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  The rain was loud but he still heard the snap. It sounded like part of the fence breaking. It was near midnight. Hard rain slammed down, each drop crashing against the

  roof and exploding. Through the window Ewan saw movement in the shrubbery at the back of the garden. A pale blur emerged, reflecting and shimmering in the drips running down the glass. The blur

  solidified into a person as it stepped closer. It was May.




  Quietly, Ewan let her in and brought her to his room. This was his aunt’s house and she did not approve of late callers. Or any callers, any time. But May came and went as she wished. She

  did not care about commonplace things, like the time. Now May was soaked and her dress was grass-stained. Only her wellington boots were sensible for the weather. She wrung out her hair and gazed

  around Ewan’s room. They had not spoken since their last trip to see Andrew in hospital a month before.




  ‘Give me some food, will ye,’ said May.




  ‘I’ve a dozen sandwiches packed in that bag,’ said Ewan. ‘Have them.’




  ‘I’ll need more than that,’ said May, but she grabbed a sandwich out of the backpack lying on Ewan’s bed. She peeked inside to make sure it was vegetarian then stuffed it

  in her mouth. They looked at one another as May chewed. They had both seen a lot of trouble recently. You could see it in Ewan’s eyes. He had a lonely, orphaned look. You could detect it in

  May’s arrogance. She held herself aloof from the ordinary.




  ‘Planning on running away again?’ she asked as she swallowed, pointing at the bag with her thumb.




  ‘Yes,’ said Ewan, ‘if it ever stops raining.’




  ‘Where will ye go?’




  Ewan looked away. He had no plan. He had nothing but a desire to get away from here.




  May started on a second sandwich. ‘Didn’t those Social Services people say that if ye went AWOL again they’d put ye in a unit?’




  ‘Yes, a unit,’ he said. ‘Whatever that means.’




  ‘I’ll tell ye what it means,’ said May. ‘Nasty food and communal showers. Locked dorm rooms all filled with boys from broken homes.’




  ‘I might fit in,’ said Ewan.




  May snorted. ‘Ye would not,’ she said. ‘You’re too soft. The other lads would have your guts out the second ye said please pass the butter or some other bit of

  well-raised chat. So if you’re goin’ to run away ye better not get caught. Ye better come with us.’




  ‘Not sure I can live with rabbits or foxes or whoever you run with these days,’ said Ewan.




  It was true that May wandered wild. She had been practising her talent with animals, spending days away from people, in forests or by remote coast. But May never went long without visiting

  Andrew, their wild friend. Going to visit him far more often than Ewan did. Andrew was being kept in a secure hospital. He was host to a ferocious infection that had reshaped him, made him

  half-monster.




  ‘I’m here about Andrew,’ said May. ‘They want to operate. Rip those creatures out of him.’




  ‘I heard,’ said Ewan. ‘They’re going to do it this week. I guess it’s the last chance he’s got.’




  ‘We can’t let them cut him open,’ said May. ‘It’ll kill him. Or leave him brain-damaged. Even the doctors say it’s fierce dangerous.’




  ‘Andrew will never be allowed home the way he is now,’ said Ewan. ‘And going home is the only thing he wants. I bet if he was able to understand, he’d choose to risk the

  operation. It’s that or spend his life locked away. Andrew would rather take the gamble. Besides,’ Ewan continued with a shrug, ‘they’re going to operate whatever we think.

  There’s nothing we can do.’




  Ewan considered himself a realist.




  ‘Aye there is,’ said May. She leaned forward, as if with a huge secret that others might overhear. ‘We can get him out of hospital and take him to this lake I’ve heard

  about.’




  ‘A lake?’




  ‘It’s somewhere in the mountains,’ said May. ‘Its water cures all ills.’




  ‘Who told you about it?’ asked Ewan.




  ‘A wee bird,’ laughed May.




  Ewan waited.




  ‘Actually, it was a bunch of swans I met by a river,’ said May. She held her hands together as she remembered them. ‘Ye should have seem them, Ewan. The most beautiful things

  ever. I’m sure I got good knowledge from them. They were hatched by the lake. Its water made them perfect. I reckon it could cure Andrew.’




  May’s ability to commune with animals was not always reliable. Ewan thought this lake sounded like a myth or exaggerated story. But May was so full of hope that he did not say so. Instead

  he gave a practical reason why the idea was a non-starter.




  ‘The hospital will never let anyone take Andrew out,’ said Ewan. ‘Not even for an hour.’




  ‘So break him out instead,’ said May. ‘Go visit and ask permission to bring Andrew for a walk around the grounds. You’ve seen the grounds, they’re big. Stroll a bit

  and get out of sight of the security cameras. Then, with some pointing and cajoling, get Andrew to rip open the boundary fence. Then make a run for it. Easy.’




  ‘That fence is electrified,’ said Ewan.




  ‘IS IT?’ exclaimed May. Her face snapped towards the window. Rain was hammering down outside, ricocheting off the windowsill. ‘Andrew’s so tough,’ she said, dazed

  and impressed. ‘He didn’t complain. I don’t think he even noticed.’




  It took a moment to sink in.




  Ewan leaped to the window. Even in the darkness he could see the garden had changed, taken on extra bulk. A sense of living presence out there made his heart thump. Something monstrous was in

  the night and the rain. The shape heaved in and out as it breathed. It was human-formed but bigger than a normal person, lumpy and crooked. Rain bounced off its wide shoulders. It was watching. It

  was waiting.




  ‘I’ve already done it,’ said May. ‘I bust him out.’




  ‘You’re a kidnapper!’ said Ewan.




  She giggled, sounding both frightened and thrilled. ‘I suppose I am,’ she said. ‘Do ye reckon they’ll put me in a unit too?’




  ‘This is serious.’




  It was, and May knew it. ‘He’s our friend,’ she said, ‘and he’s ill, that’s serious. They want to rip out his infection and probably destroy him in the

  process, that’s serious. So, we have to do something. Like right now. These are serious times.’




  Ewan looked out at Andrew and shook his head. ‘Oh, May,’ he said.




  But ten minutes later they left. They had to make the most of the night. Andrew, the monster-boy, was impossible to hide. They walked through the suburbs and into the countryside.




  Andrew loved the rain. Rain = Good. He loved it even as it drenched him. He had grown up by the sea but here was in an unfamiliar landscape of rolling hills and farmland. He had no idea

  where he was or where he was being taken. The rain was the single thing familiar to him. The single thing he had to remind him of home.




  ‘Hooommee,’ he murmured.




  This was the only word Andrew still knew.




  His big jaw worked from side to side. His skin was stretched tight over yawning ligaments. The rain drummed against it. His big arm swung. It ended at a slab of a hand and blunt fingers that

  almost touched the ground when uncurled. When he cracked his knuckles it sounded like gunfire. The other arm was not so big but was still packed with immense strength. He stopped and raised it now,

  pointing away westward.




  When confused, Andrew could be dangerous. Andrew was often confused. He knew only two things. That he was a boy and not supposed to be this monster. And that he wanted to be at . . .




  ‘HOOOMMEE,’ he howled.




  Ewan stopped and looked back. He did not bother going to Andrew but May was at his side in a flash. She reached up and put her hand on Andrew’s outstretched arm, still pointing to where he

  thought home might be. Andrew could not understand words but May spoke anyway.




  ‘We’re looking for a lake that’ll cure ye,’ she said. ‘Then you’ll be able to go home.’




  To Andrew, voices were just noise but he had sharp instincts. He trusted May by her tone, her touch and the light of her eyes. May = Good. He followed her. He would follow her

  anywhere.




  By morning they were in the foothills and there their problems really began. People did not react well to the monster-boy. Even from a distance, his tall crooked shape loping along a ridge

  caused loathing. Farmers stood in doorways with shotguns cradled in their arms and glared at them. They strayed too close to a village and a carload of men drove slowly behind them, herding the

  teenagers like beasts, until they were away. When such things happened, May became angry. So angry that all around badgers and hares snapped awake, gripped by her frustration. The animals kicked

  and scraped at their burrow’s clay walls but there was nothing they could do.




  May and Ewan led Andrew away from the roads, climbing among the hills. Not long after, they saw police cars going to and fro beneath them. From now on they would stick to high paths and empty

  bogland. There was nowhere to sleep so they would not sleep. May and Ewan walked ahead. Andrew lumbered behind.




  Day one: hills and rain.




  Day two: mountains and rain.




  Ewan clambered up a slope, using the vantage point to see if they were being followed. No one. They were completely alone in this raw landscape. They were off the map.




  ‘It’s just us,’ he called to May.




  No human life. No wildlife, either.




  May was looking skyward. She squinted against the rain and searched the sky for a swan or any other guide. Any animal that could lead them closer to the lake. But there was nothing in the air.

  The rain was too thick. Too relentless. The sun was reduced to a grey smudge in the sky. In the dark clefts of a cliff, May detected crows and a grumpy owl but none of them would help. Every

  creature was huddled against the malignant wet. Even their senses seemed waterlogged.




  The trio kept walking. Ahead of them, looming forms emerged from the downpour. Their shapes hardened into a row of wind turbines. Each was seven storeys tall. Their blades were turning slowly.

  Andrew stopped and growled at them. Only six months before Andrew could have described the mechanism at work inside a wind turbine. He could have made a good guess at how much electricity they

  produced. But now these machines were just more of the strange and alarming things that populated the world. They were just another mystery that might turn out dangerous. They were just another

  fright.




  May took Andrew by the arm and led him onwards.




  ‘He probably thinks they’re giants,’ said Ewan.




  ‘You’re the one with monsters on the brain,’ said May.




  Andrew was really the one with monsters on the brain – Ewan had seen the X-rays – but he did not respond to May’s remark. She sniped at him all the time now. He knew May was

  annoyed because everything was going wrong – they were soaked, had nowhere to shelter and had still not found the lake. None of these things troubled Ewan. They were searching a mountain

  range called Mourne in a county called Down for a lake that probably did not exist. Go wrong was what Ewan expected. Go wrong was what things usually did. He hunched against the rain

  and kept trudging. They were a couple of kidnappers, there was no turning around. They could only go on.




  May felt a presence, watching. She stopped. Looking around, she could not see where it was coming from. She raised her arms in a ritualistic pose while Andrew and Ewan watched her. Ewan knew the

  pose was unnecessary, it was her mind that did the work. Recently May had taken to raising her arms like that because she thought it looked cool and mysterious. She was showing off. But it was hard

  to argue with May’s high opinion of herself. Her ability was astounding.




  Silently, May called the animal and it obeyed. Ewan gasped as it galloped out of the rain. Red deer were the biggest mammals in the country but he had only ever seen them on television. Until

  now. This one was a stag. High antlers and a thick coat made it look like a king. But many metres away it took fright, locked its knees and halted, going from full gallop to still as stone in two

  seconds. Stillness was the deer’s camouflage. By staying motionless it faded into the muddy background. If he took his eyes off it, Ewan thought, he might never find it again. Nothing moved,

  nothing breathed. Then Andrew whined with sadness. He had just grasped why the deer had halted. It feared him.




  ‘Never mind.’ May spoke to Andrew in a gentle tone. ‘It’ll still lead us.’




  They followed as the deer swift-footed it away. At intervals it would wait, grand as a monument, for the teenagers to catch up. Before they got too close it would spring on again. In this way

  they were led over wide bogland towards a range of hills shrouded in cloud. The deer bounded up a hillside. Its knees were well engineered, launching the deer on and on, never faltering. The humans

  clambered slowly behind, Andrew’s shoulders dipping and rolling. It seemed Andrew might never get used to his big feet and awkward shape. The rain came on harder. Higher up the hill, the soil

  thinned and stone was exposed. The deer’s hooves clopped against the granite. Buckets of rainwater washed down and rippled around Andrew, May and Ewan’s ankles. The way got steep,

  steeper, then rounded off as they approached the top.




  ‘We’re close,’ said May.




  Job done, the deer galloped away. May watched it go with her arms raised in a pose of gratitude.




  ‘Give your thanks,’ she directed Ewan.




  Ewan sighed. ‘Thank you, deer,’ he said.




  The rain peeled back as the trio crossed the hilltop. Suddenly the ground was dry. Behind them the rain’s end hung like a curtain, one side wet and one side not. Beneath them was a lake, a

  splendid blue disc held between granite hills. The hills looked like eggs, domes of grey rock all just like the one they were standing on. There were five hills in total. On the lower slopes, pine

  trees had been planted in neat rows. These plantations ran to the lakeshore apart from where fields and a village hugged it. The village was a friendly-looking collection of thatched cottages and

  small farms. Every garden overflowed with flowers, fruit and vegetables. From their high position Andrew, May and Ewan could see people’s backs at work among the crops. Other villagers were

  leaning on gateposts or sitting on front doorsteps and having a chat. Their laughter carried up to where the teenagers stood. No rain was falling anywhere inside the valley. The cheerful scene was

  dappled in sunlight. Birds and bees flitted about. The pine plantations were overrun with squirrels. Swans were at rest in the middle of the lake.




  ‘There are heaps of animals,’ said May. She pressed her hands to her ears although that made no difference to the clamour in her head. The damp sniffles of the creatures outside the

  valley had been replaced with a joyous, although tuneless, blast of life. May had never experienced anything like this intensity before. It would accompany her as long as she remained in the

  valley.




  Ewan stood entranced by the clear air and pretty village. He could see the square outlines of old cottage walls under the water. Over the years the lake had obviously expanded. It shimmered all

  around its perfect roundness. It was a dream lake. It was a dream valley. Yet it was real. Already the sun was drying Ewan’s clothes.




  ‘This place seems so . . . good,’ he said.




  ‘Bet it’s not as nice as it seems,’ said May.




  Ewan did not reply. He was surprised to find himself optimistic. Just a little, but definitely optimistic. They stood silent a while, gazing into the valley.




  ‘Let’s hope Andrew doesn’t do anything violent,’ said May. ‘I wasn’t expecting a village and people and all.’




  ‘There’s no going back now,’ said Ewan.




  That was how Andrew, May and Ewan came to find the lake and the people living on its shore. They would soon discover this valley was just as pleasant as it looked, every

  citizen thriving off the miraculous waters of the lake. This place was called Lough Linger. A valley where everyone had what they needed. Where front doors were always open and kettles always on.

  The people of Lough Linger were so kind and generous that even these three unusual visitors would be made welcome. Even the monster-boy.




  But . . . there is a but.




  These were the last days of Lough Linger. Soon those cottages would be crushed. This place would be littered with rubble and broken trees. It was the visitors who carried this terror with them.

  It was no coincidence that Andrew, May and Ewan were going to see the destruction of this valley.




  They were going to cause it.
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  An old man was first to spot the visitors. He marched down his garden path and waved his cane at them.




  May bristled and Andrew, feeling her tension, bared his teeth.




  ‘See?’ said May. ‘It’s just like everywhere else.’




  ‘No, he’s only greeting us,’ said Ewan. Ewan was right.




  ‘Bonjour!’ the man called. ‘Welcome to Lough Linger!’ He swished his cane in a circle, emphasising his chirpiness. He did not flinch at the sight of Andrew, even

  though the boy’s teeth were bared and gritted. The man took Andrew’s clamped jaws as a friendly smile. ‘We don’t receive many day trippers,’ the man said. ‘Let

  me show you around.’




  They strolled down to the shore. Or, rather, May, Ewan and the old man, Mr Swift, strolled. Andrew lumbered, big and thumping. When moving, Andrew always seemed to be accompanied by the clash of

  drums and heavy-metal guitars. He sucked in the smell of turf fires, baking bread and sawdust rising from a sawmill. He liked the smells. In the fields, workers straightened their backs and greeted

  the visitors with whatever happened to be in their hands, waving carrots and great rods of Brussels sprouts. Farmers smiled hello as they loaded a van to bring their produce to market. In the

  village, the gardens were in bloom. The visitors heard fiddle music coming through an open door. People stepped from their cottages, wiped their hands on their aprons and came forth to meet

  them.




  ‘Will you have a wee cuppa?’ enquired Mrs Hume. The thick lenses of her glasses made her eyes massive, the pupils seeming to float way out in front of her face. She grinned and

  blinked.




  ‘Who have we here?’ a lady enquired of Mr Swift. Her name was Miss Boswell. Her close-cropped hair made her look practical and efficient. The scent of almonds hung around her.




  ‘Travellers from afar,’ said Mr Swift. ‘Maybe they’ve heard about your baking.’




  Miss Boswell laughed, looking at him fondly.




  Both women were as old as Mr Swift. It seemed everyone here was old. Not parent-old, but grandparent-old. They all wore slip-on shoes and woolly cardigans. Was this a retirement village?




  ‘I’ve just made a batch of scones,’ said Mrs Grace, her white hair gleaming.




  ‘And I’ll make us a big pot of tea,’ said Mr Hopkins, his hairless head shining.




  ‘Our friend has an infection and we’d like him to drink from your lake,’ Ewan said to the dozen old folk now surrounding them. ‘Would that be allowed?’




  The villagers had been too polite to stare at the monstrous boy but now they felt it was permissible. They studied Andrew. May heard his muscles tighten. He did not like so many eyes on him. The

  last time he had been surrounded like this, it had been by a gang of hospital orderlies come to restrain him. That had ended in blood and tears, although none of it had been Andrew’s.




  ‘Drink from the lake?’ said Betty Bird nervously. ‘I’m not sure that’s a good idea.’




  ‘And why not?’ asked Mr Swift.




  Mrs Bird was embarrassed. ‘They’re outsiders,’ she said.




  ‘So what?’ laughed Mr Swift. ‘Our lake makes no distinctions. Visitors, lead the way!’




  Other villagers were smiling encouragingly. They let the visitors through, then fell in behind. Mrs Bird gave in and scuttled after them. Despite their ages no one had difficulty keeping up,

  even the most wrinkly clipped along. More and more people came out of their homes and joined in. The visitors found themselves at the head of a procession walking towards the shore. May was

  relieved to see that not everyone was old after all. Adults of all ages were converging from the cottages, fields and workplaces. ‘The big lad has an illness,’ villagers explained over

  and over again as the procession swelled. ‘Nothing better than to take our waters then so,’ was agreed by all. Everyone was hopeful and happy to help. This was turning into a charming

  day out for everyone. Children skipped down lanes and joined the flow. Teenagers emerged and tagged along, whispering to each other and trying to get a look at the visitors.




  Andrew pounded along between Ewan and May. He had cooled down now that everybody was out of his line-of-sight. It was May who had her shoulders hunched and wished everyone would go away. She did

  not want an audience present when Andrew was healed and became his old self again. He had become this monster-boy in order to save her life. It was fitting that May’s ability had located the

  lake. It would also be fitting if they were alone together when he was cured.




  As they passed the community centre, a young woman emerged. She had blonde curls and a sparkling smile. She stepped through the double doors like she was stepping out of a shampoo advert.




  ‘Our Mayor,’ announced Mr Swift, jabbing his cane in her direction.




  ‘Welcome,’ she said, twinkling. Her name was Amber Feather.




  The lake was inviting but the village had only one boat, a rowboat strung to the jetty. The jetty was as solid as the hills. It was built of granite blocks arranged with such care that not a

  single weed had found nook. The teenagers walked to the end of the jetty and climbed down the steps, Andrew having to shift sideways to get to the water’s edge. The steps continued on down

  under the surface before fading into the deep. The lake smelled of crystal and light. Its surface was spread smooth and blue before them, the sky above was blue and even the hills across the lake

  shimmered in a blue haze. You might have called the view heavenly. Especially if you liked blue.




  Ewan looked at Andrew meaningfully and pointed to the water. Andrew just whimpered and scraped his massive bare feet on the steps – no boot was big enough for Andrew. He seemed suddenly

  shy. You could lead a monster-boy to water but you could not make him drink.




  ‘He doesn’t like them ones watching,’ said May, not caring if the villagers heard or not.




  It was a short jetty but many had squeezed on it to watch. Ewan glanced up and caught the impression of friendly faces and curiosity. He saw Mrs Hume’s big eyes blinking. A boy with red

  hair and a red face burrowed his way to the front and stared at the monster-boy, horrified and fascinated at the same time. Beside him, a man raised a camera to his eye and snapped a photo.

  ‘For our local paper,’ he explained.




  Ewan forced a smile and turned back around. ‘There’s no danger of Andrew going on the rampage, is there?’ he whispered to May.




  ‘There’s always danger of that,’ she replied.




  She went down to the next step, which was submerged. Standing on it, the water came almost to the tops of her wellingtons.




  ‘Careful there,’ Mr Hume advised from beside his wife. He stroked his white beard.




  ‘Don’t slip!’ said Mrs Bird.




  ‘They’ll be fine,’ said Amber Feather. She was watching with interest.




  ‘Take a drink, Andrew,’ said May, demonstrating by crouching down and scooping water up to her mouth. ‘This could be your cure.’




  Slowly Andrew got the message. Drink Water = Good. Without taking his eyes off May he got down on one knee. He did not scoop at the water, even though his bigger hand could have held a

  basin-load. He dropped his face straight into the lake and gulped.




  Gulp, gulp. Glug.




  Water coated his gums. It tasted like stone, mineral rich and heavy despite its clarity. It seemed to thicken in his throat and was difficult to get down.




  Glug.




  He swallowed harder.




  Glug.




  Andrew pulled his face out of the water and smacked his lips. May smiled hopefully. He looked at her and felt a forgotten version of himself turn once inside his body, like a sleeper rolling

  over during a nightmare. For a moment he was human again, the details of his life and mind revealed to him. But an instant later his infection had dug back in. It was back to basics for Andrew, the

  monster-boy. May = Good. Ewan = Good. But he himself was not. He looked down at his own hands, they were still monstrous and misshapen. He prodded a thick vein in his forearm. It had

  not faded. Not even slightly. May’s smile was still in place but its naturalness had fallen away from behind it. Now it was masking disappointment. Andrew looked at his reflection in the

  lake. He saw the same inarticulate face through the same yellow eyes. Shame burned his insides. He turned away from May.




  ‘I knew it wouldn’t work!’ said the boy with the red hair and the red face.




  ‘Tim, try to be nice,’ said Miss Boswell.




  Andrew saw everyone looking down at him, pitying him. He did not like that. It was better to be feared. But he did not like that, either. Ewan had to jump away as Andrew lifted his arms, closing

  his hands into two meaty lump hammers. His skin stretched taunt and each finger clamped into its hardest lock. Fists above his head, Andrew was like a loaded catapult. Loneliness filled his chest,

  was held for five seconds, then released in a roar.




  HUOORRRRRRRR . . .




  Villagers stepped back in unison, gripping each other for support. Betty Bird emitted a squeak of distress. The monster-boy’s cry echoed around the valley and the swans took off in a loud

  bluster. He flung his fists down, slamming them into a stone step. It cracked open, releasing a hiss of ancient carbon. The shock rocked through the jetty. Stones hopped in a wave. Villagers were

  tossed sideways. The photographer dropped his camera and dented the lens. Two people fell into the water, yelling. The boy with the red hair and the red face toppled into the rowboat, bashed his

  head and lay there with his legs in the air.




  The people of Lough Linger had never seen such chaos.




  While May soothed the monster-boy, Ewan attempted a public relations rescue. ‘We’re sorry, we’re sorry,’ he said.




  Villagers helped each other up. The boy in the rowboat was moaning and rubbing his head. The water was shallow around the jetty, people were wet but unhurt. The villagers were against these

  visitors now. The monster-boy had slumped on the lowest step, looking down between his feet. Having smashed a stone he was now subdued but he was obviously a rough sort, prone to acts of

  destruction. Vandalism; the people of Lough Linger did not approve of things like that.




  Miss Boswell looked down the steps at the visitors. ‘I think it’s best if you all go home now,’ she said.




  Ewan was aware of one terrible fact. They had nowhere to go. But there was something else on Ewan’s mind. Lush nature all around, the sunny atmosphere, the gentle people, Ewan liked it

  here. He wanted to stay longer. ‘Don’t be alarmed,’ he said to the villagers, ‘Andrew gets frustrated sometimes but he wouldn’t hurt a fly.’




  ‘A fly, no,’ said Amber Feather, watching the misshapen boy with steady suspicion. ‘Not a fly.’




  The monster-boy might prefer bigger victims.




  ‘Good may come of this yet,’ Mr Swift suddenly announced. Everyone looked at him, wondering where his positive chime came from. Did he not see what had just happened?




  ‘We were unreasonable to expect an instant cure,’ Mr Swift went on. ‘Maybe Andrew needs to take the waters over a number of days.’




  ‘That could be it!’ said Ewan.




  There were grumbles from the crowd but Mr Swift tapped his cane, overruling them and then going further. ‘Stay right here with us a while,’ he said to Ewan. ‘We even have a

  guest house, although it hasn’t been used in years. Your friend can take the waters every day and we’re sure to see an improvement.’




  Mr Swift was known for his wild notions but this was the wildest yet. Many villagers were unhappy with the idea of a monster-boy among them. Andrew seemed temperamental and aggressive. He might

  break something. Someone’s neck, for example.




  ‘Now, now,’ said Mr Swift, talking down the mutterings. ‘We’ve been blessed by the lake, as were our parents, and their parents, and their parents before them. When we

  meet someone in need it’s our duty to share. Don’t tell me you disagree?’




  Miss Boswell was looking at him, more sad than annoyed. ‘Do you really think it’s for the best?’ she asked.




  ‘Of course,’ said Mr Swift. ‘I’m certain the boy will behave himself from now on. Won’t he?’ He was looking at Ewan.




  Ewan nodded eagerly.




  The villagers shuffled on their feet. ‘Aye, I suppose,’ said Farmer Able eventually. He had a knobbly walking stick and wore a woolly hat that drooped to one side like a garden

  gnome’s. ‘Is only right to give the wains a go at the lake. Share and share alike!’




  ‘You’re right of course,’ said Mr Hume, stroking his white beard.




  ‘Yes, let them stay,’ said Mrs Merriman, sorry that she had been against the idea, even for a minute.




  The villagers had wavered but their decency won out in the end. The teenagers could stay. A little while anyway.




  May stayed on the bottom step caring for Andrew but Ewan went up and joined the crowd.




  ‘You did well to find us,’ Carrick McCuddy said to Ewan. The old man’s face was deeply lined. Anywhere else his eyes would be described as kindly, but here that was not

  unusual. Here it was the norm. Everyone’s eyes were kindly. Not long ago Ewan might have found this odd, perhaps even suspicious. But today he was so refreshed by it that he ignored any

  doubts. Ewan now remembered his respectful, polite side. He used to be so polite that he was mocked for it. But it seemed no one mocked anyone in Lough Linger.




  ‘Will you have that cuppa?’ asked Mrs Hume.




  ‘Oh, yes please,’ said Ewan.




  ‘What will the visitors do all day?’ asked Betty Bird. ‘We’re not used to guests around the place.’




  May looked up from the bottom step. An alarm bell was going off in her mind, or rather a school bell. She had already seen the schoolhouse on the far side of the village. She did not need to get

  any closer. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll stay out of your way,’ she offered quickly. But that went down heavily among the villagers. It sounded so unfriendly.




  ‘What ages are you?’ asked Mr Swift.




  ‘We’re all fifteen,’ said Ewan and he saw May flash him a look. This look consisted of a flare to her brow, a disappointed deflation in her shoulders and, with her mouth, the

  sort of shape you might make when presented with something truly stupid. The look lasted only a split second but managed to say, Ye’ve gone and told them our ages. Now they’ll make

  us go to school. Eejit.




  Sure enough, Mr Swift said, ‘We’ll be glad to school you while you’re with us. We can’t have you telling the outside world that the citizens of Lough Linger failed in

  their moral and legal duty to educate you.’




  ‘Great,’ said May.




  She looked out over the lake. The lake that had failed to heal Andrew. The view was tranquil but inside she raged. It had taken all her skill to bring them here. Was this her reward? A pat on

  the head and to be told to keep trying? They had walked many miles through tough country and what had it brought them? A bunch of wrinklies with a tea addiction and, worst of all, a school.
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  The schoolhouse was a whitewashed building with a yellow thatch. Fruit trees grew all around it, everyone ate from them at break times. There were plenty of break times. The

  halls were wallpapered in paintings of lake views and sunny scenes. The staff were supportive and patient. May did not like it one bit.
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