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To the incomparable Rachel Denwood






NOTE:

Every summer, thousands of Irish teenagers go to the Gaeltacht – the regions where Irish is still spoken as the first language, and where colleges offer intensive courses to secondary school students in preparation for their final exams. While most Irish people learn Irish at school, few speak it or use it on a regular basis.






Rinne mé é

Rinne tú é

Rinne sé/sí é

Rinne sibh é

Rinneamar é

Rinne siad é

I did it

You did it

He/She did it

You (pl.) did it

We did it

They did it








PROLOGUE


We stood

at the top of the

rock watching her fall

then we walked back down

with the truth we would tell if

anyone asked us what happened

up there because friends are in safe

hands with friends and we really were

we lied so it was an accident and that night

even though we reached the base of the rock

the truth was our descent had started weeks ago








PART ONE – ROCK






1

Amber stood in the darkened kitchen waiting for the water in the clear glass kettle to boil, absently clutching the handle of the cafetière. She became aware of the tightness of her grip, released it, and let out a long, relieved breath. It was six a.m. and she was free. Any time her mother was sleeping, she was free. The rolling forecast of doom was switched off.

Amber’s gaze moved to the calendar on the side of the fridge, freshly turned to August, the first three weeks boxed off in red marker with Gaeltacht! written across it. It wasn’t there a week ago. It was a sudden reaction to an email sent by the school telling parents that Mr McQuaid, the Irish teacher, wouldn’t be coming back in September. In Amber’s case – her final year. The year she would sit the Leaving Cert, which decided what university she would go to. Within days, she and four of her friends were late-breaking additions to an intensive Irish language course in Galway that the ninety other students had probably been signed up to for years. The only difference was those other ninety would be staying with Irish-speaking host families nearby, and Amber and her friends – Rupert, Kelly, Lockie and LB – would be staying on campus, in ‘luxury accommodation’ according to LB’s dad who made it all happen. (He was a musician, a rock star, he knew the owner – and he was going to do everything he could to give his daughter her best chance.)

Amber reached up to open the cupboard door, and an image flashed through her mind of the kettle coming to a violent boil under her arm, melting her skin.

‘Stop.’

She said it out loud. Sometimes, she had to. Like she was talking to someone else, which she kind of was. Amber loved her mother, but not her mother’s fears. They were like ticks she flicked off herself and onto Amber. They burrowed into her brain. Amber pulled open the drawer and the blade of a kitchen knife shone.

‘Stop. Oh my God.’ Amber grabbed a spoon and closed the drawer. She walked back to the kettle and stared at the water bubbling wildly as it boiled. She loved water, loved its flowing freedom. She dreamed about soaring over waterfalls, breaking the churning surface, plunging into a quiet, contained darkness that felt like home. Or deep under the sea, moving like an eel, coiling and uncoiling around everything she thought was beautiful, through the broken portholes and cleaved metal of shipwrecks. Even shipwrecks can be beautiful. Rupert got it. Rupert let things breathe and be. Amber’s mother needed things to make sense through her eyes and would never think to adjust her vision. Instead, she tried to adjust all the parts of Amber she didn’t understand, as if one day everything would click into place.

Amber carried her mug up to the bedroom and went to the shelf where she kept her tarot and oracle card decks. She put the mug down, chose two oracle card decks, paused, then added a third. She scanned her shelf of crystals, picking whichever ones called to her and slipping them into a purple velvet drawstring bag. She turned to her desk where a selenite sphere, white and opaque, was mounted on a wooden stand. It was a heavy and cold handful that always warmed her heart – it was like holding the moon. She picked it up, wrapped it carefully in a sweatshirt, and tucked it into the middle of her rucksack. She was about to tie it closed when she remembered who else would be coming to Irish college. She picked up an ebony bracelet – silver clasp, shining beads of black obsidian.

For protection against negative energies.



Rupert Gore-Graves ducked in front of the mirror at the top of the stairs and, using gel and a wide-toothed comb, worked his thick, glossy, rich-red hair into a thoughtful arrangement of definable ridges in keeping with his look.

‘Who are we today?’ he knew Amber would ask when they met later.

‘American Psycho,’ he would answer, and she would see that – the slicked-back hair, the clean shave, the clenched jaw, the perfect white teeth and shirt, red braces, and, well, shorts because it was summer. Preppie, tailored and navy. And brown loafers. Then they would kiss on each cheek – proper kisses, lips on skin, not like Kelly’s kisses that were literally air. But like the air of a silent secret she was breathing into you as her mouth swept past your ear.

Rupert went into his bedroom and looked with pride at his suitcase, open on the bed: clothing and footwear impeccably arranged. English language books – poetry and ghosts – in Irish language covers, wedged so neatly around them that only a savage would examine and confiscate them.

Rupert’s father was waiting for him at the gate at the end of the very long laneway that led from their manor house to the road, his grey hair neatly combed, the sleeves of his flannel shirt rolled up to the elbows, the white hair on his arms lifting in the warm breeze.

‘It will be unimaginable without you,’ he said as Rupert approached.

‘Everything is imaginable,’ said Rupert. He gave his father a broad smile. His father’s matched it.

‘I love those sweeping, buoyant thoughts of yours, Rupe. The house will be terribly empty without them.’

‘You know it’s forbidden to lay any psychological burdens on your child,’ said Rupert. ‘Particularly when you’re the banisher.’

‘Good Lord – the banisher! Does that make you the banshee?’

‘That’s appalling,’ said Rupert.

‘If I spoke the language, I’d keep you here and teach you myself. You know that.’

‘It’s only three weeks,’ said Rupert. ‘And I do know that.’ His brown eyes shone with love.

‘It’s not the nicest of languages, Irish, is it?’ said his father. ‘Quite harsh. Lots of “icks” and “ocks” and “chucks” and “coos” and… farmyard sounds, really.’

‘Don’t let the neighbours hear you,’ said Rupert. ‘As an English gentleman farmer landowner—’

‘Charmer of local beauty,’ said his father. He flipped open his battered leather wallet and Rupert saw the faded image of his mother, captured a year before she died. She was only twenty-six. ‘Scandalous decades younger than me,’ his father used to joke.

He rubbed his thumb across the photo.

‘The Irish girl who stole my heart,’ he said. ‘And gave it back to me, bigger.’ He nodded at Rupert.

‘Oh my God, Dad – adorable.’

His father handed him two fifty-euro notes. Rupert handed one back. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ He blew a kiss at his mother’s photo. ‘I never knew your fluency, nor will I. But I will toil in its honour.’ He looked at his dad. ‘And yours too, I hope you know.’

His father smiled. ‘My kind boy, always concerned about feelings he wouldn’t dream of hurting.’ He nodded. ‘Right, well – your chariot awaits.’

A horn beeped, and Rupert looked to where their elderly neighbour, Páidí, was getting out of his battered red, mud-splattered car, beaming at them both, reaching out a hand for Rupert’s suitcase.

‘Not at all,’ said Rupert, about to walk around to the boot.

‘Let him,’ said his father, quietly. Rupert did. His father was always gentle in his redirects. He had told him that there was dignity for Páidí in earning the ‘few bob’ he paid him for the errands and odd jobs he did on the estate.

‘Right,’ said his father. ‘Time to…’

They both nodded.

‘You’ll be able to speak to Páidí in his native tongue by the time you get back.’

‘Manage your expectations,’ said Rupert, as he settled into the front seat and arranged his long legs in the passenger footwell, using his loafers to gently work a hole in a layer of miscellaneous plastic soft drinks bottles.

He took one last look out of the window at his father.

Englishman Leaning On Farm Gate. Summer. Kildare.

Rupert liked to caption scenes as if they were paintings. Mostly in his head. Sometimes out loud. He waved goodbye to his father, who was wiping away a tear. Rupert’s heart surged. He wanted to jump back out and give him another hug, but Páidí was reversing like the maniac he was, and sentiment would never slow him. Rupert braced himself for half an hour of listening to Páidí talk GAA on the drive to the train station.

To Rupert, the Gaelic Athletic Association was great, hurling was great, Gaelic football was great. Great unknowns.

‘I’m more a G-A-Y fan, myself,’ Rupert wanted to say. Except he wasn’t sure that that was the truth, either. That he was a fan. There was feeling gay, and then there were the feelings about the feelings. You’re meant to love and accept who you are these days. But Rupert loved how his father loved him more. What if it stopped? He had never heard his father say anything homophobic. Not once. But, still… what if it stopped?



Lotus ‘LB’ Behan ran her hand down the side of her black stallion, Guinness. Tears welled in her eyes.

‘Ooh,’ said LB. ‘Bit emosh, Guinn.’

She tipped her head back and sent the tears down the sides of her rosy cheeks.

Her father came up behind her.

‘Lotus Behan,’ he said, putting an arm around her shoulder. LB patted his hand, turned around, and smiled. ‘Hey,’ she said gently. ‘You look tired.’

‘Me? I always look tired.’ He smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. ‘Gonna miss you, LB,’ he said.

‘Gonna miss you too,’ said LB.

LB was used to missing him, but this was different – she was the one leaving him behind. At home. In Dublin. And even though she hadn’t expected him to be there – the family were meant to be on their annual vacation in the south of France – she felt like she was missing out on having him around the house. When he could cook her awful breakfasts but entertain her away from really noticing. But she didn’t say anything because she didn’t want to guilt him, and she didn’t want to seem ungrateful.

‘Thank you for arranging all this,’ said LB.

Her dad laughed. ‘I did something right with you,’ he said. ‘The idea of me thanking the old man for a trip to the Gaeltacht…’ He patted LB’s head. ‘Mind you, if it had been a five-star experience…’

LB laughed.

‘Though the place is only half done,’ said her dad. ‘Does that make it a two-point-five?’

LB groaned. ‘Whatever it’s like, I promise you I’ll nail the H1.’

‘Are they giving you exams? In the summer?’

‘Yes!’ said LB. ‘That’s why it’s so insane!’

‘OK – do me one favour,’ said her dad, ‘and don’t tell your mom I asked – she thinks I don’t listen to her. H1 – is that the same as an A? How many points is that?’

‘Dad!’ said LB, faux-frustrated. ‘Forget about As. H1 is ninety to a hundred per cent. And that gets you a hundred points. H2—’

Her dad gave her the ‘wrap it up’ signal. ‘You’re going to lose your old man. You know I subcontract all the numbers stuff to Ash. Mind you, she’s got a bit of a blind spot when it comes to Kelly.’

LB laughed.

‘Daughters,’ said her dad, shaking his head. He winked. ‘OK… go on…’

‘OK – all you need to know,’ said LB, ‘is that I have to get all H1s if I want to do veterinary science in UCD. It’s six hundred points.’

‘And – tell me again – what’s wrong with being an off-the-rails celebrity offspring?’ said her dad. ‘OK – one more question. What’s the H about?’

‘Dad! Same as it was for you, Mom said. Higher! And there’s O for Ordinary.’

‘Now you’re talking,’ said her dad. He held a hand to his chest. ‘To the Ordinary man—’

‘Who conquered the world,’ said LB.

Her dad smiled, pulled her into a hug, and kissed the top of her blonde head.

‘Listen, why don’t I give you a lift?’ he said, stepping back.

‘To Galway?’

‘Yeah,’ said her dad. ‘Why not? Fire up the chopper, land you on the grounds in style.’

LB’s eyes widened with horror.

Her dad laughed. ‘Fine. I’ll drive you there. Like the Ordinary man I am.’



Marcus ‘Lockie’ Loughnane, lightly tanned, frowny, full-mouthed, was stretched across the back seat of the Kildare to Galway bus, rubbing his belly under his rugby shirt, scrolling through his phone. It started to ring. Private Number. He hesitated, then answered. He sat up and listened, then sat up straighter again.

‘Sorry – what?’ said Lockie, leaning forward, chest out like a bull ready to charge. ‘With all due respect, Mr—’

The caller was shouting over him so loud people were glancing back.

Lockie angled his body away, and spoke as quietly as he could. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about, but—’

He was shouted down again, and listened, open-mouthed, hand on his head, clutching a fistful of hair.

‘With all due respect, Mr Hogan—’

The shouting went on, but Lockie talked over him. ‘I did not send any photos.’ He paused. ‘It can’t be my face.’ He listened. ‘I don’t know!’ He paused. ‘No, I have a lot of respect. It’s just I’m on a bus. I’m going to the Gaeltacht. So… so I won’t be around anyway.’

The bus hit a bump hard, and as the phone jerked a little away from Lockie’s ear, he hung up.

The phone rang again – this time Dad was flashing on it. Lockie rolled his eyes, picked up and listened.

‘It was a private number!’ said Lockie. ‘How was I supposed to know?’ He paused, listened again. Anger swept across his face. ‘Well, I don’t care what your solicitor buddy says!’ His father was shouting over him. ‘I know that!’ hissed Lockie. ‘I wouldn’t want to see that either if I was him. But it wasn’t me.’ He listened again. ‘ “Stay out of trouble” – I’m not five… What?… Dad, I’ve no interest in other girls. I love Clare! And she loves me. Yeah: love! You know – that feeling you get when you open your wallet? And what your solicitor buddy feels when that fat fee drops into his account?’

His father was bellowing down the phone. Lockie stared up at the ceiling. ‘No. THANK you, thank you. Thank you so much. I really, really, REALLY appreciate it. Money well spent. I LOVE IRISH.’



Kelly Warner sat on her bed beside her half-packed suitcase, holding a pile of clothes on her lap.

‘For God’s sake, Kelly,’ said her mother, ‘it’s three weeks. Suck it up! What is so hard? You’ve been doing Irish since you were four years old! I told you – I’m not doing another year of this. Whingeing and moaning and “write me a note”. Take some responsibility! And it’s not like you’re slumming it. I don’t know if you realise how ungrateful you sound.’

She grabbed the pile of clothes from Kelly and pressed it hard into the suitcase. ‘Why am I even doing this?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Kelly. But she did know. It was because her mother never thought she could do anything right. Every time her mother walked into a room, Kelly felt watched, waiting in the dead-air pause before the judgement came, that flash on her mother’s face that said, ‘WRONG, KELLY! And you need to know it.’ What was the point in doing anything if her mother was around to take over?

‘You’re a brat!’ said her mom, coming out of the en suite holding matching bottles of shampoo and conditioner. ‘Sorry, but you’re in a thirty-grand-a-year private school, living in— Just look at this house that I kill myself for! But nothing is good enough.’ She held up the bottles. ‘Are you taking these?’

‘No!’ said Kelly. ‘I’ve already packed my toiletries.’ She pointed to a cherry-red carry-on bag by the door.

‘Are you joking me?’ said her mother. She sprung for it, and Kelly sprung after her.

‘Mom – don’t!’ She tried to grab it, as her mother tried to swing it away.

‘Leave it!’ said Kelly. ‘It’s heavy.’

‘Yeah, because you’ve emptied the bathroom into it!’ said her mom, laying it down on the ground. She clicked it open, and looked up at Kelly. ‘Would you get a grip? You’re going to school – hate to break it to you. Where do you think you’ll get the time to –’ she plucked out a white LED face mask – ‘reduce your fine lines and wrinkles?’

‘Mom, stop!’ said Kelly.

‘Fine! Take it!’ said her mom. ‘I’m sure you and the girls will get a kick out of it. But you’re taking one suitcase – that’s it! So make it work.’

Kelly flopped back on the bed and groaned through gritted teeth. Her mother got to her feet, came up to the bed and stood over her, hands on her hips. ‘So, to sum it up: you’re getting a lift with Antsy to the other side of the country, far away from your awful mother, so you can spend three weeks with your mates.’

‘To speak Irish,’ said Kelly.

Her mother raised her fists and mimicked Kelly’s groan.

‘And he’s not “Antsy” to me,’ said Kelly. ‘He’s just LB’s dad.’

Her mother stabbed a finger in Kelly’s face. ‘And your mother’s boss! Don’t you ever forget that. Because I worry about what might happen, Kelly, if you don’t respect what that man has provided for us. None of this, none of your charmed life would be if it wasn’t for him and it wasn’t for me.’

‘Nice poem,’ said Kelly. She looked up at her mother, eyes sparkling with defiance.

Her mom tilted her head, paused, then opened her arms and burst out laughing. ‘Come here, baba. Mama’s going to miss you so much.’

Their hug was a brief connect, like two moths twisting away from each other, bound for separate flames.
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Coláiste na Carraige was five years old, founded the same year its owner, Johnny Metcalfe, was abandoned by the multi-millionaire investor who had promised him the bulk of the money he needed to transform the derelict site and its mismatch of old buildings into a luxury boutique hotel and spa.

Johnny had enough money to renovate one three-storey wing of the main building, and when he’d had the idea to open an Irish college he managed to turn some of the outbuildings into classrooms, toilets and a canteen. Until he could find a new investor, Johnny’s money was made from running year-round Irish language courses that peaked in capacity during the summer with younger students in June, older students in July, and desperate students in August.

Johnny took care of the college business, and left the language side to the retired Irish teachers he leased it to. They were the ones responsible for hiring all the staff, but Johnny was allowed to misappropriate them when needed, including his favourite from the previous summer – a diligent young student who he was now watching line up bundles of envelopes on the front desk. He moved in beside her, a pile of A4 pages clutched to his chest.

‘How’s my aide-de-camp?’ he said, his tone cheery. ‘Sounds much better in French. I’m getting all my other languages out of me before I have to speak Irish, which, effectively, involves pushing you to the forefront to speak it.’

She smiled up at him.

‘First off,’ Johnny continued, ‘I would like to thank you for the dazzling job you did preparing the rooms for our last-minute guests. You never know what job will be thrown at you here!’ He pointed to the envelopes. ‘Are they the welcome packs? And your beautiful pen, ready to add our late-to-the-party names in your glorious handwriting—’

She narrowed her eyes.

‘OK,’ said Johnny, lowering the pages, ‘trigger warning, in case there are some familiar faces here.’ He put the pages down on the desk beside her. They were the last-minute application forms. She fanned them out until all five photos, clipped onto the top left-hand corner of each page, were staring up at her.

Her neck tightened, her jaw clenched.

‘You can tell me all about it at a later date,’ said Johnny. ‘In the meantime, why don’t we upgrade you to a suite? And –’ he pointed to the photographs – ‘I’ll let you shred their faces when you’re done.’



The Coláiste na Carraige minibus rattled across the cattle grid, through the towering wrought-iron entrance gates. The driver pulled up in the middle of the courtyard and yanked up the long skinny handbrake. He whipped a balled-up rain jacket out from under his seat, and a waft of stale air filled the tiny space. As he raised his arm to slide it into the sleeve, a blast of body odour followed. Rupert, sitting next to him, recoiled and turned around to the others, clinging to the back of the seat, a magnified expression of horror on his face.

The driver didn’t notice. ‘Stay where ye are, lads!’ he said, hopping out, slamming the door behind him.

‘There is running water in Galway? Please tell me,’ said Rupert. ‘Or him. Please tell him.’

‘Lots of running water,’ said Amber, pointing to the windscreen with her phone, which started to ping like crazy. She glanced down at her messages.

‘Mother?’ said Rupert.

Amber nodded, and started to fire back responses.

Lockie was staring out of the fogged-up window beside him. ‘Is it going to be like this the whole time? Not that it matters. We’re going nowhere. It’s a prison. The guys from—’

‘No stories about brain-damaged people,’ said Rupert.

Amber laughed.

‘We’re not brain-damaged,’ said Lockie.

‘If you play rugby, you are. The End,’ said Rupert.

‘If you’re a farmer, you don’t even have a brain to begin with,’ said Lockie.

‘Yet still we produce the raw ingredients for your sandwiches,’ said Rupert. He took a yellow cloth from the dashboard, turned to the foggy passenger window and wiped it down. A black SUV with tinted windows was parked by a sheltered, ivy-covered walkway. Smoke billowed from the exhaust through the red glow of the parking lights.

‘LB,’ said Rupert.

‘And Kelly,’ said Amber.

‘Why didn’t they give us a lift?’ said Lockie, frowning.

‘We wouldn’t have all fit,’ said Amber, quietly switching her phone to silent. ‘Plus, it was last-minute and her dad’s driving. And I think he’s extra weird about privacy these days. Obviously, Ash works for him, so Kelly’s “safe”. I get it.’

Rupert put the back of his hand to his forehead. ‘I’d hate to be famous, lied Rupert.’



LB was sitting beside her father in the front of the SUV as they waited for a break in the rain. She was dressed in straight-legged green combat trousers, a white T-shirt and white runners. Her black rain jacket was folded on her lap.

Kelly was watching LB’s dad from the back seat. He looked nervous. Every time they’d stopped – at the shop, the petrol station, the hotel for lunch, here, now – he was checking his phone. She didn’t want to ask, but she wanted to know.

‘What’s up?’ said Kelly. ‘You look…’

‘Don’t say it.’

‘Antsy,’ said Kelly.

‘Do you have any idea how many times…?’ he said.

Kelly nodded. ‘I do. So, what’s up?’

‘With me?’ he said. ‘Nothing. It’s all good.’

‘Cool, cool, cool,’ said Kelly.

He smiled, but Kelly saw, in the rear-view mirror, a flash of anger in his eyes. She looked out of the window at the puddles of rain in the cracked concrete, everything grey and wet. Stir the Irish language into that and it was like the worst stew ever. Her heart pounded at the thought of not being in Roquebrune-Cap-Martin. That was her life every August. Pool, lunch, shopping, dinner, clubs. LB’s family, their cool friends, LB’s treasure hunts with proper prizes at the end.

She leaned into LB’s dad. ‘Why didn’t all the rest of you still go to France?’

He reached out and gave LB’s knee a pat. ‘Solidarity.’

LB looked up. ‘Apparently that’s what made Lockie’s dad freak out. If Antsy is cancelling a holiday, sh… tuff just got real.’

‘ “Shtuff,” did it?’ said Kelly.

‘You don’t curse in front of your mother,’ said LB.

‘I don’t do anything in front of my mother,’ said Kelly.

‘Neither can I,’ said LB’s dad.

There was a hammering on the back window and everyone jumped.

‘Don’t move,’ shouted LB’s dad, throwing a protective arm across her.

‘Relax!’ said LB. ‘We’re at the Gaeltacht.’

‘Open up, open up!’ came a rough voice with a thick Galway accent.

LB’s dad’s shoulders relaxed. He hit the button for the window and it slid down.

‘Can you move her up, please?’ said the man outside. ‘I’m trying to get the bus in…’

There was a pause. ‘Whoa – is it yourself? I saw you in Slane in—’

LB’s dad laughed. ‘No. Happens all the time. No.’

‘Well, you’re the image of him.’ The man looked into the car. ‘How are ye, girls? Disgusted?’

LB laughed. Kelly ignored him.

LB’s dad started the engine. ‘Right. Let’s get moving then.’ He rolled up the window without waiting for a reply.

LB smiled at her dad. ‘My brave protector.’

Kelly gave her own reflection an eye roll in the window next to her.

‘Kelly’s not convinced,’ said LB’s dad, glancing back.

Kelly gave a one-shouldered shrug. ‘What?’ she said. ‘It was Threat Level Zero. Elderly bus man.’

‘Not in the best of form?’ said LB’s dad, turning back to Kelly.

‘I’m fine,’ said Kelly.

‘You’ll be thankful next year,’ he said. ‘One less exam to worry about.’

Kelly snorted. ‘Like I worry about exams.’ She paused, then straightened. ‘I’m thankful now, though. Already. Seriously. Totally.’

They sat in silence. Then LB’s dad reached into the glovebox, took out one of his CDs and a black Sharpie. He rolled down the window and looked out. ‘Back in a minute, girls.’

He hopped out of the car, and dashed over to the minibus driver. ‘Hey, do you work for Johnny?’

The driver laughed. ‘I knew it was you.’ He nodded. ‘I’m Mick.’

LB’s dad signed the CD and handed it over.

‘Was that your daughter you were dropping off?’

LB’s dad nodded. ‘Her and her friend.’

‘Well, they’ll be well looked after here. Don’t worry about them one bit.’

‘Listen, LB – my daughter – she flies under the radar, OK? Doesn’t want a lot of attention about her dad. Johnny knows the deal.’

‘No, no – not a word, don’t worry,’ said Mick.

‘Tell me security is tight,’ said LB’s dad.

‘Ha! Is she a runner?’ said Mick. ‘A celebrity tearaway?’

LB’s dad laughed out loud. ‘Total opposite, bless her. Untouched by my crazy. But I’d keep an eye on the best friend.’

‘The one with the hair? Like in the ads?’

‘That’s the one. Kelly Warner.’






3

Rain was pounding down on the conservatory roof and the narrow shelter that ran alongside it. Rupert, Lockie, Amber, LB and Kelly were standing side by side, wet suitcases at their feet.

‘This is insane,’ said Kelly. ‘What is even going on here? Why has everyone else gone inside, and we’re here?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Lockie. ‘The driver just said to wait here.’

‘For further instructions,’ said Rupert.

Lockie turned around and tried rattling the conservatory doors.

Rupert raised an imaginary bullhorn to his mouth. ‘Welcome to Coláiste na Carraige! Hand over your phones, wallets… your lives.’ He made beckoning gestures with his free hand. ‘You heard me: hand over your best lives. And any delusions of competency in the Irish language. Come on, give them to me. Hand them over. Máis é do thoil é, obvs.’

‘Ugh,’ said Kelly. ‘Irish. I’m so bad.’

Rupert held an imaginary phone. ‘To upgrade from Basic Bitch Irish, press one. To hijack a minibus and return to Dublin, press two. To wish you were Réiltín Raye—’

‘Oh my God – Réiltín,’ said Kelly. Réiltín Raye was their classmate, a fluent Irish speaker and frequently bullied by Kelly. ‘Twinkle, twinkle, little freak…’ Réiltín was Irish for ‘little star’.

‘How I wonder where she is,’ said Kelly, her voice flat.

‘Not learning Irish,’ said Amber.

Kelly glared at her, then turned her attention to Lockie, who was staring into the distance. She reached out and squeezed his bicep. She had to open her hand as wide as it could go.

‘He’s not an object,’ said Rupert, reaching out and squeezing Lockie’s other bicep.

‘Get off me, you weirdos,’ said Lockie, snapping back into reality, shrugging them off.

‘Hate crime!’ said Rupert. ‘I’d like to report…’ He trailed off, his gaze drawn towards the college. ‘Oh.’ He raised his Wayfarers to his forehead. ‘I was wondering why it was so dark.’

‘I was wondering why you were wearing sunglasses in the rain,’ said Amber.

‘Sunglasses in the rain is my spirit animal,’ said Rupert. ‘He was squinting at a figure standing by the first-floor window. ‘In the dark blue sky you keep, and often through my curtains peep.’

‘What are you muttering?’ said Lockie, irritated.

‘Nothing,’ said Rupert, lowering his glasses again. ‘Nothing. I just—’

‘Why are we still out here?’ said Kelly, looking around. ‘This is ridiculous. What are we even doing here? And why haven’t they unlocked these doors for us? Why are there cones blocking the front?’

‘Cones are for peasants,’ said Lockie.

‘Your dad could have dropped us at the door!’ said Kelly.

‘We could have been dropped at the door too!’ said Lockie.

There was a sudden burst of heavier rain, and a rush of water flowed from the gutter beside them. Kelly’s eyes were lit with anger. ‘We should not be standing here.’

‘Speaking of which…’ said Rupert, pointing to the dark, rain-soaked college, now clearly visible.

There, at the bottom of the grey stone steps, stood Réiltín Raye, eerily still, inside an oversized rain jacket, its hood pounded by the rain, her huge, pale-green eyes stark against her skin. She was staring directly at them, a traffic cone in each hand.

Kelly’s mouth dropped open. ‘What the…?’

Everyone exchanged glances, then watched as Réiltín turned around and walked slowly up the steps into the building, closing the double doors behind her.

‘But…’ said Kelly, ‘why is she here? She’s fluent. I don’t get it.’

‘Oh,’ said Rupert, ‘I bet she’s a cuinteoir.’

‘A what now?’ said Kelly.

‘An assistant,’ said Rupert. ‘That’s what all the fluent kids do.’

They looked up as the minibus drove towards them, slowed, and stopped. Mick rolled down the window. ‘Lads, did Johnny not come for ye in the jeep?’

Lockie and Rupert walked up to the bus. ‘No,’ said Lockie. ‘Why would we need a jeep?’

‘I’m very confused,’ said Mick. ‘I was told, drop ye where I dropped ye – Johnny, the boss, would come get ye. And ye’re still here. And I’m on a mad dash to the wholesalers before closing, so I can’t drop you back.’

‘Back where, though?’ said Rupert.

‘All the way back there,’ said Mick turning around and pointing. ‘You’re way back. At the Lodge. Beyond those trees. But there’s a path you can cut through, at least.’

‘This is a joke,’ said Kelly.

Mick craned his neck past Lockie and Rupert, and spotted LB and Kelly. ‘Go on, so,’ he said to everyone. ‘Hop in. I’ll drop ye.’

‘Was it Johnny who sent you to the wholesalers?’ said Rupert, leaning forward.

‘No, no,’ said Mick. ‘There’s no sign of Johnny.’

‘Was it the cuinteoir?’ said Rupert.

Mick nodded. ‘’Twas.’

‘Is her name Réiltín?’ said Kelly.

Mick nodded, then glanced at them in the rear-view mirror. ‘Do ye know her?’

‘She’s in our class in Dublin,’ said LB.

‘Lovely girl,’ said Mick.

‘Who has played us like a violin,’ whispered Rupert to the others as he slunk back into his seat. ‘She stood at the entrance to not our building, holding two traffic cones – the same she used, in conjunction with an unsuspecting minibus driver, to guarantee we were parked/dropped/sheltered in all the wrong places and all the right weather conditions to create maximum drenchage.’

The others exchanged glances.

‘I say, “Brava!”,’ said Rupert, giving high, silent claps.

Kelly slapped his hands hard. ‘I say, “Game on.” ’
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