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For Sarah Webb.


For everything.
And for the best advice I was ever given:
‘Just keep writing’.
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PROLOGUE


Sitting at the bottom of the stairs in Katie’s black-and-white-tiled hallway, Frankie put her head in her hands and tried to shut out the chaos that was unfolding around her. She could feel the tears coming again, hot on her cheeks. Even with her eyes shut, the blue strobes of the ambulance and Garda cars outside were imprinting themselves on her brain. Bursts of garbled radio conversation came to her from the living room, together with the low voices of the paramedics.


She felt a hand on her shoulder and Jess bumped down to sit beside her. Unspeaking, she pulled Frankie into a hug. They’d only known each other a few weeks, but after tonight Frankie felt like they would be bonded forever. She still couldn’t believe how an evening which had started so well had ended like this. She needed the hug. There were no words for right now.


‘Miss, was it you who called the Guards?’


A male voice cut through her thoughts. Frankie opened her eyes and looked up at the man. He had a notebook in his hand and a radio clipped to his navy bomber jacket. He was about the same age as her dad, his hat blocking out the light from the chandelier above them. All the LEDs had been turned off earlier and now the house was flooded by the main lights.


Frankie wished Ollie would get here quickly. She still had his sweatshirt on. It came down almost to the hem of her dress and she hugged it to her now, even though it was warm in the house. She pulled her hands inside the sleeves and crossed her arms, glancing back up the stairs at her cousin Sorcha and then at Jess as she answered.


‘Yes, that was me. Frankie O’Sullivan, Francesca. I live at the Berwick Castle Hotel. My mum and dad run it.’


‘Ah, you’re Ollie’s sister?’


She sighed. One day she was going to be able to introduce herself in this town without someone saying, ‘Oh, you’re Ollie’s sister.’ Frankie didn’t know if it was because he was the oldest of the five of them, or because his band was the only vaguely decent one in Kilmurray Point, or because he was spending his ‘gap year’ – you had to do the rabbit ear thing because it was turning into almost two years at this stage – working behind the bar at the hotel. There didn’t seem to be anyone in town who hadn’t been in their bar.


‘And this is?’


Frankie turned to look at Jess. The light was catching the diamond stud in her nose and making it gleam. Frankie wondered for a split second if she could capture its sparkle somehow, put it in a bottle to take home and uncork a bit of magic that would bring everything back to normal, to how it was before the party.


Right now, she didn’t know if she’d ever be able to sparkle again.


‘I’m Jessica McKenna – Jess.’ Her English accent sounded strong after the Guard’s soft country vowels.


‘She wasn’t here for the party.’ Frankie rubbed her eyes. ‘And that’s my cousin Sorcha – she wasn’t here either. They just came to help clear up.’ Frankie turned to indicate the dark-haired girl curled up at the top of the stairs, where the staircase swung around in a big arc. Sorcha was tiny, and with her knees drawn up to her chin and her huge eyes dark in a very pale face, she looked even more pixie-like than normal. ‘Ollie dropped us off, before …’ She couldn’t say it.


The Guard nodded like he was taking it all in, then made a note on his pad.


‘So, what happened, love, can you tell me?’


Suddenly Frankie was back in the living room with the dogs yapping and running in circuits around the enormous beige leather sofa by the kitchen door. Katie had pushed it back to make space for dancing. It had been like the dogs couldn’t cope with the change in the furniture and all the party smells.


At that point, Frankie had really had enough drama. First the fight, then trying to make sure everyone got home safely. Then coming back to Katie’s house to help her clear up and finding bottles and cans and spilled drink everywhere, the living room stinking of weed and the patio furniture floating in the pool. They all needed some calm to just plough through the clear-up and get the place straight before Katie’s parents got back. The dogs’ yapping had started to set her teeth on edge.


Then Frankie had glanced up and realised Katie wasn’t looking at the dogs. Instead, she was standing by the door that led into the kitchen and staring at the floor behind the sofa, her face totally drained of colour. Putting one hand on the door frame to steady herself, Katie had started trembling, the other hand moving towards her mouth in what felt to Frankie, like slow motion.


Sorcha had noticed Katie shaking at the exact same moment as Frankie, and as their eyes met, fear ricocheted between them like a basketball, hitting them both hard in the stomach as they turned to look across the devastated room at their friend. But Katie just continued to stare, like she was caught in some sort of alien ray beam and couldn’t speak.


They’d both known something was wrong straightaway. Really super wrong. As if the whole party-chaos-house-smashed-Katie-grounded-forever thing wasn’t bad enough.


The two dogs were going wild, barking and running around the sofa. The smaller one had something red all over her curly white fur. Frankie started to pick her way across the room, thoughts flying at the speed of the dogs – had the little one cut her paw on broken glass? Could this night get any worse?


Frankie was just envisioning calling Ollie back to help with a dash to the emergency vet when she spotted the heel of a white Nike Air Force 1 sticking out from behind the sofa.


And attached to the Nike was a body.










BEFORE










ONE


60 HOURS TO THE PARTY


‘And who is that?’


Sitting on the sofa in the Fifth Year common room, Jess leaned towards Frankie, muttering under her breath. The blonde girl who had just flounced in was standing in the doorway as if there was a camera on her, pausing to see who had turned around to look at her arrival. Her red-and-brown-checked kilt was about four inches above her knees, and her false eyelashes – Frankie could hear her eldest brother’s voice in her head – looked like two spiders had died on her face.


Frankie couldn’t believe it was the first day of school already. The three-month summer holiday had gone past in a flash. It didn’t help that she’d spent most of it working in the hotel rather than hanging out at the beach, but now they were back and beginning the Leaving Cert syllabus.


Leading up to the biggest exams of their lives.


Exams that would, apparently, decide how their lives would turn out forever.


Fun.


This morning Frankie had messaged Jess to say that she was meeting her cousin Sorcha at the DART station and they could walk up to school together early. Getting in early meant they managed to bag the lockers they wanted. Which was actually huge. Last year there’d been a plumbing crisis at the hotel and Frankie had been late in on the first day, ending up with the only free locker, one at the bottom in the middle that you could never get to because everyone else was always standing in the way getting their own books. It had been a nightmare the whole term.


Now, lockers sorted, the three of them were ensconced on the slightly moth-eaten sofa, waiting for everyone else to come in. Sorcha had thrown a blanket over it just to be sure nothing crawled out before she sat down – it’d had to be fumigated over the summer, which had been the first big news on the Rave-fess confession site – though the creation of Rave-fess itself was definitely the biggest news of the summer.


‘That is Ruth Meaney. Head of the Mean Girls,’ Frankie said out of the side of her mouth as, leaning on the open door, one hand on the frame, Ruth scanned the room to see who was in ahead of her. Frankie reckoned Ruth always wanted to arrive last so she could make a grand entrance. Ruth’s eyes fell on them and she took a step inside.


‘So, who do we have here, Frankie? Introduce us, please.’


Frankie smiled but could feel that it didn’t reach her eyes. She’d tried really hard over the last few years, but Ruth was very hard to like. It didn’t matter who you were – she always found something bitchy to say about you. When Frankie had discussed it with Ollie, he’d said it must be cold and lonely at the top of the mountain and if Ruth needed to look down on everyone to feel secure, then Frankie should feel sorry for her.


She was still working on that.


‘This is my cousin Sorcha; she’s moved from King’s Academy to do the Leaving here. And this is Jess. She’s just moved over from London.’


Ruth flicked her long blonde hair over her shoulder. ‘Ah, Sorcha Bennett the famous swim champion? Frankie’s told us about you.’ Then she bent forwards slightly to look at Jess. ‘We’ve met before somewhere, haven’t we?’


Jess met her gaze, her face innocent. ‘Have we?’


‘Nose stud … but didn’t you have purple hair? I don’t think I’d forget.’ Ruth pursed her lips, but it obviously wasn’t coming. She smiled the fakest smile Frankie had ever seen. ‘Welcome to Raven’s Hill.’


She then spun around to look across the common room.


‘Where are Amber and Ella? Oh, there’s Georgia. I see them.’ Ruth raised her voice: ‘I hope you’ve got my locker organised, Georgia Swan? The top one on the end. I can’t spend the whole year diving into the corner and fighting to get my stuff. Whoever decided to put the lockers on two walls like that needs to be sacked.’ She flounced off to where her three followers, with their carbon-copy long glossy brown hair, were making toast in the kitchenette.


‘So that’s Ruth? I did wonder what she was like in person.’ Sorcha’s eyes were wide. Frankie glanced sideways at her, trying to remember when she’d mentioned Ruth before, then spotted Jess silently smirking beside her. ‘What?’


‘When Ruth turns up to that party you were talking about in vintage Chanel, you can remind her where she knows me from.’ Frankie frowned, confused, as Jess continued: ‘I’ve been volunteering at the Refugee Relief shop on the High Street over the summer. She came in with those two.’ Jess indicated Ella and Amber with her head. ‘Obviously I was only staff, so she barely spoke to me.’


‘The High Street?’ Frankie looked at her, confused for a moment. ‘Do you mean the road down to the sea? The Main Street?’


Before Jess could answer, Sorcha leaned forwards, her mouth a big O, her Bambi eyes even wider. ‘Ruth put that jacket on her Insta story, made it sound like she’d picked it up in Paris!’


Frankie did a double take. Sorcha was following Ruth? Frankie kept her school problems on a strictly need-to-know basis. When she’d been doing the big sales job on how great Raven’s Hill School was to Sorcha and her parents, she’d deliberately left out Ruth’s gang of Mean Girls. ‘Do you follow her? How did you even find her?’


Sorcha raised her eyebrows. ‘I wanted to be prepared, get to know everyone before I got here. Ella Diamond and Amber Weber have some interesting posts too. Knowledge is power.’ She smirked. ‘Although that Rave-fess site has everything on it. It’s totally nuts.’










TWO


Frankie still couldn’t believe that someone had been daring enough to put up a confession site for Raven’s Hill. Now that term had started, it had taken off like it was jet-propelled.


Who’d have thought everyone was so prepared to put their secrets out there in public?


The students only knew that the common room had been fumigated because the Rentokil vans parked outside had been spotted and reported on Rave-fess, with photographic evidence. Ever since Frankie had started at Raven’s Hill there had been gossip about the vermin in the common room, about fleas and mice in the sofa coming out to bite girls’ fingers. All complaints had been put down to hysteria by the Head, but now, hey, maybe they’d been right all along.


Despite the critters, the common room was probably the best thing about being in Fifth Year – it was in the old part of the school, as far away from the staff room as you could get, and not on anyone’s direct route anywhere. Which gave them all a bit of privacy – the chance to discuss any scandal, uninterrupted. And there was plenty to discuss on Rave-fess.


Over the summer, the walls of the common room had been freshly painted a sort of vomit yellow, and the yucky carpet tiles replaced with bright blue ones so – apart from the colour scheme – the place looked quite comfortable.


‘Did you see that the bomb squad got called to the chemistry lab too? Was that for real?’ Jess looked at them both like she really hadn’t believed the post.


Before Frankie could comment on the bomb squad and the very fit soldiers who had arrived at school over the summer, the bell began to ring and the common room door flew open.


‘Holy God, I can’t believe I’m almost late on the first day. Are there any good lockers left?’ Katie Cipriani looked like she’d run all the way from home. Her honey-coloured blouse was untucked and her red school sweater was tied around her waist. She threw her backpack down beside the sofa and flopped onto the arm next to Sorcha to catch her breath. ‘My parents woke me up going to the airport, and then I must have turned the alarm off. Sleeping me thought it was still the holidays.


‘I can’t believe they’ve gone to Italy without you over your birthday weekend.’ Frankie couldn’t keep the dis-belief out of her voice. Her parents had five kids and a hotel to run but they were always there on their birthdays, even if things got a bit chaotic sometimes and her parents had to fit the parenting bit in around the edges. All the O’Sullivans had been brought up to help out in the hotel since forever – Frankie and her brothers knew that five lots of school fees plus all their sports and music commitments were expensive and resulted in the long hours, but her parents never said no; they always found a way to make things happen.


Frankie often felt sad for Katie that her parents were hardly ever at home, leaving her with the housekeeper, or nannies when she’d been younger. But going away to their summer house, over her birthday, and right at the start of term, was bad even for them.


Katie nodded glumly, pushing a strand of natural blonde hair that had escaped from what looked like a hastily tied ponytail behind her ear. ‘My dad’s got work there and my second cousin’s baby is getting christened or something. I don’t even know her. But …’ She brightened up. ‘He’s left his credit card and they said it’s fine if I have a few friends over while they’re away.’


Frankie did a double take. ‘So, you’ve actually got proper permission for the party?’


She grinned. ‘As good as. We won’t need to hold it on the sly now. Are you all coming?’ Katie looked at Sorcha and Jess. ‘I’m only going to be seventeen once, and I want everyone there. With a bit of luck, it’ll still be warm enough to use the pool.’


‘You’ve got a pool?’ Sitting at the opposite end of the sofa, Jess sounded impressed.


Katie grinned, pulling at her hair elastic and shaking out her curls, trying to tidy them up. ‘We do. Though it’s only a small one and freezing cold most of the time. I’m Katie, by the way, usually the most on-time person in the whole class – and you’re Jess? Frankie told me she met you at the induction day. I’ve been dying to meet you.’


Glancing at Frankie appreciatively, Jess smiled. ‘The very same.’


Frankie still couldn’t believe how well she’d clicked with Jess when they’d started talking that first day. They’d both been working non-stop over the summer; both had parents with crazy jobs that meant they ended up on their own a lot and had to be ‘responsible’. Frankie sometimes felt like it was her middle name. That and ‘boring’. Working in the hotel had fun moments, but it meant she’d missed half of the meet-ups and just about everything else interesting happening in Kilmurray Point over the summer.


Katie patted Sorcha on the shoulder. ‘And fab to have you at Raven’s Hill too, Sorch. Now we can hang out properly, instead of only seeing you at Frankie’s birthdays.’ Katie turned back to Jess. ‘Frankie said you’re from London? Did she tell you she wants to go to art college there? She takes the most amazing photographs.’


Katie paused. ‘I’m not sure Induction Day gives you a real idea of what this school is like – food’s always amazing, though. One of the best things about Raven’s Hill being a boarding as well as a day school is that the catering is fantastic. The cooks make brownies to die for.’ She glanced over at the lockers again. ‘I can’t believe I’m so late. I’m going to get stuck with that locker at the bottom, I know it. It’s not even like I’ve got much stuff this year, it’s all on my iPad.’


Frankie looked over her shoulder at the open locker doors. ‘Share mine if you like. I don’t have much either.’


‘You’re an angel, Frankie O’Sullivan – I might have to. Let me go see what’s left. And Jess, you’re welcome to use the pool any time. We’ll swap numbers, and tell me what your Insta is, so I can follow. You and Sorcha have to come to the party. Promise. I don’t want to be there on my own.’










THREE


36 HOURS TO THE PARTY


It took ages for Jess to find the career counsellor’s office. It was only day two of term, and even with the map she’d been given, she’d got thoroughly confused trying to find Ms Cooke’s door. The school sprawled between the old main house, which was all narrow corridors and small rooms, and the new building, which seemed to be all glass and stairs. Most of it had been a blur yesterday as she’d met everyone and tried not to get lost.


She should have guessed that the careers office would have been in the old fancy bit at the front of the building, right beside the stairs to the boarding house and the school nurse. Obviously if you were a boarder having any sort of crisis you could come straight down those stairs and find an instant fix. Which would be useful to know for the weeks when her dad got caught up at work and she switched to boarding. But she didn’t want to think about that yet.


The good news was that Raven’s Hill wasn’t bad for bullying, apparently – unlike, Jess had heard rumoured, its twin, Raven’s Park College, the boys’ school. But it was a bit heavy on pomp and circumstance in Jess’s opinion. This hallway, with its chandeliers and oak panelling, was like a hotel. But then Raven’s Hill was totally different from the schools Jess had been to before.


Jess knocked on the counsellor’s door. She hoped this would be quick. The bell would be going for lunch in ten minutes and she wanted to catch up with Sorcha and Frankie. And she was starving.


‘Come in!’


Jess pushed the door open to find Ms Cooke sitting on the other side of a huge carved desk that looked like it should be in a museum.


‘Jessica McKenna, come in, come in, I’ve been expecting you. Sit down there. Can I get you a biscuit? I’ve got chocolate.’


Jess smiled. Frankie had told her about Ms Cooke’s biscuit habit – it was one of the reasons for her nickname, Cookie. Apparently at open evenings she always managed to get the chocolate ones with the jellies on the top almost before the lid was off the tin. Jess thought the teacher looked a bit like an alpaca, with her fuzzy hair and watchful eyes. She tried to push the image out of her mind in case she laughed. Which really wouldn’t make the right impression. Apparently winning Ms Cooke over was the key to an easy ride in Raven’s Hill, and Jess was going to do her best.


‘Now, how are you getting on? Early days can be hard work, I know, trying to find your way around and meeting everyone. That’s why we always start the new term on a Wednesday – it gives everyone a few days to find their feet before the real work begins. Have you been using the map we gave you at the induction day?’


Jess opened her mouth to say yes as Ms Cooke swept on. ‘I know you’re doing a few days of taster subjects, but I’m hoping you’ll be able to give me an idea of your choices for the Leaving Cert by Monday. That’ll give you the weekend to think about it. Will that be enough time?’


Jess cocked an eyebrow, waiting to see if she’d actually get a word in this time. She almost smiled as Ms Cooke continued, barely noticing she hadn’t replied. ‘Your father gave me an outline of the situation, so I wanted to make clear today that my door is always open.’ She smiled broadly, finally giving Jess the chance to speak.


‘Thanks, that’s great.’


‘If there’s anything you want to talk about …’ She left the sentence trailing and Jess did a mental eye roll. She didn’t need to talk. Or want to. Everything that had happened in the last year was locked up inside a little box in her heart and she totally wasn’t ready to share that with a complete stranger.


She didn’t want to talk about her mum getting diagnosed with cancer, then dying only a few months later. Or about her dad having to move them to Ireland to be nearer to his mum, her gran, so he could keep working. Or about him being a war journalist – political editor, they called it, to make it sound less dangerous – and working in crazy places, at risk of being blown up at any moment. No, she wasn’t going to be sharing any of that.


She bet Ms Cooke with her chocolate biscuits and posh accent didn’t have any idea how any of those things could make you feel. Jess had had some counselling when the anxiety had got crippling, and had tablets that definitely helped, but as Frankie had said, Ms Cooke wasn’t quite in the real world. And on top of that, she subscribed to the failing-the-Leaving-will-end-your-life nonsense. Jess’s dad had warned her about that – he’d got to be a top reporter with a handful of C’s and a couple of fails, working his way up through a newspaper from the post room. That was back in the dark ages when post was actually a thing, but he’d assured her there were lots of other routes to success that had absolutely nothing to do with passing or failing the Leaving Certificate.


But Jess really wasn’t about to have that conversation now. She smiled. Humouring Ms Cooke was the fastest way to get out of here.


‘I’m loving Raven’s Hill; everyone’s so friendly. I’m pretty sure I know which subjects now – I’m thinking Economics, History, Politics and Society, Music and Business.’ She ticked them off on her fingers decisively as she said them. ‘And I’ve an exemption from Irish, so French. I want to do Law in college.’


Ms Cooke paused significantly and raised her eyebrows. ‘With English and Maths, that’s eight subjects. That’s a lot.’


‘I know. It means if I need to drop one I can, but Business and Economics are very closely aligned, and so are Politics and History. I think I’ll be fine. I did French and Italian in school at home. And English is my strongest subject. I was in an amateur acting company in London, so I’ve done Macbeth. I love Shakespeare.’ Jess tipped her head to one side, employing her soothing, positive voice. ‘My dad thinks it’s all fine.’


‘Excellent. Well, that all sounds excellent.’ Ms Cooke was about to say something else when there was a knock on her door. ‘Come in.’


Jess looked over her shoulder to see who was next in the queue and did a mental double take. It was Ruth Meaney, her jaw taut. She looked, Jess thought for a split second, like she might have been crying.


‘Oh Ruth, I won’t be a minute.’


Jess sprang up. ‘Thanks so much, Ms Cooke, you’ve been so helpful.’


‘Super, Jess, I’ll make a note of those subjects. If you change your mind, we’ll do our best to accommodate.’ Ms Cooke beamed at her from behind her desk.


Backing away from the chair, Jess was at the door in a second, opening it wide to let Ruth in. Ruth stalked past her, head held high like there was absolutely nothing wrong. Jess flicked her a smile and slipped out of the door.


Now, what could have reduced the great Ruth Meaney to tears?










FOUR


The canteen was heaving by the time Frankie got there, her stomach growling at the smell of hot food. It was her own fault she was so late. She’d overheard Amber and Ella in the loo talking about Ruth and what sounded like a complex relationship drama, and hadn’t wanted to come out the cubicle in the middle of their chat and look like she’d been eavesdropping. They’d kept their voices down, and all Frankie had been able to catch was ‘he’ this and ‘he’ that, no names, and then they’d moved on to Ella’s crush at her stables and how well her horse had done over the summer, until Frankie had finally heard the door close as they left.


Thankfully Jess and Sorcha had arrived in the lunch-room ahead of her and saved her a place. She could just make them out on the Fifth Year table over the heads of legions of confused First Years. The new girls were super cute but there were always so many of them, especially at the start of term before they’d joined any of the lunchtime clubs. Raven’s Hill had a buddy system where the Transition Year girls minded the First Years, so they always had older girls to hang onto, but it didn’t help with crowd control.


As she dumped her iPad and school diary on the table, Frankie looked back at the queue, her mind moving rapidly from Ruth Meaney gossip to how she was going to get her lunch without having to join on the end. Fifth and Sixth Years got priority in the dining room because they had to study, but spotting an appropriate gap you could actually squeeze into to get served was a whole different story. Weaving between girls balancing trays, Frankie caught the eye of one of the blue-uniformed ladies behind the counter, and after a lot of pointing and gesticulating, two Transition Years passed Frankie back a plate of chicken korma and rice.


Back at the table, she sat down with a sigh of relief. ‘I am actually starving. You were quick, Jess. Did Ms Cooke not give you the third degree?’


Jess grinned. ‘She tried, but we’d just got past Leaving Cert subjects when we were interrupted by Ruth Meaney, so I escaped.’ Jess raised her eyebrows significantly and indicated the other end of the table. Frankie followed her eyes. Georgia must have saved Ruth’s little posse places at the table. Amber and Ella were now sitting on the other side of a group of Spanish girls, who were all chattering away like birds. Frankie couldn’t hear what Amber and Ella were saying but they were leaning together conspiratorially, probably filling Georgia in on their conversation from earlier. And it didn’t look like it was about Ella’s horse.


Frankie liked Georgia, although she really had no idea why she hung around with Ruth’s gang, like some sort of junior sidekick. Georgia was so quiet and shy, totally unlike both Amber and Ella, and she was completely focused on doing theatre in college. Which made her even more of a strange fit with the other two, who didn’t seem to have any imagination beyond selecting the latest lip gloss. Frankie had got to know Georgia quite well last year when the new drama teacher had seen some of Frankie’s photos in the art room and asked her to take the cover shots for the school play programme. She’d got some brilliant pictures of Georgia, and Georgia had been so delighted that she’d asked Frankie if she could use them for her acting portfolio, which made it a double win.


Her mouth full, Frankie looked across the table at Jess. ‘I just heard Amber and Ella talking about Ruth and her very tangled love life.’


‘Interesting … Unless she’s got really bad hay fever, she looked like she’d been crying when I saw her.’ Jess’s voice was so low Frankie almost couldn’t catch what she’d said.


Sorcha finished her salad and narrowed her eyes. ‘I heard in maths earlier that she’s dating someone who’s repeating Fifth Year. Like, maybe not dating but has been seen with. Perhaps she’s got boyfriend trouble.’ She paused. ‘I wonder if that’s got anything to do with this morning’s Rave-fess post? Everyone was talking about it in the corridor on the way down.’ Sorcha reached for her bag under the table and pulled out her phone, careful to look around before she used it. They weren’t supposed to have their phones on in school, but as Frankie was always saying, hello, this was real life. It only took her a minute to open the site.


Have beef? Unfinished drama? Got tea?


Sorcha grinned mischievously as she scrolled down. ‘Here we go: “Is it acceptable to date older guys? Discuss.”’ She frowned. ‘No exclamation mark … that’s interesting.’


Jess leaned over to try to see the screen. ‘Why’s that significant?’


‘Because without the exclamation mark after discuss it’s like a serious question.’


‘I think you’re overthinking that, Sorch.’ Frankie put her fork down. ‘What’s the response?’


‘Seem to be lots of vomit emojis on dating someone younger than you. Quite a lot of aubergines for older.’


Frankie rolled her eyes. ‘That’s the issue, really, isn’t it?’


Just then, the screen refreshed and a new comment popped up.


Ella D might know all about that.


‘Yikes,’ Sorcha said. ‘That’s going to set fireworks off. Who is Ella dating?’


Frankie shook her head, wide-eyed. ‘Apparently she had a fling with some lad at her stables but honestly, you couldn’t keep up with Ella’s love life if you tried. She should have her own gossip magazine.’


Sorcha glanced at her phone again, keeping it hidden under the table. ‘And this just posted: “I hate messaging someone first. It always feels like I’m bugging them.”’


‘That’s a bit sad.’ Jess looked over at Sorcha. ‘I know what they mean, though. And it’s not just friends. Sometimes I don’t want to message my dad in case he’s in the middle of something.’


‘In fairness, Jess, that’s a legit problem – your dad could be anywhere. It’s the complete opposite with me. I’m on speed dial with my family. Everything from babysitting to housekeeping, it’s like “just call Frankie”.’ Frankie sneaked a look at Sorcha’s phone and read the next post loud enough for them to hear: ‘“Am I being too sensitive for getting upset that my boyfriend has started asking me to wear make-up when we meet? It makes me feel like I’m not enough.”’


Jess shook her head disapprovingly. ‘That’s just mean. She should dump him fast.’


‘Who could that be? Not Katie? Didn’t she say something to you about make-up earlier, Frankie?’ Sorcha frowned. ‘I hope not.’


Jess looked from Sorcha to Frankie enquiringly. ‘Who’s Katie dating?’


‘Josh Fitzpatrick, Raven’s Park College rugby captain. They’ve been together like forever. But that’s definitely not her – Josh wouldn’t be like that. You’ll see when you meet him. He’ll be at the party, with the whole rugby team …’ Frankie paused as more Fifth Years arrived at the table.


‘Are you guys talking about Rave-fess?’


Frankie grinned up at Maeve, who was followed by her girlfriend, Tara, their trays in their hands. ‘Of course.’


Maeve rolled her eyes as she sat down beside them. ‘That lunch queue is getting longer each year, I swear …’


Without a breath, Tara picked up the end of Maeve’s sentence: ‘… there seem to be even more First Years this year. I hate skipping ahead of them.’


Maeve Andersson and Tara Li had been together since Transition Year and constantly held hands, as if one might drift away from the other if they let go. With Maeve’s platinum-blonde bob and Tara’s jet-black pigtails, Frankie always thought they were just like the yin and yang symbols Maeve had on her pencil case. They seemed to fit together perfectly.


Frankie shunted up on the bench to make room for them. Then Caitriona Donoghue, her curly red hair tamed into a plait, and new girl Vivienne Smyth appeared, and squished in on the opposite side beside Jess and Sorcha.


Frankie gave Viv a smile. ‘How are you settling in? Big change from Raven’s Park?’


Viv glanced at her, her brown eyes anxious. ‘Everyone’s been really lovely. I’m so glad I got a place here.’


Part of Frankie wanted to hug Viv; she knew how nervous she was. Some of the boys had been supportive in Raven’s Park College when she’d come out last year, but some really hadn’t. Viv had started transitioning over the summer and her curly hair had grown into a cute bob. Caitriona had taken Viv under her wing from the moment she’d walked in. Moving schools was a big thing in a host of what Frankie knew were very big things.


Frankie did the introductions. ‘This is Jess, new from London, and my cousin Sorcha.’ Frankie introduced everyone. ‘Are you all coming to Katie’s party?’


Viv grimaced. ‘Not totally sure yet.’


She trailed off as Tara leaned down the table for salt, her pigtails swishing around her face. ‘We’re going into town tomorrow to get new dresses, aren’t we, Maeve? And I need new runners.’


Jess looked at Frankie. ‘Would Katie be upset if I give it a miss? I hate big parties.’


Sorcha nodded. ‘Me too. I don’t really know enough people yet. But I’ll be watching Rave-fess for all the gossip.’


‘Is it just Raven’s Hill?’ Caitriona pushed her gold-rimmed glasses up her nose and hooked a stray tendril of red hair behind her ear.


‘Raven’s Park too. Sounds like Katie’s invited the entire Fifth Year from both schools.’


Viv’s beautifully formed eyebrows rose. ‘Everyone? That may not end well.’


‘She’s got a huge house …’ Maeve chimed in.


‘And a pool.’ Tara grinned. ‘It’s going to be amazing.’










FIVE


‘So, I hear you’re the one to watch on the swim team?’


Sorcha jumped at the voice behind her, as much at the nastiness of the tone as at the fact that she wasn’t alone after all. She’d been leaning on the basin in the loo, scrolling through Rave-fess posts on her phone, and hadn’t heard the door. The others were still in the lunchroom, but she’d wanted five minutes to catch up.


It had taken her three goes to find a toilet that wasn’t occupied. It was only day two of term and the first couple had had girls sobbing in cubicles, their friends crowded around the door, trying to persuade them to come out.


Sorcha put the phone screen to her chest so the new arrival couldn’t see it, then turned slowly to look over her shoulder.


Ruth Meaney. She should have guessed. But Ruth on her own. At least she didn’t have her followers in tow: they must still be at lunch. Perhaps Ruth had only just finished with the careers teacher and was on her way to the canteen. Jess was right about her eyes – whatever was going on, they looked distinctly red.


‘Depends what you mean by “watch”. I’m the fastest on the team if that’s what you mean. And we’re the best in the county.’


‘Fastest at what? Leprechaun diving?’


Ruth towered over her, her long blonde hair slung over her shoulder. Sorcha scowled and looked at Ruth out of one eye, like she was talking an unintelligible language.


Sorcha had never had a problem with being small, and she knew she was fast with it, that she could duck out around Ruth before she’d even react. But Ruth Meaney interested her. As soon as Sorcha had found out she was moving to Raven’s Hill she’d made it her business to check out everyone who would be in Fifth Year. And she knew Ruth liked to be the best at everything.


Well, maybe she’d try to take her down a peg or two.


‘Is it tough being so tall? I mean, from what I can see, it’s obviously hard to get nice clothes to fit.’


Ruth’s mouth dropped open and Sorcha mentally chalked up Victory #1.


The thing that Ruth obviously hadn’t realised about Sorcha was that she was fast in the water because she couldn’t bear losing. Sorcha didn’t come second; it just wasn’t a thing.


The secret was preparation and having all the data.


Her parents were the same, both of them at the top of their fields – which was obviously great, but did mean they were away a lot, presenting research papers at conferences all over the world. When her sister, Beth, had been at home, it had been fun with just the two of them, but now that Beth was at university, Sorcha wasn’t so keen on being on her own all the time. From next week she’d be boarding at Raven’s Hill and she couldn’t wait. She’d be able to fall out of bed and go straight to swim practice without fear of missing the bus. A whole extra hour under the covers would be heaven.


Even if she did have to put up with basic bitches like Ruth Meaney between times.


Sorcha looked at her, her eyebrows raised. ‘You’ve had a busy summer. You’re like a magnet to boys, aren’t you?’


Ruth scowled at her, her eyes narrowing. ‘What do you mean?’ She leaned in closer to Sorcha and put one hand onto the basin beside her, creating a barrier between Sorcha and the door.


Sorcha looked at her innocently. ‘You just seem to be very popular. You’re in lots of peoples’ posts and stories.’


‘I am popular, that’s what happens. But you probably don’t know anything about that.’


Sorcha looked pointedly at Ruth’s hand on the basin. She was wearing a gold chain bracelet with an R on it. It was a heavy chain and the charm was very plain. Perhaps Sorcha was closer to the mark about Ruth’s bad taste than she’d first thought. She was definitely wearing far too much make-up and her eyelashes looked like they had a life of their own.


‘Winning isn’t about being popular. Being the best means you leave people behind. It’s like natural selection. I’m very focused.’ Sorcha almost added, and way ahead of you, but she didn’t need to explain herself to Ruth Meaney of all people, the very person who natural selection had obviously deselected in the brains department. Sorcha had a very low opinion of anyone who needed to be a bully to be on top; it said so much about them and their insecurities.


It took a second for Ruth to recover. ‘But you hang out with losers. That doesn’t make much sense to me.’


Sorcha looked at her hard. ‘I think loser is a relative term. But you’d know more about that than me.’ Without waiting for an answer Sorcha pushed roughly past Ruth and pulled open the door to the corridor, her heart thumping.










SIX


32 HOURS TO THE PARTY
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