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            This story ends with me watching my best

friend fly off a cliff.
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         I don’t know what summoned me into the garden that night. It wasn’t the moonlight because there was none, not when I first crept outside. But once I was out, it felt like I was where I was supposed to be.

         I’d spent the entire day tracking my end-of-summer blues around the house, wandering from kitchen to living room to kitchen to bedroom to living room to kitchen. I suppose I was looking for Mum, searching for traces of her in the furniture and the everyday utensils, the stuff that had travelled with Dad and me when we moved here.

         ‘A new beginning,’ Dad had said when we arrived in this cute seaside town eight months ago. But neither of us had been ready to begin anything. We unlocked the front door, blanked the neighbours, ignored Christmas and zoned out on the sofa, the same sofa we’d spent the previous four months zoned out on at 2our old home. Now, as I walked the new house on Mum’s first anniversary, it felt like I should be doing something, marking the day. Dad hadn’t booked an anniversary service or anything like that– our family doesn’t do religion. ‘It’s just another day, love,’ he said that morning, even though he was shuffling around the kitchen in his pyjamas at eleven thirty.

         It wasn’t.

         If I live to be one hundred, the twenty-sixth of August will never be ‘just another day’. I don’t believe in an afterlife but it felt wrong not to mark the date Mum died. I had this urge to do something, I just couldn’t figure out what that something might be.

         Mum was into rituals; she was an ask-the-universe/read-the-signs/consult-the-Tarot kind of person. I considered suggesting to Dad that we attempt a ritual for Mum but he spent most of the day in his bedroom. Eventually I went to my own room and shut the door. It was ten minutes to midnight when I found my feet taking me down the stairs and through the kitchen, out the patio door, into the garden.

         ‘I’m cutting it fine, Mum,’ I whispered to the night sky. ‘But here I am. It’s still your anniversary. I miss you. We miss you. We’re living your dream, Mum – we left the city for the sea, just like you always planned – but life is crap without you. Dad’s a zombie, 3and I’m not much better.’ I stopped. My voice was quavering. ‘I should have brought a candle. You always lit candles when you did this sort of thing. I’ll get a candle.’

         As I turned to go back in the house, a cloud shifted above me and the garden flooded with light. I looked up and saw the moon. It was full: a disco ball suspended above the garden. No need for a candle, then. It felt like a sign, even though I didn’t believe in signs.

         ‘This is where you’d say, “Make a wish, Suzy” – right, Mum?’

         Mum was always dragging me out into the garden of our old house to greet the full moon when I was a kid. I smiled at the memory and felt my body unclench a little.

         ‘OK,’ I said. ‘I’ll make a wish or two, in your honour. Where do I start? Let’s see. I don’t have any friends in my new school and I didn’t keep in touch with my old crowd back home so it’s been a looong, quiet summer. On the plus side, I’ve read a stack of books and taken a lot of solo walks on the beach.’ I paused. ‘I’m still afraid of the dark, Mum. And then there’s the period thing.’

         Sharp inhale, slow exhale. The ‘period thing’ was becoming a serious issue. Mine had stopped six months after Mum died.

         4‘Delayed shock,’ Dr Zhang had said when I trailed all the way back to Stoneybatter to pay her a visit. ‘It’s not terribly unusual. I’m sure they’ll kick in again in no time.’

         But that was May. Dr Zhang had warned me that I’d need to go for tests if it went on too long and I knew this was way past too long.

         ‘I’m scared, Mum,’ I said to the night sky. ‘If I have to get tests I’ll have to tell Dad. He’ll flip out. Which would make a change from him being catatonic, but I don’t think I can handle his anxiety on top of my own. What if there is something really wrong with me?’

         I felt a whisper of fear trickle up my gut. I had been telling myself that I didn’t care and who needs periods anyway, but somewhere underneath I was terrified and I hadn’t admitted it to myself till now.

         What the hell, Suzy Button? I thought. You turn sixteen next weekend and you’ve been ignoring the fact that you haven’t had a period for six months? Seriously? If something’s wrong, it’s six months worse now, you frigging tulip.

         A burst of hysterical laughter filled the garden. I clapped my hand to my mouth to hold it in. I began to shiver so I wrapped my arms around my body and paced up and down the garden path to walk the fear out.

         5‘OK. I’ll ring Dr Zhang tomorrow after school, I promise, Mum. I will.’ I stopped and looked up at the moon, shimmering and silver, with a halo of light around it. I remembered the last time Mum had tried to get me to make a moon-wish and her face when I’d refused – that semi-regretful, semi-proud face parents make when they see you’re growing up and away. I was snarly and mean – as snarly and mean as a newly turned teen could be – rejecting Mum’s gentle ideas about expressing your wishes/manifesting your dreams with one big gush of contempt.

         ‘It’s just rubbish,’ I’d yelled that night. ‘Whatever happens, happens. You can’t stop it and you can’t make stuff happen either. Wishing is a waste of time. I’m not doing it any more, and you can’t make me.’ I’d stomped back inside to watch whatever stupid TV programme happened to be the most important thing in the world to me and my friends that week. Now, on her first anniversary, I’d have given anything to wish on the moon with Mum again. Wishing in her honour was as close as I could get.

         I faced the moon, uncurled my arms and raised them up to the sky. ‘Hey there, Moon,’ I said. My voice came out a little too loud, I suppose because I felt like ten types of eejit. Get over yourself, Suzy, I said. Do this for Mum. ‘It’s been a while, Moon,’ I said, 6sounding more like real me. ‘I have a few wishes for you. The traditional three, in fact.

         ‘I’d like a friend, please. She doesn’t have to be best-friends-forever material, just someone to hang around with so I’m not on my own all the time, like a pathetic loser.’

         I swallowed hard. My uniform was ironed, my schoolbag was packed. Next day was the first of the new school year, and I was dreading it. I’d been on my own the entire summer but now I’d be alone in a crowd. In an all-girls school like Star of the Sea, being alone is pretty much the same as walking around naked. The class I joined when we moved here in January was an even twenty until I knocked it off balance.

         ‘OK. Wish number two: I’d like to stop being such a baby about the dark. I turn sixteen this week and I’m too old to be scared of shadows.

         ‘And wish number three: my period. Please, make my body function normally again.’

         Normal. That’s what I wanted to be. I couldn’t have my mum back but I could be some kind of normal. I walked to the patio door and stepped inside. As I pushed the door closed, I raised my hand to the sky.

         ‘Goodnight, Mum,’ I whispered. ‘Goodnight, Moon.’
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         When the alarm went off at seven forty-five the next morning, I woke in full-on foetal position, my arms tight around my body. A dream hovered behind my eyelids – I’d swallowed an egg, it had hatched in my stomach and cracked open to reveal a full-grown hen, which proceeded to gnaw her way out through my belly. I heard myself groan and realised the dragging pains in my stomach were not slipping away with the nightmare. The pain was real and very familiar. My period was back and I could tell without moving a muscle that it was going to be bad.

         Did I believe that my period turning up that very morning was because the previous night I had wished for it on the local satellite? Honestly? For a single moment the hairs stood to attention on the back of my neck. But as I lurched towards the bathroom I remembered that I’d had an intense 8craving for chocolate the day before, a craving so bad I’d scarfed the remains of an ancient bag of carob buttons, despite them being out of date and not actually chocolate. I also recalled several sharp twinges in my side during the afternoon, which I had ignored, partly because it was Mum’s anniversary, mostly because I was terrified that the pains were connected to the fact that I hadn’t had a period for so long and that maybe my ovaries were about to explode. What hadn’t occurred to me was that it was my period getting ready for its big comeback. And it was a BIG comeback. My pyjamas and the sheets had to go straight in the wash. I cursed and swore my way through my shower and was too queasy to eat more than a slice of toast and two painkillers for breakfast. I put the wishing thing down to coincidence. I was a little ticked off that my period had chosen this particular morning to return, but I was also monumentally relieved.

         Unfortunately I’d forgotten how clumsy I am on my first day. Getting ready for school was like navigating an obstacle course – every piece of furniture in the house blocked me, every door handle jammed. I’d given myself loads of time, planned on getting to school super early to claim a desk at the back of the classroom, but between forgetting 9things and dropping things and bumping into things, shoving on a wash and reminding Dad to tie his tie as he left for work, I barely made the first bell. Which was way too late.

         By the time I located my new classroom it was wall-to-wall chattering girls. No one noticed me arrive, they were all too busy comparing their family holiday destinations. Surprise, surprise, all the best desks had been claimed, ditto all the half-decent and will-do-in-a-pinch ones. I assessed the remaining two choices, both in the front row: a set of desks dead centre and another beside the classroom door. The beside-the-door desks would make me the class draught-excluder and chief door-opener, and the dead centre ones would make me first in line for teachers’ questions. Basically, my choices were: worst desks in the room or second-worst.

         Go sit in the centre, I could hear my mum say. It’ll be a good place for making friends, Suz.

         I began to walk towards the centre desks but my bag strap snagged on one of the beside-the-door ones as I passed and, next thing I knew, desks and chairs were crashing to the floor. Someone’s graphic description of her summer fling in Biarritz came to a halt mid-snog. Twenty heads swivelled, twenty pairs of eyes turned on me. I forced a smile and pretended 10two red splotches weren’t crawling from my neck up my cheeks, like tomato ketchup defying gravity.

         I’d been really tuned out the last couple of terms but not so far out that I hadn’t understood the class dynamics. I was fairly certain the storyteller I’d interrupted was the class queen, Clodagh Kavanagh. Sure enough, a few of the staring girls shuffled sideways, and Clodagh and her sidekick, Casey Tynan, regarded me from the best seats in the room – back corner, window and heater adjacent, panoramic sea views.

         ‘Oops! Sorry,’ I said. ‘Don’t mind me.’ I began setting desks and chairs upright.

         The eyes on the girl nearest me – Vanessa something or other – suddenly popped open, making her look like an extra-surprised bushbaby.

         ‘Ohmygod, you guys,’ she said, flapping her arms at the group behind her. ‘I didn’t notice this before, but don’t you think she looks like Clodagh? She does, she totally does. The new girl looks like you, Clodagh. She’s like your double-ganger or something.’ Vanessa grabbed my wrist and tugged me into the centre of the group.

         Clodagh Kavanagh regarded me with an arched eyebrow. Her hair was black, like mine, and, due to my not bothering to visit a hairdresser all year, my 11hair was now as long as her’s, but mine is wavy and Clodagh’s poker straight. Her eyes blue, mine green. Her skin olive, mine paper-white. Her face stunningly pretty, mine stunningly unremarkable. There was a passing resemblance, but doppelgangers we were not.

         Vanessa needs glasses, I thought, and a dictionary. And maybe a calendar. I’ve been here eight months, for flip’s sake.

         Clodagh tilted her chair till it tipped against the wall behind her, pulled her mouth into a sneer-smile and then let the chair legs slowly come back to the floor.

         ‘I suppose there’s a resemblance,’ she said. ‘What do you think, Casey?’

         The girl beside her snorted, a snort I’d heard many times in the previous school year – a snort that probably explained why the first thing I’d ever noticed about Casey Tynan was her pug-like nose.

         ‘I think Vanessa is losing it, Clo,’ Casey said, shooting a scowl at Vanessa, whose eager smile instantly turned upside down.

         Casey shifted her glare to me. ‘Sorry, Susan,’ she said. ‘You don’t look anything like Clodagh. I mean, you just don’t.’

         This got nods and giggles. I couldn’t believe it: I’d been back in school five minutes and the entire class 12was laughing at me. I opened my mouth, wanting to say something devastatingly sarcastic and witty, but nothing came. Nothing. Zip zippity zippo. Ten seconds of silence while I eyeballed Casey, and Casey and the entire class of nineteen eyeballed me, then the first teacher arrived and everyone scattered to their desks, leaving me stranded like a gasping haddock. Not for the first time I wished I’d pushed back harder when my two grans bullied Dad into enrolling me in an all-girls school instead of the local co-ed. My grans had insisted it would be easier for me to ‘process Mum’s death’ and concentrate on my studies in the cosy, supportive atmosphere of a female-only environment.

         Yeah, right. About as cosy and supportive as swimming with a bunch of barracudas.

         I shut my mouth, took my bag off the make-an-effort desks in the centre of the room, hung my jacket on the back of the chair nearest the door and sat down.
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         I told myself that getting off to such a bad start meant things couldn’t get any worse. I also decided that to be on the safe side I should get out of the classroom at break time. This turned out to be a mistake.

         When the break bell went, I grabbed my bag and went in search of the loos. The school has two floors. When I joined the school in Transition Year our class was based in one of the ground-floor extensions. Now we were fifth-years, we’d ascended to the lofty heights of the first floor, a floor I hadn’t bothered acquainting myself with before. The loos, when I found them, were basically identical to the ground-floor loos, with added seagull sounds coming through perpetually open windows. I locked myself in a cubicle, put the lid down and took out a book to pass the time. The doors outside swooshed and slammed, bursts of conversation and laughter came and went. I tried to tune it out with 14Pride and Prejudice, one of the books on our English course, but found myself wondering how things were in my old school in Stoneybatter. Do my old mates miss me any more or has the space I used to take up closed over like I’d never existed? That sort of thing. At one point, somebody entered the cubicle on my right and began to smoke. I waved a hand above my head and tried not to cough. When the end-of-break bell rang I jumped a mile, tipping the entire contents of my schoolbag onto the floor. I could hear feet rushing and voices fading as I gathered everything and jammed it into my backpack. Once there was complete silence, I opened the door and left my sanctuary. I pulled a face at myself in the mirror and noted that the sinks were already a mess of balled-up bog roll and discarded crisp packets.

         The corridors were empty, the last classroom door slammed somewhere to my left. I wasn’t exactly dragging my heels but I wasn’t hoofing it either. I thought I knew my way back and figured I’d only be seconds behind the teacher. It took two corridor turns for me to realise I’d gone the wrong way.

         By the time I located the right corridor I was in a sweat. Up ahead the classroom door was open. I could hear a sharp voice speaking. I recognised it as belonging to the headmistress, Mrs Hawkins, 15and, sure enough, she was standing just inside the doorway, dressed in one of her trademark neutral ensembles – grey jacket, grey skirt, off-white blouse. She was effectively blocking my way in and she didn’t hear me approach, so my choices were to interrupt her or lurk behind her furtively. I opted for furtive lurking. Whatever she was angry about, it couldn’t have anything to do with me.

         ‘Seen smoking,’ I heard her say. ‘First day of term.’ ‘Suspendable offence.’ ‘Obligation to inform parents.’ ‘First. Day. Of. Term.’

         Mrs Hawkins is one of those people who looks permanently ticked off with the world, a frown always balanced on her beaky nose. She is, of course, known as The Hawk. I couldn’t help feeling sorry for whoever had drawn her ire. As I stood behind her in the corridor, watching the petrified faces through the glass panel beside the door, it occurred to me that my ability to feel pity for these girls mere hours after they’d been casually mean to me made me quite the selfless empath.

         ‘I know who the culprit is,’ Mrs Hawkins was saying, ‘and I am extremely surprised. I hope she will redeem herself by having the decency to own up.’

         This announcement caused a lot of twitching and shifting. I could tell by the back of The Hawk’s head 16that she was staring steadily at someone in particular. I saw Vanessa Doherty turn her bushbaby gaze towards the corner where Clodagh and Casey sat. My big-hearted sympathy evaporated.

         Please let it be Casey, I thought. Casey, Casey, Casey.

         ‘Miss Kavanagh.’ The headmistress spat the name out so hard the entire class jumped in their seats. I had to pin my top lip with my teeth to stop it curling into an outright grin.

         Inside the classroom Queen Clodagh pushed her chair back and stood up. ‘It wasn’t me, Mrs Hawkins,’ she said, widening her eyes and tipping her head to one side. ‘I don’t smoke. I’ve never.’

         ‘If I had a cent for every girl in this school who has sworn to me that she doesn’t smoke, I could retire tomorrow,’ Mrs Hawkins said. ‘You were seen by one of the office staff, Clodagh.’

         ‘But Clodagh has been here all through break, Mrs Hawkins,’ Casey said, getting to her feet. ‘She never left the room, did she, Paulina?’

         Paulina Woźniak, the girl sitting in front of Casey, nodded, then looked confused and shook her head.

         ‘Please don’t make things worse by lying,’ Mrs Hawkins said.

         ‘But it’s not fair, Mrs Hawkins,’ Casey said. ‘There’s been a mistake.’

         17‘The secretary was quite clear that it was Clodagh. She described her exactly: a girl with long black hair smoking in the fifth-year corridor.’ Mrs Hawkins was using that low, slow, you’re-on-dangerous-ground tone teachers do when they’re about to pounce. ‘Clodagh is the only girl in fifth with long black hair.’

         Casey said nothing. She just looked. Pointedly. Over the headmistress’s shoulder.

         At me.

         Mrs Hawkins swivelled on her heel. She glanced from me to Clodagh and back again. ‘Name,’ she said to me.

         ‘Suzy Button,’ I said. I flashed a furious glare at Casey and Clodagh. A few hours ago they’d been miffed that anyone would imagine I looked like Clodagh; now they were using the passing likeness to get Clodagh out of trouble, casually dropping me in it instead.

         ‘You joined us in January?’

         ‘Yes, Miss,’ I said.

         ‘Mrs Hawkins,’ she said.

         ‘Yes, Mrs Hawkins,’ I said.

         Then she sniffed me. Like an extra-tall greyhound. Sniff, sniff, sniff. At that moment I remembered the smoker in the next cubicle of the senior loos. The memory crept across my face like 18a guilty cloud and the harder I tried to stop it, the faster it went.

         ‘You are late for class, Miss Button,’ she said. ‘Where have you been?’

         ‘In the—’ My voice was raised and the word ‘loo’ hovered on my lips but I bit it back. The headmistress and I stared into one another’s eyes. A kaleidoscope of emotions flickered through hers: uncertainty and the briefest of frowns – had she been wrong about Clodagh? Two pink spots bloomed in her cheeks – irritation at being wrong? An icy stare down her long thin nose – certainty. I was her culprit, I was the black-haired girl seen smoking in the corridor. Protesting that I’d been in the loo the whole time would only give the class another reason to laugh at me.

         ‘… corridor,’ I said through gritted teeth.

         Mrs Hawkins’ face narrowed, which is saying something. She tilted her head slightly and I was fairly sure she was mentally scanning my student file, recalling that I joined the school following the recent death of a parent.

         ‘As you are relatively new to our school, Miss Button, I am going to let this go,’ she said. ‘But be warned, I’m watching you. I won’t be lenient again.’ With that she swept past me, out of the room. For the second time that day I was left standing, mouth moving, speechless.

         19‘Suzy?’ Miss Ryan, our history teacher, said. ‘Please take your seat so we can get the class started.’

         I’d like to say this is where I took a deep breath and went all Zen, that I sat down calmly and let the unfairness of what had happened melt away like ice cream on a sunny day, but that is not who I am. And it most certainly isn’t who I am first day of my period. I spent that class and the two that followed furiously raking back over everything, trying to figure out where I could have changed it and how I could have defended myself against Casey. I couldn’t accuse her of lying because she hadn’t actually said anything. At lunchtime I claimed a corner of the loners and misfits’ table in the canteen and went on rerunning the morning’s dramas over and over in my head as I chomped my sandwiches. By the end of lunch I was exhausted by the whole thing and trying to work out if I was somehow to blame. Period-me can be a tad aggressive. I’ve never been able to work out if it’s my tone of voice or my body language, or some unconscious eyebrow action, but I’ve often noticed people flinch around me on my first day. Mum told me it was normal, that women worry too much about people-pleasing and, in her opinion, a spot of monthly self-assertion was a good thing, but I found myself wondering if I’d have handled things better that morning if I was minus menstruation.

         20In the end I knew who was to blame – Clodagh and Casey for dumping me in it, and Mrs Hawkins for being so easily deflected. I decided that there’d be no more trying to fit in, no more making an effort. I was always going to be the new girl, a dispensable scapegoat. Surviving this school was about making myself invisible and keeping my head down. And figuring out the correct fricking route to and from the senior loos.
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         The next day was Tuesday and our first subject was English – my favourite. I made sure to be in my seat on time but five minutes later the teacher still hadn’t arrived. When the door opened, it wasn’t our English teacher, it was Mrs Hawkins. Again. I scrambled to my feet with everyone else, keeping my eyes on the floor.

         ‘Good morning, Mrs Hawkins,’ said the class. Or at least, that was what we were supposed to say. It came out as a garbled, ‘Good-od-od-morn-orning-Miss-Missus-Hawk-awk-awkins.’ One day wasn’t enough to whip the collective into proper mono-chorus. I didn’t even try. Instead I mouthed ‘Mud-yawning, Mrs Hawkface’ at the floor tiles as a personal protest for the unfairness of yesterday.

         ‘Good morning, girls,’ Mrs Hawkins said. ‘Please lift your chairs when you stand up.’

         22She looked at the empty seat behind the teacher’s desk.

         ‘Who are you supposed to have now?’ Mrs Hawkins said, checking her watch. ‘Mr Endwhistle? I’m sure he’s on his way. Meanwhile’ – she glanced back towards the door and made a brisk come-in gesture with her hand – ‘you have a new classmate joining you this term.’

         A girl stepped into the room. She was tall with very long, very blonde hair, and she looked around the class with a confident gaze and a slight smile on her lips.

         ‘This is Rhiannon Albedo. I hope you’ll make her feel welcome,’ Mrs Hawkins said. ‘Now, Rhiannon, where shall we put you?’ The Hawk’s sharp eyes surveyed the room, faltering briefly as they flicked from the empty seat beside me to the vacant pair of desks at the centre.

         ‘In the middle, I think,’ she said, putting her hand to the girl’s back and ushering her towards it. ‘Clodagh, Casey, I’m sure I can trust you to look after our new pupil?’

         There was a murmur of, ‘Yes, Mrs Hawkins.’

         I didn’t turn my head but I felt a pang of sympathy for the girl. They’ll eat her alive, I thought. Oh, well. Not my problem. 

         23‘May I?’

         The voice was right at my ear. The girl had stepped away from Mrs Hawkins and she was standing beside my desk, leaning in, smiling, waiting for an answer. I could see the headteacher behind her, her hand still held out in an ushering position, her eyebrows alarmingly high in her clipped fringe.

         ‘Um, what?’ I said.

         ‘May I sit here?’

         ‘Sure,’ I said.

         The girl turned back to Mrs Hawkins. ‘This is a better position for me, I think,’ she said. ‘From here I shall be able to observe the board more clearly.’

         The headmistress’s eyebrows collided.

         ‘Miss Button is relatively new to the school,’ she said. ‘It would be best for you to sit amongst our more established students.’ She indicated the desks in the centre of the room with her empty hand.

         The girl said nothing and sat down at the desk beside mine.

         Mrs Hawkins glared, first at Rhiannon, then at me. She may have been about to say something but Mr Endwhistle appeared, backing into the classroom, pulling a trolley piled with books and media equipment. He didn’t see the headmistress and walked into her, stepping firmly on her toes. The 24Hawk winced but didn’t make a sound. She looked pointedly at her watch.

         ‘Ah. Mrs Hawkins,’ Mr Endwhistle said. ‘Terribly sorry. Went to the wrong room. Haven’t got the hang of my new timetable yet. Sorry, sorry. Is there something I can do for you?’

         ‘No, Mr Endwhistle. I came to introduce a new pupil to her classmates. This is Rhiannon.’ Mrs Hawkins frowned at the new girl again. ‘I’m hoping she will get off to a good start with us here at Star of the Sea.’

         Her expression as her gaze shifted back to me said that she very much doubted it, but ‘Carry on, Mr Endwhistle’ was all she said as she left the room. I earned a parting glare from her as she pulled the door shut behind her – I’d completely forgotten my door duties.

         ‘A new pupil? Lovely, lovely,’ Mr Endwhistle said, wrestling with computer wires and connections. ‘Now, if everyone would open their books to page one hundred and twenty-seven, we’re going to begin our study of the Irish poets.’

         ‘Suzy,’ I whispered to Rhiannon. ‘That’s my name. Suzy Button.’

         ‘I am charmed to meet you, Suzy Button,’ Rhiannon said. Out loud.

         25Mr Endwhistle stopped speaking midsentence and looked enquiringly at us.

         ‘Sorry, Mr Endwhistle,’ I said. ‘Just introducing myself to Rhiannon.’

         ‘Ah. All done, are we?’

         ‘All done, Mr Endwhistle.’

         ‘Well then, allow me to introduce our first poet.’ Mr Endwhistle pointed the remote at the screen and an ancient black and white photo came up.

         ‘It’s William,’ Rhiannon said. Out loud. ‘William Butler Yeats.’

         Uh oh, I thought. Doesn’t she know that keeping your head down and saying as little as possible is the only way to go when you’re new?

         Mr Endwhistle smiled. ‘That’s right.’ he said. ‘Have you studied him already, Rhiannon?’

         Rhiannon gazed into the distance as if Mr Endwhistle hadn’t spoken. ‘WB,’ she said. ‘Dearest Willy.’

         I don’t have to tell you this caused a few titters from the cheap seats at the back, but Rhiannon didn’t seem to notice.

         ‘You need but lift a pearl-pale hand …’ she said.

         (The rest of the class exchanged glances.)

         ‘And bind up your long hair and sigh; And all men’s hearts must burn and beat …’

         26(Her voice drifted away, her face had gone all dreamy.)

         ‘And candle-like foam on the dim sand …’

         (I heard Casey Tynan’s signature snort.)

         ‘And stars climbing the dew-dropping sky …’

         (Yikes, I thought. This girl is getting off to a worse start than me.)

         ‘Live but to light your passing feet.’

         Stunned silence for three beats …

         And then the others were sniggering and stuffing their jumper sleeves into their mouths.

         Me? I loved the words she’d spoken, and I liked the way she’d delivered them, her voice rolling around them like honey. The poem seemed to hang in the air above us for a few seconds. Mr Endwhistle looked impressed.

         ‘Excellent! Well done!’ he said. ‘Rhiannon is quoting a poem called “He Gives His Beloved Certain Rhymes”. WB Yeats was a genius, one of the finest English language poets of the twentieth century.’ He turned to the image on the screen and began to give us the poet’s personal history – DOB, family background, likes and eccentricities.

         Rhiannon listened for a moment, then turned to me and opened her mouth.

         ‘Whisper,’ I hissed, putting a finger to my lips.

         She leaned in. ‘Lovely eyes,’ she said, so 27faintly I could barely hear her. ‘Passionate mind, terrible dancer.’

         For a split-second I wondered who she meant – Mr Endwhistle or the dead dude in the photo?

         ‘That’s Maud,’ she whispered, as an image of a woman snapped onto the screen. ‘How he yearned for her. Unrequited love is the hardest love of all, but very useful for inspiring poetry.’

         ‘Did you do Yeats in your last school?’ I asked.

         ‘Do?’ She blinked at me.

         ‘Have you covered his poems already? You seem to know a lot about him.’

         She stared at me for a moment. ‘I studied him privately. Out of a strong personal interest in his work,’ she said.

         OK, I thought. She’s into English, I’m into English. This is good. I realised she had no bag with her so I shoved my textbook between us.

         ‘Where are you from?’ I asked. Her accent was peculiar, all halting and singsong. Not Irish, not English. In fact, the old-fashioned formal way she was speaking reminded me of the characters in Jane Austen.

         ‘Where do you think I’m from?’ She raised her eyebrows and smiled.

         ‘Erm …’ The early nineteenth century? I could 28hardly say that, could I? ‘Well, Albedo sounds Italian, but Rhiannon is a Welsh name, isn’t it?’

         ‘That is correct,’ she said. ‘My father is Italian; my mother is Welsh. I was born in Welshland.’

         Welshland? ‘Er, you mean Wales?’ I said. ‘You’re from Wales?’

         ‘But of course.’ Her laughter tinkled out around the room and a few heads turned to look at us. ‘I am making a joke. I like to make jokes.’

         ‘Right,’ I said. ‘Ha, ha.’ Hm, I thought. Great at reciting poetry, hopefully not planning a career in stand-up.

         Mr Endwhistle shot us a warning frown. We stopped talking and started listening.
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