend.”

“You’re wrong. It is easy to be an island in the sea of other people. I don’t join in and I’m invisible to them.”

Laurel snorted, “Believe me, Dev, you are not invisible, no matter how much you want to be.”

“Perhaps you see me,” he conceded, and Laurel blushed.

“Yeah, me and a lot of other people. Doesn’t it make you miserable to stay on the side line?”

“Don’t get me wrong, I am not unhappy. I am content with who I am, and other people are interesting to watch.”

“But not to interact with? That’s most of the pleasure, the sharing.”

“I don’t know how.” He unfolded his piece of paper, and showed her a bunch of ragged holes. “Just as I don’t know how to make these snowflakes. This is some kind of talent I can’t master. What am I doing wrong?”

Laurel laughed, and felt the mood lighten. “I’m going to teach you, if you’ll let me.”

Dev gave her a glance, “Are we talking about the snowflakes? You have a tone that implies a double meaning.”

“No, I’m not talking about the snowflakes, but that’s a much easier fix. Look, you create the edge first, then cut in from the middle without reaching the edges, so the design makes tiny holes that become bigger when you open it out.” She reached over and guided his hand on the scissors.

The intimacy heightened slightly, but she realized she wasn’t nervous anymore.

There was no doubt in her mind that Dev was strong inside, stronger than she’d thought, but he still needed other people, and just maybe he might need her to show him that. She suddenly felt special. He had chosen her to open up to. Maybe it was the situation, the first chance he’d had at a one to one conversation with no other distractions, and the fact that she’d taken an interest. But the reason didn’t matter, she was the one he had talked to, and it felt amazing.

“Do you like the Christmas carols?” She asked as they started snipping at the paper again.

He listened for a full thirty seconds before answering. “Yes.”

“Are you aware that you always pause before answering a question?” Laurel teased.

“It’s polite to consider the question carefully and give the most honest answer you can.”

“Honest, huh? Okay, here’s an awkward one. Do you like girls?”

The corner of his mouth lifted just a fraction, “Yes. I think they are much more interesting to watch than boys. The way they move, the way they speak to each other is deeper.”

“That wasn’t what I really meant.” Laurel chewed on her lip wondering how to phrase the question without either insulting him or totally exposing her feelings.

“What you meant was do I have a girlfriend? Is that right?”

“I guess so.” Laurel ducked her head again, embarrassed that he had cut right to the heart of her not-so-innocent question. 

“No, I’ve never had a long-term relationship, but I have dabbled.” He gave her his first flirty grin, and butterflies went mad in her stomach.

“Uh, dabbled?” She willed him to elaborate.

“Not all girls are looking for love, some just like to experiment. I thought it would be beneficial to get some experience. Purely for educational purposes of course.”

His grin told her that he was teasing, and she liked it, she liked it a lot.

“I don’t think you’re as bad at banter as you think you are,” she teased back. “So if you like girls then why not a relationship?”

“Physical attraction is easy, there are many pretty girls, but they are not so easy to talk to. Most of the girls at this school are loud, assertive, intimidating.”

“Intimidating? You’re intimidated by them?” Laurel laughed at that concept. She couldn’t seem to stop laughing.

“What’s so funny about that?” He tilted his head questioningly.

“You have no idea, do you. You don’t know how intimidating you are!” She giggled until she ran out of breath and then took a large sip of her drink to calm herself down.

“I’m not intimidated by you,” he said softly, when she quietened down at last.

“No one is intimidated by me, I’m very boring.” Laurel looked down again.

“You’re warm and gentle, and very beautiful to watch.” His voice was like honey, and Laurel’s head came up at the wonderfully caressing tone.

His face was as expressionless as always, but his eyes seemed to flicker in the candlelight with something that might have been desire.

She opened her mouth to speak, though she didn’t know what to say, when a loud knock sounded at the door.

She groaned silently, and called, “Come in.”

Mr. Jeffrey entered and swept the room with a glance. “Laurel, this is unacceptable.”

She gulped, what was he referring to? Her and Dev being alone? Was he about to make Dev leave just when their conversation had become extremely interesting.

Mr. Jeffrey pointed a finger at the mantelpiece. “No candles allowed without an adult present, it’s a fire hazard.”

“Oh, sorry, I didn’t know.” She jumped to her feet to snuff them out and Dev also rose and helped her.

The room instantly dimmed to just the table lamps, creating an even more intimate atmosphere, but Mr. Jeffrey seemed unaware of it and merely nodded approvingly.

“I’m going back to North Tower for the rest of the evening, the Year Nine’s are getting a bit boisterous. Can I trust you two not to burn the school down if I leave you to it?”

“Absolutely, Sir.” Laurel said emphatically, hardly able to believe that he hadn’t even mentioned curfew or Dev going back to his own schoolhouse, despite it being nearly ten o’clock.

There was a long silence after the teacher had gone, and Laurel was unsure how to get back to where they had been. Instead she picked up the snowflakes they had made.

“Shall we stick these to the windows?”

They put small amounts of glue on them, and Laurel added some glitter for effect, which instantly went all over her sweater and everywhere. Then they crossed to the window and began to press the snowflakes to the glass in patterns around the edge of the frame.

The strains of ‘O Holy Night’ quietly penetrated her thoughts, and Laurel looked out at the darkness, feeling a strange peace. Then she saw something moving outside, swirling down toward them.

“Look!” she jabbed at the glass in sudden excitement.

“Snow,” he whispered, his face lit with the same pleasure as hers.

He pulled her to sit down on the window seat beside him and took her hand as they stared out the window together at the flakes dancing in the cold air outside. They stayed like that for ages, just watching the snow fall. Finally he turned to her.

“You have glitter on your face,” he raised a hand and gently brushed her cheek. She leaned into his touch and swayed slightly toward him. He moved slowly and she knew with a certainty that he was going to kiss her. Her eyes began to close as the moment she had been dreaming of was finally about to happen.

A loud bang from the doorway jerked her back to reality, and they sprang apart.

“Oops, sorry!” Poppy instantly summed up the situation and gave an apologetic grin. Closing the door a little more quietly than she’d opened it.

“It’s fine, you just made me jump.” Laurel blushed a deep red. She glanced at Dev but he was staring out of the window as if nothing had been going on.

“Is it just me, or is it getting hot in here?” Poppy chuckled at Laurel’s embarrassment, and gave her a wink.

“There’s still some cider left.” Laurel said, rising up from the window seat.

“No thanks, I think I’ll leave you to it,” Poppy’s words were similar to the ones spoken by Mr. Jeffrey but this time they were loaded with double meaning. “Goodnight Laurel, goodnight Dev.” She gave another throaty laugh and disappeared up the stairs that led to the dorm-rooms.

Laurel didn’t sit back down, she wanted to put some distance in from the seriously sexy Devaran. Her senses felt distinctly overwhelmed. She desperately wanted him to kiss her, but she was also a bit scared by how swiftly they had moved from barely exchanging two words to the opposite extreme of cosy chats and romantic atmosphere and ramped up attraction.

Was this what falling in love felt like? Excitement and fear all rolled together?

“How about a movie, something that isn’t silly?” she said.

Dev glanced at his watch, then shrugged dismissing the fact it was after curfew. “I'd like that.”

Laurel flicked through the DVD’s on the shelf. “How about It’s a Wonderful Life? That’s a great movie and full of Christmas cheer.”

“Sounds good.” He moved to the large squashy sofa in front of the TV and sat down, his arm stretched across the back.

She put the DVD in and then hesitated over where to sit. Her eyes going from the sofa to an armchair. He gave her a reassuring smile and patted the sofa beside him.

Wow, how she loved his smile. She sat down, but not too close and tucked her legs beneath her. They sat like that for half an hour, watching the movie without speaking. Then Dev reached out and gently drew her into his arms.

She could hardly breathe as she looked into the deep pools of his eyes and saw his intentions. He kissed her softly, slowly and she melted against him. Her hands went to his chest, pressing against the thick wool of his sweater.

She felt his lips curve back upward, and she felt emboldened enough to slide one hand around his neck and into the softness of his hair. Her heart beat so loudly she was sure he could hear it, and when he deepened the kiss pressing her harder against him, she almost whimpered. Wow, he was an amazing kisser. She felt like she’d turned to jelly in his hands, almost trembling with pleasure.

His hands moved under her sweater, sliding up the bare skin of her back, and his lips slid from hers to touch kisses along her neck.

It wasn’t until she felt her bra strap spring open that she blinked her eyes and struggled to get her brain working. Her mind felt sludgy with desire, but this was going too fast.

She pulled back slightly. “Dev, wait.”

He opened molten eyes, heated with passion. “I want you,” he murmured.

Crumbs, he was seductive! She was tempted just to jump him, but it just wasn’t her. “I want you to, but I want to go slowly.”

“Sorry. I got carried away.” He took a deep breath and the heat died out of his eyes a little. He ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t want you to do anything you don’t want to.”

“I do want to...” she said sincerely, “but not so fast.”

“No problem, we can go as slow as you like.” He lifted her hand and kissed her fingertips. “You’re special.”

She melted again, and leaned back into his body, cuddling against him.

He put an arm around her. “Shall we just watch the rest of the movie?”

“Mmhmm,” she agreed, staring at the television but mentally reliving the kiss. She decided that Dev was pretty much the most perfect boy on the planet. Two minutes later she couldn’t hold out any longer. She crawled onto his lap and began to kiss him again.

This time he kissed her, but kept his hands firmly planted on her hips, no movement at all, until she was almost so frustrated by it that she actually felt like grabbing his hand and shoving it back under her sweater. But she didn’t, and soon their kisses slowed. She cuddled close again and focussed on the television, her eyes drifting shut.

She woke up cold and alone. The lamps were still lit but the TV had been switched off. There was a cushion under her head where Dev had been, and for a moment Laurel thought she had dreamt the whole thing. Her eyes went to the window where the winter sun was slowly filling the sky, and the snowflakes stuck up around it. No, it hadn’t been a dream. She smiled and stretched. Dev must have gone back to South Tower to make sure he was in his own bed when morning came.

Snowflakes, that was a nice memory, looking at snow falling. 

Snow!

She jumped up and dashed to the window, the courtyard outside was a pristine white wonderland.

Laurel ran up to her dorm-room and hurriedly changed her clothes, then pulled on a hat and scarf and gloves, before heading back down. It was nearly eight, but the school still seemed asleep. Probably the others were about somewhere but with only a few of them there, it was not strange to see no one.

Laurel fumbled with the large bolt that was fitted across the huge oak door, drew it back and then lifted the latch, swinging the door wide to look at the snow outside.

It was too hard to resist. She ran out listening to her footsteps crunching, and then flung herself down on her back right in the middle of the courtyard, next to the huge compass that gave the school it’s name. She began to scissor her arms and legs.

“What on earth are you doing?”

Laurel raised her head to look at Dev standing in the doorway.

“Snow angels. Come and join me.” She grinned at him, feeling exhilarated both from the cold and from the sight of him.

He crunched over to her. “But you’re getting wet and cold.”

“Yes, I am.” She agreed merrily.

“I don’t ... I’ve never,” he said, looking confused.

“You do now, this is a part of having snow at Christmas. Lie down!”

He raised his eyebrows at her assertive tone but lay down beside her in the snow. 

“Move like this.” She demonstrated again. He copied her movements in a jerky fashion.

She sat up cautiously, and carefully got to her feet without putting her hands into the snow, so as not to spoil the outline she had made. Then she moved to see how he was doing.

“Good, now grab my hand.” She hauled him to his feet and then turned him on the spot. “What do you see?”

“You. Covered in snow.” He dropped a kiss on her nose and she rolled her eyes, secretly thrilled.

“What do you see in the snow?” 

“Am I supposed to say angels?” He peered at the snow.

“Yes. See our leg movements made their skirts and our arms made their wings.”

She knelt down and grabbed a handful of the snow.

“And their feet, make great snowballs!” She smacked the snow against the back of his neck and ran behind the large fixed compass giggling madly.

He stood for a second looking taken aback, and then bent to gather snow. “Is this the snowball fight thing I’ve heard about?”

“Yes,” she called out, sending a ball of snow over the top of the compass which failed to strike him, but got the point across.

For the next five minutes they attempted to hit each other with snowballs, until he snuck up behind her and caught her by the waist, lifting her off her feet and into a snowdrift against the North wall. He came down on top of her and kissed her, and her heart soared from the sheer romance of it all.

But it wasn’t long before he started to shiver and she became aware of her own coldness.

“We’d better go back in. I really need a hot shower and a change of clothes before breakfast,” she said.

He agreed and they parted on the first landing with a lingering kiss.

Laurel sang in the shower. She felt like she was floating on air with happiness. It was like she was a kid again, with Christmas being filled with love and laughter, except that this year, Dev was her present under the tree.

What else could she do to show Dev what Christmas was all about? The images of the season were pouring out of her now. Silly hats and festive jumpers, reindeer and elves, crackers with bad jokes, candy canes and chocolate mints, turkey and sprouts and a sixpence in the pudding. Doctor Who and Charles Dickens. Pinecones and roasted chestnuts. Wreaths and mistletoe. Yes, she definitely needed mistletoe...

Everyone was excitable over breakfast, due to the snow, and the Acting Head said that they all had a free day. 

“But there is a carol service in Oakworth Church at five o’clock this evening, with the local children performing the Nativity, and I hear they have a real live donkey coming, which should be interesting if nothing else.” She pulled a face as everyone at the table laughed. “It would be lovely if we all attended, but no one is obliged to. I’m passing a list down the table, so just put your name down if you’d like to go.”

Laurel watched everyone put there name down until the list reached her. She glanced over at Dev and he gave a small shake of his head. He wouldn’t be attending, and it could be a great opportunity for more private time if she didn’t either. She passed the list on.

“Laurel, can you come to the office? There’s a call for you.” Mr. Jeffrey caught her just as she started out the door of the dining hall.

“Hello?” her father’s voice crackled down the satellite phone he was using from the arctic and she gripped the school phone closer.

“I’m here daddy, can you hear me?”

“Hi Laurie, you doing okay? Listen, there’s a storm coming in here and we’re packing everything up for a week or two to avoid it. Which means I can get to you early and stay with you longer, if you’d like? Probably until the end of the holidays.”

“Well, obviously! That would be fantastic, when are you coming?”

“How does tomorrow sound? We need to clear out of here pretty fast.”

“It sounds wonderful.” She felt a brief pang that she wouldn’t get as much quiet time with Dev as she’d like, but it wasn’t as though he were going anywhere, whereas any time with her father was precious.

“Great, I can’t wait.” He spoke fast and she knew they could lose the connection at any time.

“Me either, see you tomorrow.”

She and Dev got together after lunch and walked hand in hand through the woods that surrounded the school. She pointed out a robin to him, and told him about how significant the little red-breasted bird was to Christmas. They watched two squirrels squabbling over a nut, and eventually stopped when she found a tree that was heavy with mistletoe.

“People kiss under it,” she explained.

“Why?”

“I don’t know, it’s just a tradition.” She giggled, and he pushed her up against the tree and kissed her thoroughly. This time when his hands began to roam she didn’t stop him.

It wasn’t until they were heading back that she broke the news that she would be leaving the following day.

“When will you be back?” he looked upset, and she felt awful that he was now going to be alone most of the Christmas break.

“Probably not until school starts again.” She said, regretfully.

“Oh.” He was quiet for a while, and she waited, now knowing it was his way to think things over before saying what he felt.

“Then we must make the most of the time we have left.” He stopped her and looked deep into her eyes. “Come to South Tower when everyone leaves for church?”

“Yeah, sure, if you want me to.”

He gave one of his rare smiles. “I’ll be counting the seconds.”

Laurel felt strangely nervous as she approached South Tower just before five o’clock. Practically everyone had gone to the Sunday Service and there certainly wouldn’t be anyone else in South Tower. Just the two of them, completely alone.

She told herself she was just nervous because she had hardly ever been in the South Tower Common Room, and it wasn’t home ground. But really, she knew her fluttery stomach was about seeing Dev again, even though it had only been an hour since they’d parted.

He greeted her with a kiss, and she followed him into the South Tower Common Room, but he took her hand and pulled her towards the stairs at the far end.

“Come up to my room.”

Laurel stopped and shook her head, “Can’t we just hang out here?”

A frown marred his face. “Anyone could walk in on us here.”

“And?”

He shrugged, “Okay.”

They sat on a sofa and he put the TV onto a music channel that was playing Christmas pop. Laurel laughed at some of the old favourites, but Dev wasn’t looking happy.

Laurel felt guilty once again for abandoning him at Christmas to only having the teachers and the younger students to spend it with. But all thoughts went out of her head when he began to kiss her again.

He pushed her down into the sofa and moved his body over hers. It was exciting, but a little too intense.

“Dev, slow down,” she said softly, not wanting to spoil the moment.

“We don’t have long.” He answered, unbuttoning his shirt and revealing a chest that made her senses spin.

She put one hand on his chest and felt the play of his muscles, he gave her his most wicked smile as a reward and she felt alive inside at the sight of it.

“We have all the time in the world when I get back.” She put her arms around his neck, but he pulled away slightly.

“It’s now or never, Laurel.”

Her hands went still. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that if you want me then you can have me. But now, not next year.”

“I don’t want to rush things, can’t we just take it slow, let it develop?” She got a sudden sinking feeling in her stomach where previously she’d had only floaty butterflies.

He ran his hand through his hair. “This isn’t a relationship.”

“It’s... it’s not? But I thought... You let me believe it was the start of something,” her voice trailed off at the coldness in his face.

“I never said it was anything. I’ve always been honest with you. I don’t do relationships.”

Laurel sat up, straightening her sweater and said, “No, you dabble, right? And you’ve just been dabbling with me?”

“You like me,” he said it as a statement, “and I think you are attractive. What is so wrong about that?”

Her heart hurt. What about when he’d said she was beautiful to watch, or that she was special? Had it all been words just to seduce her?

Yes, obviously it had. And she’d fallen for it like an idiot, swept up in the romance of the season and missing the signs. And she couldn’t even feel cross, because he was right, he’d never promised her anything or said anything about them dating, never offered any false words of love. He’d probably meant everything he’d said, but that didn’t change the outcome. He wanted to take her to bed and nothing else.

Laurel bit her lip. She couldn’t deny being a tiny bit tempted, she did like him, but not enough. He was fascinating because he’d been a puzzle, but now that she knew him better, he wasn’t that fascinating.

She gave it one last try. “How about we give a relationship a go? You might like having a girlfriend for a change?”

He shook his head, a very emphatic no.

“Right,” she smiled sadly, “then that’s that. I don’t want less than the whole deal. Sorry, Dev.”

He shrugged as though he didn’t care, and moved across the sofa to pull his shirt back on.

Laurel sighed, and got to her feet. “I think I’ll catch up to the others and go to the advent service in Oakworth. Would you like to come?”

He raised an eyebrow at her as though she was behaving very strangely. So she simply turned and left.

She trudged along the road from the school to the village. It was cold and getting dark, but Laurel didn’t notice. Her thoughts were still on Dev.

How was it that she’d never heard any rumours about what he was like? She couldn’t have been the first girl at Compass Court to get sucked in by those dark eyes. No, not when so many thought he was god’s gift to women everywhere, he would have easily found others who were willing to be dabbled with a little. Perhaps they’d been too embarrassed to tell anyone when they too discovered he didn’t want anything more from them. The other girls had kept quiet about it, just as she probably would. It wasn’t as though there was much to tell anyway. They’d kissed. Big deal. It had been nice, but she wasn’t in love with him. Thank goodness she’d found out about the lack of future between them before she’d really fallen head over heels.

She slipped into the back of the church and found a seat at the end of a pew next to Poppy. A choir of small children were walking down the aisle singing “Once in Royal David’s City,” their sweet young voices filling the small church. She sang along, and then sat with her eyes closed as the vicar began to speak. She wasn’t listening to the words, instead her mind was still on the last couple of days.

The twinkling tree in the Entrance Hall where it had all started. Making gingerbread with Margaret. Giving it out as gifts that other people enjoyed. Decorating West Tower, and Poppy’s frankincense candle. Drinking spiced cider and making paper snowflakes. Watching the first real flakes drift down and making angels in the fresh white virgin snow. Seeing the robin and being kissed under the mistletoe.

“Are you okay?” Poppy whispered as the vicar stopped talking.

Laurel felt a wide grin creep across her face as she nodded. Yes, she was more than okay. Tonight she would pack and get the rest of the holidays doing fun things with her dad. She looked around the candle lit church, at the bright shining star on top of the small tree by the altar and felt goodwill filling her inside.

She turned as the nativity procession came in the door and walked through the congregation. The donkey stopped just as it reached her, and deposited a large mound onto the floor behind him. The whole church erupted into laughter.

Laurel let the collective joy add to her own, as she laughed with them. She might not have got the boy, but Dev had given her the greatest gift of all. All the experiences of the past two days had reminded her of the magic she’d once felt as a child. In trying to show him the true spirit of Christmas, she had found it again for herself.
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The End
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Dear Reader. It is mid December 2016 as I write this story, and Christmas is all around me right now. I know this one is nauseatingly sentimental or “has enough Christmas spirit to make a reindeer puke” as Laurel would say, but that’s how it came out. In the original outline I wrote they did eventually fall in love, like my couples usually do. But again, it just didn’t come out that way, not this time. so I apologise that you didn’t get the expected ending, but the characters didn’t want it, and they were both happier for it  ;-) 

Whatever time of year you read this, I just wanted to thank you all for reading my books and to wish you all a very merry Christmas / holiday greetings wherever you are.

Love,

Stella
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Did you enjoy this book? Would you like more books like this? Have you tried Notice Me by Stella Wilkinson?
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Keep reading for a preview!
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If you would like to be kept informed of new releases by Stella Wilkinson, don't forget to sign up to the mailing list here: http://eepurl.com/wEMmD

––––––––

[image: image]



And if you loved it then please don’t forget to leave a review, they help other readers to find books, thanks!
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For more details of upcoming new releases please check the website: www.stellawilkinson.com

Did you enjoy this book? Would you like more books like this? Have you tried Notice Me by Stella Wilkinson.
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How do you get a boy to notice you? I'm completely in love with Scott Lawes, except that it's like I don't exist to him. But I have a plan, and I'll do whatever it takes!
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Jenny wants Scott, and ropes Nick into her plans to get Scott to really see her as a girl he could date. But Before Nick knows what's happening he's falling for the girl that wants his best friend. Can he make her notice him instead before it's too late?
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Warning: This book is only suitable for ages 15 and over!

Keep reading for a preview!

Notice Me by Stella Wilkinson

Chapter One : Noticing Him

How do you make a boy notice you?

I’ve had a crush on Scott Lawes for months now, and if I hoped it was a passing phase, then I was wrong. It keeps getting stronger. He’s just so gorgeous.

He’s got blond hair that flops right into his eyes, a killer smile, big baby blues, and a great body. He’s very sporty, in fact he’s vice-captain of most of the school teams.

Not the captain; I didn’t fall for the super jock. That would be Damon West. Damon is captain of everything, and Damon is the muscle-bound heartthrob of Blue River School. And I didn’t fall for the resident bad boy. That would be Nick Weathergale, the dark sexy one that tons of girls sigh over, the love-’em-and-leave-’em flirt.

No, I fell for the funny one. The joker of the pack. The one who lights up a room, who makes me smile even when it’s pouring with rain and I don’t have an umbrella, the one everybody likes no matter who they are. Funny is sexy.

Add gorgeous to funny and it’s pretty lethal. Well, it is for me.

I’ve known Scott since we were eleven, but it wasn’t until my seventeenth birthday that I finally realized a veritable God had been living amongst us.

For my seventeenth I went out for pizza with a large crowd of friends. They weren’t all out for me. There are three of us with our birthdays in the same week, so we decided to combine a pizza party on the Saturday night to celebrate.

I think it was Becky who invited Scott. But it could have been anyone really; it wasn’t an invitation-only kind of party. About forty friends and casual acquaintances from my school were there and it was all going great. Right up until the moment I stepped outside for some air and found my boyfriend kissing a girl I used to call my friend.

I’d been dating Will for about three months. It wasn’t love, but it had been nice. We’d flirted on and off for about a month and then he’d asked me out. Simple as that. I was thrilled because he was my first “official” boyfriend. We held hands, we kissed, he carried things for me and he bought me a pair of earrings. All was going well, in my opinion, right up until I found him wrapped around Carrie Grey. Carrie Grey The Easy Lay, that’s what my friends call her (at least they do now). Maybe things with me just hadn’t been moving fast enough for Will? I don’t know. I thought we were both in the same place in the relationship. But I heard on the grapevine that a week after I dumped him he was bragging that Carrie had put out already and how satisfied he was, so I guess that’s all he really wanted.

Anyway, finding them together on my seventeenth kind of put a downer on my night. Yeah, I may have gotten way more upset than the scumbag deserved. But at the time it felt like a punch in the gut. I think I actually burst into tears and ran off. It irritates me now that I let him even see that I was hurt, but it was my special day! He could have at least cheated on me on a regular day, instead of crapping on my birthday.

I went round the side of the building into the shadows and had a good cry. Then I texted Andrea, my best friend, and asked her to bring out my bag. My face was a mascara-streaked mess, and I couldn’t go back inside looking that way.

I was kicking the wall just for the hell of it when I heard a voice say, “Who’s that?”

At first I was terrified. I was in a dark alley on my own, but then I recognized Scott’s golden hair in the light from the street and sighed with relief.

“It’s me, Jenny.” I told him, staying in the shadows.

“What are you doing out here?” He moved closer.

“Um. Kicking the wall in the balls?” I sniffed, trying to hide my tears.

He laughed, “Why?”

“Well, it’s the wall or Will Dobright. He’s out front swapping spit with Carrie Grey. But he’s supposed to be here with me.”

“Oh, I see.” He ducked into the alley with me and leaned against the wall. “I wouldn’t bother taking it out on the wall. He’ll get his comeuppance. Paul shagged her last week and now he’s got crabs.”

I burst out laughing. I didn’t know if he was serious or not, but it cheered me up no end.

“Anyway, they’re not outside now, so you can stop hiding down here. Plus I think someone might have peed against this wall.” He wrinkled his nose at the alley smell and hastily moved away from the wall. “It wasn’t you, was it?” There was a twinkle in his eyes as he said it and I knew he was joking, but I glared at him anyway for even suggesting I would do such a thing!

“I can’t go back in there,” I said. “Everyone will know about Will and Carrie by now, plus I look like a mess.”

“Don’t be silly, you look as lovely as always.” He gave me an adorable half smile and my heart did a funny flip-flop.

It was only one of many many funny flip-flops that my heart would do around this boy in the months to come, but I particularly remember it because it was the first one.

He thought I always looked lovely?

I smiled back, feeling a little better, and stepped out of the shadows.

“Uh oh!” Scott stopped me, and tipped my chin up to get a better look at my face. “Scratch that last comment. You are a mess.”

“Argh! I knew it!” I hid my face in my hands. “Where the sodding bells is Andrea with my bag?”

“I’m over here.” She appeared at the corner. “Sorry, Jen. I couldn’t find it for ages. It was under a pile of coats. Hi, Scott.” She did a shoulder hunch and blinked fast, which she thinks is cute, and gave away the fact she thought Scott was worthy of it.

I gave her a small smile, and then fished in the bag until I came up with a mirror and a tissue, and attempted to wipe my face. I had black streaks down my cheeks and I looked minging. There was no way I was going back through the crowd to get to the bathroom for a real repair job.

“It doesn’t matter; thanks anyway, Andi. But it’s nearly eleven and I just want to go home.”

“You can’t leave,” she said, horrified. “It’s your birthday, there’s a cake.”

“I’m sorry. I not in the mood anymore.” I shook my head decisively.

“But... my dad’s not picking us up for another hour, and you can’t walk home on your own. Shall I wait with you for a taxi?”

“I’ll walk you,” Scott said as I opened my mouth to argue. “I have an early swim meet, so I was heading home anyway. You live right off King Street don’t you? It’s on my way.”

Andrea began to nod at me like a mad head-bobbing thing you get in a car window, and gave Scott another barrage of eye-blinking. “That would be so kind, Scott. Text me when you get home, Jen?”

“Are you sure?” I asked Scott as Andrea hurried back into the pizza place. “I didn’t know you live near me.”

“A bit further on,” Scott said, checking the street before steering me out of the alleyway. “I back onto the river near the old bridge.”

“Oh, okay, great. Thanks.”

“Are you sure you’re going to be able to make it up Lords Hill in those heels?” His eyes traveled down from my skirt to my feet and back up again in a lazy manner. Was he checking me out? Surely not. I wasn’t his type. I was too quiet and wallflower-like to attract his attention. I mean, sure, we knew each other; we were in the same form and several classes together at school. But even though I was often hanging out at the same places that he was, and we had some mutual friends, our groups didn’t overlap much.

I looked down at the heels in question. It was true that they weren’t my usual style, but it was supposed to be a special night and I had dressed up. To be honest, I had my doubts about getting all the way home without hobbling, but I suddenly wanted nothing more than a long walk with Scott Lawes, and a few blisters would be worth it.

“I’ll be fine. I often go out in heels.” I didn’t feel bad about stretching the truth; after all, it was going to hurt me a lot more than him by the time we got back to my place.

We dawdled up the hill, enjoying the late June night. Conversation was a bit awkward at first. Mostly we just talked about films. I hadn’t seen half of them, but I enjoyed listening to him describing the details he liked. He kept doing comedy one-liners in the voice of the actors who said them. I don’t know why but I found it sexy.

I think being really good at something should be considered a major factor in attraction. I liked the way he was excellent at sport and I really liked that he was a talented mimic. Most of all I liked that he made me laugh. How could I not have noticed before that he was all that, as well as really easy on the eye?

If it hadn’t been for my aching feet, then I would have sworn we had barely left the pizza place before we were on my road.

We had got there too fast. I wanted to stretch the night on and on. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye just yet.

I sat down on the wall outside my house and winced as I eased my shoes off a bit. Thankfully he didn’t seem to notice.

I patted the wall next to me. Scott glanced at his watch and then shrugged and sat down.

“So what’s the story with you and Stacey?” I said. It was cheeky to ask, but after half an hour of walking and talking together, I felt we were comfortable enough to get a bit more personal in our conversation.

“We broke up last week. She wanted more of my time and I have too many commitments already. She was kind of whiny, and she wanted me to give up swimming.”

I silently shook my head at her stupidity. If Scott were my boyfriend there’s no way I would nag him to give up swimming. He clearly loved it more than he had loved any girl.

“I can just imagine how she would have acted when cricket season started.” I joked, trying to show him I understood.

He raised his eyebrows at me; hopefully he was impressed that I remembered he was on the cricket team and how time-consuming that was during the summer. Maybe he didn’t know that half the girls in our school kept their noses pressed to the window when the cricket squad came out on the field.

There was something about those tight, white, bum-hugging... I stopped thinking about it.

“So do you think you might forgive Dobright? Or should I call him Not-so-bright?” Scott asked in return.

“No chance.” I shook my head.

“Good.” Scott gave me that adorable smile again, the one with just one corner turned up, and my heart flip-flopped once more.

“I’d better be off.” He stood up and I shot to my feet as well, ignoring the cries of my heels. I desperately tried to think of a way to make him stay longer but came up with nothing.

I stared into his eyes. I wasn’t under any illusion that this was special for him. He’d just been dropping me off on his way home, but I wanted to somehow convey that it had been special for me. That things like this didn’t happen to me often.

I tried to give him a “speaking look”, but my eyes must have been on mute because he didn’t seem to get it.

He tilted his head like a question, and when I stood there and didn’t say anything, he lowered his face to mine.

Then he kissed me.

Even though I had been willing him to do it for at least the last twenty minutes, it was still a shock.

Okay, it wasn’t a real kiss. Unfortunately. There were no open mouths or tongues in the kiss; it was just a gentle brushing of his lips against mine. But a zing shot straight from my lips to my stomach and then bounced about in there, making me feel totally over excited.

It was over in a heartbeat, and I had to wonder for a second if it had even happened or if I had imagined it.

“Happy birthday, Jenny.” Scott pushed up from the wall and I knew the moment was over.

“Thanks for walking me home.” I tried to sound casual.

“No problem. Anytime.” He gave me a little wave and then sauntered off down the road.

I stood and watched until he turned the corner, wondering if he’d look back, but he didn’t.

I went into my house on a total high. My parents were in bed so I sneaked up the stairs and into my room, trying not to dance all the way.

Then I clutched my giant teddy bear to my face and squealed into his fur for a full minute until I’d gotten it out.

Then I texted Andrea: “Home safe. OMG Scott sort of kissed me!”

Her reply was instant, “WHAT??? You lucky cow. W’ U mean by sort of?”

I had to think about that. How did I describe the almost kiss? On paper it was the sort of kiss he might give his mother; except it had been on the lips, and I wasn’t family. So what had it meant? Something or nothing? I didn’t know...

I needed to talk to Andrea in person, but I was bound to wake my parents if I started talking on the phone and she might still be out.

“I’ll tell you L8r, gotta sleep now. XX”

I lay in bed and relived every word we’d said, over and over. How was it possible to go straight from being one person’s girlfriend, to totally over them, and obsessing about another guy, in just a few short hours?

I’d always known Scott was gorgeous and funny, but how had I not been a gibbering mess around him for years? Why had I only tonight noticed he was the most amazing guy ever?

I didn’t have the answers, but I was fairly sure this was the beginning of something. He’d walked me home and he’d kinda kissed me.

So where did we stand now? Was he going to make us official? Had I truly caught the interest of Super Hot Scott? (My new name for him).

I went through Sunday in a daze; I couldn’t wait for school on Monday. I checked my phone repeatedly, wondering if he might call or text for a date, but he didn’t. I bent Andrea’s ear for about two hours on the subject and she agreed he was obviously into me and clearly wonderful.

I got up at silly o’clock to get ready for school, all full of adrenaline at the thought of seeing Scott again. I actually ditched my trainers for cork wedges, and my usual school jeans were replaced by my tight “going-out” jeans. I spent almost an extra hour on my minimal makeup, and I tried on about thirty different tops before settling on the coral halter with matching shrug.

I walked in to registration feeling like I was floating on air. Life was about to get fantastic.

There was Scott, at his usual desk, sitting with his chair turned around backwards as he chatted to his friends.

He looked up as I entered and I gave him a huge smile and a wave, “Hi!”

He didn’t say anything, just gave me a nice smile and a nod as if to acknowledge my presence and then turned back to his friends.

I stopped dead.

That was pretty much identical to how he’d always treated me. Not as though I didn’t exist, but as though I was a casual acquaintance.

Someone bumped into my back, forcing me forward, and I stumbled to my desk in confusion.

I think my face was actually dumbstruck in the “Huh?” position.

Hadn’t we bonded on our walk home? Hadn’t we shared a magical moment? Hadn’t he sort of kissed me and totally rocked my little world?

Hadn’t it meant anything to him?

Well, obviously not.

At first I thought maybe he was playing it cool. Like he didn’t want to lose face in front of his friends, or maybe it was too soon after breaking up with Stacey. But as the days turned into a week, and then two, I had to face the fact that all that had happened was that I had totally and utterly fallen for him, and he didn’t feel anything at all!

And so began my unrequited adoration of Scott Lawes. My first serious crush. 

But I didn’t want to just adore him from afar, I wanted this boy to be mine! I wanted him to fall madly in love with me and we’d live happily ever after.

I had to find a way to make him notice me. And boy, did I have a plan...

––––––––
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