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To my mam, Patricia, for making sure I never, ever felt like an island during these first years of transforming into a mother myself.

To little L, I love you, I am so glad you are here. Hat! Up! Hello!




We understand so much. But the sky behind those lights, mostly void, partially stars, that sky reminds us: We don’t understand even more.

—Jeffrey Cranor and Joseph Fink, Welcome to Night Vale, “One Year Later”

It never hurts to give thanks to the broken bones

You had to use to build your ladder.

—The Mountain Goats, “Younger”







PART
ONE








ONE MORE SUMMER


Ronan Quaid was almost forty and running out of skin.

He lay on his back on a long, black table, arm outstretched onto a metal and leather support designed very specifically for holding up any appendage that might want tattooing. There was cling film everywhere, and the chemical reek of disinfectant was distinctly reassuring to Ronan’s best friend, Daphne McSharry, who sat waiting in a state of forced calm, staring into her phone.

They had to get on the road in the next hour if they wanted to hit Valentia before nightfall, but she wasn’t going to tell the gruff, bearded tattoo artist that they were in a hurry, just in case Ronan paid the price in dodgy, rushed line-work or worse, a heavy and painful hand with the machine. So Daphne moved blocks into their places in an off-brand game not unlike Tetris, and listened to the buzz of the gun, and the ambient metal music thrumming from the speakers. On strict advice from her therapist, Daphne wasn’t allowed to have any social media at all, but the phone had a grip on her nonetheless. Tiny block games helped keep her mind and hands busy in the same way a scroll through Instagram might for someone else—someone more able for it. Someone who hadn’t felt the scorch of the internet on fire in their time. Someone who hadn’t had to erase themselves from that world to survive in the real one. Daphne hadn’t the self-control to dabble, to have a burner account anywhere, to participate in any way other than having an email address, and even that wasn’t in her full name. The block games were different. The blocks she could organize, safely, in peace. They made the time pass faster, too, which was exactly what Daphne needed.

It was a hard day, and was going to be a worse day tomorrow, which was why Daphne hadn’t protested Ronan’s choice of moment to acquire a new tattoo. Something small in one of the rare remaining archipelagos of unillustrated skin he had left. Once he was done, they were going to get into her car and drive for four hours, through the Ring of Kerry and eventually over the long wooden bridge, back to the island of their youth. They’d be staying in the Tugboat, the McSharry family’s summer home—Ronan’s mother had long left the island, and now lived in London with her sister.

They’d get up first thing for the funeral, and go hand in hand through the whole day, staring down the barrel of the past.

Daphne thought about what waited at the end—two eyes, vast in a dark sky, winking like opals.

Ronan was uncharacteristically quiet.

About two and a half hours into the session, just as he was finishing up, the bulky old tattoo artist asked him, “So what’s the deal with the fox?” There was orange ink, by now, all over the rubber of his gloves.

Daphne looked up from her phone, curious about what lie Ronan was going to tell, but instead, to her surprise, he told the truth.

“My first boyfriend died, and tomorrow we’re going to his funeral. I think it is important to take a fox with me to the mass and the burial, for the day that’s in it.”

“Foxes are clever,” said the tattoo artist, instead of, “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“They are,” said Ronan. “They’re fast, too. Tricky to catch.”

And the tattoo artist didn’t say anything, just sprayed the site down with disinfectant and began to assemble some cling film to attach to Ronan’s arm.

Ronan caught Daphne’s eye. Neither of them could be trapped. Especially if they stuck together.

The pair of them had discussed, at length, the pros and cons of attending the funeral. They’d been astonished that Leonie had reached out—had analyzed her text messages, which were certainly clipped but not hostile. They’d sat facing each other, mugs of tea steaming between them, at Daphne’s kitchen table, considering only partially in jest if this was the moment they should both start drinking again. Ronan’s knuckles flexed. The words TRUE GENT were spelled out, a letter on each finger. The mood fell dark, suddenly, and Ronan stepped out onto the deck and called his sponsor.

Daphne’s wife, Shell, had placed her hands on her shoulders and squeezed.

“You have to go, you know that, don’t you?” said Shell.

Daphne nodded, leaning back into her soft apron. Shell tapped the place just below Daphne’s shoulder blades with her cold fingertips.

“There’s no way Leonie would have asked us if she didn’t need us. It’s not just grief. If it was just grief she wouldn’t want us pair of clowns near her, or the house, or the island at all. I think she’s inviting us with purpose,” Daphne said, quietly. “We owe a debt down there, Shell, and I’m not sure we can pay it.”

“Will you be able to live with yourself if you don’t try?” Shell replied, barely above a whisper. Ronan paced back and forth in the twilight, their lush garden a soft backdrop to his tall, lean form.

In his wake, an image of a mouth—long teeth for miles, sharp as needles, bright as stars.

“No,” said Daphne. “If it wasn’t the funeral calling us down there, it would be something else. We’d have to go back, eventually.”

“I know,” Shell replied. “Just be safe. Stick with Ronan.”

Daphne smiled. That was almost always what her mam would say to her.

Even though Ronan had been a heretic for years, a bad idea wrapped in a bad idea wrapped in the most charming young man you’d ever meet, he was always the right person to stay with. He’d never led her astray, so she’d even let him lead her back to the place where it all went wrong.






A SUMMER, LONG BEFORE


The rain that summer was so bad that it drove everyone on the island indoors, making every child under the age of eleven surprisingly capable of acts of cruelty and derangement in their boredom. The waste of summer was enough to make even the most good-natured child a fury. Daphne McSharry hadn’t started out as good-natured, so this particular spate of weather had turned her feral.

This year, she was nine and a half, and becoming increasingly combustible while contained inside her family’s holiday home, affectionately named the Tugboat. She was fit to kick a hole in the Tugboat. She was fit to sink it. Too many walls around her. The television only had three channels, and the DVD player wasn’t even working. She had read all of her books and lately decided she hated books anyway. She could not stand the sight of anyone in her family, the want to see her summer friends was so immense.

So, to pass the time, Daphne found herself recreationally fighting with her brother, Daithi, then her father. Her mother was only spared the girl-child’s wrath because she had sensibly hidden herself from the escalating drama caused by four days in a row indoors in a house with only three television channels. One of which was entirely broadcast in Irish, which nobody in the McSharry family spoke beyond prayers, requests to go use a bathroom, and simple descriptors of the weather.

Daphne did not want to draw or do puzzles or make little rocket ships out of cereal boxes. She did not want to help her mother make scones. She hated scones now, and cakes, and biscuits. She especially did not want to help with dinner, because she definitely hated dinner. And no, she did not want to play the Game Boy. She wanted out onto the island.

The island was her favourite place, the land she dreamed of all winter long, in the exhausting schooldays of spring, and in the aftermath of each holiday in the red and chill of autumn. She loved Valentia. She loved it because that was where her summer friends lived. She wanted to get sand in her shoes, then take off her shoes and throw them far across the beach. She wanted a choc ice the size of her face and a packet of salty crisps and two little bottles of Cadet Cola, a dark tonic she was never able to find up in Dublin in the little shops they had in her estate. She wanted to hear the pitch of her own screaming laughter against the woosh of the ocean. All this, certainly, but most of all, beyond the ice cream and salt and sugar, she wanted to see her friends.

And that was what she wanted, as she paced the boards of the Tugboat. She wanted Leonie to put her hair in French plaits and Leonie’s cousin Finn to give her a piggyback and run as fast as he could across one of the fields. She wanted to say swear words with Ronan, very loudly, but not as loudly as the crashing waves on the beach. She wanted to laugh with them, and there was no laughter in a house full of people whose hard-earned holiday had been ruined by bad weather.

She did not want the thundering of rain on the window. She did not want the cruel scorn of her brother, her father’s indifference. She really, really did not want dinner. She did not want a little cup of tea. She wanted out, out, and she would go through any man who stood before her and tried to tell her what she could and couldn’t do due to the amber weather warning and tiles flying off the roof of their own house and various others. She was a tiny wraith of a girl, and the wind could have easily picked her up and flung her into the hillside or off a cliff, but Daphne was not happy until she was free, and for four brutal days she was captive, and thus, bordering on insane. Mad with captivity. Furious.

On the fifth day, like a mercy, the wind came down a little, and she was partially released and partially banished into the now-dreary afternoon, clad in a too-big raincoat and too-big boots because, at last, like a sign it was safe to be outside, Ronan Quaid came to the door.

He was wearing a fisherman’s hat and holding a comically large golf umbrella. He stood tiny in the doorframe, querying if Daphne could come up to the Starcade on the hill with him, if he promised she didn’t catch her death in the horrible bad weather.

Her father murmured something about death having to move very fast to catch a little rat like Daphne—affectionately—and excused her from her prison.

Of all of Daphne’s summer friends, Ronan was Daphne’s summer-best-friend. He, and the others, lived on Valentia, and so they had three months a year of each other’s company, which feels like just about forever when you’re nine and a half. Daphne often asked her mam if they could live on Valentia, too, and her soft mother replied that the place was brutal every season that wasn’t the summer, and worse than she could imagine in the winter. Better to be a guest, better to go home.

Some people are built for the island, her mam would tell her, born to it. She’d tell her they were lucky to get to experience the place at all, lucky to have a place to go on holidays. Not everyone in the estate went on holiday—they were lucky they had Nana McSharry’s house to go to every year, and it was very good of her to let them stay while she was off away herself. Why ruin a good thing by getting too much of it? Daphne, who would eat three ice creams in a row if she was let, had no idea what her mother was talking about. She wanted to get to spend time with her summer friends year round. She wanted them to be her real, whole life friends. The other kids in her housing estate, or in school, weren’t like them. They didn’t like her the way Leonie, Finn, and especially Ronan liked her. Leonie, Finn, and Ronan weren’t obsessed with her brother. They didn’t talk about him all the time, hold her up to him for comparison, the way everyone else in Daphne’s life seemed to. Daithi was, mercifully, invisible to the three kids from the island. In the summer, he all but disappeared, and she was free of his unbearable arrogance, his loud voice, his boy-ness. He couldn’t suffocate her here, on the island, as long as she stayed the hell outside.

The pair of them, two skinny little freaks, stomped up the hillside through the puddles in along the side of the road, shouting and complaining about how rotten the days before had been. How outrageous it was that nearly a whole week of their summer was just pissing rain! Ronan informed Daphne that this was just what it was like in the winter, only worse. He also posited that it might rain all summer, that that’s what his mam had said. Ronan did not have a dad or a big brother. It was just him and his mam, and his mam was brilliant and a good deal younger than Daphne’s mam and worked in the tourist office—so she would know a lot about what the weather was doing, given that she was in charge of all the holidaymakers coming and going. This worried Daphne. Maybe if the wind picked back up, they could just put some big stones in her boots so she wouldn’t fly away when she was playing outside? They could just stay away from the beach in case any too-big waves came up to get them. They could just go up to the Starcade. They wouldn’t even have to spend very much money to be in there anyway. Plus, it was likely going to be full of other kids, and therefore safe. Annoying, sure, to be around so many kids that weren’t them, but if the Starcade was full of children, that was proof that it was a safe place for children to be without the worst enemy of the summer—adults.

This was sound logic, this made total sense. They would, and could, supervise each other. Laws would emerge. Systems of fairness and survival. They would shed the need for adults. They would become self-sufficient. Trustworthy.

The slope of the hillside path up to the Starcade was no bother to the pair of them, marching against the drizzle, their faces wet, arm in arm. Between them they had the sum of seven euros in coins to feed into the shining machines inside the arcade. It was an ugly building, not a place with the look of a building intended to be a family entertainment complex. It was essentially a prefab, a low-grade, almost brutalist construction sitting at an elevated point, overlooking the fields, and beyond them, the beach and ocean. If it didn’t have the enormous, imported neon sign reading STARCADE sitting atop the roof like an ill-suited crown, you would be forgiven for not realizing there was a building there at all. At night, you could see the flash of the video game cabinets and pinball machines twinkle out of the huge window that looked out over the island, but by day, the dull exterior paint made it disappear into the skyline. It was the kind of grey-green that plays a trick on the eye. The colour of nothing.

Daphne dreamed of it, though, back up in Dublin. Glittering on the hill.

And here, in the terrible weather, Ronan by her side, she was ready to spend two to three fine euros of her mother’s money on as many floors of Donkey Kong as she could survive, then two to three fine euros of Ronan’s mother’s money on Dance Dance Revolution. Then, when they had bankrupted themselves, if Finn and Leonie were there, they would sit at the big table by the window and play a different game, a game of their own. The only thing that would have made this situation any more perfect for Daphne was if it wasn’t raining and if there was ice cream available. All her fury at being prisoner to the rain in the Tugboat was gone. She was operating in total bliss, almost hysteria, with her best dude, her summer guy, her best of the best, her Ronan. All red hair atop a whippet of a child, he was like a struck match. Freckles all over his nose, eyes almost as amber as his hair, a fox cub with a toothy grin. He made her laugh so hard sometimes that it felt like her ribs were going to come out of her body; he made her want to be as funny as he was, funnier even. Stupider, louder, worse. More like him, and more like herself.

Ronan wasn’t like dealing with the boys from her housing estate or from school. He made her forget there was such a thing as girl or boy. It was like they weren’t different, made of strings of alternate hormones and thus battling the constantly escalating social expectations around their behavior and performance. Daphne and Ronan were beholden to no early indicators of puberty’s cruel binary. They were just themselves, that summer. The time was to come for gendered expectations of friendship—it was even at their heels; it had taken their peers and friends and was closing in on the pair of them—but they were too fast for it. If Daphne could outrun catching a cold from the rain, she could certainly outrun the onset of her teens, or even tweens, and Ronan was as quick as her if not quicker.

The pair of them all but kicked down the big double doors into the Starcade, briefly drawing the attention of the other children who were littered around the small clusters of cabinets. Heads turned, then turned back to their tiny flashing worlds. The carpet was composed of red and blue checkered tiles, and the ceiling was tiled similarly in shades of grey, the kind of material that most certainly contained asbestos. All along the walls, somewhat inexplicably, were mirrors. Floor to ceiling, suggesting that perhaps the prefab had been initially designed as a space for dance classes. Instead of lines of students, there were little nests of tall, black arcade cabinets, and thick black wires snaking dangerously across the tiles to outlets lodged below the mirrors. Long halogen bulbs stapled the ceiling, and the mirrors reflected the place out into infinity. Fire hazards multiplying as far as the eye could see. It was paradise to Daphne, humming and beeping and rattling, muted techno hits of the year playing over the sound system—a hi-fi perched on the check-in desk, in front of a teenager who was nose deep in his book, resolutely ignoring whoever came and went, headphones on, face obscured. He was briefly summoned from his reading by the clatter of Daphne and Ronan’s arrival, but merely gave a low, lazy, “Don’t be fucken messing, alright?” and resumed his concentration immediately. If Daphne or Ronan were to be messing, he wasn’t going to notice.

Daphne had just about set herself up, standing on her tiptoes, ready to ascend the black and red building site inside the Donkey Kong cabinet, when Ronan—who was supposed to be watching her to learn a thing or two about timing button presses without getting too eager and jumping into a rolling barrel instead of over one—turned around to greet the pair of cousins who made up the robust little parliament of Daphne’s Valentia cohort.

Finn, who was tall and strong and ten. And Leonie, who was tall, too, was not ten yet. Daphne held her coin in her palm instead of slotting it into the machine and gave both cousins a big, rowdy squeeze each. They were also wearing raincoats, crinkly and damp. This ugly weather! And Leonie hated her raincoat! Finn even had trousers that were waterproof from the days he was helping his dad out on the farm. They looked stupid! Daphne had a little digital camera in her backpack (navy blue velvet with yellow embroidered suns) under her jacket because she didn’t want to get it wet. A fancy bag, saved for the summertime. The camera had been unused until now, as though it were waiting for something really special to look at: Daphne’s friends. She said they should all go and stand in front of the big mirror and take a photograph of how awful they all looked so they could look back and remember it when they were bigger.

Leonie snorted at the idea of ever wanting to remember looking so stupid. She would take her big coat off for the photo. Ronan said that it would take a lot more than taking off her jacket to make her look less stupid, she had a stupid face and stupid hair and—Leonie told him that he in fact was the stupid one then and Finn said he thought they were both as stupid as each other but not even nearly as stupid as Daphne because, as they all knew, only very stupid people lived in Dublin, and they laughed and bickered and lined up in front of the mirror, a motley crew of scraggly, windswept children. A perfect little unit of four.

How Daphne wished she could carry them everywhere. They were each a beam of light that erased her brother’s long shadow.

Daithi had friends on the island, too, but they were all but a blur to Daphne. Boys who kicked footballs and wore football jerseys and knee-socks and didn’t hang around with any girls. She didn’t trust boys who didn’t hang around with girls. What was their problem, anyway? The island boys were mostly farmers kids, like Finn, but none of them were soft in the way Finn was soft. Daithi’s summers were none of Daphne’s business, and she liked it that way. She couldn’t even really identify any of his friends, so wouldn’t have spotted them if they were hanging around the Starcade—except one. One in particular who was most often found with her brother, but who was currently watching her and Ronan caper about with hard, cruel eyes.

Arturo Corbett-Keene’s gaze moved to Leonie as she ripped into a perfect, weightless cartwheel in a tiny blank space of floor that allowed her to briefly be a gymnast. Ronan followed with an effortless cartwheel of his own, and the sight of Ronan’s posturing made Arturo’s mouth sour downward. He was emanating disgust. Revulsion. Poisoning the sweet air of the arcade. Wrecking the buzz.

Daphne noticed this, and stopped in her tracks.

She didn’t like the look in his eyes, not only because it annoyed her to be surveilled or judged, but because something in it was lurid and unsettling. It made her feel sick in her stomach. She especially didn’t like how he was tracking Leonie with his pupils. So, without thinking about it very much—and fueled by an abundance of energy built up from being locked in during the rain—Daphne stopped, hands on skinny hips, and said, “Arturo, don’t be a fucking creep! Stop looking at my friends! They don’t want you to look at them!”

Her voice high, the swear a shock in a child’s throat, her accent mainland and city and harsh.

The older boy was taken aback, and reacted as though he had been struck, cast out of his leering. He opened his mouth to retaliate, but Daphne cut him off, “Nobody cares, Arturo!” and scuttled away, leaving something shattered and terrible in her wake.

If she had looked over her shoulder, she would have seen his face turn to stone and his eyes turn to storm, in the way only a teenage boy can change in an instant, towards rage. He immediately walked out of the Starcade, leaving his game unfinished, the timer on the cabinet ticking down to nothing.

None of the others even really noticed this brief and unpleasant exchange: Daphne was always giving out to someone about something, so this was, to them, an unremarkable instance. They scuttled over to the long, empty table by the window, the allure of the arcade machines evaporating due to the sheer joy of their reunion. This spot, this bright corner of the Starcade, was Daphne’s true favourite place. The island within the island.

The table’s top had been painted to look almost exactly like the island of Valentia itself—beaches, the great black and white hotel by the dock, Boston’s pub, the honey farm, the lighthouse, the little holiday homes in rows and rows. The schoolhouse, the library van, the tiny grocer. Sheep dotting the hillside, cows, horses. Instead of ocean blue all around the land mass, though, the artist had painted a dazzle of night sky, ink-black, dappled with silvery stars and blossoming neon galaxies. Valentia was adrift in the universe, not just the Atlantic Ocean. Each of the four corners of the table had the face of a creature, overlooking the corner of outer space in which the island was a planet unto itself. A fox, a crow, a cat, and a wolf. There were no wolves on Valentia, or anywhere in Ireland outside of the zoo, so the presence of the wolf was as outrageous as the deep space in place of the sea. This was no educational map, but an illustration painted lovingly by someone who had not indicated their identity by as much as a signature, or initial, anywhere. The only word, save the markings of a compass, was the word WONDER, written in script along the top of the map. At the very bottom, though, was Daphne’s favourite detail. Two white eyes with triangles inside instead of round pupils, and underneath, a smile full of long, thin teeth. No face. Just the eyes and the mouth in the emptiness of space. When she was littler, she used to find it hard to tear her eyes away from this part of the illustration. The animal in the dark was so unlike the rich, warm illustrations of the wolf and her friends—it made her feel sick to look at it. Now that she was nine and a half and bigger and more sensible it didn’t make her feel so bad, but she still would give it a long, hard stare every time she arrived at the table, as though to let it know that she meant business. It couldn’t frighten her. It was only a little face in the dark. She was a whole girl in the light.

Each child stood, like they did every year, at a corner of the table, stationed as though they were each at the helm of a ship. Leonie stood at the cat. Finn stood at the crow. Ronan stood proudly at the fox—a fellow redhead in the world. And Daphne, not local, from far away, stood by the wolf. No little rat child was she, not here. A ferocious wolf. Clever and strong and mean, surrounded by her wild friends with their claws and teeth.

Ronan cleared his throat and greeted all three of them formally. How good it was to be aboard the ship with them, his most respected crewmates, finally approaching their new destination in the farthest reaches of a previously unexplored galaxy. A bold new planet for them to explore.

He, currently Captain Fox, was very happy to lead the expedition across this new, strange place. Leonie piped up, agreeing that she, Dr. Leonora Felina, was very excited to join the trek with some of the brand new medical equipment and healing potions she had picked up on her last trip to a very special lab on one of the moons of Mars—and asked her cousin and bold, brave soldier Admiral Finn Crow if he would be willing to come and defend them should they come across any not-very-friendly locals. Finn nodded, stoic, always kind of quiet still during their play, but managed to agree that he would even be happy to take a reconnaissance ahead of the rest of them to make sure it was safe.

Reconnaissance was a word he learned from a video game magazine, and his dad told him it was like surveying the land to see what was going on. Ronan asked did he mean renaissance? And Leonie said definitely not, because renaissance was a kind of painting, the big ones you see in galleries though, not ones on tables like this, or in books.

Daphne said she (temporarily named Daphne Lupinix) would come along, too, and protect them from the shadows, while making sure she was remembering everything she saw so when they got back to the starship, she could write it all down into a story, and maybe draw some non-renaissance pictures to go with it.

She wasn’t sure what a wolf’s job was, if she was honest with herself, other than to do murders on other animals and stay by itself, so she was always happy to pretend that this wolf in particular was gentler, more wise, an observer. A storyteller seemed like as good and important a job on a spaceship as any other: Who was going to keep records of the places they visited, if everyone else was busy being a captain or a doctor or a soldier?

Their roles were, week on week, totally flexible. Sometimes they wanted to go to the island, sometimes their adventures kept them aboard the ship. (Always, they were being watched.)

Sometimes Finn was the captain, and a man, not a crow. Sometimes Ronan was a robot, not a fox. Leonie was always some kind of cat. Daphne took whichever role landed her way, but in her heart, always felt like the wolf.

Even when Finn was the wolf, or Ronan, or Leonie was a wolf-cat hybrid. No matter where she stood at the table, secretly, to herself, Daphne would think of herself as the wolf. She would look at his red eyes on the surface of the table, his charcoal fur, his red mouth and long white teeth, and she would remind herself that—no matter what game they were playing, no matter if she was the doctor or the ship’s cook or the captain or an archer who shot enemies using space arrows or a priestess or an engineer— she could be the wolf whenever she wanted.

The story that the four children told each other was porous, without strict rules, and they told it week in, week out. This was likely why they didn’t get bored of it.

This time, you be a scientist; this time, actually, let’s all be scientists looking for a rare species of space animal in the long grass up on the hillside by the ruined church.

This time, I’m actually a spy sent from another ship to overturn the order of this team.

This time, we’re all on holiday on a spaceship that’s actually like a hotel with an antigravity swimming pool, and we’re landing on this island for a special field trip.

The game changed and changed again, and the only set thing was the four of them. They didn’t play it without each other, this was understood. Daphne certainly didn’t talk to anyone else about the game, and assumed the others didn’t, either. It was a thing that was built from the presence of all four of them, each one a necessary ingredient.

The fifth character was often the eyes and the mouth from the bottom of the table. Not always, because there were plenty of days and weeks, even, where the children didn’t want to defeat a villain, or be terrorized by a spectre, or monster, or beast.

But Leonie was the best at telling the parts of the game where the face in the dark came to life, the best at suddenly discovering that the benevolent leader of the village they had been exploring had in fact got a jaw full of teeth like needles, or noticing that the priest who was giving them a special blessing to protect them did in fact have eyes that looked like triangles.

She had a knack for stilling the other three in suspense, she understood the theatre in their game in a way that often implied she was thinking a little bit ahead of where the others were improvising. Leonie wasn’t a kid who was fantastic at living in the moment, and possessed a seriousness and pretend-maturity beyond her years. This sometimes annoyed Daphne, but never when Leonie was in the game. When Leonie was revealing that they were, in fact, in peril, Daphne was thrilled by her as a storyteller, as a brave inhabitant of their fictional world. They always, always defeated the eyes and the mouth—placed a magic spell on the mayor or set the priest’s little temple ablaze and then ran far, far away. Sometimes they took it down with a space bow and space arrows. Sometimes, a gun. But the eyes and the mouth were on the table, and so were permanent. An element of the game as much as the fox and the crow and the cat and the wolf and the compass marking the north from the south.

Like this, with an old ease, the four children gently exited reality and entered a world they had been wandering since they could remember. They were far from the soft electric bustle of the Starcade; architects of a tiny world known only to them, explorers of a far-flung planet that felt just like home—if home was full of mystery and suspense and strange creatures in the bodies of sheep and fish that stepped up out of the waves and flashes of strange light, here and there. Home, if each of them could be whoever they wanted to be. Home—or better, actually.

They stood around the table for two hours, and the sun wasn’t even threatening to set because it was July and daytime lasted until ten, and it was only half four when Finn’s dad descended on them to scoop them up and return them to their respective homes for dinner. That, and the wind had taken up again and the rain had become horizontal, so the children were bundled into the Jeep, and Finn’s dad played Queen on the radio, and they were each dropped safely to their homes for the evening. If the weather wasn’t bad, they would usually all be allowed out again until sunset—a deranged hour for children so young, but the rules were different here.

Daphne was so elated from the game that then she didn’t tell her brother to fuck off once throughout their dinner, a tenderly prepared and very mild turmeric curry that stained her fingers and mouth yellow. She shoveled it into her mouth without much thought, knowing she’d likely be eating it for the next two nights due to the vat-sized pot her mother had prepared—but her mind was elsewhere. She didn’t stick around the living room to watch whatever DVD her father had selected for family entertainment, rather Daphne all but frolicked off up to bed. Here, she used the last of her evening energy to fill her diary—a summer one, purchased specifically for the holiday, as always—with detailed descriptions of the game they had just played. The game, in the private world of her notebooks, was called Wonder Wonder. The only word on the table became the title. Daphne and the others never named the game aloud, themselves. They just called it the game.

Are we playing the game? I’m bored, let’s play the game. What if we just started playing the game in the morning and played it all day and never weren’t playing it until we all had to go home to bed, what if those were the rules? A part of their life so organic that it didn’t even require a name.

However, in the quiet world of Daphne’s summer diaries, she was allowed to give it a title. Just for herself. None of the others would see the way she chronicled their stories, doodled out how she imagined their characters would look—so it didn’t matter that she gave it a name of her own. Besides, they wouldn’t mind, probably. Perhaps they had their own private names for it, too. Perhaps they never thought about it at all, so ordinary was it to them, but so sacred was it to Daphne. She wrote pages and pages about their days. Started, on the back page of the notebook, as always, a running list of the characters they had played at and who had played who. Had they called the island something different, that day? Had they been reckoning with an alien civilization, or a terrible evil? Had they found something nice to eat growing on the island? Had somebody become injured, or poisoned?

By August’s end, the diary would be fat with detail and gel ink, stickers and drawings. A tiny bible. Before Daphne eventually bundled herself up to get in the car and begin the long, bumpy road home, she would sellotape the diary closed and slip it onto the shelf above her bed, with the other diaries she kept on the island, all sealed, too. A locked library of secret experience. She would leave the magic of Wonder Wonder on Valentia, and take with her only memories. The journals were safe in the empty house, even from herself—she was forgetful, and prone to leaving things around. If she treated these records with seriousness and care, they would stay private and personal and hers alone.

But this notebook was only beginning. She had weeks and weeks to fill it. She would sleep, as she did that first night, with it underneath her pillow, and dream of the island deep in the ink of space, and her friends, her crew, becoming whoever they wanted to be all season long.

When she was done writing, eyes heavy and belly full, Daphne lay under her light duvet in her summer pajamas listening to a CD of music by an old singer, a man with a rich, deep voice, proclaiming how wonderful, wonderful love could be. She liked music from the past, she liked the violins and fancy accents of the singers, she liked the grand and hopeful lyrics. She let her eyes fall closed and herself drift to sleep, full of the game, full of wonder, full of summer.




It isn’t me he is visiting, but I am there. Hiding in the wet and lightless, between the slate of the quarry, listening. It is, though the boy would tell it differently, a little less that he finds me and a little more that I find him. He is a child, red-faced and half blind with rage. I have never seen someone so young so angry, so sharp with it. He has come to pray, I suppose, though it is not a kind prayer. He came to turn his round chin up to the effigy on the cliffside, the Virgin Mary, the Mother of Christ, and he found me, instead. She was erected to make sacred the grey slate hole on the green island that I live in.

We both live here, me and the child. Each of the island, in our own ways. Far enough off the shore of the big island. Unto ourselves.

It is funny how he turns to the woman they say was the virgin mother of a god to look for some kind of an answer to his fury. To look for a fist he does not have the courage to land alone. He is nothing more than a squalling, skinless brat, and such is the scale of his anger, I can taste it as it leaks from his skin down into the gravel and slate under his feet. It is sour and potent, and he had nowhere to take this feeling, only here to the feet of god’s mother. Oh, how nobody understands how much he hates her, the thin girl from the mainland, and the red-haired boy who makes everyone laugh. The sound of them makes his teeth loose in his head. They never pay any notice to him or his friends. He can’t get into their world. He wants to crush them.

Mary was an unwed teenage mother who had to give birth in a barn surrounded by animals and strange men, but that does not seem to matter to the boy. Jesus Christ was a friend to the outcasts. The outcasts in question make this tall boy with access to everything his heart desires all but insane with rage.

Why are they like this? Their laughter, their games they play. Why won’t they come to him the way everyone else does? Their beautiful friend, too, ignores him. A girl with golden hair. He then does just what I hoped he would do. Bile in his throat.

He makes a wish.

And who am I to deny a boy a wish? I will merrily play the shooting star.

I hate them and I wish they would disappear, he says. I want them to not even die. I want them to do something worse than die.

Such bold words. He means every one of them.

I call him then to the fountain, there in the open mouth of the quarry, another folly to the Catholic god. They baptize children in it, still, in summer. I beam out to him, a light from the water. A fat bulb glowing in the shallows, and he gapes at the sound of my voice and all but floats over to me, and when he looks down into the fountain his pupils become mercury, heavy and liquid with greed.

I don’t talk to people often. I just sit here and drink the excess of whatever they spill to the Virgin. I feed from the storm drains of people’s lives and this sates me and it is fine. I am very old and very tired, and this whole island is on my back, so I have not raised my voice in a long, long time, but this boy—and it would delight him to know—is different. How much boys love to be told that they are different. I sense in him the kind of anger and hatred that is, in its way, a pliancy. A callow spot beneath his ribs, an easy place to nest.

So I say, that is a wish I can grant. A want I can understand. I will help you, little by little. Your wish is no small thing, but we can build towards it. You will bring me gifts, and I will give you a gift in return. However, I will not tell you what to bring, or what I will give you. You will have to guess.

Like a game? he says.

Like a game, I say.

Games, he says, I like games.

In time, I say, you and I will have played together for so long that I will be able to grant you even the biggest wish.

But we must start small. You go first. A token, if you please.

He checks his pockets. A few coins, meant for an ice cream. A deck of playing cards. A small, green plastic frog. He offers the coins, and I say no, give me the frog.

But … I like the frog, he says.

I like how much you like the frog, do you understand? I say.

And the clever boy understands, yes, and without a second thought of his own love for the green plastic little thing, he throws it hard into my fountain, and it sinks beyond the light of me and into my open jaws.

I tell him to go home and go to sleep and that in the morning the deck of cards will feel different in his hands. The cards will move more lightly for him—just enough that he will notice a difference. Just enough that he will feel good, capable. They will twirl deft between his fingertips, almost as if they are made of air.

When he shows the other lads of his age down by the beach, they like him even more than they had liked him before. Oh they admire him, now. The more power that builds up around him, the easier it would be for him to disappear the girl and the boy. I make of him a lightning rod of admiration.

Like this, I rewire the boy. Like this, I build the slot machine of our acquaintance. Place a trinket in the fountain, your world will change. Power will gather.






ANOTHER SUMMER


By the side of the road near Cahersiveen, Daphne was fourteen and throwing up. It was June, clear and bright. Her and her brother’s last day at school was yesterday, and they were already on their way to the island.

She’d held on for as long as she could, gulping down the cold air streaming through the quarter-open window beside her, but eventually she had to tap her father on the shoulder and give him a big, watery look, afraid to say a word lest she end up defeated by her own mouth. The ordeal of vomiting inside the car was worse than vomiting outside the car. She’d used her sick bag up already, much earlier in the day when they’d barely broached the county border, and had sworn she wouldn’t need to do it again. Daithi had ignored her for the entire rest of the journey, because she was “fucking disgusting.” She was, yes. She felt it. He was sixteen and was consistently, in his own mind and in the minds of others around him, right. Their parents corrected him, scolded him, but their words washed off him, oil on proud feathers. Daphne had long realized that the best way to handle her brother, to solve the frustrating puzzle of his arrogance, was just to agree that he was right, and stake a stronghold of resilience against him inside herself. This castle inside of Daphne was not impermeable, though. He still was able to make her feel awful, especially when he called her things like needy, like a weirdo, like fucking disgusting.

Her dad gave her mam, Ger, the wave that signaled they had to pull over: a kind of an urgent salute, his thumb back to Daphne. She’d seen him do it countless times over the years, a private sign language for “our daughter is about to empty the contents of her stomach onto herself and the upholstery and if we’re not lucky, her brother, so stop driving right now.” Daphne undid her seatbelt, hands clammy, her jaw clenched, and the second the car was stopped, she all but barrel-rolled out onto the side of the road and threw up the contents of her stomach into the grass, where the road became field. She felt boneless, primal, terrible, then—better. She coughed, hacked, sniffed. Her mother passed her a tissue. Rubbed her back. Made soft noises to hush her. There weren’t many cars on the road, a tiny mercy.

Daithi was her only real spectator. Daphne hated how he never needed to get sick in the car. Something of him was made of steelier stuff than her: perhaps it was that same rightness he carried with him that prevented nausea. She could make him out from her vantage point on the roadside, sitting with his baseball cap pulled low, white headphones in, head tilted against the glass, bored until they hit the island. Sending text messages of complaint, fucking down away to the back end of nowhere again even though he was well old enough to stay by himself. Worse, it wasn’t even just the back end of nowhere: it was like the back end of nowhere lifted itself off the mainland and went for a swim, away from the constant pantomime of the estate and his chorus of friends, the adoration of the people who were technically Daphne’s friends, too.

He had them all charmed, a charisma machine.

And Daphne was tiny, barely even in his gaze, vomiting Dublin out of her body and into the grass for the second time today. Her mother continued that low, comforting whisper sound as she heavily and fondly pet her back, and held her hair at the nape of her neck, her body convulsing, and said, “Think about the island, love. Think about getting down onto the island. The whole summer. The whole summer on the island. Away from all of it. With your real friends.”

Daphne closed her eyes and imagined pieces of her estate tumbling out of her mouth. The concrete, the amber streetlamps, the silver cars, the green parks, the walls surrounding the green parks that her mates crouched around themselves, adjacent tetrominos to the walls that Daithi’s friends sat around, she vomited tiny scenes from her mouth, she threw whole cans up, whole boxes of someone else’s rolling tobacco and skins and filters and long white cigarettes. She threw up Daithi’s friends, their Real Madrid jerseys and Nikes, their caps, the ruined white football they kicked around constantly without ever seeming to be playing a match. She threw up the rain on the estate in spring and the sound it made, the damp inside her runners, the sound of her friends talking about Daithi’s friends, the glow of her little green phone screen out over her tongue and onto the earth. The feel of her schoolbag on her back. She heaved and heaved. And it wasn’t that she hated it all the time, or hated it at all. She just knew it was wrong for her. Wrong for her body. Wrong for the island, so she had to get it all out of herself before they got to the bridge. Every scrap of it had to go. Every person, every sound, every kicked pebble, every blade of grass, her house, her bedroom, her uniform. Island Daphne had to be empty before she arrived, so she could take all of Valentia into her, so she’d have room for enough island joy to hold her over for the rest of the year. So she could become pliable and able to play the game, what little scenes of it remained amongst them now that they weren’t children anymore. So she was brave enough to encourage it. To make sure the magic hadn’t died, not yet.

“Are you all done, chicken?” Ger’s voice was low and kind, and only came once Daphne had been kneeling there a while, open-mouthed, her breath finally steady. She combed loose strands of Daphne’s hair back to where she held her, by the ponytail, like she was an animal being steadied. Loving, but firm. As though Daphne would empty herself into the ground entirely if she was let, lungs and heart and guts all there in the grass. Ger called her “chicken” only when she was sick. Chicken, like a soft stupid thing. Daphne felt soft, and stupid.

“Yeah … I am,” she panted, barely above a whisper, afraid her own voice would set the horrible mechanism off again.

A bottle of water was handed to her. She used it to clear the cavity of her mouth and throat out. Tissues bunched around her nose, her lips, up into her gums for a second to try and wipe away some of the acidic film that clung to her. More soothing noises. It wasn’t until Daphne was certain she was settled that she tried to stand, her mother’s small hands helping her to steady herself. They were the same size, she and her mam, in a wobbly dance here on the roadside just before the last town at the end of the country, before the water broke and the island lay ahead. Daphne thought there for a second how much she loved her mam. How Valentia was her mam’s place, how relaxed and full of laughter she became down there every summer, before the suburbs and the daily intensity of parenting alone full-time when her dad was abroad wound her like a clock. How the place freed them both. How the ticking slowed. The pair of them moved from foot to foot in a hug, both making those shushing noises now, a girl and her mother, a tiny ocean, ready to raise an island.

“I wish I’d more bags for you, but I’ve nothing,” her mam said, releasing her from the waltz. “And don’t let Daithi be a pox to you in there. Just ignore him if he says anything. You can do your own thing the second we’re landed, then you’ll barely have to look at him.”

Oh, Daphne would ignore him. She was about to embark on three solid months of ignoring him. A June, July, and August of absolutely living on a different planet to him. Almost there now. Almost there.



In the hour before Finn broke his wrist, it had all been going beautifully. The night air was the kind of hot that would make you breathless, and Daphne was sure it was causing some kind of reaction to the drinks she’d just taken. She was fourteen, it was July, and she was loving it. This was a world of no rules, and no brothers, at last.

Valentia was tropical this year, and the world had only just gone black. The sun had been up until almost eleven, it was that high in the season. Arms and legs bare, twenty-two degrees by the app on her phone that she’d used earlier to prove to Ger that she didn’t need a jacket—“Global warming, Ma”—and she was elated then, free in the night heat, promising that she’d be home by midnight and that she’d stick with the others and behave herself. The long grass of the field was almost up to her knees. They—her, Leonie, Ronan, and Finn—were heading to the old church.

They’d split the first bottle of coconut rum between the four of them down on the beach, and wanted to drink the second somewhere else: some of the other kids—locals, not tourists—had rolled up then so they made quick tracks into the dark before they had to share their bounty. This kind of sweet, holiday liquor wouldn’t work on any of them at all if it was spread too thin.

The church—more a ruin, to be fair—had a lot going for it as drinking spots go. No electric fence, no neighboring houses in spying/ratting-out distance, a structure to hide inside of, and most importantly: a sense of absolute boldness. To get rowdy in a ruined house of Jesus Christ? Daphne loved it. She slung her arm around Leonie’s shoulders, and Leonie balanced their link out with an arm around her waist, smelling of nice shampoo and cigarettes and sun cream. Leonie said, “I’m so glad you’re here,” to her, then, and Daphne said, “I’m so glad I’m here!” It was only in the last couple of years that they had forged a sort of girl-bond—not quite as deep or rich as Daphne’s friendship with Ronan, but special, because they were both girls.

Daphne didn’t really have an ease with any of the girls back in the estate who were, she supposed, her friends. Or the girls in school. She sort of always held a psychic and physical distance from them, even as she clipped along through normal social experiences: standing around the park, going to the city, attending sleepovers. It was fine. But it wasn’t the same as how easy being with Leonie was, how much it seemed that Leonie actually liked her. There was a difference, Daphne knew, between people who liked you fine and people who liked you truly. And Leonie landed far on the side of truly.

At home, nobody ever spoke to her like this. She was a figure in a dense Greek chorus: Little Sister #2 (Daithi’s). She was placed with the other Little Sisters around the mobs of fourteen-to-seventeen-year-olds in their estate and resoundingly ignored. An item of near-invisible furniture. Here, though, four hours from there, she brought a gladness to her summer friends. She’d crawled out of the darkness of her brother’s orbit and into the light, then the sunset, then the riotous night. And now, she was going to follow these summer friends into some trouble.

And it was always trouble with them: not by accident, with real intention. Leonie had taken, in the last handful of years, to building a list of Summer Plans—which had morphed into a full itinerary of things which must be achieved between the end of school and the time of Daphne’s departure in late August.

A more realistic, formalized version of Daphne’s own summer diaries, Leonie’s had itineraries and suggestions to ensure that they were never bored even for a second. Tasks laid out, components of the holiday. As children, they’d read all of the R. L. Stine books from the library truck that came through Knightstown from the mainland once a week. There had been some stress about making sure everyone had been kissed during their twelfth summer—Daphne had arranged to place her mouth, reluctantly then, on Finn’s mouth just to get it all out of the way but suffered long at home with the seeming lie of having been kissed “on an island, by a boy none of yous have ever met.”

At thirteen they gave each other Indian ink tattoos of little circles using supplies from Leonie’s father’s art studio—which had been fine until Ronan’s got infected and everyone’s parents staged an intervention about the four of them “mutilating” each other. Ouija boards, Bloody Mary, and of course the game—the game which had never changed, despite the acquisition of cigarettes, beers, sticky bricks of hash, tablets purloined or purchased, magic mushrooms.

Daphne remembers the night of Finn’s fall clear and startling, knows the details from her diary off by heart—because it was funny, because it was scary, because something happened to her that the others noticed but then un-noticed very quickly but she wasn’t able to shake for what must have been years.

The people in the concrete of where Daphne came from didn’t seem to believe in anything. They didn’t really tell each other many stories about the land, because the land was so built upon that the newness of the place didn’t lend itself to myth. Or if they did, the stories weren’t so alive that their threat followed you. There wasn’t a lot of lore in the housing estate: it was all set far away, somewhere else. It would be most of Daphne’s life before she realized that both folklore and urban legend were deeply connected: the same stories in different shapes.

Daphne, at that moment, wasn’t thinking about any of this. She was hardly thinking about anything at all, when, moments after Leonie had sprinted ahead to the lads, she felt something crunch and kind of pop under her foot and crouched down to see what it was—a fat white mushroom. She knelt and discovered then, another fat white mushroom beside it, a parasol with a thick canopy. She picked one, then another—the ground had a whole chain of them beside one another; she hadn’t noticed in the dark the dip in the tall grass where they were growing—and decided to give some to the others as presents.

Daphne—private kind of sorcerer that night, casting a clumsy spell for her friends’ prosperity, trying for luck. Instead, calling forth disaster.

“Lads!” she shouted, rising from the ground, “I have gifts!” and she waved the little mushrooms in the air, so proud, and so stupid. Leonie stopped dead still when she saw them. “Where did you get those?”

“Out of the ground, there’s loads back there!” Daphne was very proud of herself, too proud of herself.

“Where?” Leonie charged back past her, trailed by Ronan, who said, “You didn’t seriously pick those, did you? Jesus, that’s pure Dublin behavior, isn’t it!”

Daphne was confused: that stung a little. Ronan had always had a sharpness to him that was rarely, if ever, turned to her. They were just little mushrooms—she didn’t see what the problem was—

“Oh no.”

Leonie had disappeared down into the grass, and her voice came up from past the green waves of it. Ronan stood over her, hands on his hips, following her crawling form along a line. Finn stood by Daphne and said, “I think they’re after finding a fairy ring, Daph. You might want to, eh, drop those mushrooms back where you found them.”

“She didn’t find a ring, Finn. We’re in one. It’s huge. It’s a fort, like. The line of them just keeps going. Get out of it, get out get out!” Ronan had leapt seven or eight foot back towards the way they’d come into the field, followed sharply by Finn.

“I didn’t know, I’m sorry—are they poison? What do I do?” Daphne spluttered, on her hands and knees now, trying and failing to place the mushrooms back where she’d found them by the torchlight on her phone. She wasn’t sure if they were winding her up, just yet: Ronan loved telling lies about the island to spook her—but something in their tone was genuinely panicked.

“It’s too late, mate. We all went in over the line of them, the ring is probably all over the field. No wonder nobody comes in here.” Finn was soft with her, but Ronan cut over him, “I mean we’re all fucked for going into the ring but Daphne’s the most fucked because she pulled up bits of it. Wouldn’t be me. Wouldn’t be me at all.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, and this isn’t fair!” Daphne shot up, the crumbled white mushrooms at her feet. “Don’t be telling me I’m fucked! I don’t know what that means!”

Leonie sighed and pulled out the coconut rum, the bottle’s white plastic wrap patterned with palm trees over glass, and drank it from the mouth, passing it to Daphne in the dark. “It’s a fairy fort. Must be over three-quarters of the whole field. You’re not supposed to step into it, or the si take you to a different world and replace you with one of them.”

“Or, they get really fucked off and put their look on you, so things keep going wrong, or, like, missing. They take kids and all—not like us, like our kids, in the future. Must be why they abandoned the church. This isn’t our land,” Ronan said, his voice taking on the theatrical quality of an old man spinning folklore at a fireside, as opposed to a ditch-punk teenage boy sipping from a novelty bottle of tropical liquor in a field. Fourteen and a half going on seventy-five.

“It’s certainly not your land, Ronan, or mine. My mother is from Essex, for fuck’s sake,” said Leonie, not giving him an inch.

“This sounds fake, Ronan,” Daphne said, still in the worry. “Finn, tell me it’s fake.”

“Ah, it’s not, Daph. Sorry to break it to you. I suppose given that we’ve already gone in, we’re kind of in trouble with the si already, so we should just … keep going to the church, yeah?” Finn lit a cigarette. Daphne thought the smokes always made him look like a child in a bad disguise, like his skin was too good for them—they highlighted his blondness, his inability to grow a beard. They made Leonie look twenty-one, which was exactly what she was going for. Ronan though, looked like he’d waltzed into the maternity ward the first day of his life holding a box of Marlboro Gold, poised to offer one to the midwife.

There was a pause then, a collective hesitation. Daphne had just been scolded for her Dublin ignorance and vandalism of something to do with the si, so she didn’t want to make any decisions, so she waited in the quiet, the air still, the barest of life-sounds coming from the earth and grass around them.

“Fuck it. Too late now,” Leonie said, turning and walking back into the ring towards the church. “I’ll come by in the morning to leave them an apology. Surely using the church for hedge drinks instead of praying to Baby Jesus would get us on the good side of the si anyway, right? I’m sure they hate Christians more than they hate island children out causing mischief on a summer night, right?” Her confidence was contagious.

Daphne staggered after her, and the boys made a big show of stepping back into the ring. Who knows how far it spanned—the field was larger than a supermarket and car park, by Daphne’s measure. The little chain of mushrooms could have run low in the grass all the way around it for all she knew—it could have run under fences and up the side of the hills and down through the new churchyard and parochial house and the gardens of the holiday homes all the way to Knightstown. The whole island could be in the vortex of a fairy fort, and then what were they to do? Just not go anywhere that an inconvenience of fungi blocked them from? Nonsense, anyway, Daphne decided. What Daithi would call island bullshit.

The old church was small and raggedy, a collection of stonework in the barest shape of a steeple and single room. There were just gaps in the walls where the windows were implied, the doorway and roof were long gone. It was a ruin, and even in the dark it was clear that the heavy grey makings of it were loose and dangerous. There was no holy hesitation as they crouched through the low doorway and went inside, no worries about what owned the place, or if there were spirits there. They were already in the other realm.

Daphne was in multiple alternate realms at this stage: first the island, then a fine layer of the game, now the field inside the ring—then further, inside the church—she was far, far from her life, and instead of afraid, she was bold. She took some more sweet, chemical fluid out of the white bottle and found a heap of rocks to perch on as the others clambered about the ruin. In the dark, with the beams from their phone, they looked almost transformed: so at ease with climbing the walls, hopping from rock to rock and dancing over the tumbledown walls where the roof should be that for a second Daphne did wonder if her summer friends had been replaced by the si.

There was nothing to clamber on in Dublin, not really. The only place to climb was out, out, into a life in the rest of the world, somehow. So Daphne watched the others scale the ruins from a safe spot, near the ground. Island creatures, easier and braver and bolder. Like they’d bounce if they were to fall, the ground below made soft from the love of them. Like they’d spent whole years up trees, up cliffs, on the side of the mountain, leaping into the sea. Daphne thought that no matter how many summers she spent here, her body would never learn to move like this, drunk and still nimble. If she managed it, the city would eat the things she had learned, and turn her back into a stiff, quiet shadow. Back into herself. She wouldn’t mind being replaced by one of the si if it meant getting to stay here forever.

“Finn, do you dare me to jump from here?” Ronan asked. Suddenly, too quickly to be noticed, he had disappeared and scaled the inside of the tower. His voice was coming from a precarious gap in between some bricks.

“Jump where? Through the wall?” Finn called back. “Don’t be stupid.”

“You don’t be stupid! I’ve never seen a stupid day in my life! There’s a window on this side. C’mon.”

Leonora, the ship’s captain in this moment, assured brave Admiral Finn that he would be considered a hero for his feats. For his jump into the dark.

And in the dark they filed around the outside of the church to stand and look at Ronan, at a broken ridge a-story-and-a-bit up the ruin, arms out in a Christ pose, roaring, “Do you dare me to jump, so?” down at them. Leonie said, “I don’t think you’ll do it, I think you’re a little bitch and if you weren’t a little bitch you’d be down here already,” and Finn said, “Ah, Ronan, don’t be a thick, you’ll hurt yourself,” and between the two camps, Daphne sided with Leonie, always: “Jump, Ronan, c’mon!”

“I’ll jump if Finn agrees to jump down next,” said Ronan, a little uncertain.

“That’s bitch talk,” said Leonie. “I’ll jump down if you jump down, how’s that?”

“How about, I won’t jump unless Finn says he’ll do it next.” This was Ronan’s get-out-of-the-jump-free card, and, Daphne agreed with Leonie, bitch talk. All of it rested on Finn now, who rounded out the dare with, “I’ll only do it if Daphne does it last.”

“Daphne can’t do it! She hasn’t a clue how to get up here, let alone down from here!” said Ronan, and Daphne was galvanized now. “I’m well able to get up there and get down from there, thank you!” Though she clearly was capable of neither. They were loaded in for it now, a gathering of stupid dominos.

Ronan leapt down then after some further roaring, limbs in the air, arms out and knees bent, almost like a dancer. His landing was shockingly graceful, and gave Daphne the false impression that the jump was actually not that high, and not that big a deal. Leonie cannonballed down minutes after, then did a victory lap of the church and did it again, the second time with a lit cigarette in her mouth. Daphne knew she had to go last, and was trying to put as much of the rum into herself as she could before she did, when Finn promptly broke his wrist. It was very undramatic, really. Daphne hadn’t been paying a lot of attention when he stepped out into the air, she’d had her eyes wrung shut trying to gag past the rum, which had become foul and cloying for lack of a mixer.

She imagined Finn out in the blackness of space, connected to the great hull of the Wonder by a tether, unable to stop himself reaching his hand towards a familiar and terrible creature in the vacuum, all teeth.

Then, she’d opened her eyes to the thud of his body on the ground and a terrible, crooked whine from his mouth—not a scream or a roar, a twisted and shocked noise, instead.

“Ah fuck,” said Leonie, and Ronan said, “Jesus, Finn, are you alright?”

“My hand,” he said, “I landed weird on my hand.”

Which was exactly what he said to Dr. Lismore, harried and distressed, half an hour later when they showed up at her door, all four of them, nearing midnight, huge limping Finn propped up on scrawny Ronan’s shoulder. She was Ronan’s mother’s best friend, and was comparatively used to being consulted after some kind of wretched antics had injured one of them. She was a thin woman, not quite their parents’ age, and part of a scant medical staff based on the island. She was as likely to be landed with the surprise delivery of a child as she was the bite of a sheep or blood poisoning acquired by four pre-teens who’d decided to stab each other with needles and ink for fun: she was hard to surprise, and was distinctly not surprised to find the four of them standing there, reeking of drink and smoke and covered in grass stains.

“Christ,” she said in the doorway, holding a full glass of wine in one hand. “Finn Mulvey, get in here, you poor little dote. What are you after doing to yourself? Did Ronan do this to you?”

“I did nothing, Sylvia!” Ronan protested but his not-by-blood aunt squinted at him over the rim of her wineglass.

“Nothing, I’m sure. Right, Finn, Jesus, you’re pale, c’mere into the surgery with you—your wrist, is it?”

Finn was frog-marched through her house while the other three were left in the hallway, awkward, trying to sober up. Daphne’s arms and legs were chilly now, and she huddled in close to Leonie for a bit of warmth. She hoped they weren’t in trouble, and that Dr. Lismore wouldn’t rat them out to their parents like with the blood-poisoning fiasco. She hoped it hadn’t been the si punishing them by hurting Finn. She hoped that wasn’t it, summer over in one swift fall.

The diagnosis was that Finn was lucky he’d been drinking, which, combined with the shock, meant he wasn’t feeling the break the way he should have. It seemed clean enough, but it needed an X-ray. Doc Lismore rang his parents and took it upon herself to drive him to the hospital on the mainland, leaving the other three alone, awkward, as Finn sniffled quietly, his wrist swollen and purple, toddling after her towards her car, like a child. Before she set off, she pointed at Leonie, Daphne, and Ronan one by one.

“I’m not telling any of your parents that you were out on the piss. As far as they know, Finn fell climbing without any influence whatsoever. But I expect you to get a grip and not go loping around fields that aren’t yours, putting shite chemicals into your livers before they’re even fully developed. Learn to take it easy, for once in your lives. Finn’s lucky it was only his wrist. Jumping out of windows, I ask you.”

The following day contained more pity than drama, then, mercifully. Not a word of the bottle of rum, carefully disposed of by Ronan (disposed of: whipped into the ocean) before they all got home, nearer half one in the morning. Their lateness all forgiven by respective parents due to the sheer fright they must have got with poor big Finn hurting himself.

Finn was a wholesome slice: Daphne’s parents were mad about him because he was useful, and quiet. He was Leonie’s cousin, which meant he was good stock. He offset the rabid, punk energy that Leonie’s facial piercings and Ronan’s—well, everything—gave off. So he was the perfect one of them to have injured himself in that no punishments were handed out for trespassing, no questions asked, just a lot of tuts and ahs about how you couldn’t blame a gang of kids for leaping around in the dark, sure, wasn’t that what summer was for—sure, it could be worse, they could have been doing drugs or drinking cans. Bless Dr. Lismore’s code of privacy.

It wasn’t Finn’s school-writing wrist that he landed on, so there were no concerns about his academic participation come September. The bone hadn’t shattered, just clean snapped, so there wasn’t a long recovery or a sequence of further dramas: he re-emerged on the beach just a day or so later with a cast, mildly high on opiate painkillers, full of tea and biscuits and sympathy and thrilled that his work on the farm was going on hold until the cast was off.

While he was resting, though, in the sunny morning after the fall, Daphne and Leonie went back to the field where the ruins of the old church stood. They’d talked about it in the dark when all the rum had worn off, as Daphne lay at one end of Leonie’s spare bed, and Leonie lay at the other, top to toe, like they always slept during summer. Leonie thought they really should apologize to the si for pricking around in their field. She was quietly concerned that they’d taken Finn’s wrist as a kind of tithe for their trespassing, and wanted to make sure that she said sorry. Daphne quietly agreed. This island wasn’t her home, and she had kind of wrecked the ring with her stomping about.

“What’ll we bring them?” she’d asked. “I don’t want to bring them something they don’t want, or something that looks like litter.”

“We’ll find something,” Leonie said, yawning. “We’ll make sure they know we mean it.”

In the early light, wearing the night before’s clothes, Leonie and Daphne left a long, black crow feather from under the tree at the new church, as an apology. They planted it in the ground where they could see that Daphne had scrambled the growing mushrooms. In the daylight there was a clearly marked line in the grass. On their hands and knees, hand over hand, they planted the feather in the earth, as though maybe it would grow. Like a bandage over something they had broken, and would do their very best to be more careful with, in future.

They waited there a little while to see if the feather would change. If it would shapeshift into a mushroom, or be sucked down into the grass. But nothing happened, so the girls went home, and didn’t think of it again.






ANOTHER SUMMER


The sun beat down on them, all oppressive and gorgeous. Daphne was flaked out on a deck chair in front of the Tugboat, with Ronan beside her, too hot to move. All the doors and windows of the house were swung open, like the building itself was sunbathing with them. They’d just been into the ocean and had walked back up to the house, wet feet squeaking against flip-flops, in search of Capri Suns or freeze pops, or both at once, citrus and sugar and ice while their limbs rested from the cold heavy of the Atlantic. They were pale against the afternoon glare. They were both thick with SPF fifty, the smell of false coconut and aloe giving off a tropical miasma. Daphne’s skin was pink-blue, ham-like, and Ronan was covered head to toe in freckles in a way that made him look like he’d survived (but not won) a fight with an overzealous abstract painter.

They were privately, and quietly, playing the game, as they rested there. Ronan, this day, was the interior architect, the designer who kept the ship beautiful. Daphne was his florist. They had lately started playing without the other two. The rules had changed, again.

She looked like a spectre in her black bathing suit and enormous floppy sun hat, and Ronan’s shorts were turquoise with little slices of pizza printed all over them, his tattoos scrawling here and there on his skinny, dappled body. They were awful: a shark with an open, red mouth over his heart; an alien in a spaceship on his shoulder; LEONIE on the right side of his ribs, which he’d gotten as a prank for her fifteenth birthday, but then at the fury and roar of both of their families he had had altered to read LONER instead. Three horses ran across his lower back: a tramp stampede. Daphne wanted to have tattoos like Ronan, someday. Silly ones, like stickers on a journal.

There was one great plant, a fat green dragon of a thing that wouldn’t bloom for them. It spoilt the ambience of a particularly opulent atrium in the Wonder. An eyesore, they decided. They had to wake it up.

The pair of them had settled into a sleepy sort of play, pleased after their dip, and were quietly listening to CDs of Daphne’s mother’s choosing coming from inside the house. Ger herself was out the back of the house, listening to the music, too, reading, being summered in the warmth and hush. Leonie and Finn would be along later: Finn was working, and Leonie was in trouble with Imogen—or Imogen was in trouble with Leonie, sometimes it was hard to tell. Either way, it was just Daphne and Ronan, battering about in the ocean looking for selkies and throwing seaweed at each other, traipsing up the hill, laid out now, in no hurry at all. They were made quiet by the heat.

The un-bloomed plant was taking some of the glamour off the place, was Ronan’s issue. Daphne just wanted it to come alive to prove it wasn’t dying. What magic could they use?

Daphne felt the calm of this play lodge itself into her as she lay there: as though maybe she would like her whole life to be just like this. She would forever try to recapture the lush of being salt skinned, full of sweet orange, certain that she was liked, or loved, by Ronan—like he was her friend for real. Like he’d had the exact same good time as her.

She would, as an adult, think of this hour often. A bright treasure. ABBA Gold on shuffle, the pair of them at rest for once.

Occasionally, a particularly silly lyric would appear, and Ronan would sing it to her, and Daphne would make appropriate musical instrument noises in reply. They would end up in the sea again in a couple of hours, in the drawn-out pink sunset, and Daphne thought a bit about Finn then, and how nice it would be to see him later. To get up on his shoulders and be thrown into the water, the cool bite of it thrilling against the heat above.

She would also, often, think of what happened next. It would cast a strange colour over things, one she wasn’t able to erase.

When he appeared on the path, Ronan saw him before Daphne did, and alerted her with a soft, “Jesus, here we go,” and the sound of him sitting up shifted her back into reality, taking off her sunglasses and rubbing her eyes to see him, Arturo Corbett-Keene, approaching the Tugboat.

Arturo was tall, now. Broad of shoulder, hair thick and wavy and brown. He wore baggy jeans and a ribbed black vest, a crucifix on his neck. Thick and heavy skate shoes, though he did not carry a skateboard. His arms were thicker than they had been the summer before, when Daphne had seen him last. Jaw tighter. Glasses huge, circular, the kind that he was making into a fashion statement, instead of the humiliating mantle they’d been in his childhood. He had orbited Daphne and the others in the way that Daithi did all summer—barely intersecting with their little operation of four, but engaging with them with absolute disgust whenever their paths would cross. Like at this exact, awful moment.

There were no spells or conjuring to be done. No potions in their back pockets.

He trudged towards them, and Daphne felt herself get nervous—she didn’t like her brother’s island friends generally, but Arturo seemed to be the very worst of them. Scorn just pealed off him, and there was an intensity to his gaze that she had never felt from anyone else she’d ever met. She instinctually took off her enormous black sun hat, and held it over her body, concealing her form from shoulders to knees. Shielding herself from him. She felt Ronan flinch, too. The electricity of his energy dimmed instantly.

They were suddenly no starry fox and celestial wolf. They weren’t even people who worked in a floating hotel. They couldn’t get any invisible flower to bloom. They were without their gifts.

“Good call. I’d get under that hat with you if I could,” he said, quietly, but not quietly enough to escape Arturo’s earshot.

“Don’t flatter yourself, McSharry. You’re nothing worth looking at anyway. If you’d an inch of what Leonora Duff has, I’d consider you, but you don’t, so I won’t. Where’s Daithi?”

Daphne’s mouth went dry and her pulse went up and her eyes started to water so she put her sunglasses back on in what she hoped was a bored gesture. That comment had done more than stung, and it was designed to do just that. She knew that if she said anything her voice would leave her vulnerable. Ronan, though, cowed as he was initially by Arturo’s arrival, wasn’t going to let him get away with it, even though they could already hear the clatter of Daithi coming down the stairs. “You sad fuck, you should be so lucky as to stand in Daphne’s orbit, sorry that the only girls you can get near are either animated or operating a small business online—they’re too good for you and all!”

Arturo, then, too cool and too practiced, replied, “And what would you know about girls, anyway, Quaid? I really don’t want to have to remind you what you are, again, so please relax.”

Then, just as Ronan was about to get out of his seat, Daithi, followed by Daphne’s father, appeared from the Tugboat, stretching, shielding their eyes from the sun, all holiday swagger.

“Alright so, we’re going to play a few rounds of cards down in the Grand Royal; we’ll see you tonight,” her father said, lighting a cigarette. “You two messers don’t get up to any mischief, you hear me?”

“We won’t, Dad,” Daphne said.

“Not an inch of it,” added Ronan, cheeks bright red, jaw clenched.

As they walked away, Arturo briefly turned back and gave Ronan the finger, which he aggressively returned. Daphne and Ronan stayed silent until the three of them were out of sight, away over the hill towards Knightstown, and Daphne said, “That prick,” and her voice was small and not as angry or powerful as she’d like it to have been, and Ronan said, darkly, “All that fucker has in the world is shots like that, trying to pour shame down onto people because it gets a faster response than even trying to be sound. That’s his curse, Daph. You’re a gas bitch and a massive ride. He’s just sick that he hasn’t a chance with you. That, and he himself hasn’t an ounce of your soundness for that matter, either. He’s darksided as fuck, and aren’t we the better ones because we’re here in the sun?”

Arturo had said again. Remind Ronan of what he was, again.

Daphne wanted to ask when was the first time or the second time he’d had dealings like this with Arturo, but she still wasn’t sure she could start talking without crying. She ran so close to the surface all the time, it was like being a jug that was too full, too ready to spill. So, she reached her hand across the chasm between their deck chairs, and Ronan took it and gave it a squeeze. Ronan was very wise, sure, but she was still almost disoriented by the Leonie remark.

Daphne didn’t put her hat back on, rather lay under it then, like it might protect her. When the cousins arrived, Ronan didn’t tell them that they’d had to deal with Arturo. He mentioned nothing of it, which was not like him. Usually he’d recreate the dialogue and stances and peaks and troughs of every dramatic encounter he had—but he left this one between the two of them. On this signal, Daphne didn’t bring it up, either. They held it just between themselves.



Leonie and Daphne sat on the neat, pastel quilt of the Duff family’s spare room, fresh notebooks and dozens and dozens of pens and pencils scattered about them. It was rare enough that the two girls spent any time away from the two boys, but here, dressed in soft pajamas and listening to Lily Allen, it felt like they were in a tiny conspiracy of their own, for once.

Frozen pizza, frozen garlic bread, a small mountain of crisps, mugs of particularly exquisite hot chocolate. They’d watched Death Becomes Her on the sofa while Imogen delicately painted their fingernails and toenails and eventually had been herded up to bed at midnight, though they had no intention of sleeping. Instead, they had embarked on a fresh creative endeavor:

They were going to write the official book of Wonder Wonder. That was the plan. They reckoned they could do it in a night, easily. Ream off a copy for Finn and a copy for Ronan on the house photocopier in the morning, as a sort of mea culpa for the boys not being invited to their girl-sanctuary.

“It’s crazy that we haven’t written any of it down before…” Leonie said, biting the end of a pen, thoughtful. “I don’t know if I can even remember all the good stuff. Or if what I remember is what you remember. It’s so funny that you gave the game a name, I can’t believe you never told me!”

“I’ve been writing about it in my diary since forever,” Daphne said, “since I could write, practically.”

Leonie furrowed her brow. “Really? Ugh, I wish we were at your house so we could read them.”

Daphne laughed, “Oh no, no way, they don’t just have the story of Wonder Wonder in them, they’re like, proper diaries, too. Full of secrets.”

Daphne did not, at this point in her life, have many secrets at all. What a thing to be able to say. She had the exquisite privilege of safety in her home, bar the looming threat of minor violence from her brother. This she could more than match with bites or scratches of her own. Her crushes were ordinary. Any deep queries she had about her emotional and sexual orientation were benign enough: she did not care if she was gay, straight, or otherwise, and that was largely a product of being raised in the roost of her mother’s tolerance and profound neutrality about difference in identity. She also, wrongly, assumed that everyone around her felt that they had some deep, rumbling rage inside them that would one day grow teeth long enough to bite with. That gorgeous ignorance was enough to make her feel like the anger thing wasn’t worth mentioning.

The diaries contained at most some tame fantasies about kissing Finn, and her desire to do so was not so much a secret as it was a flower she wore in her hair—a happy little detail that she was waiting for someone to notice. Preferably Finn, obviously.

When she closed her eyes for a moment, there on the bed Daphne was running through the corridors of the Scorpio Wonder, on all fours. She did not want to talk about secrets. She wanted to talk about space.

Leonie knew Daphne too well to let her pretend she had actual secrets. “There’s nothing you wouldn’t tell me, right?”

“I mean. You know I fancy your cousin?” Daphne said, lying back and staring up at the ceiling. “That my brother’s a dickhead? That I wish I could come and live on Valentia forever?”

Leonie lay down beside her. “I do know. I don’t think you’d like it here in a forever kind of way, though. It gets really bleak in the winter. The school here is small and everyone that isn’t Finn or Ronan is really annoying. I think you’d get pissed off, if you saw too much of us, to be honest.”

“Would you be pissed off if you saw too much of me?” Daphne asked, bracing herself for a dose of Leonie’s standard blunt honesty.

“No. I wish I wasn’t the only girl around, that’s my secret. I’m lonely, and sometimes I think I’m kind of going a bit bananas.” Leonie’s voice went quiet. “Like, I see Imogen out talking to the water. I don’t think she likes Malachy anymore. I’m certain they’re both drinking all the time: I can smell it. Couldn’t you? Tonight?”

At pace, through the ship, Daphne found herself looking for Dr. Leonora. Captain Leonora. Leonora. Leonora. Leonie.

Daphne felt wobbly, suddenly. These were real secrets. She stared up at the stipples on the ceiling, the big paper lampshade in the shape of a white fish, suspended above the bed.

“I couldn’t,” she confessed, feeling very naive. She knew what it felt like for them all to be drunk, sure. She knew Daithi when he came in after a few cans, angrier than usual. She knew her mother’s and father’s warm laughter at Christmas. But she didn’t know the other drunk. The swaying, insidious one. Leonie, it appeared, did.

“That’s OK,” she assured her. “It’s subtle. I think I only know because I’m watching more closely than they think I am.”

“I think watching them closely means you love them,” Daphne said.

“I do. I just don’t think they love each other.” Leonie gave a sigh that made her sound ten years older than she was, then shook it off with an almost businesslike air. “Right. Will we write down the game as it was, so? Wonder Wonder? Will we give it to the boys to read so that they know we’re not only lovely and funny but we’re also very talented artists in our own right?”

“Yes! Yes—will we write the history of the ship?” Daphne asked.

“No,” Leonie said, thoughtful, “I have an idea. I want to write about the end of the world, and what happens to all of us afterwards.”

Daphne nodded, following Leonie’s lead, trying to dissolve the heavy feeling that had crept under her skin. Leonie was sad, so she could tell the story, and Daphne would just do what she said. She wasn’t sure she liked the story Leonie was telling, but she wrote it down anyway. It didn’t feel right. It felt mournful, and distant.

They didn’t even copy it and give it to the boys. They forgot about it promptly, and it sat in that near-empty journal for years, up on the shelf with Daphne’s other diaries. It waited there, untouched, until it became the blueprint for their ruin.

Leonora was not in her surgery. Leonora was not at the helm. Leonie was not in the depths of the ship, working magic on the engines. She was gone, she was gone, she was gone.






ANOTHER SUMMER


It seemed absurd to Daphne that anybody could be forty-five, and when she said as much to her mother, Ger had laughed full and real, tickled by the audacity of her teenage daughter. “I’m forty-six, you know,” Ger said, “so you must think I’m … biblically ancient. Old as the sea.”

Daphne made a face. “I’m never going to be forty-six.”

They were down in Daphne’s parents’ bedroom, both getting ready for a big evening in the same mirror. Daphne was sitting on the floor, cross-legged, almost nose-close to her reflection. Ger hovered above her, applying tiny individual fans of false eyelashes to her eyelids with surgical precision.

“Jesus, don’t say that.” Ger ruffled her hair. “You’re going to live until you’re a hundred, maybe even forever. You’ll have to be forty-seven and forty-eight, though. Even fifty. Even sixty.”

Daphne made an even worse face.

“I promise. It’s pretty good up here. I’m looking forward to getting to be fifty, or sixty. You’ll see.” Ger smiled at her and poked her cheek a little, and Daphne smiled at her mother’s touch. “Hey, no, you’ll smudge me!” she protested, laughing, not minding really. This was nice. Just the pair of them. Her dad and Daithi were off on a jaunt to the mainland, so ahead of them was a rare and slightly sacred girls’ night. Daphne always felt she could breathe easier when it was just her and Ger—the air was less tense when her brother wasn’t around.

It was Imogen Holdsbourne-Duff’s birthday, and she was halfway to ninety, and so half the island had been invited to her and Malachy Duff’s home down around the next corner of the beach to celebrate.

Half the island, including Leonie’s friends. Principally, Daphne.

She hadn’t been to an adult-centric party like this before, short her aunt’s wedding in which she was a flower girl at the age of nine. This had been the most exciting event of her youth: She had been allowed on the dance floor until past midnight, when she gave up on the party of her own accord, by taking a nap in a pile of coats. She had not been banished to bed. And, at this party, she had on good authority, she would also be allowed out until the party ended. There would be no going home. There would, likely, be the sun coming up and them all still dancing. She would certainly not be taking any little naps. She was bigger than that now. Sixteen. Almost an adult herself. Her falling asleep in a pile of coats days were long over, yes sir.

Daphne was getting ready with her mother because it was not just any old halfway-to-ninety party. Far from it. Imogen had decided it would be a costume party. And it wasn’t even Halloween! It was bang in the middle of summer! Outrageous! Daphne was all but vibrating with excitement as she very cautiously applied a little smudge of black eyeshadow to the top of her nose, to complement the grey and white arcs of paint along her cheekbones, and to match the lipstick on her mouth. She was going to be a wolf. It had been decided amongst the four of them. A wolf, a crow, a cat, and a fox—and only they would know the secret of what exactly their costumes meant. Everyone else would just think they were real sweethearts, keeping so neatly in tune with Imogen’s theming. National Geographic. Everyone was to dress as something from the natural world, and then, presumably, drink a rail of wine and dance all night. Some of Imogen and Malachy’s artist friends from London would be over, too, which lent the party an edge of glamour. Daphne had asked could she take a drink that evening, pretending that she had never done anything of the sort before, and her mother had agreed, assuming that her daughter wouldn’t like the taste of it. Let alone the taste of cigarettes, or coconut rum, or blue curaçao, or whatever else Ronan Quaid would doubtlessly smuggle in.

Not that he’d have to bring anything at all. Leonie found it very easy to acquire drinks from her parents’ kitchen, or shed, or wine fridge—she always said it was because her parents were artists that they didn’t have such intense boundaries around alcohol. They trusted her, and she delighted in abusing that trust to procure paint-stripping quantities of liquor for various beach and field drinking sessions. So, Daphne assumed there’d be relative ease in getting delightfully pissed in full view of a swathe of adults and parents. An audacious crime in plain sight. They’d have to hide if they wanted to smoke cigarettes, obviously—but a little challenge was good craic, anyway. She was so excited.

Her mother was dressing up as a ladybird. Daphne was leaving the brief stage of her life in which her mother’s creativity was embarrassing to her: now, she was delighted by the way in which Ger could turn a tablecloth into a fun little smock with a magic hour at a sewing machine. She kept a portable plastic Singer down at the island house, and a much larger, newer one back in their house in Dublin. She made every pair of curtains on every window in Daphne’s life, and every cushion cover. She made many of her own aprons, and even the tote bags she brought to the supermarket. She made Daphne pencil cases for school, and similar, larger cases for her burgeoning assortment of makeup. Ger was a conjurer, and when time came for costuming, she was well able to pull a wolf out of one of Daphne’s dad’s old coats, a sheepskin rug, and a hat that had once belonged to Daphne’s paternal grandmother. Iris McSharry was the woman who Daphne’s branch of the family had lately inherited the Tugboat from, having borrowed it from her for summers on summers on summers while she was still alive. It was a remarkable gift, to be left brick and mortar on an island: to be given the key to what Daphne imagined would be every summer, forever.

Ger and Daphne made a little pact to say nothing of Iris’s coat or the hat to anyone. She wouldn’t mind. She’d want to see them used. Ger’s own costume, however, was not constructed of stolen garments. Instead, it was made of a deceased red umbrella, some black felt, and a red dress that had itself once been a picnic blanket. Red jeans underneath, and little black shoes. Red circles on her cheeks, red lipstick, black freckles painted across the bridge of her nose. Hair, blonde by way of pharmacy bottles of peroxide, in space buns on the side of her head. Daphne thought, looking up at her as she finished her eyelashes, that Ger looked young, and happy. Maybe forty-six would be fine, actually.

The little wolf and her ladybird mother held hands as they walked the winding, leafy road that bent around the beach towards the Duff house. It wouldn’t get dark for a couple of hours yet, so long were the summer days down in Kerry, and an exception still to the encroaching night was Valentia, positioned at such a rare geographic angle that every day lasted just an inch longer than the rest of the country. The slice of sky above the island was a protected space: one of the darkest skies in the world, and thus, it offered the brightest, wildest stars. But it was still true July blue above Ger and Daphne as they made their way to the party, a polite twenty-five minutes past the eight o’clock start. Ger had said, “Look, showing up at eight on the dot is a hassle. I’d imagine Imogen is still chopping up crudités and taking vol-au-vents out of the oven, imagine showing up exactly on time and giving her a heart attack? No. A party like this has a sort of porous beginning, and an … indefinite ending, shall we say?”

Daphne had nodded, taking on the wisdom. She wasn’t sure what a porous beginning was, or a crudité, or a vol-au-vent, but she was interested in finding out.

The Duff house was not a thing like the houses in the estate back in Dublin. It was expensive looking to Daphne in a tasteful, Spanish-villa-transplanted-to-the-southernmost-end-of-Ireland kind of way. Tonight, the whole place was turned out like an invitation to celebrate. Streamers hung from every windowsill, picking up and dancing in the evening seaside breeze. Long webs of bunting sprawled from the front door out, connecting to each tree that ran across the front of the property. The little triangular flags were gold and silver and white, a dazzle in the breeze. Someone had dug out the Christmas lights, too, and they were already twinkling in the boughs of the trees. Fat bouquets of balloons stood at either side of the door, flung wide open, music already drifting out to meet the world.

Ger had brought flowers from the Tugboat’s garden, a bottle of wine, and a long handmade pouch she had put together on the sewing machine for Imogen’s brushes. Both Imogen and Malachy were multidisciplinary artists, Imogen a little better recognized than her husband. They each had sunlit, atrium-like studios at the back of the house, a pair of conservatories leading off a frankly enormous kitchen.

It went unsaid, but they were rich people. Not everyone that Daphne knew on the island was a rich person: Ronan’s mam, Yvonne, worked a couple of jobs and had moved down to live with an aunt in her last years while she was fleeing the situation that brought her Ronan in the first place. He regularly gave Leonie a bunch of stick for being posh. Finn’s family were farm-wealthy, which wasn’t quite the same, but they had land over cash and seemed to Daphne to operate in a different realm than other people she knew. Dublin money and country money were different things, in that Dublin land and Dublin houses were different—she had that put together, even at her tender age. She also knew, deeply, that she and her own family didn’t have the same means as Leonie’s, or even Finn’s. She’d never been in a kitchen this size back up home. It looked like a television set to her.

Due to the scale of it, this kitchen was where the party was really happening, and as Ger led Daphne down the hallway and into the already busy hub, she handed her the flowers and quietly said, “We’ll say these are from you, will we?” and Daphne nodded, a little nervous, anxious to see her friends. She was ready to exit her role as Ger’s Daughter and embark on an evening of mischief with her fox and crow and cat.

There were, to Daphne’s eyes, twenty adults standing around already, all dressed up with great theatre and circumstance. A little throng of grown adults, holding drinks, disguised in fabric and cardboard as creatures from sea lion to actual lion to tiger to bear—and in the middle, a woman dressed as a unicorn was having a playful argument with Imogen about whether or not unicorn fell under the National Geographic dress code.

Imogen’s costume was astonishing, and stood out in profound gothic amongst the fake fur coats and paper masks. She wore a lace grey dress over a hoop placed high on her body; it ran from under her arms down to her knees, lending her the appearance of being encased in a dome. The ornate fabric ran down her arms, over her hands in dripping sleeves, up her throat in a high collar, and some of the lace was even applied to her jaw and face. Across her mouth and jaw was painted in a wide, downward arc with bright, white teeth, thin and long. Her eyes and nose were painted over, slate. Daphne noticed she was even wearing black contact lenses which obscured the whites and irises of her eyes. Imogen’s hair, the great blonde mop of it, was piled high on her crown, more lace here and there. A thin wire harness that seemed to run from under her arms and over her head led to a mobile lamp which hung about a foot in front of her face, between her and the unicorn she was playfully admonishing. A cluster of tiny electric lights on a wire were jammed inside a little glass lantern, their battery hidden out of sight. The lantern twinkled and bobbed in the air, like magic.

“What’s Imogen meant to be?” asked Daphne, quietly.

“Oh, she’s an anglerfish,” replied Ger. “Isn’t that cool?”

Daphne wasn’t sure it was cool. She thought it was a little unsettling, and was privately glad she had a mam who dressed up as a cute ladybird, and not a horrible fish. She watched as Imogen delicately sipped her wine and said, “I think, even though you have in fact broached the very strict dress code, you should be allowed to stay and not fed to the fishes in the sea over the garden wall. Agreed, Malachy?”

Over at the kitchen counter, Leonie’s father was dressed as an owl. A cape and wings made of paper feathers—they were patterned, with cream and brown flowers, as though they were made from wallpaper.

“Agreed, love,” he said, not even turning around, continuing to slice citrus fruit and talking to two other men who flanked him, drinking beer and murmuring to each other. One wore yellow and black stripes and little antennae and wings, a bee. The other wore a whole bodysuit shaped like a frog. It occurred to Daphne that if she saw any of these people out in the island or on the beach, she’d never recognize them. She herself was only recognizable because she was obviously a teenager—or was she? Could she blend into this world of grown-ups because she was a wolf and they were wildlife, too?

Imogen looked their way and threw up her arms in welcome, “Oh, the McSharry girls! Fantastic! Ger, please, please go straight over and get a drink, you’re so good to have brought gifts, and Daphne, your costume is just terrific, oh, are those flowers for me? You’re a sweetheart, I’ve always said it—Leonie and Finn and Ronan Quaid are out the back, probably up to no good, you scurry along and let me get in some time with your mam, you hear?”

Imogen was a hurricane of fresh air, her dark costume at odds with her effervescence. She was all light, no teeth, in her manner at least. She took the flowers off Daphne and gave them a big, appreciative inhale before plonking them into a conspicuously expensive-looking vase nearby and calling Malachy to fill it up with some water when he had a second. Ger gave her daughter a big wink and told her to run along, so Daphne wormed her way through the crowded kitchen, under the conversation and music and glasses of wine and bottles of beer, and made her way through Imogen’s glass studio to the back lawn, which led down to the beach. Finn and Ronan and Leonie were sitting just along a little ridge between the grass and the sand, fully costumed, smoking cigarettes and sharing a large plastic bottle that declared itself to be full of 7 Up, but Daphne knew must be full of something all but lethal.

“Leave some of that for me!” she said, by way of announcing herself. The other three gave a big cheer, and she leapt down the little slope to join them, landing right beside Ronan, who directly handed her the unwieldy plastic bottle. She took a deep swig, and whatever was in it tasted so noxious, so chemical, that not only did it make her gag and burn the inside of her mouth, but it left the whole lower half of her face tingling in protest, too. Her throat, her chest, on fire. However, it also quickly warmed her belly. She found her mood softening immediately. Ronan passed her the cigarette he was smoking and took the bottle back off her.

He wore burnt orange rings around his eyes, white on his cheeks, and black on his nose. The same colour gradients ran through the fluff on a pair of triangular ears that sat either side of his head, at home in his strawberry blond hair. He, or his mother, had run a silver hoop earring through the left one, to match his own. An orange woolly jumper and black jeans, white leg warmers, and his usual ratty Converse. Mostly a fox. Mostly himself. Leonie’s outfit was similar, but her face was streaked with whiskers, and her nose a pink heart, a headband on her head with little black ears. Fingerless white mittens. Finn technically did have a crow’s beak, but not worn over his face. It was made from paper, a simple cone, and he wore it on one side of his head. He seemed to have let Leonie put black eyeliner on him, and he wore a heavy black feather boa around his neck that gleamed iridescent. This was far more feminine than he usually looked, all his athletic nonsense put to the side for the sake of their secret costume party within the other costume party. Daphne thought the girl-edge to him looked nice. Nicer than usual.

“See that there now, with your thick Dublin head on you,” he said to Daphne, pointing out to the water. “That’s the loinnir. Do they teach you about that in Irish in your jackeen school?”

On the horizon, the sun was approaching setting point, and over the thick belt of blue ocean where it would eventually sink, there was a pathway of sparkling, glimmering light. Of course, Daphne had seen it before, how could she have missed it?

“No, they don’t, Finn,” she said, cheekily. “They teach us about the uisce and the ghrian ag taitneamh, which is more or less the same thing, I’d imagine?”

Ronan blew a raspberry and Leonie gave a loud “Ha!” and she let them slag her off. She didn’t mind, they didn’t do it that often. No more than they slagged Leonie for being uptight or Ronan for thinking he was a cool punk or Finn for being illiterate (he wasn’t illiterate, at all, even nearly, but Ronan insisted it every so often, and this lie unfortunately had caught on over the years). For Daphne, being from Dublin was an acceptable, true weakness to take a slagging for. Her inadequacy at Irish was her own fault—she didn’t enjoy the study of it, truth be told. Couldn’t get her brain around it. The other three were mostly fluent, and spoke a dialect specific to Kerry, so even if she was any better, there would be a disparity in what she could and couldn’t understand anyway. She had absolutely not come across the word loinnir, nor would she have in any schoolbook or lesson.

“It is the specific word for that exact natural phenomenon,” said Finn, pointing still, aiming the tip of his finger over the dazzle of light in the distance, “for the catch of light over the top of the sea.”

“It also means a kind of … mischievous smile,” said Leonie, “like, the kind of look you’d give someone if you were trying to get them to come and do a small crime with you, or come and dance with you. Maybe if you were looking for the ride, I don’t know.”

“It also means,” said Ronan, “the feeling you get, when you have a drink you’re not supposed to have, and you feel a bit like this, a bit glimmery. That’s a loinnir, too. The farmers who sneak into the hotel bar for cheeky midday pints told me that one. They’d get a pull for a drink, and skive off a little early before going back out to work, and the feeling they have after is the loinnir.”

“I can’t imagine what that feels like,” Leonie said, taking her turn with the zeppelin of a plastic bottle, “getting a pull for it. I think only alcoholics get a pull for the drink, Ronan.”

“Well, the farmers told me that’s what it was, so if they’re alcoholics, that’s none of my business,” he said, taking the bottle back off her. “I’m only pouring their pints and graciously accepting an occasional tip.”

Daphne held the new word in her chest, then. The feeling of exactly right now, the glittery, giddy feeling of being a little bit up to mischief, drinking a small bit of poison, and seeing where the evening would take them. She did feel almost like light dancing across the top of the water. Of course they weren’t going to teach her that in school, she wasn’t meant to feel like that, was she? It was a boldness, and giving people words for their boldness would only encourage them, then how would you keep them still enough to teach them anything, or keep them in hand at all?

“Do you think,” she risked, “that up in the Scorpio Wonder, we’d be able to see any lights like this, from out of the windows?”

Leonie nodded. “Oh yeah. If you stand on the big, marble dance floor up in the Eye of the Wonder, where all the orchestras play and they throw the really fancy parties, and you look up at the dome? Above you, all of the dazzle of space. Better than loinnir. The stars are so bright and so sharp you can’t even look at it for too long. So bright they could cut the eyes out of you.”

“Yeah, but our kind wouldn’t get up to that dance floor very often, would we?” Ronan said.

“Who are we to the ship tonight, then,” Finn asked, “if we’re the kind of staff who wouldn’t be allowed up to the nicer floors?”

It wasn’t often that they played at aristocracy. Easier to play as maintenance operators, or entertainers, or even the crew up in the captain’s suite. The rich and famous guests of the Scorpio Wonder didn’t seem to have a lot to do. There was little adventure to be had if everything was just set up to please them. A funny sort of class consciousness had broken out amongst them over the years, a preference to be working, even in play. Daphne liked to have a use on board the grand, imaginary ship that perpetually orbited a lush and mysterious planet. She liked to think of herself as part of the machinery.

“I think if I was working in, say, the gardening department,” she began, “you know, ensuring that all the greenery around the ship was being well tended to, so that the oxygen levels stayed nice and solid, right? Well, that way I could get easy access up into the ballroom. Maybe not when the parties were on. Maybe just when it was quiet. That way I could get up and howl at the stars, all by myself.”

“Me, I’d be able to get in there all the time if I was a dance instructor,” Ronan said, “a particularly foxy one,” and the others all groaned. “Because,” he continued, “the especially honourable ladies and gentlemen that I’d be teaching how to move across the dance floor would want to take their lessons there. That way, even if I was working, I’d still be able to enjoy the mad lights while pretending to watch them do their waltzes and sambas or … whatever other patterns of fancy dance people from faraway planets do. I just know they pay exceptionally well for my rhythmic abilities, and the starry sky above us is just a bonus.”

“You know, I’d just make sure to throw my head in the doors during my security beat. After all the parties were over, after the big old band wound down and the janitors were sweeping up, I’d creep in and take a quiet little look when all the lights were off. The stars would look much brighter, after hours,” Finn said.

“I think,” Leonie said, “given all the hedonism that goes on down on some of the floors of the Scorpio Wonder, it’s in the interest of some of the guests that after a particularly wild party a priestess should be called in to … spiritually decontaminate the place. The Eye would be no different, surely. So, it would be cordoned off regularly for an energetic cleansing. I’d show up with my ancient books and herbs to burn and walk the perimeter reciting old prayers, and above me, the whole night would be alive. The perks of a life in the cloth, right. You get a view of the world that not everyone else gets.”

They were drunk, already, the bottle running low on them as they talked. This was as close to play as they had been getting, lately. No need now for capering around with invisible props. They could conjure the place through talk alone. They had made it real, as real as their own lives, just private. Secret. Just for the four of them, while the house behind them got rowdier with music and chat, they happily played far out in a solar system of their own.

“Our paths could cross really easily that way,” Daphne said, “the wrong night, or the right night. Me with my little garden shears, pruning away at a really big beast of a fern, trying to make sure it stays in shape. Ronan coming back in, maybe he left his dancing shoes on a table or something. Finn on the night watch. Leonie sent to do one last double check of the place for dark energy.”

“Hmm, dark energy,” Leonie said, “a particularly tricky aura from earlier in the week that I just couldn’t quite get off my mind. The ballroom just kept coming to me in my dreams, so I had to come back and make sure there was nothing lingering.”

“You know, I’m pretty sure I saw some too-long shadows being cast from the tables and chairs,” Ronan mused. “I think you might be right.”

“Any shady figures?” asked Finn. “Anything with arms and legs? Anything, or anyone that could hold a weapon, or a grudge?”

Leonie laughed, “No, just bad energy, no real creeps.”

They all laughed, then sharply stopped—some rustling behind them gave away that they had been ignoring an audience. Daphne’s first thought, too shocked to turn around, was that they had been stung with two liters of mystery alcohol and a whole packet of cigarettes, and if it was any of their parents—except maybe Ronan’s mam—they’d all be sent packing, and the night hadn’t even begun. She clenched her eyes shut, so annoyed that the sparkle had been knocked from their game. Just as it was getting off the ground, they’d barely been there an hour, that when she heard Finn go, “Jesus fuck, Arturo, you scared the life out of us,” she was briefly relieved, before she was furious. Why was he here? Why was he watching them?

Standing just on the other side of the grassy ridge, Arturo Corbett-Keene was dressed as a magician. His cape billowing a little in the breeze, a glass of red wine held aloft in a white-gloved hand. A top hat, a red carnation on his breast, a chain of coloured scarves hanging from the cuff of his sleeve jacket, a wand, white at the tip sticking from his jacket pocket.

“Arturo, a magician isn’t an animal,” Ronan said, barely throwing the older boy a glance. “You should be sent home to sort yourself out. Actually, while you’re at it, don’t come back.”

“My mam is a dove, and my father is a rabbit. We’re a matching set, Ronan, which I’m not sure is something you’d understand. Your mother looks lovely tonight, by the way. A very alluring spider,” Arturo said. “And, for what it’s worth, I’m out here because you bunch of pricks are wanted in the kitchen. They’re going to do the cake in a bit.”

Ronan set his jaw and shook his head quietly. Daphne squeezed his arm, whispered to him that it wasn’t worth it. She was very surprised that the Corbett-Keenes were part of the cohort who had been invited. They were landlords, and not well liked amongst the more liberal population of the island, least of all by the arty, socialist set that Leonie’s parents’ ran with.

Leonie rose, followed by Finn, then reluctantly by Ronan and Daphne, who found herself wobbly in the legs. She wasn’t happy to be off her balance so early, or to have to leave their sanctuary. Arturo had already started back to the house, and they followed him quietly, the magic of their fledgling night of play shattered. Daphne must have been visibly sulking because Finn said, “Ah look, Daph, don’t worry, we’ll do a quick round of drink skimming and head down to the beach again in a bit. And, I still want to hear more about this bad energy in the Eye of the Wonder, Leonie.”

Leonie gave a hard little laugh. “Let’s deal with whatever bad energy we have to manage in the kitchen, first, will we?”

She was not impressed by her parents’ artist friends, or by her parents. Daphne thought she was too close to the whole thing to see how incredible it really was, to be raised around so much creativity, around so much excitement. Leonie herself was not particularly excitable, and was getting harder and harder to lift any fun out of at all. When the invites were sent, she had pre-emptively apologized to Daphne about how messy the party was going to get. How there would probably be raised voices, at some point, and how they should all endeavor to stay as far away from the adults as possible—to throw their own party within, or without, the party in the house.

Inside, easily twenty, maybe thirty more people had materialized. The music was much louder, much rowdier—Daphne found the riot of it a little intense and scoured the room for her mother. She was, mercifully, perched on the kitchen counter, talking to Ronan’s mother—the spider. Extra arms and legs made from stuffed nylon tights with yellow rubber gloves at the end. Ger was holding on to one of them as though it were a real hand, and Yvonne gave Daphne a little wave using another one, then the pair of them cracked up at their own silliness and sank back into whatever deeply involved chat they were trying to have over the bumping ’90s chart bangers.

Then, in a heartbeat, all of the lights went off, and the music stopped, and the chat fell low to almost nothing. Malachy appeared from one of the conservatories, holding a big white cake in his hands, crowned with what must have been forty-five glimmering candles. It was all but ablaze. His low voice rose over the crowd, singing “Happy Birthday” to his wife, who was standing in the middle of the room, the lantern over her head the only other light in the place. The room of guests joined in, heralding in Imogen’s next year, half harmonizing with each other, crescendoing right up to the final happy birthday to you. Imogen blew out the candles with gusto and the room applauded, chanting how Imogen was a jolly good fellow.

It was, Daphne found, oddly tense. She found herself waiting for something to go wrong. Someone’s costume to catch fire. Someone to start yelling. A glass to be thrown. She wasn’t sure why she felt this way—perhaps it was because she was a little drunk herself, and wasn’t so used to being around so many adults who were also well on their way to drunk.

Ronan, Finn, and Leonie had disappeared, and Daphne was suddenly on her own. She wriggled through the crowd, which had returned to its previous wildness, looking for any trace of her friends. The music had changed, though, someone had put on ABBA and a dance floor had emerged. Finn, there was Finn, and he grabbed her hand and pulled her in to dance. Silly dancing, though. Not close or romantic. They waved their arms and pointed this way and that. Ger and Yvonne joined them then, and Ger solemnly handed Daphne what she assumed was her first and only beer of the evening, and so Daphne tipped it into her mouth and let herself be carried by laughter in a blur for at least the length of “Mamma Mia” and “Dancing Queen,” before Finn disappeared off into the crowd, and she decided to go and try and take a pee in what she hoped would be the quietest of the house’s five bathrooms.

She caught sight of Ronan disappearing into the bathroom that led off of Malachy and Imogen’s room, so decided against that one. She padded up to Leonie’s en suite and just as she stepped inside the door, she heard Leonie’s laughter and footfall entering her bedroom, through the door perpendicular to the little washroom’s. Something in Daphne stopped her turning around and going out to see Leonie, not least how badly she needed to pee. When she was done, she pressed her ear against the door. She normally wouldn’t pause, but Leonie wasn’t alone. There was someone with her—was that Ronan? Finn? She couldn’t make it out, she was still a little blurry from the horrible beachside cocktail, so she silently opened the door and there was a pit in her stomach then, because there, on the neat white bed, were Leonie and Arturo. With his mouth on her neck and his hand up her top. Neither saw her, such was the angle of how she escaped, how quiet was her turn of the handle and how deliberately light her movements. Daphne had only seen them for a second, but the image burned into her like a betrayal.

In her scamper down the hallway, she missed Ronan leaving the other bathroom, rubbing his nose with tissue. He wasn’t alone, but she didn’t catch who he was with. Probably Finn. She didn’t stop, she just needed a second outside on her own to steady herself. She scuttled as fast as she could back through the kitchen out into the night, to take a moment for the image of what she had just seen to properly develop in her mind. Leonie and Arturo. Awful, fucking awful Arturo and her sweet friend Leonie. Were they an item? Was this a one-time thing? Leonie knew about how rancid Arturo was. He was what, nineteen, too? Maybe twenty? Leonie was sixteen, which wasn’t that bad, was it? It felt bad. It felt sick to see.

Out on the other side of the now-wild kitchen, through Imogen’s conservatory, Daphne was able to stand still for a second in the night air. Her heart raced and her eyes had, at some point between here and the top of the stairs, bubbled over with tears. Her face paint was going to be ruined, but the night was ruined, so what did it matter? She felt very small, suddenly, wishing they could go back to just an hour ago when they were playing their game together, when they were embarking on the beginnings of a mystery in the great ballroom of the Scorpio Wonder. She missed when that was their everyday, and with that sensation of longing, she felt her childhood blink just out of reach. And what a stupid want that was. To remain on the other side of the threshold forever, to remain in innocence. A softer place than this.

Daphne made her way down to where they had been sitting earlier. The sun had just about set and the only patch of day was the stripe of meteorological magic that left one part of the horizon blue while the other fell into night and just as she had decided to make herself comfortable looking out at the water, she noticed something. Down at the shoreline, Imogen, on her own, away from the party, a bottle of wine in her hand. Daphne felt a bolt of wrong, the wiring of her body now electric from too many surprises. She felt like she had to go and get her own mam, to make sure Imogen wasn’t doing something dangerous. Still, the sea was Imogen’s back garden, how dangerous could having a little look in the water be? Maybe she’d just been a little overwhelmed by the madness of the party and was taking a break. Daphne watched her, the lamp at the end of her homemade antenna doubling itself in the reflection.

Leonie’s mother stood at the side of the sea, and another unnatural Imogen looked back up at her, and Daphne could see the pair of them from her tiny, private perch.

Two anglerfish, one earthside and one in the deep. Two lights, glimmering—but not in the dazzling, hopeful way of the loinnir. This was the opposite of that dance. There was bad symmetry in the sight of it. Threat.

Daphne swore she could hear her talking, but perhaps that was just bleed coming from the throng of the party. Imogen stood there a while before turning around and making her way back to the house. Daphne was sure she wouldn’t be seen, she was almost hiding amongst the long grass, and when Imogen passed by, she came so close that Daphne could see the water climbing up the end of her dress, but she said nothing. She didn’t even look down, she just followed the light she cast from her own lantern.

It was starting to get cold, and Daphne was colder still because she hadn’t sustained enough alcohol input to stay as drunk as she needed to be to tolerate the night air. When her hands started to get stiff, and she was almost done sulking, she gathered herself to get up and go and look for the others. The party thrummed on, and as she made her way back to the house, she spotted her mother standing in the doorway, giving her a wave. “There you are. Did you find a pile of coats to take a nap in?” Ger was smiley and loose, and holding a cigarette. She’d had a couple of drinks. Daphne thought she looked even younger, still, than she had before they left the house. Like something had overtaken her—but not so much that Ger was incapable of immediately registering her daughter’s sadness, and acting accordingly.

“Oh dear,” Ger said, reaching for Daphne and pulling her into a tight embrace. “Right. Let’s pull a fast one; we can get out of here around the back way, and we don’t even have to go through the party to do any big, drawn-out goodbyes. How does that sound?”

“But won’t everyone be annoyed we snuck away?” Daphne asked, her voice muffled as she held her face into her mother’s armpit.

“Jesus no. Nobody announces they’re going home at a party like this, you’d wreck the buzz. It’s more polite to just take your leave, then drop over something nice as a thanks for the lovely old time in a day or so. Unless you want to say goodbye to your friends?” Ger’s voice became even more gentle, then. “Though I suppose they’re not out here with you, are they?”

Daphne shook her head. “I came out to take a break.”

“Good, good,” Ger said, smoothing her hair, “too right.”

They swayed together for a second, and Daphne felt herself become calm just from the proximity to her mother’s body. When she released herself, she noticed that Ronan was talking to his own mother, just inside the kitchen door, on the other side of the conservatory. Yvonne was petting her son’s cheek as he looked up at her. Daphne didn’t feel so small, anymore, then, or so alone. “Ronan,” she called softly, and he whipped his head around, caught in a fragile moment himself. Both Daphne and Ger waved to Ronan and Yvonne, a silent acknowledgement that their respective parties were over, and that they’d see each other again tomorrow. Ger bundled Daphne out around the side of the grand Duff house and up the driveway, in the fresh night. Daphne thought about telling her about Leonie and Arturo, but she wasn’t sure she knew how to explain why it was wrong.

Instead she let the terrible glimpse of them play over and over in her head, curdling her stomach. When she threw up, before bed, all the rancid punch from the 7 Up bottle making its way out of her with both emergency and theatre, it was them she could see as her body emptied itself.

Arturo was bad, and Leonie was good, and they were together—so did that make Arturo good? Or Leonie bad? She couldn’t magic together any more nuance than that.

But when Daphne eventually got into her bed to sleep, face clean, teeth scrubbed, bones sore and cold, the image of the pair of them had been replaced by something else. She replayed again and again what Leonie had said about being a priestess who cleaned out dark energy. How there were things out there much worse than a bad person. As sleep crept up on her, Daphne found herself dreaming of Imogen at the waterside and the terrible reflection staring back, all teeth behind the light.






THE LAST SUMMER FOR QUITE SOME TIME


It was Finn who had corralled the other three over to this house party on the side of the island that faced Portmagee. Rare enough they’d end up that far over. Too long a haul. Let alone on a night out: a drunken cycle in the dark or a punishingly long walk home really didn’t appeal to any of them at the best of times. Finn promised though, swore that it was due to be mighty.

Some of the lads he played five-a-side with were throwing the session, and a rake of their cousins who were down for the summer, and a group from the art school in the Burren who were making a student film. Americans. There was going to be a DJ with actual decks out in the garden. Speakers. And lights. It was, he had assured them, practically a rave.

Daphne was down for whatever. She wasn’t impressed by art students, or Americans. She was just about finished with her English degree now and could hardly wait to go and do another one, married at this point to the idea of academia, the structure and tangible proof that she was achieving something quantifiable. Other students weren’t interesting to her anymore. Finn, Leonie, and Ronan had all sidestepped third-level education for various reasons: Ronan had, as expected, fucked his Leaving Cert and gone into hospitality. He worked full-time at the hotel, now. Finn was needed on the farm. Leonie’s circumstances were harder, though. She had found herself managing her parents’ careers. She was in turns their accountant, personal assistant, housekeeper. The older she got, the less able, sensible, and steady Imogen and Malachy seemed. Over recent summers, Daphne had just kept the talk of studying over in Galway to an absolute minimum, mostly out of respect for her, who would have done well in college, and would have loved to get to go. So, accordingly, Daphne didn’t make any potentially patronizing remarks about how little she was excited by the prospect of people making short films on the island, or the cousins of random lads that Finn kicked a ball around with. She wasn’t on the island for people she didn’t know. She was there for her friends.

By the time they made it off the beach and to the holiday house where the session was taking place, it was just after ten at night. They had split two bottles of wine to warm them up as well as a naggin of cheap vodka taken in shots, and were onto their sheet of cans, split for weight distribution across Leonie’s little cloth tote bag, Finn’s backpack and bike pack, and Ronan’s pockets. Daphne, less useful, carried one almost full bottle of wine, which she was keeping for herself. She wore tight, shiny trousers, disco pants, purchased from American Apparel in Dublin, and a black crop top that showed the narrow white band of her abdomen. Her necklace was long and bore a heavy metal owl made of chain link, with faux-topaz eyes. The shoes on her feet were paper-thin ballerina pumps, not suited to cycling or walking long distances—or very much movement at all, actually. She could feel the contours of the earth under the balls of her feet, but she thought she looked fly as fuck, so she didn’t care. This year, her hair was enormous, black waves made more billowing with mousse and backcomb. Leonie’s outfit was identical, but made of different fabrics, and she lacked Daphne’s almost-bouffant due to her commitment to wearing her hair in a sharp, white-blonde pixie cut. They made a pair of stark almost-goths against the pasture of the hillside. Ronan wore torn jeans, tight on his skinny legs, too, and a Sex Pistols t-shirt he had cut to hang loose at the neck, exposing one of his bony, tattooed shoulders. Between the three of them there was a fair amount of eyeliner spent. Finn, however, wore a sensible pair of almost businesslike chinos and a rugby shirt and a pair of very incongruous, expensive-looking Nikes. Box-new, crisp white in the places they should be white, red like a fire engine elsewhere. Daphne wasn’t into what he was wearing, but since sea swimming with him most mornings, knew that beneath the bad outfit his body was bearing incredible tone from all the farm work. He could have been wearing a binbag and he still would have been a ride, as far as she was concerned. He also wore a thin little crucifix around his neck, which made her feel as though she was going to lose her mind with the desperation to touch it, and a single, thin loop earring in the top of his right ear—a piercing given to him one night by Leonie, with a burning hot needle and an apple.

The party was heaving when they arrived. Some mainland lad was playing music off a laptop out of a set of exceptionally large speakers. No decks, as had been promised, but there were also, in fact, proper lights. Dazzling, the strobe from the back garden was visible half a mile down the road. Daphne reckoned they had until about one in the morning before someone called the Gardaí in, if there was a pair on duty at a loose end willing to make the drive out over the bridge to the island.

The four of them bundled into the hallway at the center of the house and placed themselves strategically on the staircase, insular amongst themselves—until a can or so later, when Finn strode away to talk to an American girl and Leonie sloped off somewhere when Daphne and Ronan weren’t looking. They were just two then, peering through one doorway into the living room, and overlooking the kitchen, where clusters of other young people from the island and the Americans were laughing and talking. One little dance floor had evolved near the fireplace, and another out on the long flat lawn beyond the patio. It was nice. A good scene.

Daphne liked parties, as long as they weren’t parties in the estate back home. She felt like a happy little pissed fish, part of a coral reef. Ronan, though, he wasn’t enjoying it. She could tell. He was talking to her, sure, but he was hiding in the reeds. Eyes scanning the room.

“Feeling a bit exposed up here to be honest, Daph. Can we head outside?” he asked, shortly after the cousins had swam off into the house. His jaw was very tight, Daphne noticed. His knee jigging.

“Yeah, we can,” she said, swaying up to her feet using the bannisters to support herself, her wine bottle still in one hand, “you alright?”

Ronan clambered up after her. “No, actually. Let me go outside and tell you. I’m not getting into it in here, I don’t want any strays picking up the conversation.”

The pair of them spindled their way through the party and out the door. There was the barest sliver of light left on the horizon, that last bright place, the stolen daylight some celestial scientific rarity blessed Valentia with. Otherwise the only lights were from the occasional strobe. It wasn’t even that loud, the sky so big above them that if they sat a little away from the speakers, they could have a fine conversation without shouting or straining to hear. They hid on a short brick wall that marked the perimeter of the property, huddled close together, and lit cigarettes. A stack of loose cans stood at their feet. Daphne held her wine close to her body.

“There’s a pack of cunts over in the kitchen, Daphne. Finn’s friends—they’re friends with your dickhead brother, too. I can’t—I knew there was a solid risk they’d be here, and I thought I’d the spine for it, but I fuckin can’t manage them. I think I’ll have to bolt if they don’t leave.” Ronan was gazing into the middle distance, not at Daphne.

She’d never seen him like this. Had he taken a bad pill? Hit a spliff a little enthusiastically? She stared at him, bleary. He seemed uncommonly sober. This sobered her up, as if by osmosis. She placed a hand on his leg. It was so thin that she could almost wrap her fingers all the way around his thigh.

“I’ll bolt with you,” she said. “Don’t you worry.”

“I do worry. I worry every time I fucken see them. It’s Arturo. I can’t—I can’t handle him. I don’t think I ever said this to you, I don’t want to even say it at all, but he held me down one day by the beach when we were about, twelve, he was about fifteen, big then, I was like a twig, the size of me. He’d caught me on my own. Got me out of the blue, I didn’t even see him coming. He put a knife to me. Ripped my t-shirt open. Said he was going to write what I am on my chest with the knife. He’d pick the longest way to spell it. The three letters were too short, he said. Bent, too short. Queer might not get the message across just right.

“Got right in my face, right down, his knees on my arms. I thought he was going to snap them with the weight of him. Spat in my face. Spelt it out. Homo-fucking-sexual. Ran the knife on me. Only cut me just on the right-hand side, just enough to see blood. The first line of the H. I think it spooked him, the sight of it. He was going to do it until he realized what colour the inside of a body is. Too much for a coward. Balked at the sight of blood. I’d pissed myself, was ready to vomit with the fear of him. The fear of what my body would look like once he’d finished with it. But he couldn’t do it. He got up off me and walked away without saying a word. Left me on the ground, on the road by the beach. I threw my t-shirt away and went home to my mam and told her I’d taken it off playing. She knew something was up, but I didn’t want to frighten her. Arturo’s rancid family own half the island. They don’t own us though. Not me, not you. So I don’t want to be drinking under the same roof as him. I thought I could hold it together. I can sometimes hold it together, but not tonight.”

Daphne felt her mouth hang open as Ronan spoke. All his dazzle drained out of him, spitting each sentence out. When he said he’d pissed himself, she felt herself turn white with anger, it took her like a fever. She remembered that wild kid, baby Ronan, a heretic. She’d loved him so much.

On a different, faraway dance floor, under a vast skylight, two friends dance when the bar is closed and the guests have gone back to their cabins. It is just the two of them under a rip of stars. They are like nobody else on the whole damn ship. Nobody else in the galaxy.

Daphne had quietly, implicitly, always known Ronan was gay. Daphne wasn’t sure that she wasn’t gay, either. Bisexual, or something. Language didn’t feel right down on it—she had yet to puzzle it out completely. She had decided she was going to take her time, hold her peace, feel it through. But in that queerness was a knowledge that sat between her and Ronan. An understanding. And it was in that understanding that the rage took her. She said, “Let’s get the fuck out of here,” and kissed him on the forehead. He smelled like cigarettes and the sea.



Daphne would replay the following minutes in her head over, and over, and over in the coming years. She would be trapped by them, for a while. Bound by the wish that she’d been capable of keeping her cool. But she couldn’t—and in years to come when she was repeating the details aloud, over and over, to Ger and the therapists, she would always wonder exactly what the point was at which she had completely and totally lost her mind. She would always ask, I was right, wasn’t I? Anybody else would have done it, wouldn’t they?

Here is exactly what happened. She was carrying the last of the bad red wine in the now-warm bottle by the neck. She and Ronan made to walk into the house, but Leonie had suddenly staggered out first. She was crying. The tears had made her makeup run so badly that her eyeliner had left her looking like a coal miner. She was so distraught she was hardly able to string a sentence together. Ronan grabbed her by the shoulders and asked her what was going on, and she wasn’t making a lot of sense, but she did say the highly familiar name of a boy—and Daphne, still in the blaze and passion of having heard what said boy had done to Ronan in their childhoods, went inside looking for him.

Did this count as intent? No, her mother would say. Perhaps, her therapist would say. Absolutely it did, her wife would someday say, as they lay in bed after Daphne tells her the story, in a voice scarcely above a whisper. Daphne had, she would admit to all three, been waiting her whole life for a moment like that. To tear a hole in the world with her rage. To have an excuse—justice. To turn her fury on a person who deserved it.

Arturo was standing in the kitchen, wearing a white shirt, and talking to some other young men whose faces Daphne could not make out, in the blur. He was saying that Leonie should be called Lay-onie because she was a stupid fucking tramp. A stupid fucking tramp. Daphne felt a scream in her throat as he said it, and swallowing the scream only made the anger worse, made it tilt towards insane. She took long strides across the kitchen, and, in a brief attempt to reel her in, Leonie had materialized behind her and reached for her and grabbed her shoulder, and Daphne stopped, and said, “I’m going to do it to him,” quite loudly, in a dangerous, slurring voice. It came from her heart, not from her throat.

She then smashed the wine bottle off the kitchen counter. It was a brief firework of red liquid and green glass, and she lunged at Arturo and his smile crumpled as the business end of the bottle made contact with his jaw.

There was, then, a terrible mess. Nobody could tell you for sure what exactly happened next, nobody’s account would be the same. Daphne was dragged one direction, screaming and brawling. Arturo the other, a fountain of blood. The smell of copper in the air.

The only certain account of the night would be the video, taken from an iPhone held aloft elsewhere in the kitchen. A glass eye, eating up the trouble.



Late in the night, though not too much later, just after the blood was washed off and his cut cleared out, Arturo had had a text appear in his phone. It said, “Caught her, silly bitch,” and after a loading moment or two, a video followed the message. Arturo opened it. His own face in the scene was so visible and Daphne was a blur. The quality was bad, but there was a real theatre to it. The violence, the drama. He watched it again, and again. Calculated the risk of the video meeting the internet. The cost to him. The eventual gain. He asked the glittering voice in the bottom of the glass of water by his bed. She said, This will be useful to you in future. This will get her away for now, so that when she comes back for the feast, there will be more of her shame to eat. Arturo felt the ache in the wound in his jaw, in his nerves. He felt shame the same colour as she had tried to put on him as a child. Shame she had made worse year on year by ignoring him, her and that horrible little fuck Ronan Quaid. God, the hatred sustained him, he could almost feel the passion of it healing the tears in his skin.

He replied to the text, then. He said, “It would be such a pity if this went online, wouldn’t it. Could really ruin her life. Would probably be kind of funny, though.” Casual. Just like that. How he was able to change her reality with just his agreement. It felt good. Really good.



In the few moments after Daphne woke up, she didn’t remember any of it. All she felt was the hangover, brutal and low inside her, cheap-wine-poison well past her skin in some place just before her bones, though it was burrowing deeper with every second that passed. She was exhausted, old with it. How unfair that her body had started to punish her in this way. Surely she was too young and hardy for this? Her stomach lurched—and it was only when she moved to lift her head from the pillow and felt her hair sticking there that it all came back to her in a rush.

She felt the dead, slim brick of her phone under the pillow. What she had seen there rushed back to her. How impossible it seemed, how fast it had gone online. How she had watched it on infinite loop in the bathroom when she finally got home until the light in her went out and then she was in her own bed, the day new and she, totally fucked. She couldn’t piece the end of the night together. In the bad soup of movement and screaming, there had been adults, suddenly, everywhere. Summoned from the ether. Dr. Lismore. Arturo’s parents in the back garden of the house. Her own mother, holding her upright. Ronan beside her. Leonie and Finn, absent. Arturo, too. Gone.

She ran her hands over her body under the floral of the bedsheets—she was still fully dressed, both shoes on her feet. Put together, still, even as her world had fallen apart.

Before she had the chance to bury herself under her covers with the phone that had now lodged itself between her shoulder blades and the mattress, Daphne’s mam’s voice roused her.

Ger took up little enough space in the doorframe. Her voice came papery, urgent. “Daph, come on now, out of that bed. Get in the shower. You’re a state. We need you up and washed, then you can tell me what’s going on with—well.” She held her phone in her hand, tight, like she was hanging on to it for dear life. “This.”

The video must have moved really, really fast, if even her mother had seen it. She didn’t even offer a good morning, the way she’d sung it for all of Daphne’s life, gooood morning, called out from a musical—but this was no good morning at all, no Hollywood golden-age production.

Daphne murmured, “I’m so sorry,” and Ger said, “I know, love,” and walked back out into the landing and down the stairs to the kitchen. As she descended, she called, “Hurry up, now,” but there was nothing stern in it. Daphne hurried up anyway.

She rolled out of the bed exactly as she had rolled in and stood, shakily, looking down at the wreckage of herself in the vulnerability of this old summertime bedroom. She was covered in blood and wine. Evidence. Through the pain and sludge of her disgust, she felt something snap inside her. She suddenly and urgently needed to be unrecognizable from the girl in the video. She needed to carve herself a complete and total disguise.

Daphne didn’t glance in a mirror, just peeled the fabric off herself like a bad skin. Her ears burned with tinnitus and her eyes were aflame and her body was sore and filthy with sweat and worse fluids. Her hands and wrists were a little cut up, like she had fallen, or like her weapon had hurt her, too.

She padded to the bathroom, down the hallway, naked and bony, and in the mirror grouted in amongst the tiny white tiles she saw the true state of herself. A ghoul. Her hair, half clipped up, was tangled in a black crescent and stuck to the left side of her face. The hair was the identifier, she knew it. In the video, it was almost all you could see of her. The big mop of black curls. The skinny legs. Without the hair, maybe you wouldn’t even know it was Daphne in the video. Maybe it could be anyone, anyone’s anger, anyone’s break. Any girl. Any party.

Just one Arturo, though. Him, you could see clear as crystal. She couldn’t change that. But she could change herself.

Her head buzzing with toomuch toomuch toomuch, she took the nail scissors from their position, leaning delicately in a glass on the sink, and without much focus or even a grain of hesitation, she cut her hair off, starting at the most tangled spots. She hacked at herself without style or vision, just urgency. Eventually, she rendered herself a tight, uneven crop. She looked like a battle lost, but that was better than looking like the girl in the video. Daphne took fistfuls of what had once been her hair, her gorgeous wild hair, and flushed them unceremoniously down the toilet. There was so much that she had to stuff the rest in the wastebasket for fear of clogging the drains. She hadn’t had a haircut in nearly eight years.

The shower was loud against her scalp and shoulders, the bareness of them. At her ankles, the water was the burnt red of oxidized blood from her hands and wrists and a couple of surprise grazes on her knees. It took a minute to really start to leave her skin, and smelled foul. Lemongrass shower gel against it was worse, and stung her, and when Daphne finally saw the water run clear, she was struck deep with peals of nausea. Afterwards, as she sat down to take a piss, she swiped her phone from the ledge of the sink. She turned it on for a second, the last twinkling remnants of battery resuscitating it for a few minutes more. She stared into the hovering matrix of apps and couldn’t bring herself to open a single one. Least of all the 384-and-rising unread text messages, her group chats from home and college thundering awake. She switched the phone off, wishing she could do the same thing to herself—just go dark.

She dried herself off and wandered into the landing, wearing the towel like a dress. Her mother, who was sitting at the top of the stairs now, staring at her own phone, met her with a gasp of anguish.

“Your head, Daphne!”

“Yeah. Didn’t want to wash it.” Daphne felt like someone else was moving her mouth for her. Ger sighed heavy and low and shepherded her daughter back into the bathroom, standing her in front of the sink again, where she instructed her to wait, and brush her teeth. When Ger returned to Daphne spitting a mouthful of starchy mint suds out and retching a little, she came wielding a pair of clippers. There at the sink she shaved her daughter’s uneven, demented hack job down, close and even. It made her look only marginally better. Ger murmured as she did it, a sort of mourning, “Your hair, chicken. Your gorgeous hair,” and her touch was tender against Daphne’s scalp, “I haven’t seen your head since you were a baby,” and Daphne felt like a baby, for a second. Loved by Ger, despite the night before. Despite everything that would come.

When Ger was done, she brushed the fuzz off her adult daughter’s bare, damp shoulders and said, “You look like…” and Daphne was ready for her to deal over something disappointed, something hurtful—you look like you’re sick, you look like a prisoner, you look like—but Ger said after a beat, “Sinéad O’Connor,” and Daphne, somehow, gave a laugh, blinking back tears.

“She got into a lot of trouble, too, didn’t she.” Ger squeezed Daphne’s shoulder, and they looked at one another in the mirror for a second, more alike in the face by the year. Same bone structure, same aquiline nose, though Ger’s smile wasn’t as full, and her teeth greyer, her skin heavily patched with freckles. Daphne had her dad’s eyes, not Ger’s. Chilly blue, not green.

“She did, yeah,” whispered Daphne. There was a quiet moment before Ger spoke again.

“Daphne, what were you thinking? Why did you do it?” her mother asked, not at all accusatory.

“He did something bad to Ronan when we were all small. He called Leonie a—he called her—” Daphne felt her voice wavering with the pressure of revelation. She had done it to Arturo because someone had to do it to him, someone had to stop him, even for a second. Show him that he couldn’t be the way he was. She had done it to Arturo because something rose up in her that she didn’t have a name for, some animal in her body that had always lived there. She had done it because she was a wolf.

Ger’s eyes hardened for a second, as did the grip on Daphne’s arm—but not in a way that suggested she was angry at her, more that she was appalled, more that she realized suddenly that there was a depth to Daphne’s island life that she hadn’t understood. Then she said, “The Corbett-Keenes will be along shortly enough to talk this out and to discuss police involvement, so you might want to make yourself scarce. Let me handle this.”

Downstairs, dressed but freezing and nauseated, Daphne picked at the skin at the edges of her fingernails. She’d been trying to stop ruining her hands, but what was the point of stopping now? Ger peered down into her phone, drinking her tea, and staring at a long text message—performing quiet crisis management, Daphne assumed, as two slices of white toast with rubied jam went cold on the table in front of her. Out of the deep pocket in the front of her shirt, Ger then produced a box of cigarettes and took one out, lighting it up with a surfboard-shaped lighter that had been nesting in the fruit bowl, wedged in between a couple of bright green apples. Ger only usually smoked at Christmas and on New Year’s, not at half nine in the morning in the middle of summer. Indoors. The text was definitely from Daphne’s dad, who had briefly stepped out of their trip to do a job in Scotland. Perhaps he was coming back early. Perhaps he could help.

In this way, her parents quietly schemed beside her while Daphne waited, replaying the night before in her head on a loop. She wanted to ask her ma for a smoke, but felt a fragility between them that she didn’t want to touch.

Daithi’s figure appeared at the sliding doors, in from the abyss of his bedroom. He had come down to Valentia that year not to holiday in the same way she had. He was working, mostly on his laptop, using the temporary, patchy internet access he had purchased for the Tugboat. He was now gainfully employed at one of the new tech companies in the docklands back home up in Dublin, and seemed to be able to do the work wherever he pleased. Daphne wished he had decided to take the job to Thailand, or Italy, or anywhere that summer. Anywhere but here. He was red-faced and fuming, his baseball cap turned backwards, his hoodie straining over his newly developed, disproportionate shoulder muscles. He hulked into the kitchen, his empty protein shaker in his hand, and said, “What the fuck, Daphne. I was just talking to the lads. What the fuck? Why are you fucking bald? Are you having a nervous breakdown?”

Daphne set her jaw and didn’t look at him.

“Daithi, language,” said Ger, sharply, looking up from her phone.

“Ma, are you fucking serious? I think asking her what the fuck she thought she was doing is the bare minimum here?”

He stomped past Daphne and removed his industrial-sized chocolate-protein-powder tub from under the sink and began to furiously construct himself a breakfast made of milk and dust.

“I saw the video, Daphne. Everyone’s seen it. The views are sickening. It’s not up ten hours and it’s everywhere. Do you think Arturo deserves this to be going around? Who the fuck posted it? Did you know someone filmed it? You’re not tagged in it, thank fuck, but I’m just waiting for the lads up home to clock it’s you. Jesus.”

Daphne just picked at her fingers. If she gave him what he wanted—an answer, an apology—he’d only make her feel worse. That was how he’d always done it. And she wasn’t going to let him do it today. This fortitude would not last, though. She would apologize countless times, over the following years, for what she’d done that night. For everything he would have to tolerate thereafter. For being his crazy sister. A shadow that followed him, now.

“Make me a Solpadeine, will you?” she asked. “My head is killing me.”

“Are you serious? Are you seriously not going to answer me? Ma, what the fuck is going on?” Daithi all but shouted, the noise of him shaking milk and protein together a churning, disgusting thing.

Ger sighed. “Lower your voice. I’ve already been on to Arturo’s mother. Arturo is a little shook up, a little—well, beat up. We just have to weather the storm, deal with whatever way the Corbett-Keene family want to handle this and hope we can batten down the hatches, or whatever, until the next stupid video gets popular and takes the heat off Daphne. Me and your dad are talking it out, he’s getting the next flight back to Shannon and can be home by tonight. We’re just working out how best to help, for the moment.”

“Daphne? Why the fuck are you trying to help her? You’ve already spent years helping her. I hope you understand, it damages me when everyone thinks my sister is a psycho. How am I ever going to show my face on this island again?”

Daphne felt that one, and flinched. Daithi noticed, and doubled down.

“Ah yeah, Daph, they all think you’re a weird bitch anyway, so it’ll just be the icing on the cake when they have video evidence with fifteen million views that you’re not just a freak, you’re a fucking danger. Great stuff. Good luck ever getting a job, now.”

“That’s enough.” Ger stood up, her voice suddenly sharp with anger. “Don’t you speak to her like that.”

“Don’t speak to her like that? What? Tell her the truth?” Daithi sneered. “The state of you, Daphne. Nobody wants you here. Why did you even go to that party in the first place? These people aren’t your friends, they don’t like you, they don’t like your weird little island friends, and now everyone’s going to know you’re a headcase. You won’t even explain yourself, you’re just sitting here with a fuckin stupid-looking bald head on you, Christ.”

And Daithi kept going, then, and Ger kept telling him to shut up, and Daphne stared into space, the heat of shame rising through her like a fever. She felt herself step back from the reality happening around her. The distance shielded her from her brother’s temper. She listened to the two of them arguing over her, her mother getting angrier, her brother rising to it, defending himself now, defending his own right to be angry.

Everyone in this house was way too good at taking things way too far.

It was so clear to Daphne as she watched her mother and brother roar that Daithi actually, truly hated her. It was as though he was the one who took the wine bottle to the face, not Arturo. She would, in time, repeat this in therapy. There was no way she would ever convince her brother that what she had done was right, even though she herself believed it to have been the just thing. The only thing. The abiding thought she remembered having as she let the fury take her was that she would want someone to do this for her.

She could see Ronan’s child body on the ground, terrified, still trapped inside his adult body in the garden at the party. Leonie, ashamed, a comet in the night, running away in tears. If she had been either of them, she would have wanted blood.

So maybe the violence would say something, loud and clear. Something like, I know you think you are the wolf, but I will hunt you and I will hurt you and I will put your skin on me, trophy. It is me. I am the wolf.

She of course, didn’t say any of that though. She had been too drunk, too blind with rage. She had simply declared, to nobody, to everybody, “I’m going to do it to him,” and then she smashed her mostly empty wine bottle off the side of the kitchen island, and, well.

It was that simple. But Daithi wasn’t going to give her the space to explain that. He would rather make her feel worse than she already did than hear a single thing about the reality of Daphne’s interior life. All of this she was certain of, but the shame crawled through her body nonetheless. She felt her breathing quicken, not able to hide deep enough inside of herself to totally ignore what Daithi was saying about her, how true it felt.

How he had known that Daphne had never been right in the head. How nobody liked her, how she was the common denominator. How obvious, how certain it was that someday she was going to hurt someone and that day had finally come. And now his whole social media feed was rammed with people reposting a video of her hitting his mate in the face with a bottle.

It didn’t matter whether or not Arturo deserved it. It didn’t matter if a violence might cow the dark thing in him. It didn’t matter that she was right to do it, actually. It only mattered that everyone had seen.

“Nothing to say for yourself, as fucking usual. I’m already sick of looking at you, sick of this shit. I’m going for a run.” Daithi necked the end of the slush and sugar of his breakfast, threw the empty plastic container in the sink, and stormed out the front door. The whole Tugboat thundered behind him, he’d shaken the rafters with his spite.

The second he was gone, Daphne split in two and let a cracking sound out from her throat. Ger rushed to her, made the same soothing shushshushshush noise she had always made to settle her. Every time Daphne tried to speak, she would get overcome with another swell of humiliation. Daithi, the prick, why was he like this? Why was he always like this? Was he good, and she was bad? He’d never hit anyone with a bottle, had he? How was she supposed to be in this house, on this island at all? How was she supposed to ever look into the internet again, her ghost somehow playing over and over in an act of violence? The entire island would be talking about it, too. About her. She’d have to leave, wouldn’t she? She couldn’t come back and have her beloved summers here again, not after this.

Her thoughts were a litany, and they couldn’t make it to her mouth, so tight was her breath, her drowning lungs. She couldn’t get language to come down out of her brain so she just sat there making sounds until she could do the little “in for four, hold for four, out for four” breath thing that the university counsellor had taught her, then scaled the numbers up. She knew it probably looked dramatic to her ever-practical mother, but Ger didn’t say a word, even after releasing her from the tight hug, she just smoked, tapped her phone, and even from her own seat, made those soothing noises. Her mother an ocean at the table, shush, shush, shush—soothing herself, perhaps. It was her crisis to manage, too.

It could have been upwards of an hour that they were there, Daphne half starting sentences, then crying again. This was a loop they’d been in before, familiar territory, but Ger was patient, and quiet, and still when Daphne was panicking and always had been, like she herself withdrew until Daphne was ready to meet her—but Daphne could feel her tension. The toast went from cold to stale on the saucer. Eventually, Ger ran out of smokes and tutted at herself, “Christ, I haven’t finished a box in a long time.”

“Do you think Ronan and Leonie and Finn will even want to talk to me now after what I did?” Daphne sniveled, getting up out of the chair to get herself the painkiller that her brother had distinctly not prepared for her when he was leaving.

Ger laughed. “Don’t be silly. They know who you are. I bet they found whoever took the video already and took the head off him. Or her. But probably a him.”

And a silence fell between them suddenly.

“But I do think”—Ger looked over her shoulder, out the window, at the tall and stilted couple approaching the house, the Corbett-Keenes, the rabbit and the dove—“that it’s probably best if we head back up to Dublin tonight. Your dad’s going to come here to manage Daithi, and you and me are going up home. Maybe we should all take a little time away from the island. I’m going to offer a some space to the Corbett-Keenes, as an olive branch.”

At the thought, Daphne felt her sorrow begin to sour and curdle and become that old familiar rush of fury. God, the anger never ran out. She looked at her mother.

“But this is our island,” she found herself saying, knowing full well that it wasn’t. That it never had been.

Ger got up to answer the door and gestured for Daphne to head upstairs. “We’ll just take our time. Let it all blow over. Give Arturo a bit of room to recover, and you, too. Go on up there, make yourself scarce, pack your bags. Don’t turn on your phone.”

Daphne nodded, and took herself upstairs.

What she didn’t know, as she packed her bags—her dead phone at the very bottom, as though for safety—was that downstairs, Ger was promising Arturo’s parents that they wouldn’t see Daphne down on the island again. She couldn’t swear permanence but she could promise them years, at least a few, for their son to recover. Daphne also didn’t know that they would have to stop in the police station on the mainland on their way back up to Dublin to present themselves. Daphne would have to own up, would have to sit as the video played over and over in front of the sergeant. She would receive a warning, but not a charge—the sentence was instead being agreed upon in the Tugboat while she was out of earshot.

No more long summers spent in her childhood sanctuary. No more respite from the heavy social tangle of her life in Dublin. That was the punishment.

Daphne wouldn’t even want Valentia for a long time after this. She would reject it, after being banished. She wouldn’t let herself miss it. The shame would keep her bound up, unable to even dream of the strange light and deep laughter that had marked the brightest months of her life since she was a child. In that way, Arturo might have fallen to the bottle, but it was Daphne who lost the fight. Ceded defeat. It was very almost enough to keep Arturo’s hatred of her at bay. Almost, but not quite.







PART
TWO








THE FIRST WINTER, FIVE YEARS LATER


It was only the grasp of her mother’s hand and the dark invitation to Imogen Holdsbourne-Duff’s funeral that could have ever brought Daphne back to the island. Only the shock of bad news could jolt her out of exile.

How could she stay hiding up in Dublin, knowing Leonie had lost her beautiful, mad mother? How could she remain entangled only in her own dramas, insulated by the schisms in her family and distraction of college, when the summer-best-friend of her life was going through a portal of grief from which she could never return? As Daphne sat in the passenger seat beside Ger at five o’clock in the morning on the drive down to Valentia, she found the answers to these questions again and again as she posed them on repeat to her captive audience of one. She assured herself, aloud, again and again that she was doing the right thing.

“I can’t hide anymore, I can’t. I have to be there. I have to.”

“Even outside the church,” Ger said. “We don’t have to go in.”

“We don’t. We can just stand out in the car park.”

“We can. She’ll be so glad to see you, you know.”

“I don’t know how she’ll ever be able to feel glad again, Mam.”

Ger nodded at that. “You know, it might be a while. But you have to show up for them, when your friends are grieving. There’s no other way to live. You have to fill the empty parts of them with all the love you can give. Leonie has to survive this. You can bring the spirit of old summer days down with you. Some good memories, before the … well. Fiasco. I know she misses you. They all do. Yvonne tells me all the time.” Fair play to the Quaids for running a family campaign to return the McSharry girls to the island.

Ronan told Daphne all the time, too, but she almost never wrote him back. But when she had got the text from Ronan that said Imogen was missing, and that it wasn’t looking good, Daphne had replied immediately and Ronan had in a blink forgiven her elusiveness and they’d snapped back into their usual rapport, albeit under dark circumstances. The pair of them had then entered a fevered, text-based decompression of the horrific situation as it played out of the Duff house and around the rest of the island, too.

Daphne thought of nothing else for days, despite everything going on in the thick and messy hell of her own life, her own home. All the practicing in her head, all the back and forth with Ronan, and she hadn’t the nerve to text Leonie. She’d held her silence for too long to know how to break it.

What did you say to a person you hadn’t spoken to out of shame for five years, when her mother was missing, presumed dead? What do you say to her when her mother is, in fact, dead—how do you wrap language around that?

“You tell her you’re sorry, and that you love her. That’s all,” Ger answered, when Daphne asked her how she should approach Leonie, at the church or the afters. “You don’t try to say the most beautiful thing, you don’t try to answer her pain. You’ll have more funerals ahead, Daphne. There’s a rhythm to them, a way we comfort the grieving. We’re not there to hand them a poem so profound it cures their loss. We’re there to be … I don’t know. Part of the chorus of their life. We add a layer of harmony. It’s not about us. It’s about Leonie, and Malachy, and poor, gorgeous, mad Imogen.” Ger’s voice wavered at her old friend’s name.

It occurred to Daphne that Ger had known Imogen the length of Daphne’s life, or longer. They had been pregnant the same year, given Daphne’s and Leonie’s birthdays were only a month or so apart. Imogen and Yvonne had been best friends to Ger, in the way Leonie was a summer-best-friend to Daphne.

What Daphne did had taken years of those friendships away from her mam. She’d only been back once since everything happened, and there wouldn’t be any more summers with Imogen now. The shame, the feeling she had been working so hard to temper and control, rolled over her then, and it was as hot and as fresh as the morning after the party. Like half a decade hadn’t passed. Like they weren’t deep in an October so far from July it may as well have been a different planet. Leaving so early in the morning that they could watch the dawn added an eerie gauze over it, too. They’d left in time to make it all the way across the country to the church outside Knightstown for the 11 a.m. service, traffic permitting. They had not discussed staying in the Tugboat.

When they pulled onto the ferry that trundled people across to the island—no bridge, this time—and they were nestled on the deck with a small convoy of other cars, Ger rolled down the window to ask one of the ferrymen in bulky, dayglow jackets had they seen much traffic for the funeral. Everyone would know, for miles around, and even in the grief, Ger couldn’t resist doing a little investigating, falling easily into island gossip as though she had never left it behind at all. She leant out the window.

“This gang all over for Imogen, are they?” she asked him, and he nodded, face almost obscured by the height of the neon collar on his big safety coat.

“They are yeah. Desperate, the whole situation. You know they think the husband did it.”

Daphne felt her mother freeze, and reached across the seat to grab her arm, a stabilizing force.

“Oh do they now?” said Ger, high pitched, and the boat under them began to move. “Very difficult that. Very difficult.” She was a master of saying absolutely the right thing and absolutely nothing all at the same time, Daphne noticed. A skill she herself had not inherited.

Ger rolled the window back up, and the second it was closed, she turned up the music on the radio, and once the Cranberries were loud enough to obscure her, she said, “Fuck, fuck them, how fucking dare they.” Her hands held the wheel tight, as though she was not only driving, but speeding. They sat there in the blare of music, ringing out of the car and into the sea, and said nothing for ages, then. The radio was doing the screaming for them.

Daphne wasn’t sure if it was the rock of the boat making her feel sick, or the horror at the thought of Malachy having anything to do with Imogen’s death. Gentle, quiet Malachy with his little wire glasses and his paintings, but either way she was pale with too-familiar nausea until they finally reached the landing dock at the car park near the hotel.

It was finally a reasonable time of morning, and Daphne staggered out of the passenger seat as if steady land was the cure for all the fear and worry that was blooming wild inside her. It was notable that Ger did not want to park down at the Tugboat, rather, preferred to park with the other guests to the island, and walk up to the church for the service. This was to be a flying visit. Daphne was still wearing her hair very short, she hadn’t had the nerve to grow it past a pixie cut since the video situation. Her head was cold and she said as much to Ger, who told her that if she wore a woolly hat with her long funeral coat, she’d look like one of the Wet Bandits out of Home Alone, and would only draw more attention to herself. Daphne managed to laugh at this, and that helped, a little.

By the time they made their way to the church, the hearse had arrived and the coffin had already been carried inside. Ger remarked that it was a pity that they had to have the funeral in the chapel at all, given Imogen’s strident and furious feelings about Catholicism. There was no way on earth they were making it inside the building; the churchyard and surrounding path were teeming with mourners. Some of them locals, others, Imogen and Malachy’s London friends. You could tell by the cut of their jackets, their little hats, the melody of their accents. Ger and Daphne stood quietly, arm in arm, and listened to the stray, whispered stories amongst the sorrowful crowd. One person said, she was so beautiful and hadn’t a clue how beautiful. And another person said, oh, Imogen knew she was beautiful, the woman would find her reflection to admire in the back of a teaspoon, and there were some sad, true laughs. Someone else said, wee Leonora is going to have a hard job now, with her old man. Another person agreed. Leonora deserved better than all this. It would take the youth off her.

That sent chills across the surface of Daphne’s skin, under her long coat. Leonie had always had the head of a much older woman on her already. What would this do?

The air in the churchyard was thick. An atmosphere of grief is one thing, but it was layered with shock, and not only the abject horror of a suicide, but worse: the tension that comes with suspicion of foul play. A bad mystery, at the end of which Imogen was still dead.

“Are we going to try and go in?” Daphne whispered to her mother, giving the bursting crowd at the doors to the church a circumspect little glance. She wasn’t sure she wanted to shoulder her way through the mob.

“Oh we’re absolutely not,” Ger said, sensibly. “We’ll likely hear some of the service from here, and we can pay our respects when the gang come out, and then down at the hotel should we feel like it.” Her voice was clipped, and it occurred to Daphne that her mother was in pain. She scooted herself even closer to her, as if her own aliveness could somehow help Ger in her loss.

They stood in the quiet for a while, as the droning of the celebrant—or priest—took up a service. Daphne found herself tuning out, staring instead into the dewy grass at her feet. Willing time forward. Her mother’s hand in hers was cold. A funeral mass is an hour, and not a lot of it is centered around the departed. Imogen never seemed like a person who would cede her exit party to tradition, but she had not—according to the murmurs around them—left instructions on how this should all proceed. So the way of the island took over. Not just the way of Valentia, but of Ireland.

She’d died two weeks previous, and in Irish terms, two weeks is a very long time to wait to put someone in the ground. It was only that she needed an autopsy. All these morbid details were being whispered around Daphne and Ger, more audible than any prayer happening across the churchyard, inside the house of someone else’s god. Daphne wondered was her mother finding the gossip helpful, or harmful. It was better than platitudes by a professional in the ritual who didn’t know Imogen from Adam, anyway, Daphne reckoned. It seemed offensive to have to be held hostage to this kind of ceremony in your darkest hours. She couldn’t imagine how Leonie felt. Would she be angry? Numb? Likely, she didn’t care about the funeral. How could you care about an hour-long church service when you were staring down the barrel of the rest of your life without the place you came from? The body that made you? Your mam? She squeezed Ger’s hand at the thought of it. Daphne had too many questions today, and no answers now for any of them.

Ger whispered, “Look, there’s Yvonne and Ronan. Will we go over to them, so we’re not standing here on our own?”

In amongst the mob, she could see two strawberry blonde heads. Two gingers, dressed in black, side by side. Ronan was taller than his mam, now. Had he always been that tall, Daphne was straining to remember. When he appeared out of the soup of her memory, he was slight, and not much taller than Daphne herself—who was, as it had turned out, a very short woman after having been a very, very short girl. Had she forgotten so much, already? As she approached him across the churchyard, from behind he looked like an adult man. He hadn’t seemed like that, even the last time she saw him. He’d been pure boy, still. Raggedy and wild.

She’d never be able to perceive him as a grown-up—nor, really, herself.

Five years is a cruel distance, going from one side of your twenties to another without someone, letting details of them disappear into nothing. The therapists had decided Daphne was not allowed to have social media, but even if she had been able to peer into the vortex of images and videos, she wouldn’t have found Ronan there. He was deliberately and resolutely absent online. He only lived in the world, not the ether. He was, Daphne supposed, too real for all that.

He turned around, hearing their approach, and his face lit up at the sight of his old friend. He smiled, watery and crooked, and softly mouthed, “Daphne!” and she rushed to him then, wrapping her arms around him.

He was pale, and under his coat, still a bag of bones. He put his face in her neck and said to her, “It’s all so fucked, Daph,” and she said back to him, “It is, yeah. It is.”

Beside them in their embrace, Yvonne and Ger held each other, too, giving a soft sway, rocking each other for comfort. In the blur of her vision, now soft with tears, she could see them as girls, Ger the summer visitor, Yvonne the mainstay, though she was a blow-in herself. Just two of them, without their third, without Imogen. She saw her mother’s mouth move, heard her, asking Yvonne and the air, what the fuck. What else was there to say? What other question could cover it? The fuck is the rest of their lives in the shadow of this. The fuck is everything that comes after.

Ronan released her and whispered, “Can you believe this?” both of his hands holding her by the tops of the arms, like if he let her go she’d bolt.

“I can’t. How is Leonie?” Daphne didn’t wriggle free of his grasp, letting him keep steady with her. The pair of them were two halves of an immovable whole, for a second, fixed to each other.

Ronan closed his eyes—they had that deep, tired look about them that was a telltale of days of sleeplessness, or crying, or both—and said, “Wired. In shock. We’ve to mind her, Daphne. Whatever she says, goes. I don’t care what she wants. We have to make sure she gets through this alive.”

We. That was a funny way to put it. As if it was the two of them in conspiracy, immediately. As if she wasn’t meant to be turning home after the service, the car down by the ferry all but had the engine running.

This was winter. It wasn’t summer, and hadn’t been a Valentia summer for Daphne in a long time.

Daphne fought back the sad, angry voice in her that wanted to tell him that there is no we. Not anymore. Leonie was his responsibility. She was just coming to pay respects—and as she ran through these boundaries in her head, she felt each of them crumbling against a rush of love for him, for Leonie, for Finn.

For their child selves, capering around with one foot on the island and the other foot in the stars, for their teen selves, poisoned and laughing and stupid and a little dangerous. For every summertime iteration of their persons, for their perennial friendship, for their insistence on returning to the wilds of space, the wilds of each other. How could she make this a flying visit, a weird, stilted, polite hello and sorry for your loss? After everything?

The word we was already enough. Daphne was recruited.

Daphne felt like saying something a little crazy to Ronan, then, something like, do you think Leonie would feel better if we all sat down and smoked a joint and played the game together? Do you think a little dreaming would help her heart? But held this mad thought down in herself. She had to let him lead the way, here. Had to trust that he’d seen Leonie’s grief up close and would know the right prescription. Daphne had been gone, exiled, and didn’t want to throw her weight around. She wondered would Ger mind if they stayed a night or two down at the Tugboat—suddenly the idea of turning around and going home right away was impossible to her.

“How long are you staying?” Ronan asked quietly, looking from Daphne to her mother. “We’ve to get cans. We’ve so much to talk about.”

Daphne didn’t have a truthful answer, but she looked at Ger again. How long could they stay? With everything going on at home, with Daithi.

Ger looked back at Daphne and Ronan and furrowed her brow slightly, opening her mouth as if exactly ready to say, “We’re due back in Dublin tonight,” then closing it again, as if able to track the rollercoaster of emotion Daphne had just rattled through, before eventually saying, “I’m heading back to the boys shortly, but Daphne can stay at the Tugboat as long as she wants, or as long as she’s able.”

A qualifier. So easy to forget that Daphne had left for a reason. That she’d been in therapy twice a week since everything went down. That she was returning to the site of a disaster, the scene of a crime that she had committed. Easy to forget it in the face of the crush of love and nostalgia, in the opportunity to use the good old days to cure grief. Ger was wiser than that. Daphne was not.

This entire conversation was carried out in whispers, but it was becoming impolite, even though the crowds outside the church were far from silent. So Yvonne and Ger and Ronan and Daphne stood close, all four of them, and listened to the solemn rhythm of the ceremony. The distant voices coming from inside the church changed—there were multiple celebrants, or priests at work. Daphne found herself waiting to hear Leonie, but didn’t. They played “Amazing Grace,” they played “On Eagle’s Wings”—a tinny keyboard, a precise and high soprano. Rote funeral songs. Then, as if from nowhere, as the hour wound down, the bright and shocking piano and unmistakable opening chords of “The Winner Takes It All” floated out from the doors and into the churchyard, and Daphne heard her mother gasp in pain and Yvonne let out a cry so sharp and so high you would have sworn they were being injured bodily. The synth and harmony and jaunt of the rhythm made it worse, more cruel somehow. Ronan went to his mother, and the four of them were left, for the duration of the song, brutalized by loss. The churchyard fell totally silent, then, and the music got louder and louder.

By the time Daphne lifted her head, the coffin had been walked out of the church by pallbearers dressed in sharp London finery, their faces pale and wracked. Leonie walked behind the coffin with her father. She was stoic and hard faced, holding an unknowable composure. Malachy was gothic, and crumpled. They both looked small against the scale of the coffin. White, bearing a great mountain of papery lilies, like stars with yellow tongues.

The crowd began to heave towards the coffin, towards Leonie and Malachy. They were a black hole, vacuuming the mourners towards them. Finn was there in the stream of family who were leaving the church. Ronan and Daphne and their mothers held steady, didn’t move. Yvonne took out a cigarette and gave one to Ger. Ronan and Daphne looked at each other, wondering silently if it was alright if they partook. If you couldn’t smoke a cigarette in front of your mother now, in front of a vignette as terrible as this, then when?

“Do we go up to her?” Daphne asked Ronan, feeling clueless.

“We don’t. We see her outside the hotel, once the sandwiches are served and all the Londoners are seated and the nosy locals have slimed off home. We leave her to it, now. We pick her up later.” Ronan’s eyes were fixed on the Duffs, his mouth a line.

“And are we going to the burial?” Daphne felt like a child, now, asking questions because she had nothing else to say.

“Burial’s just family. They didn’t wake her, either,” said Yvonne, “as you can imagine. They are having a few drinks and sandwiches down at the Grand Royal—just out of politeness to the people who traveled to be here, I’d say. We should make tracks down that way now—and the big man inside promised he wouldn’t make you work, Ronan?”

“He can try all he likes, I’m not going behind the bar today,” Ronan said. The four of them made a slow walk away from the heaving party, and Ger held Daphne’s hand tight. On their way to the road, Ger looked over her shoulder once, up at the coffin, now in the glass belly of the hearse, and Daphne could swear she felt her mother turn to salt from the horror of looking at Imogen, earthside for the last time.

Ronan and Daphne left their respective mothers to themselves in the Grand Royal, setting up outside at a picnic table on the concrete stretch between the hotel and the car park. Ronan also did not want to be too present at the hotel, just in case they tried to make him serve pints.

“I will be sinking pints, not serving them, thank you,” he said, taking such a long pull of his Guinness that the glass was half empty when he put it back down on the table. They’d come outside with a hot whiskey and a stout each. The hot whiskey was medicinal against the cold, Ronan had insisted, and didn’t count as an alcoholic beverage. Daphne sipped hers, and they smoked. It was cold, and a slow procession of mourners bled down through the village to the hotel, and Ronan and Daphne watched them from afar.

“Good to have you back, despite the circumstances,” Ronan said. “And look, I know you couldn’t stomach the thought of being back on Valentia for long enough, and I don’t blame you, but I’m glad you got back to me, and I’m glad you’re here.”

Daphne nodded. “I couldn’t just. Turn my back on Leonie, you know? And I wouldn’t have been able to come down at all if I hadn’t done a fair amount of heavy lifting with the therapists, and if my mam wasn’t so good. What would all the … mental work, or healing or whatever even be for, if I wasn’t able to come back here when I was needed? You’ve to reconcile it all at some point. If I didn’t love you guys so much, I could just stay away, move on. But the love is the thing. You can’t just pretend you don’t love someone, just because you’re ashamed or embarrassed of yourself.”

Ronan nodded slowly as she talked, and said, “I still don’t think you’ve anything to be ashamed about, for what it’s worth. Plenty of people think you’re a fucking legend for what you did.”

Daphne snorted a laugh. “Oh yeah. Sure they do.”

Ronan raised his hand as though swearing an oath. “I maintain that you don’t have the reputation you think you do. Did you see him in the crowd? I had my eyes wide for him, and he was nowhere to be found.”

Him being Arturo. They didn’t need to even say it.

“No,” Daphne said, “I’d imagine he was in the church with Leonie, no?”

Ronan shook his head. “I sincerely doubt it.”

“Were they ever on properly? Like, together?” Daphne felt ugly, gossiping about Leonie like this, on today of all days. But she had to know. She felt the yawning chasm of five years of ignorance loom below her, and she needed to build a bridge across it. She needed details. Context. Clues towards how to behave.

“They weren’t, no,” he said, taking a sip of the whiskey. “As far as I know, he hasn’t been sniffing around her since the big night itself, way back. I’ve barely laid eyes on the fucker, thank God. For a small island, you can make yourself scarce easily enough.”

There was enough thick green land between the houses. The roads were long enough that walking them wasn’t easy, and in fact could be downright dangerous at night with the speed cars sometimes took. There were still no police. If you had a compound the size of the Corbett-Keenes’, why would you be out at Boston’s or the Grand Royal? What would you be doing in the town? You probably had a coffee machine in your parlour of the same level that they were operating at the Goat on the Boat. You didn’t have to cross any paths you didn’t want to, if you were careful. The reality was, if Ronan and Arturo put even minor effort into avoiding one another, there was a solid chance that they’d never encounter each other again for the rest of their lives.

From the stream of black coats, Finn emerged, leading Leonie by the hand towards Ronan and Daphne, who sprung up from their seats and all but ran to them, the four of them in a clutch, arms locked around each other, four points of a compass. Balanced perfectly, for a moment. When they pulled apart, Daphne put her hand on Leonie’s shoulder and said, “I am so sorry. I love you so much. I am so sorry,” as though Ger had put the words there for her to say.

Leonie gave her a watery smile. “Me, too. It’s good to see you.” Her eyes were red and her skin was blanched. She looked like she hadn’t slept in a week, or laughed in a year. Her piercings were gone, Daphne noticed. A little scar under her lip and in the side of her nose were all that remained. Her sunglasses, perched in her unchanged pixie cut, looked expensive. Her nails were not painted black now. Rather, a neat French manicure. She was dressed like an adult. She had, Daphne supposed, become one.

Finn pulled Daphne into a tight hug then, himself. She was hit with the dense aroma of expensive aftershave, the rough wool of his jacket. She had, somehow, forgotten how enormous he was. A house of a man. All shoulders and arms and neck. She let herself take huge comfort from the size of him and he ruffled her hair.

“A fucking terrible reason to finally see an old friend,” he said, and Daphne said, “I know, I’m sorry,” and Leonie said, “Don’t be sorry. You didn’t kill her,” and gave a tight smile, and Finn said, “Jesus, Leonora,” and she said, “I’m allowed,” and Ronan said, “Leonie is allowed do whatever the fuck she wants from here on in; you can only use gallows humour if you know a thing or two about the gallows,” and Daphne, released from Finn’s hold, felt her heart give a swell at the rhythm of how these three spoke to each other, how easily she fit back into their patter, bleak as it was.

Finn was sent first into the Grand Royal and returned with a tray of drinks, multiple for each of them. Several red packets of crisps littered around for sustenance, and two boxes of cigarettes nestled in between the glasses for good measure. They sat at the table, the October chill around them, at good remove from the bustle of the hotel. They then set about getting pissed in a manner that Daphne found profoundly nostalgic.

“Is Malachy alright over there?” Leonie asked Finn. “Does he need me, or anything?”

“Oh he doesn’t. Poppy and Daisy, I feel like they’re called, the London publicist cousins? They’re on each of his arms protecting him. He’s alright, and he knows you’re with us,” Finn said, splitting the crisps open pack by pack in the middle of the table, creating a salty little buffet for them to pick at.

“Good. I need a bit of space from all of it, to be honest,” Leonie said, lighting a cigarette. “I can’t keep up the performance for much longer. How the fuck am I supposed to know what to say to all these people? My mother is dead, thank you, now please leave me alone to get wrecked so I don’t have to think about it, God bless.”

The sharpness of “my mother is dead” took Daphne by the ribs but she didn’t say anything, or even change her expression short of a wince that she couldn’t keep in.

“Well, I’m happy to distract you,” she managed. “You have to survive this, too.” More of Ger’s wisdom, easily handed out.

“I’ll have a much better chance of surviving it if I don’t have to go inside to the wider population of Kensington’s finest and let them tell me what a genius she was and what a loss to the art world she is and how the value of her installations has already gone through the roof,” Leonie spat. “The vultures.”

“Do you want shots?” Ronan asked, suddenly. “Because I think we’re going a bit too slow, here. I’ll only go inside there once more today and I’m not coming back empty-handed, I swear.”

“Oh I do yeah,” Leonie said, finishing her pint. God, they all drank so quickly, Daphne noticed, trying to catch up by gulping hers.

“Then,” Leonie shouted after Ronan as he made quickly for the hotel, “I want to go and commit a small and distracting crime. Do you think you can make that happen, too?”

“Anything you want! Anything in the world!” Ronan shouted over his shoulder, and Daphne found herself at the bottom of her pint glass, so plucked another from the tray and sank herself down into it. For a second, as she felt the chemical impact of the alcohol rush through her, she felt gravity change. She felt play in the air between Ronan and Leonie, and remembered how easily they had been able to step softly out of reality together. She wondered was all that broken, now. Had they been children faced with grief, perhaps they would have stepped into the game and allowed it to soften the passing of a terrible day. But she worried they were too old for it, now. She felt a query in her throat, Will we just play the game? and swallowed it, lighting a cigarette to make sure the smoke kept it down.

Daphne decided, about an hour later, that it would be sensible to confirm with Ger that she was actually alright to stay at the Tugboat tonight before she got too drunk to appear trustworthy. It had been a long, long time since she’d let go like this, and she’d forgotten how silly and easy it was to just relax into drink after drink. Ronan was gearing up to go and look for some mischief, and Leonie was looking perkier, mercifully. Finn was becoming more distractingly attractive by the moment, another thing Daphne had forgotten. That old crush had woken up by the third drink, when she found herself inspecting the size of his hands, his clean, neat fingernails.

Ger and Yvonne were sitting at the bar, shoulder to shoulder. Daphne noticed her mother was only drinking a 7 Up, whereas Yvonne had a fat glass of wine in front of her. That enough told her that Ger was still going home. She had to, she supposed.

“Mam, is it OK if I do stay at the Tugboat for a few nights? You think that’s … you know, safe and all that?” Daphne needed to double-check. Not safe in the physical sense. Safe like, Daphne would be alright in herself. There had been some seasons where she wasn’t. Some months when she had to travel home from college and take to her bed, handing in assignments horizontally between twenty-hour stints of sleep and weeping jags. There had been numerous heart-stopping fights with her brother—the most recent being by far the worst. Daphne was not always sure she could trust herself to make sensible choices, but here, in this case, she felt like she probably would be alright to be on her own in the Tugboat. Given the circumstances of her return to the island, given the security that came from the other three, given that she could focus all her energy on Leonie. She would try very hard not to be a liability, this time.

Ger tilted her head and gave Daphne a soft smile. She had been crying.

“I think you’re probably better down here than up home at the moment, chicken,” and she took Daphne’s hand. “It’ll be good for you, I think. Get a bit of space from it all, from Daithi and your dad. Bit of independence. But I’m at the other end of the phone, if you need me or want me.”

“It’ll just be a couple of days,” Daphne said. “I promise.”

Ger nodded. “And you can get the bus and the train home when you’re ready. I’ll zip down to get you if there’s an emergency; otherwise you can mind yourself.”

“I can.”

“And you’re to stick with Ronan.” Ger squeezed her hand.

Yvonne peered around Ger, mascara smudged. “Daphne, stick with Ronan. Our house is your house if you need it. Make sure he stays hydrated, please, and doesn’t smoke any weird vapes. And if he offers you a weird vape, throw it into the sea.”

Daphne nodded, with a tiny smile. “I will.”

With their blessing then, she scampered back out to the car park. She was getting a little cold now, and realized quickly that she had no change of clothes with her. Anything she wore would have to be dug out of one of the wardrobes at the Tugboat, or she’d have to commit to funeral blacks and washing her knickers and tights in the sink. She hadn’t seen a single item of clothing that lived in that house for five years. She’d be putting on an old skin, she supposed. Better than being cold.

The other three stood at the road up to Knightstown, wielding now-stolen pint glasses. Ronan had a bottle of coconut rum sticking out of one pocket and a bottle of vodka sticking out of the other and his fists were full of citrus fruit stolen from behind the bar. As Daphne approached, he threw a lime at her, and she caught it out of the air, effortless, as though it were a shooting star.



They went to the beach first. The big-little beach, not the small-little one by Leonie’s house. It was almost six in the evening, and they were losing daylight fast—the temperature was dropping, too. The sea wasn’t too furious, just giving gentle roars and making the air feel clean and sharp. Daphne had missed this. Donaghmede was near enough to the ocean to get some of the benefit of how the air turned with proximity to the coast, but it wasn’t right up on her the way it was here. She didn’t see it often. Here, in the greying light, it was black already. Busy waves hemmed with white foam.

Ronan, Leonie, Daphne, and Finn huddled on the tiny, convenient crag of rocks they’d always gone to for cans. The smooth protrusion of them jutting out over the sea, arranged conveniently by nature in the shape of a little arc where you could comfortably sit on a clear day, and not get trounced by waves.

This had been their site, ever since, at fourteen, Ronan had started picking up shifts at the hotel, and the liquid spirit world had opened wide to them. He’d quickly gotten wise to how to siphon gin, vodka, and clear rum out of the bottles behind the bar and replace the missing inches with a little water. The perfect, boozy little crime. Summer after summer they’d gotten smashed that way, off empty plastic bottles full of a clear punch made of whatever Ronan could steal down in their clandestine oceanside stomping ground. Nobody had ever clocked what he was doing: Ronan never got caught bending any rules, his sleight of hand immaculate. They’d drink until they were wild and they’d boot it up into the island for more adventures. It didn’t feel too different to that now, and with that old summer feeling there at the edge of the world, Daphne found herself thinking of the game again. She wanted to invite them into it, now that they were all loose with the drink, see if she could coax everyone back somewhere special. Somewhere that might be restorative for Leonie, even. But she couldn’t find the courage. She’d been gone. She couldn’t just drag them back to their blissful childhoods by the ankles, could she? On a day like this? Dodging the afters of a funeral? She’d have to be soft with them about it. She wasn’t sure she could handle how it would feel if they said no.

Ronan was busy holding court, anyway, and she didn’t want to interrupt him. He was barking a cruel imitation of an American tourist, waving his thieved pint glass full of ice and dark liquid in the air as he spoke. Finn’s broad, thick body was crouched over on one of the higher rocks, his own glass dwarfed by his grip. He really did have hands like spades. Next to him, Leonie was poised with her own drink and a long thin joint that she had produced from nowhere. American tourists were a special breed on the island, condescending to the locals but emptying their wallets in the process. How many times a summer would Ronan get asked where to find the leprechauns on the island? How many tall, tanned hikers would tell Leonie she had a gorgeous brogue and she was mystical looking and ask could they take her back to Oregon?

The particular tourist Ronan was picking apart was one of the last of the season—had only been there a week ago—and refused to believe there was no ATM on the island.

“Why would I lie to him? Why would I look this man in the eye and say there is no cash machine on the island?” Ronan gesticulated so intensely that he lost some ice cubes out of his pint glass. “Brayden. Chadly. I want your money. It simply does not benefit me to lie about this.”

“Ronan, last week I heard you spend an hour telling a gang of them that we don’t have Wednesdays on the island, that we just go from Tuesday to Thursday and simply ‘don’t observe’ the middle day. I watched you say those words with your own mouth, in the Royal. I’d say he thought you were taking the piss after that, alright. Word travels fast on the tour buses, like. The real question is, what are they doing out here in the winter at all? Haven’t they better weather in Arizona than this shite?” Finn said, taking the joint from his cousin and hitting it, the cherry hot, the reddest thing in the dusk. Daphne could smell it in the air. The weed was always so nice down here. It was allegedly grown up at the apiary, of all places, and was some of the best she’d ever smoked. A far stretch from sticky Dublin hash, smuggled in off the boats and cut with god knows what—or even whatever foamy green mystery she always ended up with in Galway. She used to take a makeup bag full of Valentia Special wrapped in cling film home for the winter and smoke it out her bedroom window. She’d no idea how she never got caught by her folks or Daithi, but reckoned it had been blessed by Ronan’s stealth on the way out. Either that, or the rest of her family were smuggling some home themselves and were engaging in a code of weed silence. She’d missed it. All of it.

Daphne felt a warm, fluttering thing roost in her stomach. Nothing in their tiny conspiracy had, to her understanding, changed—even if her entire life, or their entire lives, had changed, otherwise.

The sea-cold of the rock chilled her a little as she listened to the end of Ronan’s outraged monologue, but he stopped himself, knocking more drink and ice out of his pint glass as he pointed. “Daphne. Tell us. What crime are we to commit tonight now to keep Leonie distracted?”

This was the little opening in which she could say, why don’t we commit a space crime? Why don’t we go rogue around our old beloved station, far in the glittering reaches of a distant galaxy? Why don’t you be a fox and Leonie be a cat and Finn be a crow and I be the wolf, again, at last? But she couldn’t summon it. Instead she shrugged her shoulders and pointed her glass to Leonie, saying, “I’d ask the lady herself. I’m no use at crimes anymore, swore off them, remember?”

Finn chuckled. “Useless criminal, getting caught on camera.”

And it was the first time, ever, that anyone had made a joke about it in front of her, and Daphne was surprised to find that it didn’t hurt.

“Better a criminal than a rat,” Ronan said. “I think she’s better for doing it than whoever the fuck filmed her, if you ask me.”

“Well, she didn’t ask you, Ronan,” Leonie said. “And right now, if it’s my choice, I think we actually should get ourselves inside somewhere because the last thing I need right now is a cold. I’ll decide on my crime from there.”

“You surely don’t want to go back to the hotel, do you?” Finn asked.

“Oh, I don’t. Or my house. Ronan’s is down the arse end of the island, and—well, we could go to the Tugboat couldn’t we, Daphne?” Leonie said, pointing up above the cove in the vague direction of the house.

“Maybe not tonight—but we can hang there whenever you like, once I’ve got it fixed up? It’s been empty for a good while. I’ve no idea what’s lurking in there.”

This wasn’t a bad idea, necessarily. Hosting social events was surely good for her; it was definitely something Ger would approve of. She’d rather that to her drinking on a freezing beachside, wouldn’t she?

Ronan groaned, throwing his hands up in protest, losing some of his drink along the way. “Too right. Also, it takes me fucken ages to get home from Daphne’s gaff! You two live so close, I’m over the other side the quarry, like! Stop making me a wreck-the-buzz and come up with some better ideas, would you?”

“You’re well able to make your way home pissed,” Leonie said, not unkindly, but with a distinctly authoritative tone that Daphne had forgotten she was capable of.

“… Will we stall it to the Starcade then, instead? Easy for all of us to get home from there,” Daphne offered.

God, she loved it there. They hadn’t quite left it behind in their teens—they’d still swung by from time to time in the summers leading up to Daphne’s prolonged absence. It had by then the old, quiet feel of a church. A stilted grid of rules hanging by the door and thus, hanging in the air—no running, no laughing, no eating, no drinking, no shouting, no singing. Only eight game cabinets had remained, and their beloved old table, too. Maybe the sight of the haunt of their youth would be enough to give Daphne the courage to suggest they play, too.

“Starcade is locked up for the season, mate,” Finn said. “Plus, and you’re not going to like this—Arturo bought it off the aul lad who owned it and is renovating it for a personal project, so if we want to get into the place, we’d have to fire him over a text to make sure it was cool.”

Ronan and Daphne gasped. Leonie, distinctly, did not.

“Are you serious? Personal project? I fucking beg of you. Has he nothing better to do with his money.” Daphne found herself getting suddenly snappy and tried to calm herself down, taking another long drink. She knew she should mind her manners about Arturo, but this was a truly unexpected affront. Personal project. Christ.

The cheerful, peaceful creature under her ribs was starting to bat its wings, unpleasant and restless now. Finn laughed a little at Daphne then, which she didn’t mind at all because his laugh was a low thunder roll that did something to the skin at her wrists, and her neck. He said, “Temper, temper, Daphne.”

Daphne rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I know.”

Ronan quickly cut in with a better avenue of progress. “Look, why do we have to ask him? I don’t ask Arturo for anything, and I never have. Why don’t we just let ourselves in? It’s not like he’ll be near the place. He lives miles across the island. As long as we take our pint glasses with us when we leave, smoke out the window, and don’t stain the carpet … I’m not sure he’d ever know we’d been there, if we were clever enough about it—and obviously, we will be extremely clever about it.”

Ronan’s voice rose in pitch and speed as he talked. He was planning a crime and he was delighted with it. Daphne felt herself pulled in by this stupid idea and heard herself saying, “Genius,” even as Leonie cut in with, “No way mate, no chance. Absolutely no chance.”

Daphne leapt down off her rock and drained her glass, gagging slightly but too buzzed to care. “Ah come on Leonie! Even if he has the place torn apart, we can say goodbye to it. We probably need to rescue the table to be honest, liberate it quietly in case he tries to put it in a skip.”

Leonie raised her eyebrows. “We’re not stealing the table, Daphne. Do I need to remind you that we’re adults? Do I? Where do we even put it? I’m not bringing it back to my house.”

“I’ll bring it back to the Tugboat. Give it a better home,” Daphne insisted.

Ronan put his arm around Daphne and said, “Liberate the table. There’s your crime, Leonie.”

“That wasn’t the kind of crime I had in mind,” Leonie said, unable to keep a little smile from lifting the thinness of her lips. Daphne knew he had her cracked, then.

“You don’t choose the crime, Leonie. The crime chooses you,” said Finn, jumping off the rocks and onto the grass verge that led away from the beach. “Off we go so, hurry up now before it gets too late in the night, I’m up at six—”

Ronan gathered his arms around Leonie and Daphne and began to rush them down from the rocks, too, like he was herding them. “Up at six, for what, Finn? I’ve seen you out in that tractor still pissed, lad. We won’t keep you out late. Besides, the sheep won’t know if you’ve a hangover, will they? Tell them we’re just off the back of a funeral if they’ve any issue with you. We’ll just. We’ll just go up for a small walk, a small little look. A look and a stakeout. And, as we know, having a small little look and a small little stakeout won’t take more than an hour, I swear to you—then we’ll have an idea of what kind of doors he’s installed during his stupid renovation and what kind of lock we’re dealing with, and if Arturo has set up any kind of security rig that we’ll have to dodge around or disarm. I’ll need your arms to do the work of lifting the table, Finn. I’m not cut out for horse work; don’t let me down now! Christ, it’ll be japes all the way up now. Come on, I’m losing my life with the cold freezing down here—bit of a walk and a suss of this place’ll get your blood pumping, heat us up a bit, c’mon, ta fuck, let’s go, let’s go, let’s go—”

Adrenaline started to flash from Daphne’s belly out up past her heart, up to her throat, and down to her wrists and arms. Oh she loved this. This was right. A July dawned inside her, against the winter night, against the strange grief. Leonie was, somehow, laughing, and that was all down to Ronan. Just like always, Ronan kept talking and there was laughter, and Daphne started laughing, too. More unmixed spirits down her and she was a little blurry but the good kind, all her anger diffused, all her stress softened, ready to go up and investigate the Starcade, ready to steal the table. Ready to forget about everything up in Dublin, about the sight of her mother crying, about the long shadow of the video taken at a house on this island.

As they gathered themselves to leave the beach, Daphne took a second to dash back to the edge of the rocks and really inhale the salt and wild of the sea, to appreciate it in her growing, blissful drunkenness. She clutched the bottle of vodka that Ronan had manifested like it was a bouquet in the hands of a bride, both hands wrapped around the neck and held to her center. She smiled into the darkness, closing her eyes a moment just to listen to the crash and hush of water and salt. When she opened her eyes again, something was glittering up at her from the depths. A winking thing, like a fallen moon, yellow and circular. A disc of light that seemed to fold into nothing then become full and round again. Like it was blinking at her. Daphne scrunched her eyes shut.

Then, Ronan gave a shrill call for her and she scrambled after him, magnetized with the devilment. “Steal the table!” he roared down at her. She called it back. Finn joined in, and then, reluctantly, Leonie. They marched, chanting, until the chant broke into laughter.

They were a wonky procession, the four of them worse for wear and getting worse by the step. They made their way in the pitch blackness by the light of two piss-weak phone torches and three cigarettes. The crows by the church were thankfully roosting, their cackling symphony would have felt like bad news this late in the night sky. Daphne wasn’t sure what time it was now, but reckoned it couldn’t be ten, even, just yet—but late night felt later always on the island, given the lack of streetlamps outside of Knightstown. The three others were so local to the area that they knew precisely where they were going in the charcoal impression of the landscape in the dark, and Daphne just teetered after them, listening to Ronan and Leonie begin a silly argument about picking locks.

“Surely buying a toolkit off some scoundrel in the vape shop in Cahersiveen makes it worse, like you’re out here planning break-ins like.” Leonie, still scolding him, unable to help herself.

“I’ve three and a half answers to that—one, if I’m going to do it, I’m going to do it properly and not be there for forty-five minutes with a hair pin like you, Leonora, leaving traces of myself all over the place. And two, I’ve already bought it and it’s too late—that’s the half answer. Three, it’s rude of Arturo to lock the place up anyway. And finally, wouldn’t you rather plan it than just be doing it spontaneously? Would you not rather do it right? You’re making me out to be a criminal. I’m just out to investigate some temporarily vacant property—they’ve a housing crisis on the mainland. I’m doing my part to reclaim unused space for the greater good!”

“You are a criminal, Ronan. Just because you’re polite to old people and Americans when you’re serving them their gin and tonics at the hotel doesn’t mean you’re not a criminal. We were just shouting about stealing the table. Stealing is an actual crime.”

“Sure wasn’t it your suggestion to commit a crime in the first place?”

“Yes, but—”

“Then I’m your man. I’m like Robin Hood, Leonie.”

“The state of you! You aren’t, Ronan!”

“Oh I am, yeah.”

He was only slightly antagonizing her, and she was only slightly scolding him. It was nice to listen to, Daphne thought. Finn’s large form hung back from them a little; he slowed his pace to walk with her. Daphne felt him loom and suddenly was neither so cold, nor unsettled by the dark anymore. This was a summer feeling against the winter. He was all potential.

“C’mere, Daph, are you holding up alright? It’s been a long time since you’re back. Must be bringing back some unpleasant memories,” he asked her, low enough to not distract the other two from their sparring.

Daphne was so disarmed by the feel of him beside her and the sincerity in his voice that she almost felt herself open up entirely, a rush of honesty through her. Instead, though, she said, “Look, there was no way I was staying home, Finn. We grew up together. Who would I be if I kept hiding at a time like this?”

And that was a truth, in its way. She’d unspooled and unspooled how she felt about the night she hit Arturo with the bottle again and again in therapy. She’d talked it to death. Even thinking about it activated a kind of vertigo in her and she couldn’t get into that with herself, let alone with Finn. She’d terrify herself, and him. So mentioning what was going on back up in Dublin, where her temper had gotten her most recently, was off the table. The answer to “Are you holding up alright?” was no, absolutely not. But there was no way she was going to make the night about her return, her problems. It was the night of a funeral, not the night of a coming-home-and-getting-over-the-reason-you-left-in-the-first-place party. Not a night for confessions.

“I understand, loveen,” and he squeezed her arm a little, her funeral coat rustling at his touch, transmitting a kind of safety to her. Loveen. Loveen. That wasn’t a word people used up in Dublin.

They walked behind the circus of Leonie and Ronan for a little bit, the incline of the road rolling a little tough on the calves as it always did as they approached the Starcade.

The original Starcade sign was now all but invisible in its winter silence. A shooting star with eight letters ablaze in its trail. It was so alien against the wild green of Valentia’s hills that it looked as though it had been cut from another magazine and glued there, a pop-art collage. Daphne loved it. She loved it all, every inch of it, from the sign all the way down to her initials, permanently etched digital at the top of the scoreboard on the Puzzle Bobble machines. She wondered were they still there.

That was an immortality in pixels she was proud of—the opposite of the video of her at the party and the hundreds of thousands of other videos, responses, comments, in its wake. Her high score had stayed, monument, where it was meant to. A better legacy. Maybe she’d give a game a shot when they got in, flex her old muscles, turn her quickness into points into permanence. If Arturo hadn’t thrown it out during his alleged renovation. She scowled at the thought.

Ronan and Leonie fell quiet as they drew closer to the building, clandestine now, ready to take the place for themselves. Ready for a little crime.



“Ah, Jesus, now!” Ronan was invisible in the dark, but the sound of his frustration carried back to where Daphne was sitting with Finn, leant up against one of the grey walls of the Starcade, passing a spliff between them. He and Leonie were up at the door, investigating the lock.

Finn chuckled at Ronan’s complaint, a noise that came out of him softly in a way that made Daphne laugh back, less from amusement and more from delight—like an echo.

“Arturo’s only gone and installed an electrical security system. It has a keypad. A keypad, I ask you. Bank of fucken Ireland, is it? Who does he think he is?” Ronan was pitched and raging, a shadow stomping back to where the other two sat. Leonie’s blackened ghost leant down to where the pad was affixed, soft beeps coming from it, an off-melody of incorrect codes.

“That must be the highest grade of technology on the whole island,” Finn said.

“Of fucking course it is! Nothing but the best for the prince!” Ronan was fuming, but laughing at himself, and Daph was laughing, too, Finn’s body rising and falling with it beside her.

“Why has he got it on the lockdown?” Daphne asked. “Who, except us in this very specific circumstance, would be near the Starcade in the off-season?”

Trust Arturo to not just use a key and bolt like a normal person. An expensive electric keypad system, on an island that didn’t even have an ATM. Nobody locked their house doors on Valentia, or their cars. The keypad was arrogant, not clever. It had turned the Starcade into a fortress, not a local treasure as it once had been. The electric lock felt like a statement. Each ping of the keypad said, this is mine now.

Leonie’s voice came then, slightly concerned, through the shadows: “Lads, this thing is beeping on its own now, I think I’m after doing something to it.”

“Were you guessing at the code?” Finn asked. “Stuck his phone number in there, did you? 087, 696969 is it?” and Ronan made a noise not unlike an ambulance siren, and as if the night heard him and answered back with its own pantomime, an almighty wail, a ferocious alarm, came singing down from the building. Red flashing lights at the door began to scream what seemed like a panic signal. So, they ran.

Leonie picked up into a sprint propelled by a high squeal and Ronan was a spindly gazelle after her. Then, without warning, as they scrambled to their feet, Finn picked Daphne up over his shoulder and barreled down the hill after them so she was too overcome to freak out about the alarm, too hazy from the feel of his hands on her and the sheer ease with which he took her up into the air, her bottle almost empty now, still clenched in her fist. She closed her eyes as he rattled her through the dark, and the discomfort of being manhandled was by far outweighed by the sheer thrill of being manhandled, and she did feel a little nauseated from his shoulder in her stomach, but she felt more elated by the feeling of his arm across her thighs, and she did think of all the times she’d seen him do this to Ronan and Leonie over the years, how many times Finn had thrown them about, how when she was sixteen he’d thrown her off the jetty into the sea in the sun, and she’d thought nothing of it then. Why was it so charged now? The relief of a sad day coming to an end? The power of her first night back on the island? Why did this feel so good, so potent, so—

So lost in it was Daphne that when Finn whipped her back onto the ground without warning, she didn’t remember to use her legs and she landed firmly on her arse in damp, cold grass. The drink took the edge off how it should have hurt but it was a bruising fall, a wallop, but she laughed and laughed, adrenaline surging, her breath barely caught, but she was in a chorus of their roars and her heart thundered in her ears. A new, high ringing almost deafened her. She didn’t even try to get up, she just lay down in defeat.

They’d sped down after Leonie into the big field behind the ruined church and were wheezing, breathless in the pitch-black air. Daphne was grinning wide on her back, staring up at the stars. They were wiggling, and too big.

“Finn Mulvey, tell me this one thing—did you drop the joint up at the Starcade or did you bring it down with you?” Ronan asked through gulps of air. “Because I’m not going to lie to any of you, I could do with it. And, it seems that I’ve lost my pint glass and I’m fucked if I’m leaving it up there for Arturo to run through his forensic kit. I’ve to go back up.”

In the dark, Daphne saw the spark of a lighter and the laser red point of the joint come alight. “No worries about me, Ronan. I don’t leave evidence behind.” Finn didn’t need to catch his breath.

The red point moved in the dark from Finn to Ronan. Daphne wanted it next, despite her current state. She sat up, and as she did, she could feel the end of her tolerance rising to meet her, but she pushed her whole body and brain back against the drunkenness, like she was fighting off a tide.

Leonie groaned. “Ronan, are you for real? I’m not going back up there!”

“Oh you are coming back up yeah, especially given that you’re the one who was fondling the lock with such care and affection that you made it scream the fucking house down in the first place, Leonora.” The light of the joint dimmed with his breath, then burned red again, a dense cloud of smoke fragrant around them. Leonie stamped her boot. “Christ’s sake, Ronan! It’ll be faster if you just go up! I’m tired! I don’t want to run up the hill again!”

“No dice, no way. Not going up on my own. You pack of saps are all coming. C’mon now, we’re away up now to rescue the end of my drink, c’mon, c’mon—”

“If you were slightly less in love with yourself, you’d make a great shepherd, lad,” Finn said, lumbering after Ronan as he made away, a dimming red dot heading back up towards the road on the hill.

“And if you made even the slightest bit of effort to look anything less like a massive fucking farmer somebody might finally ride you!”

Daphne scrambled to her feet, feeling a little like she was moving through water—Leonie helped her up, giggling. She leant on the taller girl for support as they wandered after the boys, exhaling a happy and drunk sigh. Leonie nuzzled her a bit. “Glad you’re here,” and Daphne could smell deep incense off her and said, “I’m sorry about your mam, Leonie,” and Leonie said, “You’re such a pisshead,” and the world started to go a little bit dark for Daphne then, but the next time she blinked she was sitting on the ground again outside the Starcade and Finn had turned his torch on, finally, as the others scrambled about, presumably looking for Ronan’s pint glass—and the alarm had stopped, mercifully. She was cold, and a little confused.

“I want my drink, I’m dying of the thirst!” he proclaimed, storming about, kicking pebbles.

“Where did you leave it, mate?” Finn swung his phone light around, a sharp white flash that disoriented Daphne a little further. She was awake again now, for sure, trembling a little. Her body always did this when it was processing alcohol. She switched off, then on again. How much had she had again? It couldn’t have been that much. The bottle of Stoli had what, at least a third left, hadn’t it? She breathed in and out. The October air would sober her up. Yes. Maybe she’d ask Finn to lift her again.

“I’ve no idea! Poxy glass!”

Suddenly, the air around them flooded with gold and cosmic purple—the Starcade sign flashed alive. Leonie, Finn, and Ronan swore in a quiet chorus, and Daphne tried to get to her feet but was still too swimmy, too disoriented to get up by herself—but Finn’s hand was in hers then, and he pulled her to her feet. He didn’t let go, even when she had her balance, there in the cruel new light of being caught—the four of them, facing Arturo, who was posed at the doorway, holding Ronan’s half-full pint glass in one hand. Daphne didn’t know whether to laugh or scream—so she just clutched Finn’s hand for dear life either way, trying to savour the feel of it through the blur.

“Is this what you’re looking for?” Arturo asked. Daphne hadn’t seen him in a long time, but the first thing she looked at, before the rest of him, was the place on his jaw she knew the bottle had made impact with. A white streak in a neat beard. That’s all.

He didn’t look like he had just rolled out of bed or anything like it. He had come from inside the Starcade. He wore a grey woolly hat and a dense, expensive-looking cream knit sweater, the kind artisans made on the other islands. He wore sweatpants in a deep wine and runners that were so clean they were highly conspicuous, the kind of shoes that were not worn outside very often. He looked like he was wearing about a grand, maybe a grand and a half’s worth of fabric, but he was pale in the face. A little sickly. He gave a narrow, cruel smile at the scene before him—even if his eyes were tired, they still gave an old, familiar glint of unkindness. Ronan was frozen in place by him.

“Well, girls, and Finn,” he said, calmly, taking a small inhale from the top of the glass and a slight recoil from the petrol aroma of what was inside, “do you want to call the police, or should I?”

The word police was like nine hours’ sleep, two pints of water, and four Nurofen Plus to Daphne’s hazy, pissed state of consciousness. Not again. Not the, aren’t you the girl who? The, haven’t seen you around here in a long time. Not the, oh, you’re out of that video, right? Not that. Anything but that. Not the shame, not the interrogation, not the explicit implication there was something wrong with her. There was nothing wrong with her. There was nothing, nothing wrong with her.

Daphne was briefly clarified and absolutely searing with anger. She didn’t even feel it boil up nor did she feel her feet below her as she stormed away from Finn and across the pebbled pathway straight up to Arturo, and, without taking a breath, slapped the pint glass out of his hand. In a terrible flash, it whipped through the air and smashed on the ground. Their first meeting in five years, the same as their last parting—glass in the air, Daphne boiling over with rage. Ronan gasped and Leonie cried out, “Daphne, stop!” and Arturo grabbed Daphne’s arm, hard. She shrieked and struggled, but he was very strong, and held her in place, a foot away from him, flailing. She could feel his fingers digging into her, almost making contact with bone and nerve and vein. His hand a vise.

“We’re only having a look around, you fucker. We’d a funeral this morning, in case you didn’t hear about it, and we’re out trying to make the best of things—get over yourself, and let me fucking go,” Daphne hissed, his grip too hard, bruising.

“Let her go, Arturo,” Leonie shouted, a stern command.

“Only if one of you makes sure she can control herself,” he said. It took him almost no exertion at all to control her movement, even as she flailed, trying to pry his grip off her, finger by finger. Immovable, until Finn’s big hands took her shoulders, then, and extracted her. She didn’t fight him. His grip wasn’t tight, but it had a warmth, a safety.

Leonie stepped towards Arturo, then, a snake charmer, showing off her steadiness by producing and lighting a cigarette, offering him one. “Look, Art. Would you stop yourself, please. I set off the alarm. I was only pricking around. You know the day—the week—I’ve had. The month, even. You fucking know. There’s no need to get the police involved. Think about how complicated that would make everything, you know? We’ve all had enough of the Gardaí to last a lifetime, you know that. You wouldn’t put me through all that again, would you?”

If Daphne wasn’t focused so hard on trying to investigate whether or not Arturo’s grip had left a mark on her arm, she might have wondered how it was that Leonie was so quickly able to diffuse the tension, and why the hell she had called him Art. He was suddenly at her beck and call, ready for a conversation instead of an altercation—but Daphne wasn’t capable of doing too much noticing at this point. She gave up trying to inspect them, and herself, and reclined back into Finn in defeat.

“You need to relax, girl,” he said down to her and his voice was a settling thing. Finn was easily twice her size. She made a small noise in response that was almost like a growl. She stilled in his arms, and he squeezed her, as though to say, well done, easy as she goes. Daphne was sure if she had been sober, Arturo’s grip would have really hurt. She sank back into Finn’s jacket, head spinning, heart pounding.

Out of her earshot, Leonie and Arturo were making some kind of a bargain. Ronan was trying to interfere, but Leonie had him at bay.

“What the fuck, lads?” Ronan roared at the pair of them, who appeared to have come to some sort of understanding while Daphne was occupied with letting Finn overwhelm her. “You’re the one who’s talking about calling the police. Why, also, in the name of Christ would I want to ever spend even a minute, let alone anything more, in your company? What have you got in that shite prefab that would be of any interest to me other than shelter from the weather? I’d rather freeze, pal.”

“Well, Leonora here believes me, and seems to think it sounds like fun, and look, if you want to spend the rest of your winter drinking in work or in Boston’s in front of God and the rest of the island, you can just refuse, and go on with your boring, tiny existence, Ronan. You are the one who trespassed onto my property, and I’m being deeply hospitable.” Arturo’s voice was too calm.

Above the fuzz that surrounded Daphne, she heard Finn call over, “Ronan, relax, man, that sounds great to me. I’m up for it.”

“It—it could be fun, Ronan. It might be nice to build a little bridge, you know? Overcome old wounds. Come on. If not now, then when?” Leonie went from one kind of snake charmer to another. “And look, maybe that’s just what I need at the moment—you know? A place to go and relax without being stared at, being wondered about.”

Daphne wondered how it was that Leonie could alter her tone of voice and demeanor to make people do what she wanted, and a mean little drunk part of her assumed it was because she was tall and symmetrical and had a shape to her body that was not just straight up and down in a boring, lean stripe like Daphne’s was. She was amazed that this physical difference was still so obvious, so bothersome to her after all this time. Daphne would, both historically and currently, be more jealous of Leonie, but Finn was her cousin, which meant they couldn’t shift each other. Which meant Daphne was the only hot-blooded young one for miles around who wanted to shift Finn. Which meant she would shift him. If there weren’t other people there having some kind of a drama in front of her, Daphne decided, she would shift him in the interstellar glow of the Starcade sign. She turned her body in towards him so he was less restraining her, more holding her.

“Fine! Fine, Leonora.” Ronan seemed to be ceding to the out-of-earshot bargain a little. “And let me say this to you now, if it’s bad and I’m not enjoying it, I’ll make sure I’ll tell you it’s bad. A couple of sessions, that’s all, no more and no less—and I will be drinking and smoking throughout and I will not compromise on that and I want to be clear that I am only doing this for you, Leonie. You’re some callow fuck, Arturo, manipulating people into your company. Desperate. Your little rat beard looks shit.” He spat, then, and Leonie said, “Ronan! Nobody is being manipulated here, Jesus! We’re helping each other out!” and Ronan said, “This is fucking stupid,” and Arturo, strangely beatific, said, “I promise, I have something amazing to show you. You’ll love it,” and Ronan spat on the ground again.

Arturo paused then, and looked at the patch of ground where the spit had landed. He then looked right up, first at Leonie, then at Ronan and said, “If you really need convincing, I can show you what’s inside. Just for a moment. You can stand at the doorway, and you can tell me if what’s in there looks interesting to you. That’s all. How about that?”

“I’d personally love to see what’s in there, but no pressure,” Leonie said, still deescalating, but Ronan said, “It would want to be the eighth wonder of the fucking world.”

“I don’t … want you to take my offer if you really don’t want to, Ronan. I understand why.” Arturo sounded like he was biting back something as he spoke, measuring himself. “But what I have built in here is truly incredible and I think … if you’re open to it, you might find something very worthwhile in this building.”

Ronan let a silence hang there for a second, projecting his reluctance, his anger—but Leonie’s powers of diffusion were still at play and she added, “Ronan, come on, what’s the harm? I’m curious, aren’t you?”

“Fine,” he conceded. “Show me, so.”

Arturo stepped to the doorway and tapped a tiny chippy tune into the security pad, and the door clunked, and Ronan and Leonie walked towards it as he disappeared into the building and flipped a few switches inside. Daphne by now had been really taken by the drink and couldn’t work her legs properly so couldn’t get up to join them and said to Finn, “I want to see,” and he said, “Leave it, let them at it,” and she said, “I can’t really … walk?” and he said, “That’s alright, loveen,” and Daphne could hear Ronan swear in the doorway, standing on the threshold between the night and the arcade, his hand lifted to his mouth.

“Alright, man. I’ll play.” After a beat, he added, “For Leonie. To be clear. Not for me.”

Darkness started to ooze in at the edges of Daphne’s vision. She’d used up the last of herself taking a shot at Arturo and now was caving in. Her mouth said, “Finn, will you take me home,” and she blinked, and was walking in the dark, Finn propping her up, talking, saying something, the sound of Leonie and Ronan shouting at each other behind them. She blinked again, and she was sitting down somewhere cold and Finn was shaking her a little, saying her name like a question, big hands holding her shoulders, vomit in the back of her throat. She was gone then, swallowed up by the drink and the island night.

Daphne wouldn’t remember this part, not completely, though small flashes of it would show up for her later in her life when she was trying to tell the story of the winter that she ran back to the island, and how she came to live with Ronan in the apartment in Salthill. Ronan remembered it clear as a bell and would shake his head, eyebrows up and lips tight at the memory of that late, messy walk home, and what happened between the Starcade and dropping a totalled Daphne to the Duff household on Leonie’s absolute insistence. Ronan would say shit like that was why he never wanted to live in the countryside again; the landscape occasionally so cruel that it would knock the breath out of you.

What happened was this—and Ronan would often need a cigarette in order to tell the story with the correct theatrics, a cigarette acting both as a prop and a special effect. He’d light it describing how Daphne was like a little ragdoll, barely held up by Finn, occasionally roaring something unintelligible, and the rest of them were too entertained to be burdened by her boneless form. Him and Leonie, still such gorgeous friends then, were marvelling in the dark at what they’d seen inside of Arturo’s arcade, how he’d managed to get it like that all on his own without anybody knowing about it. How they’d been so enthralled, a pair of little fools really, how they should have known something was up. They were hardly paying attention to anything other than trying to describe what they had seen to each other—it felt to them both that they’d seen something entirely different, but were both shocked at the same voltage.

Ronan would take the blame for deciding they should walk Daphne home down along the shore instead of the road, but he would take no responsibility whatsoever for Daphne taking her shoes off. He had no idea that she was doing it until Finn was chasing her, suddenly, towards the black waves as she held them both in her hands, one in each, shouting unintelligibly, then at the freezing skirt of the ocean, she lashed them in, one after another. Leonie was very concerned that Daphne would catch her death, and Finn was wrangling Daphne up over his shoulder to keep her from throwing her jacket into the sea, too, and this fiasco was so loud that when Leonie’s scolding turned to screaming it took everyone else a moment to realize what it was exactly that had turned her inside out.

There, left amongst the dillisk and kelp and foam and pebble at the shoreline was a lump. Their torches on it made it look first like a person, and Ronan here in the story would light a second cigarette and hold it upright, like a candle for Imogen, who had walked into the ocean to her death. There was a moment, he would say, voice low, when the shape looked so much like a body that Leonie seemed to be totally and completely transported back to her mother’s discovery, that she all but left the surface of the earth, mouth wide, eyes blank. He’d say that the terror made a sound in her throat that he hadn’t heard since the day she found her note, her clothes in a pile in the conservatory, the footprints leading down to the end of the world. Ronan had been there when they had realized she was gone, but he hadn’t been there when they found her.

Leonie’s scream stopped Daphne’s wriggling and protest against Finn’s restraint of her. The four of them were stock still there in the dark, both trying to look closer and afraid to look closer at the thing that was at their feet, the thing that had been spat back out by the ocean. Black of leg and foul grey of body, shroud made of scrambled fiber and—oh, wait. Wait, long in the face, though the face is rotting and still a little flesh-red in places, mouth broken open—

“And I said, ‘It’s a fucking sheep, lads,’ and that only made Leonie scream harder,” Ronan would say, “but eventually she stopped, and we walked back to her house in silence, like a line of ghouls ourselves. Daphne was six sheets to the wind, then. Surprised she didn’t get pneumonia.”

Daphne will later be glad she does not remember this part. Ronan only ever tells the story as a means of explaining why the island could be a beautiful place to visit in the summer, but a hard place to call home when the dark really set in.



Daphne blinked again and it was bright. She was in a bed, out of her clothes, and in a tremendous amount of pain. She took stock of her body—bra, knickers, and socks. She squeezed her eyes tight again and put her face into the cool of the empty—unslept on, thankfully—pillow beside her. She reached around for her phone, the hard and reassuring glass and steel rectangle would tell her the time, but she had no phone. Hers was off, wasn’t it, in the bottom of her black coat’s pocket, somewhere.

Her throat and stomach felt like there’d been a fire and her head was the tumbledown roof barely hanging on to the burned-out house of her. She had inflicted all of this on herself. A tap came to the bedroom door, and her heart and stomach leapt.

Mercifully, Leonie’s form in a white dressing gown appeared. She looked as though she had emerged from a spa. Radiant, rested, not at all as though she had buried her mother the day before. She wore slippers that looked like large, cream bunnies and held a tea tray, clinking and clinking as she shuffled towards Daphne, a heap in the bed. An honest to God tea tray, of all things. With a fat white teapot, and a plate of toast.

Daphne didn’t want tea and toast, she wanted a new body. Preferably one with tits this time. And a higher tolerance for alcohol. She rolled over and groaned, grateful she hadn’t flung herself home with Finn, slightly raging that she hadn’t gone back to Ronan’s. Ronan would understand how shit she felt, as would Yvonne. Ronan had—last night, had he been talking to Arturo? She wasn’t able to piece it all together, not properly. A terrible, familiar feeling. She groaned into her pillow against a hard rising tide of guilt. Leonie’s mother was barely in the ground and here she was, taking up space in her house. Here she was, being served breakfast.

“It’s past eleven and you need to wake up, you silly bitch,” Leonie said, placing the tea tray on the bedside locker on top of a heap of thick, hardback art books. Daphne, blearily peering around, realized she had been in this room many times before, the details of it assembling around her aching head—the summery sleepovers of her childhood pitched out in this bed.

She was oddly comforted as Leonie handed her a delicate white cup full of milky sweet tea. Of course Leonie remembered how she took it. She scooted herself up in the covers a bit and lamely took the hot drink, her wrists weak from the sheer poison running through her. Daphne wasn’t certain that she’d be able to keep even the gentlest of cups of tea down without throwing it back up again, so she didn’t hazard a sip just yet. She held it as Leonie made herself cozy beside her and leant back against the headboard, her own mug of black coffee cradled in her arms. The mug read, VENICE BIENNALE 1999. One of Malachy’s, or Imogen’s relics. Her hair was a little damp, her face was clean, scatterings of freckles on her cheekbones, her skin dewy in a way that suggested she’d already moisturized. She still had the gaunt look of a person who wasn’t eating well or sleeping much. This, and she was still hungover, still in the depths of grief. She was clearly doing a good job at making the best of it. Daphne was not a person who was particularly adept at making the best of things and was acutely aware, suddenly, that she’d left bruises of eyeliner on the expensive white pillowcases she’d passed out on.

“Thanks,” she said, and sipped the tea. Leonie handed her two white tablets. “These’ll help with the pain, and with the fear.”

Daphne didn’t know what she meant by fear, as she threw the two discs into her mouth and swallowed some tea to help them down—until she suddenly absolutely did know what she meant by fear. She pieced her last conscious moments together and felt her heart rate speed up.

“Leonie, what the fuck was I like? I didn’t do anything, did I?”

Leonie gave her a long, serious look, and Daphne’s stomach dropped even further than she thought was possible. For a second she thought she might cry—until Leonie’s hard, matronly demeanor cracked into a wry smile. Her eyes were watery blue and sparkling, crinkling a tiny bit at the edges. Her teeth were naturally small and straight and very, very white. Daphne, however, felt like there was mold actively eating her from the inside out that might start foaming from her nostrils or mouth or eye sockets at any moment. Maybe she would have a cry. Just a little one.

“Nothing too unusual, Daphne, you more or less checked out after you nearly tore the head off Arturo. Just like the old days.”

Tore the head off Arturo? Daphne’s stomach lurched and she could feel her skin starting to get clammy. She remembered shouting at him, but she didn’t touch him, did she? She didn’t put her hands on him?

“Oh my God, Daph, relax, would you? You smashed a pint glass out of his hand, nothing unprecedented given your track record. I had Finn bring you back here; you had to stop and throw up a couple of times. I’d forgotten how pukey you get when you drink. Been a long time since I’ve seen anyone in that state, really took me back.” Leonie took a tiny sophisticated sip of her coffee and was only teasing, her memories obviously crisp and clear, despite the fact that she herself had been participating heavily.

She shook her head a little, and her ears began to ring, “Sorry, Leonie, it’s all a bit of a blur…”

Leonie made an affectionate little noise and petted Daphne’s head.

“Ronan thought it was very funny, and so did Finn, so you’ve nothing to be apologizing over. I’m not sure what Arturo made of you, but we worked things out with him fair and square. He’s not as bad as he was when he was younger, you know.”

Daphne closed her eyes. Worked what out with him? Oh Jesus, he was going to report them to the Gardaí for breaking in, wasn’t he, and then—then what?

“I think I missed that last bit, to be honest, Leonie…” Daphne offered, gingerly. Another sip of tea, met by a wave of dread. The exertion of holding in her panic was making her sweat.

“Ohh. Right, well. So Arturo’s been working for, like, months on this project. He’s been … doing something inside the arcade, and he showed it to us last night. It’s … I don’t know. He called it a board game, but I’m not certain that’s what it is at all.”

“A board game?”

“Not exactly. More like, he tells the story of the game and we like, play along—like an adventure? The whole Starcade looked different. It’s … set up for it or something.”

“Like … our game? The game?”

The mention of it changed the air in the room a little. Made the space between Leonie and Daphne feel closer, more vulnerable. They were girls, children, for a second, not tired and hungover women. They had no grief, no real secrets. They were girls, and they were travelers in the great unknown. They were a wolf with teeth and a cat with claws. They were a bard and a doctor. A thief and a captain. Leonie took Daphne’s hand for a second.

“I don’t think so. Like, how could it be?” Leonie’s voice was quiet.

“It couldn’t be,” Daphne said. “It’s nothing to do with him. That’s our thing.”

“Right. At least we all know how to play together. Maybe it’ll be nostalgic, or something,” Leonie offered, rubbing her thumb along Daphne’s in a moment of tenderness. “Maybe we could do with it. And I know you two have a complicated situation, but you’ve got to believe me—he’s done something incredible with the Starcade. It was late, I only got a glimpse, but it looked wild in there. Huge. He’s looking for people to, like, test it all out for him before he sends his idea off to, like, try to get published or whatever. He’s big in poker online you know? Like big-big. He has connections, investment, all that. But he needs to know if it all actually works. So, while you were on Planet Daphne last night, I agreed on your behalf that we’d sit around and play a couple of sessions of the game to give him an idea of the functionality. Ronan agreed, too. You should have seen his face when he saw the inside of the building.”

“This is so much,” Daphne whined, gently withdrawing her hand and sinking back down into the bed. In contrast to Leonie, Daphne had nothing to complain about, not really. She sniffled, petulant.

“Do you think”—Leonie was tentative—“that it might be a good thing. To build a bridge to him, given everything that’s happened. It could all be very healing.”

Daphne groaned. These were Leonie’s darkest hours, weren’t they—and helping her heal, supporting her was what she was supposed to be there to do, wasn’t it? So it wasn’t really about what Daphne wanted. It was about what helped Leonie.

“I’m happy if you’re happy.” Daphne lamely handed her the half-full, cooling teacup, and buried herself in the sheets in surrender. Even the soft, clean guest-room feel of them felt too much on her body. The dark was kind on her sore eyes, though, so she curled up there and felt Leonie petting the covers above her.

“Those pills will be kicking in pretty shortly, they’re fierce,” came Leonie’s voice, “Malachy uses them, and there’s enough of them in the press that he won’t notice that I nicked two for you and three for me.”

“Why didn’t I get three?” Daphne asked, listening to her body, waiting for relief to come from the bone ache that red wine leaves and for the cotton grey of her mouth to soften.

“Because you’re a lightweight!” With that, Leonie whipped the covers right off Daphne and the air was cold and the light was hostile and she shrieked, curling into an even smaller ball, as if that was going to help anything. “Now get in the shower and get your shit together! You’re not lying here all day, Malachy doesn’t need another miserable woman walking around the house with alcohol poisoning, does he?”

This bleak joke permeated Daphne’s hangover sufficiently that she mustered a soft, “Fair, fair,” and promptly got up, then. She was full right—none of this was respectful, or sound, and Daphne didn’t need that to be the first impression Malachy had of her in his grief.

Her skin was cold as she padded across the hallway to the shower in her underwear and socks, wrapped in an itchy woollen throw. Leonie’s house had been designed by some architect friend of Malachy’s: it was composed of long, bright corridors, too many skylights, terracotta tiles, and white walls. It was a pity the winter on the island got so dark, Daphne thought, dropping the throw and peeling off her bra and knickers, sock and sock, as she climbed into the shower—that meant that for half the year the windows just led into the abyss, not the sun. They just let in the grim, instead.

The shower didn’t help. Daphne stood under the hot water and stared at her arms—a daisy chain of bruises above her wrist brought her back, briefly, to Arturo restraining her. They hurt to touch and were an ugly, fresh purple. The kind of bruises that had a good few days in them. He hadn’t needed to hold on to her so tight, but each indent felt like a point he was trying to make. A part of Daphne understood why he held her off. They had been there before. Shame went through her like nausea, but the wave of calm from Leonie’s tablets was beginning to rise, too, so she let that chemical blank start to take over.

Leonie had somehow managed to leave out two freshly pressed white towels and a dainty travel-sized bottle of shampoo and conditioner for her, as well as a fresh unopened soap in the shape of a seashell. This level of organization during a hangover was an affront to Daphne, but her pain and frustration eased by the second. She took a little longer brushing her teeth than usual, enjoying the sound of the bristles inside her mouth (the toothbrush had been considerately laid out beside the seashell and shampoo). She looked through the shelves at all of the expensive bottles of fluid. Toners, acids, cleansers—she picked up a small clear vial to inspect it. For just a second, a tiny disc of light glittered at her from the tonic inside. An opal instant. Daphne shook it and looked at it again. Gone. Weird.

She peered into a clear portal in the steamed-up bathroom mirror afterwards, horrified at herself, the black of her mascara and eyeliner now two symmetrical gothic smears down each blanched cheek. It took her ten minutes of sadly padding her face with cotton balls and some weird French facial cleanser she found in the press (which she realized, suddenly feeling guilty, must have belonged to Imogen) to restore her skin to something resembling human, bearing none of Leonie’s fresh morning glow. Daphne looked, instead, as though she had been taken out behind the house and hosed down for lice. She gave her head a ruffle with a towel, then wrapped herself up to seek out some clothes to get home in. Where were her clothes? She remembered nothing of taking them off, but the hum of the tablets lessened her dread. She liked this high, all the sharp edges taken off her. She wondered how good a third one would have felt.

She pottered towards the guest room, where Leonie waited, now fully dressed in narrow grey slacks and an oversized white shirt, her hair dry and soft—still in the big, cloudy slippers, but with a delicate smear of coral lipstick and a few brushes of mascara on her eyes, she looked nothing short of utterly normal. Daphne felt like a drowned rat.

“You look like a drowned rat,” Leonie said.

“I look like Sinéad O’Connor.” Daphne put her hands over her face as she walked over to Leonie, who embraced her, petting her damp shoulders.

“You can borrow some of my bits. Yours are covered in grass and mud from the, eh, ‘little rests’ you kept taking on the way home, so I stuck them in the wash this morning.”

Doing a wash the day after she had buried her mother felt insane to Daphne, and she almost said as much.

“I can’t believe you put on a wash this morning.”

“I put on a wash every morning, Daph.”

“You’re some woman for one woman, Leonie.”

“Nope, just have responsibilities.” That stung a little, but Daphne reckoned it was fair and that Leonie didn’t mean it badly. She released her from the hug matter-of-factly and said, “Now, here’s some leggings and a jumper. You’ll probably be swimming in them, but you only need them to get home. You can have these sneakers, too. You decided to throw your shoes into the sea. I hope you’re a size six.”

“I’m a size four,” Daphne mumbled. She had no recollection of throwing her shoes into the sea. No wonder her socks had been so gross.

“Close enough. They’ll have to get you home, won’t they?” Leonie briskly left the room and closed the door so Daphne could change. She was right. The clothes were hanging off her—Daphne had had the same body since she was thirteen. Bony and small. A vague suggestion of femininity in her hips, but not a lot, and now that she was in the mid-twenties plateau, she was pretty sure that ship had sailed.

It was so hard not to fall into the adolescent trap of comparing herself to Leonie, still after all these years. Daphne felt rodent-like beside her, and worse slipping into her spare clothes. The leggings gaped, the jumper made her look like an orphan. The sneakers were neon green and pink, designed like they’d been made as a costume for some American movie about scrappy, adventurous teenagers who rode around vast suburbs on bikes. They weren’t Leonie’s style, which meant they were most likely an unworn birthday or Christmas gift from Finn. Daphne secretly hoped she could keep them, hideous as they were.

She toddled through the beaming hallways of the Duff home, her eyes checking every doorway for Malachy, assuming he would be perched in front of some inevitably massive canvas full of brutal streaks of colour.

He wasn’t in any of the atriums she passed—and it was just Leonie waiting at the hall door, Daphne’s long black coat slung over her arm. Daphne thought it was a shame she hadn’t thrown that into the sea. Horrible shadow of a jacket.

“Where’s Malachy?” she asked. “It’d be nice to say hello.”

“He went back to bed,” Leonie said, and Daphne wanted to say, “I’m sorry,” but before she got the chance Leonie tightened her smile. “I’ll see you tonight, though. I think you’ll really like what Arturo has planned.”

And Daphne nodded, but found herself double-checking, “And he definitely didn’t call the police on us?”

Leonie shook her head, still smiling. “Nope, he didn’t—but to be fair, if he had, he would have been within his right. We were trying to break in to his property?”

Daphne rolled her eyes as she opened the door. “Property, property, all this talk about who owns what. It’s just an empty arcade.”

“Well, it’s his empty arcade now!” Leonie called after her as she embarked down the pebble driveway, and Daphne called back, “Yeah, well, I’m still going to get Ronan to help me steal the table if we find it in there!”

“No stealing!” Leonie called.

“Can’t promise anything!” Daphne was getting too far away to continue this shouting, but she didn’t manage to get the last word in, because Leonie cackled, “I know you can’t, McSharry!” and closed the door.

This was the point in the proceedings wherein Daphne would take out her phone and shoot Ronan over a message asking did he want to get something to eat—or asking if she did anything stupid last night—and would probably send a sad-faced selfie to match.

But Daphne’s phone was a dead, slim black brick in her hand. Probably better that way. She’d have to go home and see if there were any recent chargers in the Tugboat. She needed to call her mam, at least.

She felt useless, wandering out into the quiet, chilly roadways—she could go south, down towards her house, or north to Knightstown. Leonie had said it was eleven when she woke up—it must be nearer one now; maybe Ronan would have a lunch break ahead? Daphne turned the downhill slope towards the village. There was a funny, new lightness in her that rubbed against the raw contamination of her hangover, but she knew that Ronan would help. Or at least give her another drink.



The stench of the hotel took Daphne by surprise and wasn’t at all good for her delicate constitution as she sauntered into the dusty, empty bar—a cocktail of old smoke and stout with notes of bleach. The boozy reek of it was heady and familiar. The place was toasty inside, a relief from the shore cold, all lush carpet and heavy curtains, all bottle green and brown upholstery and burgundy velvet. There wasn’t a punter in sight. Far from the dark festival of the day before.

Normally this leather, chemical smell would make her nostalgic, but right now it was sickening. Ronan sat, cross-legged, headphones in, on the bar top, reading a book with one hand, clutching a half-eaten triangle-cut sandwich in the other. It felt to Daphne like he should be scrolling a phone, not hooked up to some weird old MP3 player with his nose in a book—that’s what anyone else would be doing. Socializing, silently—reading the news, cracking jokes, seeking out people to sleep with. But Ronan had never really been captured by the internet. He used it, fine, but didn’t have the same impulse to affix himself to it the way that Daphne had been working very hard against in herself. He didn’t recreationally scroll. He was committed, and always had been, to a string of burner phones and phone numbers: anachronistic and defiant. Beside these relics again was a half-full pint glass, bright orange and bubbling with sweet cheap cider.

Daphne picked up a coaster from a table and whipped it across the bar like a frisbee, and it sailed past Ronan’s head closely enough to disturb him. He looked up, eyes wide and shocked mouth slightly vulpine, a little vicious, but when he clocked her, he tugged out his headphones and gave her a warm smile.

“I’d say you’re suffering today, are you?” he asked.

“Foul, but if you’ve any crisps knocking around…” Daphne pulled up a tall barstool and sat beside Ronan, who leant right back behind the bar without even having to uncross his legs, and produced two black and gold packets of cheese and onion crisps from beyond the taps. He opened them and laid out their gold treasure on the bar.

“Drink?” he asked, taking a sip of his.

“Whatever you’re having yourself,” Daphne replied. She reckoned having a pint would ease off some of her pain, and besides, they were drinking again later so what was the harm in starting early?

“Ah, I was hoping you’d say no so I wouldn’t have to get down—you were lights out last night, you know that?” He leapt off the bar and pulled a fat pint glass out from somewhere invisible, twirled it in his wrist a few times, then slammed it under the cider tap.

“That’s about the only thing I know, to be honest with you,” she replied, putting her face in her hands as the full glass landed in front of her. “I was hoping you might be able to enlighten me about the … situation last night at the Starcade.”

“Enlighten you as to what?” He was sprightly—leapt with ease up on the counter again and took a long draw from his pint.

“Did I say anything stupid? Do anything stupid? I mean, aside from smashing the pint glass.” She sipped her drink and it was good, even if it was a little strange to be starting up on the piss before she ate anything more than a few bites of toast in the day. When had she eaten last? Anyway, if she got a report on her behavior in the blackout from both Leonie and Ronan, somewhere between the two she’d have a good sense of the truth, even if it was unpleasant.

“You weren’t saying much at all to be honest, which is probably better for you. The last coherent sentence you managed was telling Arturo you were going to go to his house and kill his dog.”

“I didn’t. I didn’t say that, oh Jesus, I didn’t say that, did I?” She balled her fists into her eyes. She couldn’t have gone that far could she? She was capable of saying some terrible things in her temper but she certainly couldn’t imagine saying anything about harming an animal—she reached hard through the black sluice of her memory to see if she had anything, anything inside her to suggest she had threatened Arturo or his household pets with violence and couldn’t find anything, and was then, thankfully interrupted by Ronan snorting, “Alright, alright. Arturo doesn’t have a dog. And, you didn’t say that exactly, but you did fucking judo chop that pint glass out of his hand, which, to be fair, is extremely funny in retrospect, but at the time was kind of scary? After that, Finn just kind of scooped you up like a little creature and held you back until you kind of fell asleep. Leonie insisted on taking you down to the house—I let her, reckoned it was a good distraction for her. On the way home we thought you were alright for a second because you took a little run down the beach and whipped your runners into the sea, but then you just sat down and went asleep again. You’re lucky you did. We saw a dead sheep.”

Daphne in a brief flash could see the beach, the lump. Leonie screaming.

As for the rest of it, Ronan’s and Leonie’s stories lined up. Finn, Daphne would reckon with him later—as long as she hadn’t tried to throw the mouth on him just yet, she was fine.

“… Leonie filled me in on the whole Arturo’s game fiasco. We play our own game, Ronan, not his! Arturo, of all people. After everything,” Daphne ventured, eager now that she knew she hadn’t done anything cataclysmic to move the conversation away from her. Her mouth was full of crisps, now. She hoped that this, combined with the sugar of the cider and the slow, certain crawl of the pills, would bring her back towards a normal level of functioning. If not that, an illusion of normal functioning would be good enough.

Ronan took a breath. “Look. All that stuff with me, and you, with Arturo, it was a long time ago, wasn’t it. The video going around made it feel bigger than it was in reality. And five years may as well be a hundred, when you think about it. It’s forever ago. At the time, sure, to be totally honest with you, it did make me feel better. Seeing him hurt. Seeing him taken out, in public, on repeat. Like justice, or something.”

Daphne reached out and put her hand on Ronan’s for a second. He nodded and lifted his pint to her in a tiny salute. She appreciated it. She was grateful for it. Ronan had never for a second implied he thought she was a danger, or a mess, or anything of the sort. She’d strike Arturo down a thousand times for him. She’d do it all again, any day.

“Realistically, Daphne, I know that while it might not seem like it now, in the long run, I’m going to have a happier life than he has. So, I’m not out here trying to make Leonie’s week harder by engaging in a standoff with him. I’ll play his game, for her. She really lit up at the thought of it. I’ll go along, steal the table, then we’re done.”

Daphne groaned into her pint, “Why the fuck is she still … so invested in him.”

Ronan shook his head. “I think if we have a little think about it, we both know why she’s so invested in him, don’t we.”

“He’s always been so…”

“Obsessed with her?” Ronan said. “Fixated on her?”

“I wonder are they in an on-again phase…” Daphne felt sick at the thought. “Did she call him Art? Am I remembering that correctly?”

“She did, yeah,” Ronan said quietly. “But, she also hasn’t talked to me about it, and the bottom line is she’s grieving her mother, so I’m not going to interrogate her.”

There was something very determined in Ronan’s tone that let Daphne know he had, for whatever reason, made up his mind. She stayed quiet a second, giving him room to offer her more context. Ronan was incapable of sitting in silence, so leaving a few moments was as good, sometimes, as asking him a question.

“Look. I’m up for the adventure,” he said then. “And it’s … sort of, last hurrah season for me, you know? I’m saving my coins to get off this shite island. I’d like to send this winter off well, and whatever Arturo has in there—I don’t think I could peacefully leave Valentia without seeing it up close, at least. Getting in there for real. Feeling my way around.”

Daphne had never heard Ronan make any intonation of leaving the island before, and she was a little shocked. “Are you serious?”

“Jesus, Daph, of course I’ve to get off the island. I can’t spend my whole life here. I’m going to move up to Galway, after Christmas, I hope. Maybe even before.”

Daphne’s heart twisted a little, then. She loved Galway. She’d just taken the year out, handed over her student apartment keys to some other postgrad so she could handle everything going on at home, but she was pining for the place already. A knotty little city wild with students and swans. Still, though Ronan had precisely the kind of vagabond energy that thrived in Galway, she couldn’t imagine him there—the idea of him set against any backdrop but the lush of Valentia was profoundly sad to her. The immersive, total summers of their youth had waned, but she’d never anticipated that any of them would just, walk offstage. Exit.

“Makes sense, I suppose,” she managed. “Last thing you need is to cause a bunch of stress with everyone before you leave. It’s better to not burn any bridges, isn’t it.”

Ronan nodded and a look of sympathy passed his face for a second. “I’d imagine you feel the same, don’t you?”

Daphne looked him straight in the eyes and said, “Yeah.”

Leonie had been right. Maybe it was time to heal something with Arturo. If Ronan was open to it, she should be, too, surely. They were better as a united front, anyway.

She let a beat of awkward silence hang between them for a second, steeling herself.

“Look. If nothing else, by sitting in on this situation we’ll get a good idea of the dynamic between the pair of them. See if she’s in over her head or not. I’ve an eye on her and if she was any way off, I’d have clocked it by now. If needs be, we’ll land down on her and get her to cop on to herself, or at least, Finn will. Defending the honour of the Duff dynasty and all that. He likes Arturo though—I believe he’s in some WhatsApp group with him and a bunch of mainland lads. No idea what all that’s about at all, but Finn’s got Leonie’s back first and foremost, and so do I, so Arturo is well outnumbered if anything comes up under closer inspection.”

Daphne appreciated how much Ronan loved Leonie—she had to remember that the pair of them, plus Finn, were stitched together all year. Had been for the past five years, while she was exiled. Their relationships had continued and deepened in her absence. The island had always existed without her, and she was not witness to all of Ronan and Leonie’s friendship, just interludes. Certainly, it had consistently featured a great deal of scrapping and name-calling, but there was never any cruelty there. There was a tenderness between them that to Daphne’s eyes bordered on familial. Even last night he was laser-focused in on her, trying to keep her busy, keep her laughing, keep her sparring. A ringmaster, taming the grief away with a whip and flaming baton.

“I wonder, if it all goes … normal, or something, if I can smooth things over enough with Arturo to see if he has any idea who took the video. After all this time, maybe he found out.” The heavy question Daphne had asked herself over and over in the dead of night, the unresolvable query that damned many a therapy session. Perhaps she could use this opportunity to get towards an answer.

“If you can stand to, it’s worth having a conversation with him, I think. I get the impression that if he knew who took it, the video would be down by now—or would have been taken down before it ever popped off. The man has connections, you know?” Ronan stared into the middle distance a second. “There’s little enough he can’t have if he wants it.”

Daphne shook her head. “What a way to live.”

“Yeah. He likely feels worse about seeing you again than you do about seeing him,” Ronan suggested. “Unless you’re doing a really good job of playing it down.”

“I’m probably too hungover to play it up, to be honest,” Daphne said. “It feels remote. Far away, or something. I’m trying to be very steady for Leonie, and to a lesser extent for Finn, too.”

“He seemed slightly more full on with you last night, I noticed,” Ronan remarked. “And you well at ease with it. Still holding a match for him?”

Ronan had long known that Daphne had entertained a crush on Finn. He’d passed remarks on it in their teens, but that seemed like so long ago now. The tension in the air last night had felt old and new at the same time, though. Like perhaps something could happen, but only now. Like this was the right time.

“I suppose I am. I hadn’t been thinking of him up home, you know? Like Finn is all broad shoulders and summertime, and it’s not like I can take him with me when I go back, can I? It’s like I can’t see over the city. The whole world gets tiny and miserable. Finn is like … the sun beyond the mountains that won’t come up until July.”

Ronan took a drink. “The sun that won’t come up till July? Christ, Daphne. Don’t say that to him, you’ll scare him off.”

“Jesus, of course I’m not going to say that to him! Who literally turns around to the face of someone they’ve wanted to hop on for years, haven’t seen in half a decade, and tells them that? Hi, Finn, I’ve wanted to shift you since I was, like, twelve, and every time you touch me with one of your stupid big hands my body temperature goes through the roof? What would I be doing saying that to him? You don’t go around saying that stuff to people.” Daphne meant it: she had never even approached a romantic confession with anyone.

If she was honest with herself, time apart considered, Finn was still the most consistent romantic presence in her life. She’d had drunken tangles with strangers across genders, but extremely rarely found her eyes turning to anybody for longer than a few seconds. She found most encounters of that nature half-hearted, almost numbing—she reckoned she liked the idea of them more than the reality. If asked, she’d largely just thought of sex as “Fine.”

It was like something just hadn’t really woken up in her yet, but she felt pretty seriously old in the world to be a late bloomer. Regardless of this, there had been, always consistently, Finn. Or the idea of Finn, an idea she could let wash up over her like the ocean around the island in summer, total and wild. Even here in the dark months, he was glowing.

“Ah, now I’m sure you could manage something moderately more charming than that while also not saying anything too insane—perhaps in the moments before you try and throw the leg over him, you know?” With a raised brow, Ronan drained the end of his pint.

“A girl can dream.” Daphne finished her pint, too, pleased with herself, hangover hopefully struck back for now.

“Well. Let me say this. If it ever does happen between you, you’re to be sure to report back to me with a level of detail that other people may find unnecessary, but I require as a baseline, McSharry. I want a second-by-second breakdown of exactly what happens between the two of you, so please God, try and be sober enough to remember it, for once in your life.” Ronan leapt back down off the bar and made about clearing away their impromptu little picnic.

“I will,” Daphne promised, surprised at herself for meaning it. She hopped down off the barstool and stretched. “I’m going home for a sleep. See you tonight, yeah? Leonie’s picking me up at seven.”

Ronan groaned theatrically. “I’ll see you at the Starcade, for what has the potential to be the most awkward and painful evening of the off-season, Daphne. Make sure you eat before you come, yeah? I don’t think Leonie would appreciate those sneakers ending up in the ocean.”

Daphne blew him a big kiss as she made to leave. “Now that you mention it, I’m not sure that I’ve any sauce left in my parents’ house. Will you make me up some of the good old Grand Royal Punch and I’ll spot you back for it?”

“Just this once!” Ronan waved her away as she toddled out of the bar. “As long as you promise you can hold it!”

“I probably can’t!” she called back, as the big old stained-glass door of the bar swung shut behind her.

The hotel was dead. There wasn’t even anyone behind reception: during the summer this place was vibrant and crawling with people from all over the world. Now that the cold was coming in and the days were getting shorter and shorter, the grand stretch collapsing in on itself, the revelers were nowhere to be seen, the staff barely putting in a guest appearance. It was this stark difference between mad holiday season and stormy, dark winters, Daphne presumed, that made everyone down here drink so much.



Knightstown was the most densely populated area of the island and had never seen a single knight. The stretch was composed of the hotel, a grocery and cigarette shop, and the pub. The Goat on the Boat, of course, the only place a person could buy a crepe for miles around. And, importantly, moderately priced takeaway coffees, which was the primary reason the locals tolerated its audacious name, and the large plastic goat that stood outside it, atop an overturned old skiff. That was it for Knightstown. A hotel, a pub, a shop, and the Goat on the Boat. In the summer, this little spate of town all but teemed with people. Here in October, it was silent. All the mourners had vanished.

She could hear the crows by the time she plodded past the pub, which, somehow also functioned as a post office. Daphne rolled by the community center, eyes on the road in front of her. Louder and louder the crows. She passed the church in the narrow lane and the great, majestic tree in the garden of the house that faced it. There they were.

Fat and inky-malevolent. The noise of them was bad song through breaking glass down the beak of something too clever to pass as a real bird. They stomped around in the grass, cast tadpole shadows on the road from high above. Daphne quickened.

She could hear them clatter and clack all the way to the site of the Kilmore ruins: a chapel and graveyard worn all but anonymous by centuries of rain. There was a single tower left standing like ancient slate Jenga, defiantly balancing against time, refusing to meet the same fate as the rest of her rooms. Daphne now found it absurd that they had once, not even too long ago, thought it a normal evening activity to throw themselves off the wall of that building into the grass. It had been the Kilmore chapel, hadn’t it? It might have been another church, another ruin. There were old, grey stone skeleton buildings all across the countryside, an almost halo outside of Knightstown, and Daphne remembered asking her dad exactly once, when they were children, why there were so many old, stone buildings. Not quite houses anymore, more suggestions of homes, and they felt bad to look at. Her dad had told her that during the famine all the people had had to leave their homes and move down the road towards the water, or to the mainland, on slow treks towards workhouses. Somewhere in the Tugboat was a thumbed-down copy of Under the Hawthorn Tree, which Daphne had been given as an exercise in further education around the famine, though it mostly just gave her nightmares about children drinking the blood cut from cows’ necks in order to stay alive. She still didn’t like looking too long at the deserted homesteads; even in the lush of summer days, they were chilling and here, in winter, they felt inhabited still.

The fields on either side of the road tapered away and became steep forest cliffs, and Daphne trekked through an almost-tunnel of trees, rich green and heavy with the last blooms of the year. The freesia were coloured like licks of flame. In the car, driving this way, her dad always tutted at their sight. He called them weeds, but she thought they were gorgeous, and here as she walked, they danced a burning sway for her. It felt like entering a bright, live portal, a burning halo above her. Almost there now.

Left from the slate quarry and down the hill. The world spanned out ahead of her as the island tilted, she could see miles of glimmering ocean and impressions of distant houses on the headlands across the bay. The wallpaper of her summers, sometimes raw, sometimes riot, sometimes hush.

She went on past another set of ruins on the left and three new houses on the right until there it was, the stony road that twisted off towards her destination. Daphne was wrecked from the jaunt of it—wrecked from the day and night behind her—breathless, and all the more relieved to see the house.

Short stacked and painted white with a thick slate roof, the Tugboat. The door and window frames were royal blue, seaside, postcard. Daphne didn’t waste a second taking the place in before she had a key in the lock and let herself inside. The door led into a big, bright kitchen attached to a living room akin to a cave for the absence of natural light. “It’s not a daytime room, anyway,” Ger would excuse it, “and the fire gives off a warm light plenty. We’re meant to be outside during the day!”

A hand in the coat closet and the heating switched on; it gave a distant hiss and the house woke itself up, the eyes lifted off it. It obviously hadn’t expected to be disturbed, sure it hadn’t had any action in a long time, but after a clunk or two it began to purr heat into the building. Daphne had more to wash off her, yet. She hadn’t felt fully right after the shower at Leonie’s house. She needed a longer stand under the water to right herself.

Waiting for the tank to heat up was torturous. She felt like she had too many hands and no phone to put them on. She managed to retrieve a single charger, but it wasn’t working quite right. She filled the kettle, fished an ancient tea bag from the caddy, and threw it into a turquoise Tony the Tiger mug. All of the objects in this house were cast-offs from the Donaghmede house, her mother’s cluttered kitchen. She felt time warp around her, as though the Tugboat was bobbing on an old sea. This secondary kitchen was roaring kitsch, full of by-now vintage promotional mugs and plastic plates, trinkets not only belonging to Ger, but to Daphne’s grandmother, too. The Tugboat was a kind of a museum in that way, one Daphne belonged to herself.

She felt strangely compelled to lope up the stairs to her bedroom to unearth some of her diaries. Maybe see if there was a blank one knocking around she could use as a specific journal for this trip—there was an ache inside her that filling reams of notepaper with unpunctuated thought would always soothe.

Her bedroom was small, low-ceilinged, full of the moons and stars she had loved as a child. The bed that had gone untouched for years was still covered with a plum velvet throw and cushions with little suns embroidered all over them. Made and waiting for her. Daphne sat down onto the covers and reached up to the shelf above the headboard, where the diaries nestled close together in a brood. She pulled one, a cheap copybook marked 2001, which sent a cluster of others toppling onto her pillows. Some were fancier, hardback, gift diaries. She remembered all of them. She also knew that they were all supposed to be sealed.

They had all been torn open.

They had all been read.

She leapt up off the bed as though suddenly allergic to it, gathered all of the diaries, and slammed them back into the shelf, haphazard. She had nowhere to put this fresh anger. If she had discovered the opened diaries on an ordinary day, when the whole McSharry clan was down in the Tugboat, she perhaps would have lost her mind. Blazed down the stairs screaming, looking for the culprit. Probably thrown something at her brother. But she was on her own, here, with this looting before her, this mystery.

Her stomach gave a drop—it was her brother, wasn’t it? He’d been in here digging around. Daithi had been here occasionally during the years she hadn’t—with her dad. When had he done it? That was just like him, sniffing around her possessions, no understanding of boundaries. She’d been angry at him anyway, angrier than she ever had been, but this was a further ugliness on top of everything else happening at home. He just had to dig into her secrecy, had to tramp through the secret paper worlds of her youth. He had to find new weapons to hurt her with.

Daithi wasn’t much of a strategist, more of a blunt instrument. Perhaps he’d read them and found nothing compelling enough to turn on her—she was sure if he had she would have heard about it in recent weeks. Perhaps he’d just found them sad. And weird. Some dark proof of her difference from him. She stepped out of her room and downstairs, slowing her breath, calming herself down, considering that maybe she should just let out a scream to exorcise the fury coursing through her. Instead, she counted the seconds of her inhale and exhale and flexed her hands. No screaming. She had to get ready for this Starcade situation. She had to be there for Leonie.

It did not take Daphne long to realize the long black jacket wasn’t going to be enough for the island’s winter nights—nor did it take her long to realize her own bedroom did not contain any jackets at all. Frustrated, she rooted through the wardrobes in her parents’ room, mostly stuffed with summertime clothes from years gone by, and luckily found one of Ger’s rain macs, crinkled from time, far down the back, rightfully forgotten.

It was an affront. Hideous. Neon pink with lilac and black panels. An over-the-head job with a pouch in the front and an unrecognizable, ancient hiking brand name embroidered into a crest featuring mountain peaks and a husky, on the breast. Despite her best try, Daphne couldn’t make it work for her. It was too nineties. She was eaten by it, her body invisible under the swathes of polyester and nylon. She felt a little better, though, in something of her mam’s. Held by her, from a distance.



Later, Daphne thumbed some highly expired night cream that may have even belonged to Nana McSharry into her eye sockets, to try and alleviate a little of the death feeling that was down on her. It wasn’t going to work, but the McSharry women always told her that moisturizing would make her feel better. She needed her soul moisturized, not her face, but the ritual of drawing herself together at least felt like something.

The worst thing you could do on a hangover of this scale and duration was let it grind you down. The cider, and Leonie’s tablets had worn off now, so Daphne needed to stand up against it, pull herself together, push on. She knew any makeup she applied was past its best before date and also wasn’t going to last, but at least for the first few hours of the night she’d look like she’d come out with at least the intention to look well put together. No amount of concealer—least of all concealer last used five years previously—could cover the look of a girl crawling out of a blackout. Daphne dabbed it onto herself all the same.

After she was finished pasting herself together, she stood back to stare into the mirror. After a long, steep nap with a few miserable vomit breaks to punctuate the afternoon and half a pint of suspicious cosmetics, she would be at least passable in the dark. Old black sweater, old black jeans, bright borrowed sneakers, big gleaming gold hoop earrings. Tarnished, but not too bad. They took the edge off how severe she looked with her short hair, she thought. She found one of Ger’s bobble hats in the press, heavy Aran knit, kind of expensive looking.

As she stood in front of the long, slim mirror affixed to the side of her wardrobe, she looked at herself as though she were Finn—recognizing that she should be dressing herself up for her own benefit, she admitted a kind of defeat here in the presence of an old crush that kept crushing, bearing down on her common sense.

Maybe she’d stay down here actually, do something with the crush. Maybe Finn had actually been warmer towards her last night, maybe it wasn’t the charged kind of day it was and all the drink, maybe she’d spend much of the winter in front of the big old fireplace at the Mulvey farm instead of back up in the mess of Donaghmede. Maybe she’d never have to go back to Dublin at all.

Her soft little daydream was interrupted by movement from the front door. She hadn’t locked it. Her heart took a leap, but almost immediately, Finn’s voice thundered up the stairs, “Alright, McSharry! Leonie couldn’t get over, she told me to come and get you. We’re due up the hill soon enough!” Along with the rustling of plastic bags, she could hear him strolling into the kitchen and sitting up on the counter. No locked doors. In and out they came on the island.

“Coming!” she called down the stairs, electrified, as if she’d summoned him with her daydream.

She thundered down the stairs and there he was, a mountain perched on the kitchen counter. Ever since she’d known him he was a lad for sitting in strange places, and whenever he came by he always tried to sit up there—chairs were often slightly uncomfortable for him because of his height and width, so he preferred somewhere he’d have enough room, or at least that was his excuse. Still, Ger would have told him to get off and given him a friendly scolding for being so cheeky, but this was Daphne’s house for now, and Finn could place himself wherever he wanted. He already had a can out of his bag, and one for her beside him.

“Here are some walking cans,” he said, standing down off his perch. “C’mon now, I don’t want to leave the other two up beyond for too long. The more of us there are up there, the more of us there are to keep Ronan in order and Arturo in check.”

Daphne reluctantly wormed her way into the pink rain mac, conscious that it promptly neutered any sex appeal she had been trying to cobble together. It at least kind of matched the sneakers. She clocked Finn giving her a look over before she covered up, though.

“Do you think Ronan’s going to be able to hold it together, tonight? He hates Arturo. Maybe more than I do.” Daphne gently adjusted her earring, caught in the hideous pink fabric of the coat, and fixed the Velcro of the collar at a slightly more flattering angle.

“Look, if he can’t it’ll be hilarious, but let’s hope he manages it. It’s kind of a shame, because this has the potential to be pretty interesting, you know? We’ll just have to stay on Ronan Management Duty.” He handed her a can, and she took it from him, navy blue and gold and cheap and cold, and she opened it and drank deep.

“So you’re saying I’m not allowed to encourage him?” Daphne was only half playing. She loved seeing Ronan spitfire insults; his temper always made her feel much, much better about her own. She also believed Arturo was deserving of every insult Ronan flung at him, and worse. She would never, as long as she lived, be able to shake the image of the older boy pinning Ronan as a child, frightening him so badly. Now that Ronan could stand up for himself and was naturally funny, she thought it was only right that he reminded Arturo that they weren’t, and wouldn’t be, friends.

“Oh please, please don’t. I’m not a natural peacemaker, Daphne, but I’ve been trying to still the water between those two for years. Arturo’s not that bad, you know? He’s grown up a bit, done me a few good turns like. He deserves the benefit of the doubt.”

Daphne furrowed her brow a second. She wasn’t sure she liked Finn’s tenderness towards him, but she wasn’t in the form to fight him about it. Not yet, anyway. Building bridges, wasn’t that what she was doing? Taking olive branches.

The pair of them walked out the door, Finn clumsily trying to hold it open for Daphne, her pottering out under his arm.

“Are those Leonie’s runners?” he asked, as they walked up the path.

“They are, yeah—well, they’re mine for now!” Daphne struck a little pose with them. “They’re kind of too big, but at least they’re not like, in the sea. Did they have you out on the fields this morning in the end?”

Finn nodded wearily, lighting a cigarette. “It was, to be honest with you, Daphne, a fucken nightmare, but I got through it. I have to make tonight a sensible one. I can’t face another day like today. I was in the greenhouses for hours, and I’ll tell you what, the smell of fertilizer doesn’t exactly cure a hangover.”

“You know, you should ask Leonie for some of those little white pills—they sorted me right out for a few hours. That, and a nice long afternoon snooze.” Daphne knew it wasn’t necessarily fair that she was bragging about her excessive midday napping while Finn had been working.

“Pills?” He raised his eyebrows. “What pills?”

“The ones Malachy takes. She says there’s loads of them around, and he wouldn’t notice if we borrowed some. They worked like magic, to be honest. I’m sure she’d throw you a few.” Daphne wasn’t sure if she should have said anything, but if she kept her tone normal, then Finn’s response would surely be normal, right?

He took a drag from the smoke, brows still perched high. “Wasn’t aware it was a prescription for the entire family, but I can’t say I blame them, given the time they’ve had.”

The beer was sour and Daphne didn’t like it very much, but in no time it would turn the charm in her up a few notches, make the conversation softer and easier. She drank more quickly, hurrying that ease along. The walk to the Starcade wasn’t much longer, and at once she wanted to savour their moments alone but skip through them to the simpler, boozier end of the evening. It was cold, and the sky was almost dark. They’d need torches if they didn’t hurry.

“Do you think Leonie’s going to be alright?” she asked, as they rounded the hill beyond the ruined church. A useless question, but one that she was asking herself all the time, so she couldn’t really stop herself asking Finn. Finn might have something closer to an answer than even Ronan did.

Finn shrugged. “I think every day she’s about as alright as she’s going to be. There’s no gauge to it. It’s been a violent few weeks. Some days I can see it in her more, sometimes I see a flicker of her from before. But, like, before Imogen died, it wasn’t that much better, you know? Things were going bad before they got bad. It’s dark on dark.”

“And do you think it’s … wise that she’s so enthusiastic about spending time with Arturo? Like is that her, or is it the grief?” Daphne said, and Finn’s face hardened slightly.

“Their whole situation is a long time in the machine, you know? It hasn’t always been pleasant, but it had better stay pleasant from here on out. Like I said, we’re on fine terms, but believe me. If he fucks with her head again, I’m going to fuck with his head.”

And something in Daphne was thrilled by the severity with which he said this—a fearlessness, a protectiveness that stood out over any need he should have had to be polite or fair about it.

“Fair play, Finn. So we’re not only on Ronan Management, we’re a little bit on Arturo and Leonie Management, yeah?” Daphne liked the idea of a small little conspiracy for them to share.

“We’ll keep our eyes open and compile a report at the end of the night, will we?” he replied, giving her a little nudge. A pleasing signal. Their collaboration confirmed.

The Starcade was alight as they turned up the hill towards it. The neon was shocking against the gloom. Through the tall windows, Daphne could see that Ronan and Leonie were already inside, but not much more beyond them. Ronan was leaning on the glass, a cigarette tilted from one hand, and a bottle of wine with what looked like a green plastic curly straw sticking out of its neck in the other.

When Finn pushed open the door, a fanfare of little beeps announced their entry. Daphne was poised, ready to see the promised land that had so thrown Ronan, that had convinced him to spend time with somebody he despised.

The room glared back at Daphne, so bright as to be disarming. It certainly had been renovated. The walls, largely to the left-hand side upon entry, had had the old mirrors expanded and replaced. They were huge now, like a ballet studio. The floor was freshly carpeted, checkerboard, black and white—and the ceiling was mirrored, too. A couple of narrow doors led off to other rooms, but these doors were matched to the reflective surface of the wall, identifiable as doorways only by small, almost invisible handles. Daphne looked up at herself, far above, brow furrowed, and saw Finn looking up at himself, too. She gave a little wave through their reflection, and mirror-Finn waved back. There was a table. Or, rather, a huge slab of black Formica rippled with little confetti shards of silver up on four steel legs. The kind of thing you’d see on the counters of a tacky, deliberately masculine kitchen. It stared heavy and ugly back at itself in the mirrored ceiling, too, glinting a little in the brightness.

Ronan was scowling into his drink, and Leonie didn’t seem interested at all—she was, instead, peering into one of the enormous, almost flat, fish tanks which divided the room almost in two. A slim glass wall, full of water, bubbling from a filtration system and teeming with tiny neon tetra fish. Beyond the tanks, a stretch of empty mirrored walls and ceiling, until the big window that looked out onto the fields, covered by a heavy blind.

All of the old game cabinets and flashing pinball tables were gone. Daphne initially thought their old table was missing—the thought of its absence gave her an ache in her stomach.

It was then that she realized, through the reflection above, that the Formica-looking monstrosity that stood in the middle of the room was their table. The table’s top, the beautiful hand-painted map, was suspended in a fat, thick sheet of resin, right in the center. Trapped. It looked expensive, and modern, and it offended Daphne all the way down to the bottom of her ribs.

“We’re not going to be able to steal it, so,” Ronan remarked, rapping the resin with his knuckles. “Too heavy.”

“I preferred it the way it was,” said Finn, thoughtfully. “It’s kind of … sad looking, now, or something.”

“Don’t be a bunch of dicks,” snapped Leonie. “I think Arturo did a great job preserving the table. It was in bits. Now it’s actually got some utility. It’ll last.”

The place felt like a bad art gallery. The tanks hummed, the long, fluorescent white lights above let off an almost ringing pitch, and it smelled like concrete and sawdust, too new. Daphne couldn’t stop herself scrunching up her nose in distaste.

Ronan noticed this, and after letting her take a few quiet moments to peer around turned to her and said, “Well, this isn’t what it looked like last night.”

Leonie looked over her shoulder and said, “To be fair, it really isn’t.”

She was wearing the soft, clean clothes from this morning, but her lips were red now, not coral. Her pout was a bright flag. Her shirt was undone, revealing her jeans, white, high-waisted. The vest under the billow of the shirt was white, too, almost corset. All white. Almost bridal. Far from her mourning clothes was this.

Finn put his hands on his hips, still making eye contact with himself on the ceiling, and said, “I mean, I’d say it took a fair amount of work and cash to get the mirrors up there. And those fish don’t come cheap, either.”

“Seriously lads. This isn’t what it looked like,” Ronan promised. “I wasn’t so fucked that I imagined things. I know I wasn’t.”

He then turned to Daphne, and produced a repurposed two-liter Lilt bottle from his satchel on the floor and handed it to her—this was the Grand Royal Punch he’d promised. She gave him a grateful smile and unscrewed the top. It reeked of coconut and almost-petrol. They didn’t call it Grand Royal Little Kiss—it was Punch, it punched.

Perfect. She brought it to her mouth and tipped.

The rancid liquid burning her throat, Daphne walked up to the table, little steel folding chairs tucked neatly under it. She pulled one out and flipped it open with a crack and sat down, her back to the largest mirrored wall. “Do you think he’s going to do it up as an escape room? Ask the tourists to solve some little puzzles for fifty euros a head?” she asked, boldly lighting a cigarette, to assert that she herself was not impressed, either.

Ronan groaned and threw his head back. “Fucking hell, if I have walked into an escape room of my own free will, I will lose my mind.”

On his complaint, Arturo’s voice arrived from one of the doorways in the mirror. It was as though he had been summoned by Ronan’s displeasure alone.

“You came,” he said, warm and soft—but the bad warm, the bad soft, like a moth landing uninvited on your cheek.

He wore a black sweater that went high up his throat, and loose black pants that almost had the shape of a skirt to them. Glasses that had one round frame, and one square. They looked expensive—the asymmetry suited him. Daphne looked down at the table rather than up at him, alarmed by a sudden realization that he was actually quite hot. Where did that come from? She winced slightly and took another drink as though to directly blot out the thought.

He clicked the door shut behind him—Daphne didn’t see what the room he’d come from looked like; she’d been too distracted by his outfit to look past him. Under his arm was a long black box.

“You look like a fucking magician,” Ronan hissed, meaning it as an insult.

“I am a magician, Quaid,” Arturo replied, taking it as a compliment. “And you came all the way up here to see me.”

“No, I came all the way up here to get a closer look at what I saw last night. And I don’t know what kind of fast one you pulled on us, but this aerobics studio bullshit isn’t it.”

Arturo hummed and shook his head, walking towards the table, the box rattling a little. “Mmmmm, no. It’s not what you saw. That’s also not the only reason you’re here, either.”

“Oh, is it not?” Ronan scoffed and Arturo hummed again. “No, it’s not. You’re here because you can’t bring yourself to take a drink and socialize in the one pub on this island, or in the pub in the hotel. You’re here because you can’t bear the rest of the people on this rock looking at you, and making decisions about you—some of which are correct. You’re here because you don’t want to be perceived by the people who live in your community, or the community you were born to. You’re here because you want to stay outside of it, but still drink, still smoke, still feel as though you have your people—even if they’re only three people, plus me, which makes four. You’re here because you want to do something, you want to enjoy yourself, you want to experience something, anything, that isn’t the trap of life on this island. You can’t leave the island, but you don’t want to be part of it, so you come to my building as a bargain. You come here to be an outsider, inside something. Isn’t that right, Quaid?”

Daphne held her breath, waiting for Ronan to eat the head off him—but the moment passed, and she kept holding it, and Ronan kept quiet a moment.

“Fair enough,” he said eventually, giving a shrug. “I don’t like the pubs on this island. I don’t like drinking alone in my house. It’s too dark to drink outside. So this was an option. I’m not going to sit indoors drinking on the internet, because that would be a fucking miserable life, wouldn’t it, Arturo?”

He didn’t mention that Leonie had wanted to come. Daphne assumed this was on purpose.

Arturo cracked a smile. “I don’t know. I think if you gave my corner of the internet a chance, you’d quite like it. Lots of other outsiders there.”

“Yeah. Whatever.” Ronan was scowling, quiet, genuinely annoyed. His fire dampened, and Daphne felt that quieting, like her confidence was in sync with his. Her good time was his good time’s twin.

“You are free to leave, Ronan, if you’re not interested in what I have here,” Arturo said, flat. Leonie gave Ronan a pained look, and Finn said, “Ah, Ronan, don’t be a fool like.”

Ronan looked at Daphne and Daphne shrugged. He closed his eyes, breathed in through his nose, and said, “I’m not leaving.”

Arturo smiled with a sickly look of minor victory and said, “Good to hear. Now. Pull up a couple of chairs. I’ll open the blinds and let the night in so we can get started.” He turned to Ronan again. “Would you believe me if I promised you a good time?”

Daphne waited for him to parry, to jab, to anything, but Ronan calmly said, “Good is a big word. I’ll take a time, at this point,” and sat to her left, at the head of the table. Arturo sat facing him, in symmetry. Staring each other down. Finn sat to Daphne’s right, and Leonie sat alone, back to the fish tank, looking at herself in her reflection over Daphne’s shoulder.

“Are you all happy to hold these as your positions during the game?” Arturo asked, placing the long, matte black case he’d been carrying on the tabletop, and opening it with a deep, short click. The others around the table nodded. Daphne produced an ashtray from the big middle pocket in her jacket, which she’d intended to use for comedic effect, but she hadn’t had time to wait for the right moment. She set it in front of her and stubbed out the spongy end of her cigarette. Ronan leant over and did the same, as did Finn.

All four of them stubbed out long oversmoked dead ends, then lit up again, almost synchronized. Arturo didn’t comment, as though he understood that this was a concession he had to make for this company. There was a little give and take at work here, Daphne noticed. Not a lot. But enough.

She wondered had he spoken to Daithi. She wouldn’t bring her brother up in conversation here. She was gone. Free of the mess, for now. Safe from the aftermath. She was going to wring a good time out of this. She was going to do Leonie a favour. She was not just going to build a bridge; she was going to be a bridge.

Out of the long black box, Arturo produced a tall cardboard structure which he placed around himself—like a privacy shield. He checked it, looking over it at the table, was satisfied with its height, then put it down again. Next came the little booklets—black covered, with the initials WW embossed on the front. He slid them towards each of the group. “Hold on to these. They’re important. I had them made up specifically for each of your roles.”

The initials made Daphne’s throat almost close over.

Wonder Wonder.

The paper stock was heavy, and the black card on the front was matte, and dense, with an almost-velvet texture. The kind of black that ate light. The embossing was deep, and Daphne ran her fingers over the letters, able to feel the cost of them.

He then slid them each a single die with twenty sides. Daphne’s was a false, Barbie-doll pink. It sat plastic and cheeky against the austerity of the night-dark game book. Its boldness was a further insult to her, her thundering heart alive with the dawning certainty that it was Arturo who had been in her diaries.

He had walked through the interiority of her childhood, had looted it. She felt sick and frozen in place as he stood up, and walked around each chair. First he stopped at Finn, then Daphne, then went clockwise around to Leonie. In front of each of them, from over their shoulders, he placed a small figurine on the table. Each was white, made of what looked like glazed clay.

Daphne’s looked like a tiny bird. Finn’s was a human figure with the head of a wolf. Ronan’s an upright fox, standing like a man. Leonie’s, a cat. Each of them had eyes, black against their white shining forms. Daphne held the figurine in her hand. It was hollow, and weighed almost nothing—it was also all wrong. She wasn’t the bird. She was the wolf.

Arturo didn’t sit back down. Instead, he walked past the fish tank through the room, his reflection in the mirrors departing in all directions, as though it was exiting the world and stepping farther out into a labyrinth. At the window, he did two things.

With a sharp tug, he opened the blinds, and the island’s glimmering night sky poured in, introducing itself dramatically to the mirrors. Daphne gave a little gasp. The room threw this reflection back through itself and up into the ceiling farther than the eye could follow. Then, he turned off the lights.

What was in one moment a sterile dance studio with a too-big fish tank was suddenly a jet-black and blue infinity. The tiny tetras themselves multiplied infinitely in the mirrors, on all sides, lit by the kind of neon lighting that makes certain colours scream louder instead of disappearing into the dark—and scream they did. The room became suspended in what was, very almost, a sky full of stars made of bold and dazzling fish. Daphne was sickened, disoriented, and awed, all at once. It made her feel a little nauseous, the tip of her cigarette just another celestial body in this vast and artificial night.

“Was this what you saw?” Daphne asked Ronan, who was gazing around, mouth slightly open.

“It was, yeah,” he replied, soft.

Arturo walked back towards the table, his form barely visible in the reflection anymore, and sat down at the head of the table. With a click, he flipped a switch under where he sat, and a blue light shone out from the edges of the surface, illuminating it just enough so Daphne could clearly see her book and her die—which was, as it turned out, made of the kind of plastic that shone green now that the lights were out. The pink of it disguised a glow in the dark magic trick. Maybe Arturo was a magician, she thought, despite herself, the little white bird and the die in her palm. A thief. A magician. Something else, too, something worse than the other things combined.

“Now,” he said, flipping over his own booklet—larger and heavier, “before we get started, I suppose I should tell each of you who you are. You’ll find details on the third page of your codex.”

Daphne could have sworn she heard Ronan softly repeat “Codex?” in a mocking tone under his breath, but nobody paid any attention, this time. She opened up her own copy, and the name of the game was printed there, laid out in the trail of a comet: Wonder Wonder. Irrefutable. Their game, their childhoods, bound into a book. Bound into whatever this was. Written down by someone who wasn’t them.

The table fell quiet for a moment, as what was happening dawned on the others. Ronan, was, of course, the first to speak.

“I don’t know where the fuck you got this from, Arturo, but this isn’t funny,” he said. His voice was flat, and dangerous.

Leonie spoke as if from very far away, her voice quiet in her chest. “This is too much, Art. How did you—”

“He read it in my diaries,” Daphne said, hardly able to believe the words coming out of her mouth. “He took this from things I wrote down every summer. When I got into my house today, I noticed the diaries had been opened. I thought it was Daithi’s work. But it wasn’t.”

“No, it wasn’t,” Arturo said, cool and calm. He smoothed one hand over another. “The thing is, Daphne, when you hit someone in the face with a piece of broken glass, you can lead them to wondering what the fuck is wrong with you. I think that’s a perfectly logical line of reason. You break my face, I break in to your head. I’m not proud of it. It was a dark moment—but, I was so surprised by what I found. I expected to find the ravings of a deranged, violent bitch. Instead, I found a whole world. So, I tried to extract something … good. Something useful. So, please, I ask you to consider this a peace offering. I wanted to hand you back the thing you made. Only now it’s not something insular, some little secret. Instead, it’s something that can bring us together.” Arturo was choosing his words very carefully, as though while explaining himself he was preserving the group’s very fragile presence at the table. Daphne didn’t believe a single one of them, and looked to the others to meet her in her outrage.

Leonie spoke first and, to Daphne’s absolute shock, was warm. “I mean. It’s a lot. Granted. A lot. And I wish you hadn’t read Daphne’s diaries, but this is … kind of amazing.” She was poring down into the booklet. “I remember so much of this.”

Finn, worse, seemed to agree. “Yeah, man. This is batshit, but I’m not going to lie to you, I’m so impressed.”

So impressed. Daphne and Ronan exchanged a look, and she searched his face for signs that he was going to stand up and bolt, but to her dismay he looked down at the booklet, not receiving her signal, her panic. Curiosity caught him, a hook in his mouth. She felt him disappear, in that moment, into the magic trick that Arturo had built. Stick with Ronan, everyone always said to her. He wasn’t going to lead her wrong. But here, Ronan was sticking with Leonie. And Leonie was tangled up in Arturo. Daphne felt like a domino, knocked down into line against her will. She set her jaw, cheeks alight with anger. Under the anger, shame.

He had taken the intimate records of the most precious times of her life and handed them back to her and expected her to be calm. Expected her to participate in it. She stood up, legs wobbly.

“This is fucked, and I’m leaving,” Daphne said, her voice coming out smaller than she wanted it to. She didn’t understand why Arturo was doing this. She felt sick, and embarrassed—was that the point? To humiliate her?

“Don’t be a baby, Daph,” Leonie said, her voice stern. “Can’t you see Arturo is trying to do something really special for us? For me, even? Given everything I’ve been through?”

This made Daphne feel insane. She looked to Ronan, who, maddeningly, shrugged at her. Ronan who never, ever had nothing to say.

Finn said, “Come on, McSharry. Be a good sport.”

Arturo gave a gentle sigh of frustration. It sounded false to Daphne. Put on.

“Daphne,” he said, “look, I am admitting to having done something a little wrong, to build something that could be very beautiful. You, yourself, have done something deeply wrong to me, which ran rings around the internet and made a deep impact on my life. Don’t you think that even the optics of you and I becoming friends would be much better for everyone concerned? Surely you can’t be all that crazy if I forgave you, chose to spend time with you. Surely I can’t be that bad of a guy if you met me at the table, given all the time that’s passed. I think it would be very holistic for us to take some time to bond. See how that helps us, moving into the future?”

Daphne looked at Ronan again. He looked quickly at Leonie, then nodded, encouraging her to agree. To meet Arturo here, in a world that she had created, that they had created. That had nothing to do with him. She didn’t like this, not one bit. Everything Arturo said seemed to have a logic behind it, but his tone was all wrong. The mirrors and light made the world feel uncertain. Daphne wasn’t sure she could trust her defenses, her discernment all warped by that hollow pang of shame. The shame was what made her want to agree. Maybe if she just ceded to Arturo, and to the others, the shame would go away. She breathed in, then out.

Then, she sat down. The room seemed to dazzle in response to her movement.

“Will we get on with it, so? Do we need to go through the rules?” Leonie asked, too cheerily. Trying to make it normal. Trying to make it seem like something fun, for all of them. Under the table, Ronan squeezed Daphne’s hand. An apology, sort of. If not that, at least a witnessing.

“No,” Arturo said. “Just listen to me, then play along. Let yourselves get lost in it.”

He flipped his divider up, concealing himself from view almost entirely, and in a low voice, began to read. After a moment or two, despite everything, Daphne found herself listening.






WONDER WONDER


Night 1

Far in the distant and empty reaches of the Maffei 2 spiral, hangs a ship. I say hangs, because it is not flying, it is not cruising. It is just still, suspended in the void of space. The neon piping that used to run the seams of this magnificent, elaborately designed vessel had long been shut off, closed for business. This quiet titan had once, though you could never tell, been the Scorpio Wonder.

I know. The Scorpio Wonder. The most vibrant, thrilling pleasure cruise that the Intergalactic Alliance had ever seen, but my, oh my, how quickly its notoriety inverted to tragedy, and then, naturally, folded to silence.

How quickly it went from being one kind of legend to the other kind. How the party ended, never to start again. How the news channels across internet, outernet, television, and the very last radios had blared the loss for weeks. How “most likely, no survivors” is an easy answer, how “contaminated vessel” deters even the most noble search parties. How “gone” became enough of a punctuation mark at the end of the news story for the cycle to take the cue and move forward. How long ago that all was, really.

Daphne knew this story and so did Leonie. They wrote this crisis together when they were girls.

And there it is. Hanging. So still, in fact, that one would almost be forgiven for assuming it was a ghost ship, a trick of the light. A relic, all systems made obsolete by the pace of time, the gradual and steady depletion of fuel and resources. But inside, there are four hearts still beating. Four beings are about to wake up.

Leonie looked across the table at Daphne, and Daphne pursed her mouth. It hadn’t just been an invasion of her privacy but of Leonie’s, too.

Four left exactly as they had been the day the rest of the inhabitants of the ship were wiped out. They who escaped the fate laid down before them: four escapees. Or, more accurately, four cowards.

The Scorpio Wonder had met a cataclysmic fate, and all 15,019 revelers on board, as well as the 4,996 staff, entertainers, and hosts had lost their lives. It had taken the would-be survivors a great deal of quick and canny thinking to make their way to the stasis booths: their way to safety could in no way have been honest.

Their survival had not come for free, but there they are, eyes closed just as they were when the rest of the ship was filling with poison, when their friends (in some cases, their families) were collapsing in the hallways, in the dining rooms, in their cabins. When the water in the Oasis Pleasure Pools turned to boil in the blink of an eye, and the air from the vents became so sour and toxic that many of the passengers who died didn’t even feel it. They just very suddenly, weren’t.

And those who just very suddenly weren’t, were incredibly lucky, really, when you think about it. I mean, given the alternative—given that plenty of the people on board didn’t react so cleanly to the infection, given that many lay dying for hours before they yielded to the purge. Nobody’s rank, position, or status spared them. The escape pods had never even been opened.

Our four survivors lay there for years and years in a state of preservation, but all of their pain and horror was as fresh as it had been when they climbed, undone, into the tanks. They would wait for salvation with the memory of the worst things they had ever seen fresh in their eyes, their dreams. The years only etched that horror deeper and deeper.

A hundred years, two hundred—who was even counting?

These were the questions that Fortune, the sentient artificial intelligence system that pulsed through the Scorpio Wonder, would tennis back and forth to himself again and again as he waited to wake the four survivors. Would he tell them how long they’d been there? Was it worth it? What worth had the truth anymore? Was the cost as high as living?

He and his small, sprightly fleet of cleaning droids had disposed of all corpses and bodily remains long ago, during what he had come to call the Great Decontamination Years. What was the use in telling these four helpless, sleeping life forms what lay behind them, when just a few days ahead lay a totally inhabitable planet—when he was at the cusp of delivering them to a future they could live in peacefully. Even happily. If they passed the trial the planet required as per its system of worship, they would have new whole lives! An easy little deal he’d made for them, and for himself.

He’d wake them, readjust them to—well, being alive—for a day or so, equip them with basic survival skills, park at a safe trajectory in the orbit of the planet, and send them down to their new lives, having downloaded himself onto a small unit to accompany them, and presumably live out the rest of eternity without having a single scrap of maintenance work to do in his retirement. After the trial. All after the trial.

This was the story he was about to tell them, a clean plan, a clear promise. Lives laid out for them all, despite what they had done to survive. Fuel was low; goodness gracious, they’d come upon the proximity of this lush little planet just in time. What was a last few nights of waking life on the husk of the once-great-party-ship before they disembarked. What was a little training? A couple of tests? They’d hardly expect to move on without possessing some metric of purity, would they? They couldn’t simply waltz down to a fresh, safe planet without ensuring they themselves were safe, too!

One of Fortune’s cameras flickered down at the four beings sleeping in white, pristine pods. It was, at last, time to wake them.



Daphne sat on a white latex-finished sofa with a silver shock blanket wrapped around her wings and a conical oxygen mask over her beak. She was so stiff she could barely move; even the barest adjustment to her posture felt heavy, aching. There were two other people there with her in the hushed oval lounge, and one droid. They were each curled up on chairs of their own, masked, breathing heavily. She recognized them, she thought. From before. They were staff, not guests.

Her head was spinning and the light in the room was painful, her eyes too sensitive for it. Nobody was saying anything and the silence was thick in the air—she’d just wait for Fortune to intervene, to tell them to do something. It would be good to hear his voice. He’d ground her.

The last thing she remembered before lying down in the stasis bed made her stomach turn—she hadn’t realized that there had been other crew members of the ship that had taken the same route out as her. She hadn’t thought this far ahead. She hadn’t thought at all, actually, just fled, just moved fast and desperate through the disaster. Just pushed the bodies out of her way. Some had come apart at her touch.

“I don’t like to play the crow, Arturo. I always play the wolf,” Daphne said, and it came out petulant. She sounded like a child.

She was still wearing her costume: humiliating in this light, in this context. The cape. The jewelry. She fiddled with one of the wide bangles on her wings: it had been a disco-false gold once, but was a dull copper here in this light. Daphne slipped it off. It must have oxidized in the chamber. It had only been hours ago, really, that she’d been onstage, singing with the band—fuck, the band, they’re gone—and now she was trembling under a sheet of insulated foil after being in stasis for … how long? How long? Fortune hadn’t said. Nobody had said anything at all.

“Tonight you are the crow. You can be the wolf on your own time,” Arturo said, giving her a look that implied he did not care what animal she was or wasn’t; this was his story now. She was his character.

She had only wanted to live to see another black and starry day. And here it was, shared with three practical strangers who all had one thing in common: they’d all fled the disaster, too. All succeeded. She knew her own reason for fleeing the infection instead of trying to help and it wasn’t necessarily honourable—it was just the raw, selfish want to live. What were their excuses? How did they get here? What did they have to do to access the stasis deck? Did she even really want to know? She closed her eyes again, comforted in the dark. Would they ask why she was here, too? What would she tell them?

Fortune’s familiar, warm voice tumbled out of the speakers that were piped into every room in the ship. His avatar was a simple, pixelated face with big, expressive black eyes. It popped up on the four screens in the rehabilitation room. He only had a handful of expressions programmed into the animation for his face—just the basics—but he felt real and safe. He changed shape week to week. Sometimes he was a clover, sometimes he was a coin, sometimes he was a cherry, sometimes he was a peach. Tourists on the Wonder would often leave with tattoos bearing one of the lucky symbols he shifted into, or at the very least a mug, or a hat. He was beloved. He was the ship, he was the party. He was the thing driving them all forward.

Charm aside, he was also a massively complicated and advanced artificial intelligence system. His presence loaned Daphne an ounce of reassurance—at least he knew what was going on. She liked Fortune. The perky cheer of his voice had been the daily backdrop of the vast majority of her life, and she’d worked on the Wonder since she was barely old enough to vote. He was good furniture, ambient safety.

Fortune wished everybody on the ship good morning and good night, every morning and every night without fail. He was the sound of every door opening, every cup of coffee procured from a vending machine. Fortune heralded in the beginning of every party, every evening—his chippy tones murmured assurances down into toilet cubicles when guests were all partied out; if a new tourist was lost on the ship they could at any moment tap the Wonder Band on their wrist and hear his wise and friendly guidance navigating them back to their cabin—he was a parent without the judgement. The adult in the room.

He had been the last thing Daphne heard when she went into stasis. What had he said? She felt like it was important—

“Good morning, you four! Welcome back to the Scorpio Wonder, my goodness, you’ve been asleep an awful long time. Now that was a hangover, am I right? Not to worry though, you’re all fit as can be, and in approximately four days you will be transported off this old vessel down to a nearby planet! Isn’t that a thrill? Of course it is. Why would you want to spend the rest of your days cooped up on this nasty old bucket! As you are most likely aware, you are the only living survivors of the incident, but please do your best not to dwell too hard on it. You have a lot to do, and as we all know, playing the night before back over and over and over and over in our minds is a recipe for what? That’s right, disaster! And we’ve already had enough of that around here, haven’t we?” A tinny, digital laugh. Abeep beep beep. Abeep beep beep.

“Now. This planet. This tiny, delicious little planet is not only habitable but actually quite lush and idyllic! It is noted in the galactic chart as Valen3A, and it is where you and I will be given a delightful opportunity to start new, planetbound lives, afresh and far from the scorched dance floors of this place! What a trip!

“As soon as you’ve caught your breath and maybe had a little chat with one another, you will return to your quarters, and we can begin your rehabilitation process. Plus, I can give you some more information about the other kinds of life forms that you will be sharing your life on Valen3A with! So get to it, best introduce yourselves!”

The small, cheerful peach lingered on the screen, blinking at intervals, as Daphne and the other three looked at one another, daring each other to break the silence. Daphne never wanted to speak aloud again. She also felt strange about Fortune’s tone. It was different—or maybe she was different, she couldn’t tell. It was all too much, too fast.

Thankfully, it also seemed to be too much, too fast, for everyone else in the room. A small blessing to be amongst equally freaked out people.

A kitfolk was curled up on another chair in a small ball, under her own shock blanket. As she emerged, Daphne wondered maybe if she was only half kitfolk—she didn’t have a tail or pointed ears that Daphne could see, but was most definitely feline somewhere in there, judging by the tabby markings on her cheeks and neck, and her coin-slot pupils. She yawned, revealing long, slim fangs and said, “I’m Leonora—well, Leonie. I worked in the medical unit, cleaning up overdoses, administering weaning drugs and emergency contraception. I was a doctor—before. I mean, I’m still a doctor now, but I … don’t … have a job anymore? Look, I don’t know what to tell you. Someone else say something.”

This seemed to encourage the human to lean forward and scratch his head. He had short, curly blond hair, and Daphne wasn’t sure she’d ever seen a human being so gorgeous in all of her time on the Scorpio Wonder. She wasn’t even into humans, but stars above, he was some human. She recognized him, almost—there weren’t many humans in the crew, and under his shock blanket he wore a pilot’s uniform.

“My name’s Finn Mulvey, and I am—eh, was—the serving deputy captain of the Scorpio Wonder. My mother was Ursula Mulvey, the original captain of this ship during its maiden years.”

“Why is it important that we know who your mother is?” Dr. Leonie asked, tilting her head at Captain Finn. “Trying to pull rank, are we?”

The word mother rang out like a bell in the tower of a church. It was a dark signal across the table.

“No, no—I … don’t know … I’d imagine you guys would probably already know who she is right? She was like … kind of a big deal.”

Daphne knew exactly who she was, alright. Ursula Mulvey had, many years ago, died a hero’s death defending her ship and all the tourists aboard it when the Wonder was stopped by a tiny and violent fleet of pirates. This gentle, stammering human didn’t seem to quite possess the legendary confidence of his mother by any stretch—but maybe he was just as rotted by stasis as Daphne was; maybe he just wasn’t used to being awake.

Leonie was holding strong at the mention of a dead mother. Or at least playing a version of herself who was holding strong.

There wasn’t just one painting of the deceased Captain Mulvey on the Wonder—there were grand and beautiful portraits of her towering blonde frame hanging in several of the canteens, in the library, in one ballroom at the Eye of the Wonder, as well as the entrance hall and atrium. She was a benevolent ghost, the protector of the ship, the warden of all of the galaxy’s greatest parties. Daphne knew there was a son working in the control room, but had never expected herself to be sitting one sofa away from him. “Sure,” said the doctor, bored of this, turning her gaze to Daphne. “Now, who are you?”

“I’m Daphne Mac. I sang every night in the Saviour Cave between midnight and 3 a.m. with my band, the Heart Attacks.” The band. Daphne could see them eaten up by the crowd when the disaster hit. She didn’t go back for them. She just ran.

“I’ve seen you!” said Finn, suddenly energized. “I’ve been there plenty of times! Your show is great!”

Daphne didn’t need many more surprises than she’d already had since waking up, least of all a very biologically pleasing, high-ranking human being not only admiring her, but openly stating that he had long admired her. She found herself saying, “Thank you—the show is, thankfully, always busy, given the number of other choices for entertainment on the ship. The virtual reality work around the staging is kind of exceptional, but I can’t take any credit for that.”

What a wrong backdrop for small talk. Leonie and Finn hummed politely, but didn’t ask any other questions. The silence fell again. There was one unspeaking presence left in the room—an android, reclining lazily on a sofa of his own, chewing on the side of the shock blanket, making it spark and crackle in the new silence. He stared the other three down with huge, inhuman eyes and long, plastic eyelashes, daring one of them to ask his name. He gave them each a hard stare, turning his head to them one by one. His pupils were LCDs and flicked from shape to shape—a heart on Finn, a slit on Leonie, and a star on Daphne.

Ronan slammed his hands down on the table, ready to give the performance of his life.

“Well. If none of you wet bags of guts and liver are going to ask, my name is Ronan, and I’m the most up-to-date model of the LayLa Tender Rotator series of performance androids. I’ve danced in God’s Kitchen on Podium Six since the maiden voyage. I am almost entirely synthetic except for the part of me that is most important to my users—my heart is 100 percent human matter, which is why I had to hide in the stasis pods during the catastrophe, or else I would have been reduced to dust, like the rest of the Wonderers—but make no mistake, sexier dust. Way sexier. Good to know I’m not out here on my own, it’s an absolute pleasure to make your acquaintance.” The android spoke quickly, in a dulcet and charming cadence. Programmed to be a sheer delight.

Daphne understood that the Tender Companions—and their dancing counterpart, Tender Rotators—were hugely popular amongst residents of the Scorpio Wonder, but had never really felt the need to employ the private services of one herself. They were beautiful to look at though—there had been a handful of Rotators in her show in the Saviour Cave. She hadn’t known they had hearts of flesh. That meant even they were gone.

She’d never talked much to them, either. She felt a pang of guilt, for that. None of her friends before had been androids, and she wasn’t sure what that said about her as a person. She’d mostly just spent time with her band—she hadn’t much of a social life on the ship, not really. She’d been so locked into her performance schedule that she hadn’t ever branched out. But she supposed she’d probably end up talking to this android an awful lot, given that it was just the four of them here—he seemed to be slightly more charismatic, or something, than the dour doctor and the difficult-to-look-at handsome human.

Daphne realized, as the room seized all awkward again, that she had absolutely no idea whereabouts on the ship she was. Which deck, even. She was so disoriented: a sprint, a stolen card key—this wasn’t her end of the titan. It was very, very quiet.

It had always been hard to get a sense of bearings on the Wonder, the roar of the engines a wall of permanent sound that lay beyond everything said on board, everything whispered or shouted—all the music, all the pools and spas. The ship itself was the audio backdrop of every thought. Even the loudest, most hardcore session chambers were somehow crowded in by the noise of it. For those, like Daphne, who had been on board for years, it became part of the texture of living on the ship. Life without the noise during visits to nearby planets was sometimes so alarming to the long-term inhabitants and staff that they were given tiny earpieces that played the thrumming, static drone into their ears for comfort. Even still, engine symphony aside, Daphne felt that something was missing.

There was an absence beyond the clean white walls. The ambience wasn’t there. The air smelled too clean, like the disaster had needed to be scrubbed away again and again. Perhaps removing the stains of the infection, or whatever the disaster really had been, had taken months of scrubbing and bleaching to lift. Maybe even a year. All that work by the eyeless little cleaning droids, who knew nothing of what had happened. Daphne pulled her blanket close around herself, and it crinkled, a sense of extraordinary loneliness settling on her. The four of them were quiet for a long minute, or maybe two, before the warm, comforting voice of Fortune descended on them again: “Now, that wasn’t so hard, was it?”

A murmur from the motley little crew neither confirmed nor denied the difficulty of the introductions, and Fortune said, “Wonderful! Now for a surprise! I’m pleased to introduce you to your future home planet, Valen3A!”

The digital glass on the table-unit in the center of the room lit up, flickered, and projected a precise hologram of a blank, grey sphere around half a foot into the air. It blinked there a moment, and then the surface of it flooded with pixelated blue ocean and became dappled with patches of land, from which mountains rose, block by block, and generous smatterings of lush green erupted from the soil of it.

Pop, pop—two moons arrived to orbit the little planet, benevolent swirling purple things that moved in two symmetrical arcs across what would be the sky. Of all the planets Daphne had set her talons on, this one looked … kind of on the nicer end of things, if she was honest with herself. A warm bud of hope turned green inside her.

The statistics that Fortune projected around the model said the atmosphere was temperate, the seasons regular, the ground fertile … and the other creatures on the planet were sentient, but not intelligent—and quite small in comparison to humanoid races. This was where Fortune would be dropping them off, and where they were expected to begin lives of their own, far away from the Scorpio Wonder, the graveyard that was once the greatest party in the galaxy. It looked welcoming. Safe.

“What will become of the ship once we leave?” she asked.

“That is both an excellent and thoughtful question, Daphne. The Scorpio Wonder will eliminate its remaining fuel and power down. The ship will drift through the Maffei 2 spiral as an unfortunately large piece of debris until it is inevitably destroyed by combatants or natural phenomena. You don’t have to worry about that, though. Thank you so much for asking! Curiosity is so important, and can be so useful when directed to the appropriate sources.”

Debris. The halls of her coming of age, the site of her mastery of her art, her show, her voice, reduced to junk. She couldn’t imagine the ship floating in the nothing until a convenient black hole wolfed it down or it was crushed between the tentacles of some too-big-to-be-seen creature. Her tiny disco just one more forgotten chamber in an obsolete husk.

The thought of the Wonder disappearing into the void gripped Daphne with a strange sorrow: This was the first place she’d ever truly felt at home. Here was where she had found her people, her band—though all of them were gone now, and the only company she had left were these three. Technically, they were her people, too. The shock blanket really wasn’t doing enough work for her. She wished she had a shock blanket for her brain.

“And what will we be spending the time before we arrive on the planet doing, exactly?” asked Ronan, tiny flashing lights scrolling an arc across his body, his pupils question marks.

“I am so glad you asked! I will be giving you four the opportunity to scour the ship for the last of the supplies, and take advantage of the incredible technology the Scorpio Wonder has on offer while the power supply lasts. In fact, today, I have a gift for one of you—but you must decide amongst you who is to receive it.” Fortune’s face, now a peach, smiled and gave a pixelated wink. “The Scorpio Wonder’s hologram suite has enough energy and memory left for one deceased member of the crew to be temporarily reactivated as a holographic presence, for approximately five minutes. I would like to give one of you the opportunity to choose a person from your past life here on the ship to resurrect for one final conversation.”

Daphne blinked. Imprints of the dead staff of the ship were, for emergencies, stored away in whirring, digital banks somewhere on this ship—a motherboard that was a graveyard, too. Decades of surveillance cameras to build perfect images of people, the sounds of their voices, the things they said and the way they were, all recorded by the ship they were on. It was morbid to think about all of the conversations she could have if she wanted with these ghosts made of light and memory. Who did she want to talk to from before? The band? None of them would want to see her—how could she look them in the eye when she hid out in stasis during the attack—especially since she’d seen what the infection had done to them. This wasn’t for her.

She wasn’t able to have a conversation in which she was the coward, in which she had to confess to hiding from the terror that took every other living person on the ship. Certainly not. Besides, having a conversation with a ghost wouldn’t change a single thing, would it? It would be like acting out a fantasy to serve herself. The apology would be as hollow as the rest of the damn ship.

“I’m good, actually,” she said, half to Fortune, half to the room. “I’m going to forfeit my turn—there isn’t really anyone I’d like to speak to, and I’m sure one of you could think of a better use for the conversation, or, like, need it more or something.”

Arturo told Ronan to roll his die, take his chance. With a sharp dose of bad luck, he rolled a one on his bright red twenty-sided die. “Critical fucking miss, Quaid,” said Arturo. Ronan picked the failed die up and placed it in his mouth.

“I, however, would like to use it to say farewell to my last lover,” Ronan whirred theatrically. “He was the single most virile and sensuous human I have ever encountered, and I simply can’t imagine how obnoxious with heartbreak and frustration I will be if I don’t get the chance to see him off, Fortune.”

“Sadly, sexual communion and romantic reunion fall extremely low on the priority bracket during this time, given our limited resources. I have faith that you will recover from your emotional pain in no time, given how busy you will be preparing for life on Valen3A.” The little peach made a sad face, but Fortune’s voice was slightly less than sincere.

“I want to have a final consultation with my supervisor, the head of medicine on the Wonder,” said Leonie, thoughtfully and slowly. “I feel it would be very important for me, and of course for the rest of us, that I have a conversation with him about how best to be the sole healer on a planet full of unknown and potentially dangerous life forms.”

“Well, I was going to say that I want to have a chat with my mother—she was an incredible leader and strategist. She’ll be able to pass advice on to me that will help us if we come face-to-face with an enemy. She might not have lived through an attack on this ship, but she was brave—and we’re going to have to be brave. There’s only four of us, we’re no army, and we’ll need to be able to defend ourselves and protect what little we have. No offence, Fortune, but I don’t honestly believe that a ripe little planet like this one doesn’t have some kind of intelligent life wandering it, orbiting it, or worse—guarding it. So I want to talk to my mother. She’d know what to do.”

Daphne watched something cold happen to Leonie’s face and wished Finn would look up from his sheets and see her. Leonie’s cheeks lost a little colour. She lit a cigarette.

Daphne found herself agreeing more with Finn, but didn’t say anything. They were about to walk into an unknown world without the safe, familiar city of the Scorpio Wonder to protect them. They’d need to be able to fight. Daphne never wanted to fight again, but below her rib cage, where all her instincts lived, she felt a fight coming. Valen3A couldn’t be that perfect. Nobody gets to paradise without paying.

“These are two very, very compelling cases, I must say. Ultimately, the choice to be made here is whether to fortify your cohort with a defense system or an offence system—and neither choice is less wise than the other. However, we must take into account personal benefit and gain: Finn stands to gain a great deal more by seeing his mother one last time, whereas Leonie’s approach here is less personal. Allow me to run this through my system.”

Leonie and Finn rolled their dice and Daphne held her breath. They landed beside one another in the middle of the table. A pair of sevens. Stalemate.

Finn and Leonie made eye contact as Fortune processed their perspectives, the peach of him on screen becoming a heart, scrolling from white to red and red to white as his infinitely wise machine weighed up their calls. After a profoundly awkward few moments, silent but for the electric sound of Ronan’s chewing on his shock blanket, the heart turned peach again and smiled.

“According to my statistics, both of these options have precisely equal merit. I will leave it up to a group discussion to decide which choice will better prepare you for what is ahead. I trust you to make the right choice!”

Daphne kept her beak shut. She wasn’t contributing to this.

This did not at all feel like a good start to getting to know the people who would be her sole companions for the rest of her life, watching them face down one another about notions of war and medicine. Fortune had never felt sinister to her before, but there, as he was lingering on the screen with that thin smile, she wondered could he tell how awkward she felt: She wondered was he maybe enjoying this? Did he ever enjoy anything? She’d just assumed in her life before that he was just the thrumming voice to everyone on the ship—even in quiet moments with his presence alone, she never felt like he was anything more than a truly excellent intelligence system.

Now, in this tiny, private world, she was picking up something from him that she never had before, and it felt like … maybe he knew more than he was letting on. She knew at that moment that Fortune could have just made the decision for them, or better still, chosen a hologram candidate for himself that would benefit them all equally—but posing this quandary felt ugly to her. Neither Leonie nor Finn said a word. Ronan leant forward, suddenly interested, invested.

Ronan took a loud, obnoxious slurp from his wine bottle.

“Well? Which is it going to be? I personally don’t care, to be honest, but I’d absolutely love to watch the pair of you scrap it out. I won’t judge whoever casts the first stone, or throws the first dig, or, like, flips the first table. I mean, I’m all for a peaceful loving environment and fostering a new community, but I also love drama so—do what you need to do.”

This didn’t serve to ease the tension, and Daphne felt the air almost turn chilly in the silence. Leonie’s face was stony, and in this hardness, she did actually look quite feline—her fangs just visible over the edge of her lip. Finn leant forward, a little confrontationally. Neither spoke. The room transcended awkward into something else, something darker. After too long, Leonie closed her yellow eyes for a long moment and said, “Fine. See your dead fucking mother.”

Finn raised his hands. “Now, now, there’s no need for that—it just makes the most sense!”

“Yeah. It does. Fine. But—you owe me a favour on this ship, and I will call it in, and you can’t back down from it.” This felt more like a threat than a request. Leonie’s voice was little short of chilling.

Finn nodded, brisk, not yielding to Leonie’s intensity. “Sounds good to me so. Right, Fortune—when do I meet her?”

“I will ensure you receive the relevant information from her shortly after you have been separated into your own quarters—I will call on you and you can engage in a conversation with her in your own time. Your strategizing ability and knowledge of colonial negotiation will receive a bonus from this encounter.”

Daphne could still hear a smugness behind Fortune’s chipper tone. The machine allowed the four of them to stew in silence a little longer, then announced, “Now, to your quarters! Next time the four of you gather I will begin preparing you for an exploration of Valen3A—I am so thrilled to be beginning this adventure with all of you. The rest of your lives lie ahead!”

As Daphne got up and gathered herself, she felt a dark pang about returning to her room—if this was the medical bay, it was about thirty floors away from here. The ship was miles and miles long and wide and now, was totally empty. She’d be left asking the cleaning droids to point her in the right direction. Were they even programmed to point?

She left the foil blanket on the little white sofa in a heap and walked out the door into the shell of her old home, but the shock stayed with her.



“Well?” Arturo asked, folding down his black paper fortress and emerging from the dark. “What did you think?”

Nobody said anything for a moment. Smoke hung in a thick cloud over the five of them in the blue glow. The fish bobbed in their tank and out into the endless black of the mirrors, twinkling away. Daphne was disoriented, absolutely, by the too many reflective surfaces and the feeling of being in another place, the sense of violation from before they played not quite worn down in her yet. First and foremost, though, she was extremely drunk, and thus wasn’t particularly in a position to say much aloud. Getting the words from her head to her mouth in the order she needed them to come out would be tricky.

She seemed to be the only one having difficulty relaxing into it, though. The others, even Ronan, seemed at ease. Slipping back into an old cadence, back into the game, should have made Daphne’s heart ache with nostalgia, but instead, made her feel skinless with vulnerability. Arturo was a witness she didn’t want. Nobody had ever watched them play the game before. Arturo had replaced their map, their table, with himself. Placed himself at the nexus of their memories.

Leonie, whose enthusiasm had trapped Ronan into agreement, was now stony-faced and unreadable, chaining one cigarette from another. Finn had a gormless, pissed slump, leaning onto his hands, peering down into his codex.

Daphne wished the drink had lifted her charm and imagination a little, but instead, it had just done that rare, strange thing that it could sometimes, where the poison of it locked her somewhere in her own head away from her mouth. She took a smoke off Finn and lit it, just so she could look like she was doing something. Another red star in the galaxy of the arcade—she found it tricky to spark it, unable to keep the lighter caught, unable to aim the fire.

“I’m not in a place to offer review, just yet,” Ronan said, “but I will say, it was a bit full on. Bit much on the brain.”

“I’ll tell you what I think about the game tomorrow, Art. The room is beautiful. You did a great job on it. Stunning. Look, I’m going home, I’m a bit oversmoked and I need to get something to eat. Will one of you make sure Daphne gets home safe, please, and doesn’t lose those sneakers. Good night, saps.” With that, Leonie snatched her jacket and bag off the back of the chair and hurried herself towards the door.

As she moved, Arturo clapped twice, restoring the too-bright gymnasium lighting. Daphne was struck so hard by the change that it was as though the floor lurched beneath her. The door played its fanfare again and unlocked. Without turning back towards the strange mirror trap, Leonie disappeared into the colder, harsher black of the island.

Arturo stood up to catch her, but she was already gone. “I’ll call up to you tomorrow, Leo,” he said, to nobody.

“Leo and Art, would the pair of you ever get fucked. Leonie’s name doesn’t need to get any shorter.” Ronan was standing now, wrapping his thick green scarf around his neck, shoving his bobble hat over his hair. “I see you, Arturo. Know that. I fucken see you. All of this, impressive. Fair. It’s enough to bring me back. It’s better than Boston’s, but that’s all I’m granting you for now. I’ll knock up to you for breakfast, Daph. I’m not in work, so do your best to be in relatively sober condition please.”

He flounced away from the table, presumably hurrying to catch Leonie before the night ate her. Daphne knew standing up was going to take her a second. Her entire bottle of punch was gone, and she had no idea what exactly Ronan had put into it. She didn’t feel sick, exactly—just at a distance outside of herself, like if she spoke, she wasn’t so sure what she would say or how it would sound. Finn looked at her, and she wasn’t sure if it was the drink or the shock of cold blue off his eyes, but she definitely couldn’t say a single word, now.

Finn gave a soft smile and said, “Look, Arturo, I’m going to take Daphne home. I think she’s had a bit much to drink. To be honest—and don’t make much of a whole thing of this in front of the other two—but I like the game a lot. Fair play, man.”

He helped Daphne up with his big arms as he spoke, helped her into her jacket, then put on his own. She liked how he smelled. She knew she could talk if she wanted to, but it just wasn’t going to come out right, so she just gave him a small smile—and even shot one over to Arturo, too.

Finn helped her towards the door. They left Arturo alone at the table, the smoke still hanging around him, a storm cloud.

“You’ll be back tomorrow, same time?” Arturo called after them, a note of hope in his voice, betraying him.

“Ah, we will yeah,” Finn called back, un-self-conscious and honest in it, and the door beeped open for them, and the cold of October outside was a hard slap that made Daphne gasp, closing the gap between her thought and her voice, exclaiming “Jesus!” which at least came out how it was meant to sound.

“We’ll have you home in no time,” Finn said, putting his arm around her shoulder as they walked. Daphne nodded slightly. She stumbled, and he steadied her as they moved from the neon halo around the Starcade into the endless dark. He flipped a tiny torch out of his pocket and shone a beam into the night, far better than a phone light. It still only illuminated things a little, but enough for Daphne to watch where her feet went. One in front of the other. That was OK. That was doable. One foot, other foot.

“… did you have fun?”

Daphne looked up at him but couldn’t really see his face too well except for what the torchlight gave her. She wanted to say, “Not really, and do you not think that the whole dead mother thing with Leonie was a bit fucking much? Like, she’s probably seriously annoyed at you, man,” but what she actually said was “I’m not—I’m not able to talk—I’msorryI’msorryI’msuchamess,” and it all slurred together, and somewhere her common sense told her even then that she sounded like a caricature of a drunk, like a joke. Then she started to hiccup, which only made it worse.

Finn gave a laugh. “Ah look, you’re grand. We’ll get you to bed now. You’re too small in the bones to be drinking that much. Ronan still makes real rocket fuel down there at the hotel. I’m not a bit surprised you’re in pieces,” and he squeezed her to his side.

They made their way quietly through the night, and Daphne, in the part of her head that still felt sober, the 10 percent of her that was coherent and not deep sunk down in the aquarium of punch, thought that this quiet and emptiness must be what it felt like on the Scorpio Wonder—just floating along in the void, looking for home. What she said, though, was “It’s-like-we’re-astroooonauts!” and Finn just laughed at her, said, “It is a bit yeah, Daph!” and she wished she had her faculties more about her, she wished she could really talk to him properly like this. Wasn’t it times like this that people got to really know each other, walking someplace when there was nobody else around. She didn’t know enough about Finn, actually. All those summers and she didn’t know really what kind of music he liked, what he wanted to be when he grew up, why the fuck he collected sneakers—she wanted to know about the first band he ever saw play live, not that many bands visited Valentia or anything—she wanted him to tell her something secret and she wanted that secret to be that he liked her, and he thought of her all the time.

What she said though, was “Astronaut! Whasssyourstarsign? Tellme!” and hiccupped and she wondered what was so funny that he laughed, and laughed and said, “It’s Libra. You always go back to Dublin before my birthday, remember?” but Daphne couldn’t remember much, even the sober part of her head couldn’t summon it, but she said, “OhyeahIknew … Iknew … suuch a Libra…” and Finn said, “Shh, don’t worry about talking, we’re almost there,” and he sounded very fond of her in that moment. If she wasn’t focusing so hard on getting one foot after the next, she would have maybe leant up and kissed his jaw, or tried to—she’d need him to lean down to her and that would require asking and she wasn’t sure if she could get that ask out, or if he would say yes. He’d have to say yes, wouldn’t he? He wouldn’t be holding her like this if it was no, if it was anything less than his jaw at her mouth—

The lights of Daphne went off, and then on again, and when she returned she was at her parents’ front door, Finn leading her inside, switching on the lamp.

“Finncomehere, come-come here to me,” she said, tugging him lightly. He turned to face her, and what she wanted to say was the architecture of his face was fascinating to her, that he looked like someone had drawn him, but what she said instead was “I think—Ithinkyoushouldgivemeakiss.”

And whatever was in the air beyond the fuzz of alcohol that should have escalated, then died in a flash, as Finn’s face fell into something that no matter how hammered Daphne was, was unmistakably dismay, or pity—either way he didn’t even have to say no; she could read it off him. She let go of his hand and he didn’t try to take hers back again. She steadied herself on the kitchen counter. A no can be a no even when it is just a look on somebody’s face, sometimes especially so. Sometimes it is the loudest no a person can receive.

“Daph, you’re hammered,” he said, and before he could actually say the word and refuse her, because she didn’t want to hear that, not now, she interrupted him, “Isfine, youshould—you gohome…”

“Look, I just, I can’t if you’re like this,” he said but she kept talking over him, she didn’t want to know why he was saying no, it was just a no and that was all that mattered and she needed him to go away then because she couldn’t stand it. “Thasgrand, go home now, good night now, bye, byebyebye, bye, bye now. Bye,” and she pointed at the door behind her, her eyes to the floor, her head swimming.

“Daphne, please listen,” he started, but she didn’t care and she was certain she was going to throw up in a second and she really, really needed to pee so she inhaled, focused, raised her voice a little, and said, in the most sober voice she could find in her body, “Go home please, Finn.”

He gave her a long look, his pupils huge, a blush crawling across his cheekbones, his mouth open, sad. She stared hard at his face for a second, then looked at the floor again, pointing at the door behind her. He walked past her and out into the night, without a word, leaving the door open behind him. She kicked it shut, intending it to slam, but it just swung across and clicked closed. She was alone then, leaning on the kitchen counter, her face in her hands, which were wet, because she was crying. She didn’t know when she’d started.

When Daphne came to, she was on the bathroom floor, bathed in light, barefoot and barelegged, just in her knickers and her jumper. Bra missing. She had vomited into the toilet at some point, and even a little on the tiles. She flung a towel hanging over the bath onto the mess on the ground and pulled the flush, which took some of the rancid smell out of the air.

She was very, very cold—she hadn’t been in the right state to turn the heating on overnight. Moving was difficult, her head spun and her bones ached deep, but she was freezing, so she moved herself dizzily out into the hallway, staggered into her bedroom, and collapsed into the bed, wrapping the duvet around her like a cocoon. She fumbled about for the switch on her electric blanket and prayed for it to heat up soon, very soon. As she felt the warmth thrum up around her, she gave back in to sleep, that very particular kind of hungover or still drunk sleep that is nothing but emptiness, a reprieve before you wake and have to confront the makings of the night before. And the night before that. While she nodded off, she considered that she should probably call her mother, soon. Just not now.

Daphne was awoken an indeterminate amount of time later by Ronan Quaid’s voice thundering up the stairs, “I’ll come up there and get you out of bed if you don’t get up yourself!” and the daytime was abrasive and the blanket was too hot and too heavy. She kicked it off and rolled out of bed. Still half dressed. Ronan wouldn’t care if she was wearing trousers or not. No locked doors.

“Coming,” she called back, briars in her throat, limping towards the door. She stood at the top of the staircase, shivering, looking down to Ronan in his leather jacket and woolly hat.

“Jesus Christ, Daphne,” he said, “you look like a fucken wraith.”

“You’re not so bad yourself,” she replied.

“Do you want me to let you sleep? Or do you want to come up the quarry and throw rocks at the Mary? I’m only on a short shift today. I have some painkillers and Lucozade?” He wasn’t really able to disguise his concern, and Daphne really didn’t need him worrying about her, so she said, “Just let me splash my face and get dressed…” and Ronan replied, “Please do. I don’t need you scandalizing the parish. You look like you came up out of the mountain to raise the buried.”

Daphne realized at some point during the removal of her now theatrically gothic eye makeup (once so sharp, so fabulous, now so desperate) that she was somehow, still drunk. Too old for this, now. She gave herself a smear of expired pink lip gloss and a fresh swipe of eyeliner, grey hat on her head. Her earrings had stayed in overnight and they hurt the lobes of her ears, but she liked how they looked so kept them in. Sweatpants, black and soft and miles too big, but cozy at least. Her dad’s. She hadn’t lost Leonie’s sneakers! Tiny victories! In the bathroom, brushing her teeth, she remembered the vomit-towel on the floor and gave it an angry little kick before accepting defeat and transporting it downstairs.

Ronan, drinking a mug of tea that he had helped himself to, looked at her as she stuffed the bad towel into the washing machine.

“Don’t say anything,” Daphne warned over her shoulder, heaping some old soap into the little drawer of the machine and setting the spin to hot. The washing machine made a terrible noise and began a cycle, and the banging and vibration began to resonate somewhere behind Daphne’s nose, and she knew her hangover was getting worse, second by second. “But—did you mention drugs? And … sports … drink?”

Ronan rooted around in his satchel and handed her a little orange pub bottle and snapped two tablets from a silver foil sheet. She took them off him and threw them into her throat, washing them down with the strange, muted sweetness that neon athletic liquids always had.

“The milk in the fridge is growing baby milks, babe. It shouldn’t be there. I’m drinking this tea black. We’ve to sort you out with a shop before you poison yourself,” Ronan said. “Are you sure you’re going to be alright down here on your own?” and for a second he looked at her with incredible sincerity, a kind that was almost jarring.

“I’m grand, honestly—better for this, mind you. So, are we going to finally take the Mary today, yeah?” Point at the bottle of curative liquid, deflect, deflect, big smile. Daphne actually had no idea at this point if she was going to be alright there on her own or not, but she didn’t exactly have a choice at the minute, and being home was far, far worse, and she wasn’t telling Ronan that at this hour, in this condition.

“We are, yeah. Right, get your jacket on. It’s Baltic out there.”

“You can take that tea in a flask, you know; we have a few in the press.”

“To be honest, Daphne, I’m not sure that the tea bag wasn’t growing a mold colony itself so I’ll probably just leave it.”

Daphne was a little embarrassed, then, shoving the awful pink jacket over her head. She found a green tartan blanket that would do for a scarf, and as she swaddled herself, she said, “I just haven’t … had time to hit the shop yet. My feet are barely on the ground.” She plucked a big pair of sunglasses off a shelf, too—she wasn’t sure her eyes could take the strength of the day.

“I’ll walk you to the shop on my way to work, make sure you feed yourself.”

“Grand, grand.”

As they walked out of the house, it occurred to Daphne that Ronan felt sorry for her. It probably was, by this stage, hard to disguise the fact that she was having at least some kind of a nervous breakdown of her own, despite being on the island ostensibly to prevent Leonie from having one herself. She had blacked out two nights in a row—that was brutal even by the standards of her historical summer adventures in drugs and strong beverages. The whip cold of the day stung her face, and she was embarrassed of herself. Ashamed. That terrible sensation under her skin. Like she was the worst person.

She wished she’d told him to go away and gone back asleep, called her mam—but it was too late to turn back. They walked in silence up the hill and swung a sharp left towards the great ragged mouth of the quarry.




I am there and the red boy and the small girl are there, suddenly, too. They wake me and I am slow to them, trying to parse them, but I do recognize them. I do not know what Arturo sees in them, what he wants from them so badly, so I listen to what they have to say to the Virgin and extend the reach of myself for their secrets, to get a flavor of what they hold inside them. How I ache, still, for secrets. How delicious they are.

High on the crest of the black slate cliff, a natural origami of stone, stands the Mary, and these two stand looking up at her, and I lie between the rocks, looking up at them.

The girl tugs her hat over cold ears and remarks that there are Marys everywhere up home, but none of them have as much ceremony to them as this one. This Mary is perched high in the quarry, like she built the place herself, taking credit for it.

“She’s everywhere,” the red boy says, half to himself.

The small girl nods. “Dandelion seeds of some great Mary Mothership chilling in the belly of the Midlands. Under the bogs.”

“I wonder is she solar powered. The halo, I mean.”

They say things like this to each other back and forth, and I start to get a good sense of them. They gave me so little in Arturo’s playroom, they were forgettable, sullen, drunk children in adult bodies. They had been nothing to note, though Arturo promised me on his knees in the mirror, his pale skin against the reflection of both himself and of me, that they were special, that his orchestration would produce something astounding, and I said, alright, child, and made the bargain he begged for. Rake them over their secrets like hot coals then let the shame pour so hot it scorches a little hole in the world. Enact your pantomime so I may get what I want and I will remove them from this world, for you in return.

Ronan, Daphne, they say their names to each other sometimes in sentences, imparting further weight to what they are saying, even if they are being playful. There is an intensity to them, to the music of their speech. I can tell that is what my Arturo wants so badly to be a part of, this rhythm, and I can tell that the want for it makes him hate them. The pair of them, too alive, too electric. Annoying, almost. Arturo’s bottomless loathing springs from a place of unfulfilled desire to control them. And uncontrollable they are. Both of them grown adults, come to throw rocks at a statue.

The halo around the Star of the Sea herself up on the quarry cliff reads, “I Am the Immaculate Conception,” written in some kind of eternal shining corona. Daphne can’t read it just then, she is too hungover and photosensitive for clarity, but she knows it is up there. The two of them declare it to one another with an easy melody they’ve been shouting all their lives. A comeback, a callback. A roar into the abyss after a night of drinking, a ritual chant, “I am the immaculate conception! Who the fuck are you?” into the deafening ocean, laughter and water in their ears, and as they say it back and forth here, chorus of an old song, I can feel their lives together interwoven as they shout. I can see the texture of their history, the delight of it.

As their chant dims, Ronan leans down and picks up a chunk of slate. The ground is covered in them, like black petals at the base of a tree older than electricity. He draws back, holds one hand above his left eye to focus, and whips the slate as hard as he can up at the Mary. Slices the day with its velocity. There is no way he’ll hit her, but he throws it like he will. It flies quite a distance and disappears into the maw of the quarry, a soft clack signaling crash-landing somewhere out of sight.

I like him, immediately then. His intensity runs off him and down into the ground below him, and it tastes like a burning house. I learn so much about him in that instant, just by paying attention to the arc of his throw, the exertion of his arm, the anger with which he let the slate fly.

Daphne leans down, fumbling for a scrap of slate, too. She is feeling less, like all of the emotion has already come off her before she got here, like she is steeled and closed up tight, a good con artist, a great liar. She wheels back and casts the small black lump into the dark. It zooms and disappears. Clack.

“Why did you just … join in with Leonie last night, Ronan? You hate Arturo. You must know this is fucked-up. The whole thing is stolen from us, from my diaries, like.” Clack.

She looks around the ground for a sizable piece of slate and takes a few long breaths when she is down there. She hates having to be so frank, but she won’t be able to live with herself if she isn’t.

“I know. The diaries thing is fucked. But look. Leonie’s mother is dead. And I owe her more than I can tell you.” Wheel back, cast. Clack.

“But you don’t owe her this. Imagine, doing weird shit that Arturo tells you to do. Listening to him talk about the game! Our game!” Daphne gives an exhale.

Ronan swoops low, grabbing the first loose piece his fingers touch, effortless.

“Look, I just don’t want any more tension with Leonie, or Arturo, not at the moment. She’s gone through so much, and she’s probably going to go through a lot more. I don’t like that we have to deal with him. I don’t. But she’s all I’ve got down here, until I can up and leave. I want to make sure she’s having a good time, as best I can.”

Daphne’s head aches beyond the numb gauze of the painkillers.

Ronan examines the new projectile, not looking for anything in particular, just to avoid eye contact. It almost whistles when he throws it.

Daphne doesn’t throw her new stone, just worries it between her finger and thumb, another brick for her wall. Ronan still won’t look at her, his hand on his hip, staring straight up at the Mary on the cliff. His next question is soft.

“Did Arturo ever do anything to you? To make you hit him, that night. Or was it just … coming from a place of, I don’t know. Loyalty, or whatever?” he asks.

Daphne lets that hang there in the air for a second, and the tenderness of it almost pierces her defenses, before she becomes suddenly angry. That question is so obvious, and in that, so cruel. Was that what everyone had thought? The rage she’d hit him with was out of love of Ronan and Leonie. Was that the usual reason girls sought revenge, some havoc wreaked upon their bodies driving them from where they built home? It was, she supposes. She’d run away, afterwards, too. Away from the trouble she’d caused, and she understands how that could look like she was running from a different kind of trouble. Trouble and all his greedy hands.

“Loyalty,” she says. This is true, certainly. But what she doesn’t say is that it wasn’t just loyalty at all. It was anger looking for a home, and Arturo had just been the home for it that night. The rage was so big in her some days she couldn’t contain it. What she doesn’t say is if it wasn’t Arturo, it would have been her brother. If it wasn’t her brother, it would have been someone else. The therapist pointed that truth out to her a few times. She would have found a bottle and somewhere to aim it, no matter what. Even if it was back at herself.

And I can feel it now, the delicious gleam of shame in her. There it is. A currency. But she closes it down, just as it had appeared, magician quick. Now you feel it, now you don’t. Daphne reaches out, her hand on the old soft of Ronan’s leather jacket. She squeezes his arm. The love between them is old and real and enviable. I can see it so clearly. Her gratitude for him is enormous.

“I think we both have loyalty problems. Probably should get locked about it.” He puts his hand on hers. It is warm.

She nods. “Yeah. I know I should probably cut back on the locked though. Starting to really feel it.”

“Did you manage to hop on Finn last night?”

She’d forgotten about the rejection, but it roars right back up on her. She is so struck by how mortifying it had been, that for a moment, she is all rib cage and stomach and no limbs. The way he’d looked at her—the raw pity, or disgust, or whatever it was—it was no; it was never. She is humiliated and she steels herself, somehow managing to say to Ronan, “Ah no, I wasn’t feeling it with the punch, you know—I think we might have had a little stare at each other, Arturo and Leonie–style, but I was too pissed to do anything. If I said anything, I don’t remember.”

The power this girl has to shut down her emotions is truly something else. A maverick denier.

“Ah I’ll suss him out for you,” Ronan says, a little smile lifting his cheek, “lad to lad. We’ll see how we fare tonight. We’ll get you the shift yet—that is, if Leonie doesn’t murder him for being an insensitive prick first. She was snapping last night about that mother stuff. Dead pilot mother, I ask you. Imogen wasn’t cold in the ground.”

“Oh, I’m so glad you noticed, too. I was pure steeped by then, but it was obvious Arturo was trying to spark some kind of a fight. How did Finn not pick up on it?” Clack.

“I’m not going to lie to you, Daphne. I love Finn, but he has no common sense. I’d say he was just following along what was written in the book and didn’t think twice about it. Absolute meathead.” Clack.

“Yeah, but he loves Leonie. He was only saying to me on the way up that he’d give Arturo awful problems if he wasn’t kind to her. I just felt her get so angry or something, and he didn’t pick up on it at all, I was … like, surprised at him or something.” Clack.

“Don’t be. The lad’s emotions live on a different island to us altogether. Round the other side of the fucken peninsula. I’d say Leonie’ll give him the riot act today and tell him to cop onto himself. He’s got a good heart in there. It’s just … nobody ever asks a lot of him, do you know what I mean?” A pause, then another, louder clack.

“I think I do know, yeah,” she says, a stone in her fist.

It isn’t just the two of them in the game. They are four points of the same trap. Seeing the other two through these two is helpful. Seeing all of their threads, woven, laced, fraying.

They throw slate for another little while, then leave, and I can not hear them quite so clearly anymore. Before they walk onto the road, Daphne tells Ronan she’ll just meet them up at the Starcade at half seven. Nobody needs to pick her up. He gives her a long hug, and she puts her face in his chest for a second, thankful for him. She wonders maybe if she’d had Ronan with her, or at least, some kind of person like Ronan at home, would she have been able to manage everything back home with Daithi more easily. More things that can’t be undone. There it is again, a flicker of shame, before she expertly tamps it down.

As they go down the loose path back towards the road and out of my radius, Daphne stops, could have sworn she heard something over her shoulder, seen something flashing though it could have been the breeze scooping around the inside of the cave. She turns away from me, then, though I follow her keen and close, just past her field of vision.






THE NEXT AFTERNOON


Daphne felt almost feral, rooting through the paper bag from the island shop. She didn’t know where to start, what a meal even looked like.

Head went into hands. Tears wouldn’t show up, so she just sat there a while, breathing heavily, feeling terrible. She was fucking starving, but she knew that would be short-lived. The last few days, her appetite had been just out of grasp. She’d think she was hungry one moment, then the feeling of it would escape her.

It had been like this for months with everything going on at home. Two forkfuls of this, a bite and a half of that—things she couldn’t really taste that sat in her stomach like heavy coins. Her mouth always felt terrible. She’d been running on poison for two days now, dark petrol, and even if she had been operating within her body at a normal rate, that level of alcohol intake didn’t leave much room for normal sensations like hunger. The thirst she had wasn’t really for water.

But there, freezing in the kitchen, the washing machine droning out the end of its spin cycle in a clunky, sad rhythm, she felt the raw carving of hunger alive in her, at last. She was grateful for it. Still, faced with the bag of food, it all looked like shapes to her that she wasn’t even sure what to do with.

She’d been paralyzed with indecision once Ronan had dropped her off—bread, milk, butter, cheese, tea bags—she didn’t really want any of them, but she bought them anyway. Objects she was used to seeing in her home, foods that felt visually familiar even if she didn’t want them, or if they didn’t make sense together. Three packets of Jaffa Cakes. Onion ring crisps. Shapes, shapes, all of them. Circles of cake and squares of bread and cheese.

Daphne managed to assemble a very dry, half-hearted sandwich with some of these shapes and ate it with a cup of tea, perched on the counter. She managed the whole thing in large, mechanical bites. Then, emboldened, she found herself tearing down one of the packets of Jaffa Cakes, then another cup of tea.

After this tiny feast, her body felt better, but her head was still foggy and sore and sad—she couldn’t be cured of a cumulative hangover in one shot. She wished she had some more of Ronan’s painkillers, or some of Leonie’s tablets. Would it be insensitive to ask Leonie for some more? How limited was her supply?

She ran the tap in the kitchen to fill an old pickle jar with water to drink, and as the thick silver rush of water hit the steel of the sink, she had to clench her eyes shut against the shocking brightness of the water. The kind of loud, rushing light that leaves a kind of a scorch mark on the back of your eyelids, that throbs even when your eyes are shut. It flickered, colourful and no colour at all, as she held the heel of her palm into the sockets of her eyes.

When she opened her eyes again, the water was as it should be, clear and loud, spraying back onto her. She filled her jar and tipped half of it down her, to cure her mouth of salt and sugar, then refilled it and switched the tap off. The room, she could have sworn, got quieter then. Not just for the want of a rushing water noise. Like a ringing had just disappeared.

Maybe this was a migraine. She’d have looked it up on her phone if she’d been able to be less of a coward about turning it on.

She was sure there’d be some kind of first aid kit in the house, so scampered up to the bathroom to check the cabinets. Helpfully, there was a loose blister pack of paracetamol wedged in behind some plaster and gauze in a little red zip bag. She did not check their expiry date. Daphne rinsed an ill-advised three caplets down with water from her jar and then padded across the landing to her room, to go back to sleep for the afternoon. What was the point in trying to do anything else but sleep all this off?

The bed felt good, then felt like nothing, because sleep took her exactly as quickly as she needed to be taken and she was gone. Dreaming, or something like it, of empty endless hallways in a ship hanging amongst distant stars.



It had just happened, hadn’t it? Just now. Like, just now. It was just a few hours ago. It was, technically, in some ways, still happening.

Time was flexing through Daphne, and she was operating in a mist. As she lay in her bed, trying to roost, her head tucked under her wing, she couldn’t at all get comfortable. Her eyes were wide open under the dark feathers of her wing. Partially that was because, this cabin, though hers, did not smell or feel like her. It had been cleaned, scrubbed: all of her small trinkets bleached and replaced, or something. It smelled like chemical soap and distance. That discomfort would have been enough to keep her awake on its own, without the other thing. The time thing.

Her pillows and sheets felt hard and stiff, like a paper rendering of a bed, not her nest. The quilted comforter from her home planet was so crisp to her touch that she could hear its fibers crunching softly as she climbed beneath it, aching for some familiarity, the inside of her head still fizzing.

She had seen something on her way into her room that confirmed a dread that had woken up in her back in the reception area of the stasis deck. The year. A squat little set of LED numbers.

Daphne had thought it was a mistake at first, looking at the round, liquid screen of the tablet she usually used to call her mother. Out of habit, she’d sat down with the tablet to check her media: to send a message to her family. Holding the tablet and waiting for the black of the screen to light up—for several minutes longer than usual, she’d thought—well, maybe the updates are going to take a little while. The not-knowing-what-year-it-was was a seasickness.

The tablet hadn’t come from the Scorpio Wonder, and the interface Daphne usually used to talk to her family wasn’t, oddly, run by Fortune. It was an ordinary, private network connection operated with digital tokens that her mother paid for. Daphne’s village, back on her planet, wasn’t as welcoming to technology as many other planets in the galaxy. Her people were, largely, magic users and pagans—tech was a modern tool, not a casual necessity. Lots of cultures around the galaxy had private “dumb” networks—especially those from religious planets, who sat opposed to permitting computers to think and speak. So, when Daphne had gotten the position on the Scorpio Wonder, her mother had pressed this tablet into her claws, told her that she shouldn’t trust a system operated by artificial sentience.

That algorithm meant the same as god. That surveillance meant the same thing as prison.

Daphne had taken the tablet, and her offer of paying for their calls, but she’d privately thought her mother was being paranoid and technophobic. During every visit home, she’d rolled her eyes at the notion that Fortune operating the ship was in any way something to be concerned about. She had nothing to hide from an artificial intelligence system—but she had also never considered that a time could come when the AI might have something to hide from her. The music of his voice sounded ever so slightly different, too. She didn’t like it.

She liked it even less, when the screen of her tablet flickered on—a familiar welcome image, the time, the date—the date—the date—the date—

The date—

The date was wrong.

The date was wrong, right? The date was wrong—but then it flickered to a static image of Fortune’s peachy face, chirped error! in almost-his voice, then promptly switched back off again, so Daphne couldn’t really check. This tablet, on her mother’s plea, had never been synced with the mainframe of the Scorpio Wonder—Fortune had never been loaded onto this device. So there was no way he could be there. But he was there, and now the tablet was under Daphne’s bed, and she was lying under her comforter, which didn’t feel at all like fabric, let alone fabric stitched by the beaks and claws of her aunts and mother, face under her wing, the digits of the time and date on her tablet rolling through her like an irreversible poison. Like, maybe this was what the others felt when the sickness started to turn the air in the ship just a few hours ago. That was all just a few hours ago. She’d only just closed her eyes in the stasis pod, then opened them again.

The date had absolutely said the device was registering 246 years from that last night. Fortune hadn’t mentioned how long it had been, and Daphne knew now that was because he’d kept them under stasis for two and a half centuries.

This span of time meant only death for her people.

Daphne’s mother was dead. Her brother. Her father. The village. What was her village—how could her village—what did her village look like? Was it still there? Nobody would remember her. Nobody was waiting for her. She was stuck, in her workplace, with three strangers and Fortune, who was going to move them to a planet she had no knowledge of to—what was it he’d said—start over? Start over?

Start what over? What was the point in starting over when everything Daphne was had been decimated by time? She’d wanted so badly to survive, to live, without for a moment having the foresight to even imagine what the cost of that life would be, or that the life would have to be without the people she loved the most.

There wasn’t any sleep in the nest. Daphne just curled up there, the dead black tablet on the floor boring a hole in her head and the numbers of this alien, faraway year branded into her retinas, Fortune a poltergeist where he didn’t belong. By the time the lights warmed up to daylight, Daphne was colder than she had been the night before.

She took the tablet with her when she dressed to leave her cabin. She wasn’t going to let it out of her sight.



Daphne stayed curled up in the bed in the Tugboat on Valentia Island, planet Earth, with her eyes heavy for a while before getting up. It was already dark again. She’d slept the whole day long, and had a bleary and airport-like feeling between her head and her eyes. She’d hoped she could sleep off that aura migraine, or whatever it was that was making the tap water scream at her earlier, but she couldn’t be certain. She flicked the lamp on beside her bed, and shuffled towards the bathroom. It really was cold, she realized, and was caught by a howl of wind outside.

As she put herself, with some reluctance, into the shower (mercifully electric, and hot, with aggressive water pressure), Daphne realized that if she held the stream from above her in her hand and looked closely at the rivulets, she could see shining flecks in the water. Like there were scatters of phosphorescent algae coming down on her, making her skin blink with neon confetti for seconds at a time, before fading away. She stood there staring at them long after she was clean. She watched the tiny channels of water filled with shards of life and thought, they could, if she looked hard enough at them, be fish. Or stars.

She might call her mam about it, she thought. Ask about migraines. Her head didn’t hurt anymore, was the thing, beyond the echo of her hangover. The air just felt bad. The time of day felt wrong, uncertain. Daphne considered, as she finally removed herself and padded, goosepimpled and without a clean towel, to the hot press, that she maybe should sober up for a little while.

Maybe she should start taking her brief island sabbatical clean, treat it as a holistic time, rather than … whatever she was doing now. Or maybe she should relax, let the drinking rebind her to her old friends, lean towards the night, rather than away.

However, as she reached through the stacks of wash-hardened beach towels and old bed linen, her hand grazed something which firmly pitched her decision on the side of “keep drinking, fuck everything.” Specifically, keep drinking from this bottle of unopened, gold-labelled tequila, which had been hibernating for winter amongst the sheets and pipes. Practically waiting for her.

She wrapped an enormous orange and green towel around her shoulders, and it draped over her freezing body as though it were a cape and she held the bottle up high, a scepter in her hand, a wretched high priestess, naked in the hallway. The opals in the water would go away on their own, she decided. Surely, this happened to everyone after a few days of drinking. Surely there’d be no point in killing the festival she had, in some ways, brought with her. Surely further, she wasn’t going to sit in the Starcade sober.

She dug around the kitchen cabinets for some mixers, anything at all. The bottles were practically antique, but not entirely empty. The house had practically handed her this gift as though the building itself were encouraging her, and who was she to deny fate? She inspected the liquid, briefly, for loose opals, or glimmers, or whatever they were, and there were none. Only yellow trouble. So she took the sign she was given and, when she was dry and dressed, filled half a pint glass with it, and topped the other half up with some dubious limeade. Or at least it was marked as limeade. She stared at herself in the hallway mirror as she tipped half of the pint glass down her throat in one go. It was too cold to be going into the night uncut, realistically. She was protecting herself. A magic potion.

On the walk, by herself, to the Starcade, Daphne did feel the benefit of the drink, to be fair. It was hot in her belly, under her rib cage. Fuel, even as the icy hands of the wind pulled at her, broke through the seams of the old pink coat. She’d retrieved another woolly hat from her parents’ bedroom: a grey, simple one bought at a petrol station years before, with a flat LED light embedded into the front fold. It barely illuminated her path, but it helped against the oily dark, a silvery cast of clarity in front of her.

She felt very alone, suddenly. It was just her and the little corona of visible road moving steadily and slowly towards the Starcade, a foreign planet in itself. All of her usual landmarks were eaten by night, and she had none of the locals to make sure she wasn’t straying. She was relying on summer upon summer of body memory, an old gravity, to pull her through. There were so few streetlamps, and each one marked her path but was no use, really—they barely made a dent in the Atlantic empty of the island dark, their light only revealing their own thin bodies and a patch of light below. Daphne found each crunching step disorienting, like she could just float off course and end up anywhere.

The sea made itself known, at least, roaring with the wind. The noise was almost like static, the quiet scream of a broken television, or a radio between stations.

Daphne could make out the church, though, and the tree with the city of crows. She turned off just before it, plunging away from Knightstown and uphill, again. She was glad she didn’t have to go near the crows tonight, but in the story she was about to play, she would become one instead. She wasn’t a crow at heart. She was used to changing places, changing roles in their old game. Intruder at the helm or not, she’d play along.

Eventually, the Starcade blinked into view, the shutter on the huge window already open, the light inside already turned the blue of the game. It shone strange, like a slice was cut out of reality up on the hill. Daphne felt pulled to it, drawn up to the portal. Her people were there. Ronan. Finn, even though he didn’t want her the way she wanted him. Leonie, who she was ostensibly there to distract from her grief. Even fucking Arturo, she supposed.

She was a part of their small island constellation, their peninsula of stars.

The other three were just settling down and removing their coats when Daphne arrived, heralded by the little digital fanfare. Arturo was leaning against the fish tank, scrolling on his phone. The screen shone up at him, in the dim of the mirror trap. Daphne wished he wasn’t handsome. It was alarming, almost stressful to look at him. His face felt too sharp to her, like it should be menacing. He wore a grey linen shirt this time, buttoned up to his throat, over what appeared to be leggings. He looked very expensive.

“Are those fucking Crocs?” snorted Ronan, who had clocked Arturo’s footwear as he leant down to pull what was, frankly, an astonishingly large ziplock bag of weed out of his satchel.

“They are, Ronan.” Arturo didn’t look up from his screen.

“Fair play, man, delighted you’ve become so courageous with your style choices.” Ronan was pulling his punches.

“The choice of a confident man,” said Finn.

“Do you make him leave them on, Leonie?” Ronan landed the dig, and Leonie gasped like it had actually struck her and said, “Fuck off, Quaid!”

All of their little books, dice, and tokens were laid out at their places—but Finn, Daphne noticed sharply, had at some point before she arrived, moved to Leonie’s side of the table, leaving Daphne alone. That stung, but she held her nerve. She took off her coat and leant towards Ronan, inhaling the floral, vacation smell of the weed.

“Organic, local, farm to table,” he said, crunching a bud between his finger and thumb above his quickly assembled joint rolling station.

“Where’s that from? There’s so much of it?” Daphne took her bottle of tequila out of the hanging coat’s big pocket, and placed it on the table, followed by several paper cups.

“The apiary, fair play to them.” Ronan laughed. “Long story, but it was a present. A present, I ask you—this is just like Christmas. Delighted with myself.”

“Daphne, how is it that you have a bottle of Patrón and picnic cups but no milk or bread in your house?” Leonie asked, laughing only a little unkindly and pouring herself a generous measure from the bottle.

“I do have food now, actually,” Daphne said, pouring herself a cup next, then charitably wiggling the bottle towards Arturo. “For the host?”

Arturo looked at her as he sat down at the table, and she felt for a second like she had been pierced.

“I will, yes, McSharry. Good on you.”

She poured him a measure too and passed it down the table, and left the bottle there for Finn to pour for himself—but he just worked on his beers.

Ronan passed the blunt to Daphne and she accepted it warmly, too-fat between her fingers, unsteady and alight. The reek of it was depraved. She hit it and her mouth was perfume-dark a second, headier and more gorgeous than she remembered.

One hit was enough, she thought, smug with self-control for a second. She passed it across the table to Finn, who took it from her without touching her hand, and only giving her a fleeting second of eye contact. Her stomach lurched and she prayed the stony gauze of the high would wrap her up quick. She turned her attention down to her little black book, thumbing through it.

“Ah-ah-ah, Daphne, no peeking,” Arturo said. “Don’t spoil it for yourself.”

Daphne dropped the book on the table then, as though it were hot. She was annoyed by how easily she obeyed him. Since when did she do anything Arturo asked her to do?

The quiet that fell on the table was one wherein Ronan and Leonie were smoking, Finn was drinking, and Daphne was just letting herself stare at the fish tank beyond her two friends’ heads. Waiting.

Arturo produced a small white ceramic box from somewhere, and opened it. Daphne tried not to stare as he produced, as if from up his sleeve, a tiny silver spoon which he then used to administer a white powder to himself, first in one nostril, then the other. She was shocked and slightly elated by the calm with which he did this, and the calm with which Finn took some from him, too, and then, Leonie. Ronan scowled at them as Leonie offered him some, pass. When Leonie, silver spoon in the palm of her hand, offered some to Daphne, she caught eyes for just a second with Ronan, and raised her hand in a pass of her own. Not because she didn’t want whatever that was, but because she was sticking with Ronan. She was also realizing that she was considerably fucked already.

She began to mix herself another drink to stay busy. Her hands felt like they were a slightly different entity to the rest of her body.

“Why staying landed, pal? What have you to be doing, exactly?” Leonie sneered a little at Ronan’s refusal, lighting a cigarette. “Want to be in your right head for a late-night wander around the hills trying to get an internet connection for Grindr?”

“Actually that’s exactly what I will be doing, Leonora, and I’ll take no judgement from you,” Ronan replied with a finger-wag. “And I’d be having a great time doing it, not that any of the lads in Kerry are much to look at from the waist up, anyway—but you don’t look at the mantelpiece when you’re su—”

“That’s grand there, Ronan, don’t need the mental image, sound out thanks,” Finn interrupted, giving an uncomfortable cough.

“Bless your frigid heart, Finn,” Ronan replied. “You poor unliberated soul. Your virginity remains a noted tragedy on the shores of this rock. I weep for you.”

Daphne thought to herself that it was a crying shame Finn wasn’t going to let her liberate him, but she didn’t say anything, and softly rolled her die between her hands instead, letting the feel of it warming under her skin distract her from how strange the atmosphere in the room was becoming, how for a place designed to look infinite, it was incredibly claustrophobic. She felt for a second like her skin was Leonie’s skin, like her mouth was Arturo’s mouth. She clenched her eyes shut to shake the sensation and shuffled her chair up to the corner of the table nearest Ronan. He moved his chair closer to her, too, the pair of them linked at the northwesterly corner of the black and blue slab, if Arturo was the southernmost point, leaving Leonie and Finn all along the east coast, a state themselves.

“Right, let’s get started, shall we.” Arturo raised the screen around himself, disappearing then. “We have places to go.”

And in that, Arturo became Fortune and the Starcade became the Scorpio Wonder, and there they were again, alone, in the far-off blackness of space.






WONDER WONDER


Night 2

The four of them had been roused obscenely early, given the circumstances, to be brought out on a hard-light hologram, deck-wide simulation of Valen3A. Fortune had been very proud of his recreation of the environment, and had insisted, as Daphne put herself together in her quarters, that a visit to even an illusion of the planet would be hugely beneficial to the little surviving crew of the Scorpio Wonder. She feigned warmth towards the little pixel avatar, though she felt none. She didn’t feel safe addressing the year issue. In fact, she had the distinct feeling that if she said that she thought something was wrong, things would get much, much worse. Fortune had given them maybe three hours of sleep. Not enough.

The hard-light hologram suite was a part of the ship reserved for only the highest-paying tourists. Like any of the rest of the ship’s staff, Daphne could have hopped on a waiting list and eventually spent a day or night exploring whatever facsimile Fortune and the designers threw up there, for sure, but she had never gone through with it. Like many of the other pleasure centers on the Scorpio Wonder, it had always scared her. She didn’t want to know how good it could feel to be anywhere else but here.

Daphne knew her vices well, and if there was one thing she’d learned from living for years aboard this ship, it was that if a person became too comfortable with the excess going on around them all the time, it was a very short hop from the deck of the Wonder to oblivion. There were no happy regulars on the ship, only addicts. Daphne often thought that being afraid was the only thing that stopped her self-destructing entirely, so she’d become kind of fond of that fear. It was helpful. Healthy.

If a fictional, fully interactable landscape containing whatever your heart desired wasn’t going to cause a terrible and heartbreaking dependency, Daphne thought to herself as she raised her spindly knees to her beak, the latex sofa squeaking a little with her roosting movement, she didn’t know what was. In this case, though, pleasure wasn’t the purpose of their visit to the hologram suite. It was practice. Training for their new lives.

This technology hadn’t originally been developed for recreation at all, but pleasure was always the place where money allowed it to flourish. The deck was a true uncanny valley: a blank hangar that could scan planets from afar and recreate them detail by detail, leaf by leaf, bug by bug. A safe reconnaissance. It all felt very clinical, given they were hardly even mobile and still rather disoriented and confused. The stasis was still deep in them.

Daphne was sure that there was a version of this expedition that felt romantic and exciting: she was touring the home she would someday have, but this was no thrilling promise of a life started over. She couldn’t shake the knowledge that Fortune was lying to them about the time they had spent under. He could be lying about anything else, everything else, couldn’t he?

As she made herself as small as she physically could in front of these strangers in the reception area, the hard-light world loaded beyond the door. She could almost feel the energy radiating out of the next room. She couldn’t flee. She inhaled, then exhaled, and tried to focus on what was directly ahead of her. She needed more time to think, but there was none.

Perhaps that was the point in keeping the crew moving after such a short sleep. If Fortune gave them too much time off, they’d start to think about what had happened before their stasis, they’d start to develop questions. Maybe one of them would ask the date. The date—the date—the date. Maybe someone else would ask why they couldn’t just go home. Why there had been no contact with the Wonder Grand Operations Team from any of their planetary stations.

Daphne took another deep breath and hoped the place was beautiful, or at least, that she could find a place there to make beautiful. Play along. Party line.

The android, the human, and the cat were equally contemplative as they waited. Daphne wondered what their sleep had been like, how empty their wings of the ship. Had any of them sensed something was up with Fortune? They were freshly laundered, not a shock blanket in sight: the human in his flight uniform, the cat wearing a crisp white laboratory jacket over minimal, understated clothing, the droid in a robin’s-egg blue silk kimono draped over matching pajamas.

She wondered would she ever feel like these last survivors were her family. She knew she would have to. She hadn’t chosen them; they hadn’t chosen each other. They were all just marooned here and had to do their best.

The big square screens on each wall lit up with a bright, pixelated rainbow, the loading screen for the Scorpio Wonder’s daily systems—and a familiar, chippy melody pinged through the air. Fortune, his too-sweet face on the side of a peach, gathered in tiny blocks onto the screen. He smiled that familiar, comforting smile, but Daphne didn’t feel comforted at all.

“Good morning, Wonderers! I truly hope you are all well rested before your little digital excursion—given that up until yesterday you’ve been asleep for, well, quite some time, I’d be very surprised if any of you were tired at all. You will need your wits about you for this fact-finding mission, and by the end of it I will require each of you to bring me three unique and necessary pieces of information that you have observed about the details of Valen3A, your future home! Does that sound like a manageable, or dare I say it, enjoyable, task?”

“Not a brilliant structure for a game there, mate. Bit of a fetch quest, is it? Anywhere I can formally submit that feedback?” Ronan said, putting a pair of dice, one not his own, inside his mouth, up in the gum-ridge above his teeth, the plastic clacking against enamel.

“Well. Since you’re asking for feedback, Fortune, given that you’re an all-seeing AI that constructed this environment for us via an impossibly detailed scan of the entire planet, doesn’t sending us out there to retrieve three pieces of arbitrary information about the planet seem a little … what’s the human turn of phrase here … fucking pointless?” asked Ronan, lazily spinning the tie on his robe like a propeller at his hip. He was practically lying down.

The peach’s eyes flickered into a hard line for a second, and then pinged back to their usual optimistic sparkle. In all the scenes that Daphne had witnessed Fortune oversee through the years, she had never seen this animation before. She didn’t like it one bit. Perhaps it was a disdain that the AI reserved for dealing with other robots, perhaps it was a glitch, but no matter what it was it didn’t help Daphne’s growing concern about Fortune’s behavior and tone.

“What an excellent observation, even for a barely sentient entertainment droid! You are correct. I do know everything there is to know about Valen3A, from the daily weather to the wildlife to the strains of bacteria present in the air and the constellations visible from the planet’s surface—but what’s important here is what you four experience. You don’t know anything just yet. You’ll need to make your own way. This trip will act as something of a soft landing, a practice run. I’m your Fortune, not your father—I won’t always be here to answer all your questions. You’ll have lives of your own, soon, without me at your every beck and call. Imagine that!”

“Hold your horses, Quaid. Not all is as it seems,” said Arturo, taking a steep pull off a joint. “Good. Because it seems shit.” Ronan spat his and Daphne’s dice back on the table, clack, clack.

Daphne felt the chirpy, helpful tone of Fortune’s voice resonate with that unpleasant, metallic note from yesterday again. Her stomach sank at the idea of having to navigate a new world without the easy fallback of Fortune’s seemingly endless encyclopedia of answers. No family to run home to. No band. The dread rose up into a nausea, and she, without self-consciousness, put her beak under her wing. Let the others see her react, what was the point in caring? If they were stuck together on this new planet, it was only a matter of time before they saw one another in a whole score of emotional states.

“Now! Unless any of you have further helpful comments or legitimate queries, I will open the doors and let you into the simulation. The environment is interactive, and most things you experience should be tangible if you would like to have tactile experiences with them during your investigation.”

“Hey, Fortune, what kind of tactile experiences are we talking, exactly?” Ronan purred, placing the robe tie between his teeth, in what Daphne assumed was an attempt at mocking sensuality. Fortune flickered again in an almost-alive moment of exasperation. This wasn’t the interface she knew. Maybe so many years alone had done something to Fortune’s algorithms.

“If you want to examine the texture of the clay, the leaves—you should be able to feel the heat in the air, or the precipitation changes, Ronan.” Fortune’s tone was clipped. Daphne didn’t like this, but before she got the chance to think too hard about it, the hangar doors separated before them with a low roar. As they parted slowly, like gunmetal curtains, beyond them was a world the likes of which she had never seen before. This was the experience that countless tourists had paid unimaginable sums of money for. A false, impossible, safe world to play in.

Her breath left her at the sheer colour of it.

Maybe her body knew that she had been in the grey world of the Scorpio Wonder for centuries, but the sparkling green of the grass and almost gold of the earthen path and the primary, crayon blue of the sky struck her like love; her heart was almost out of her chest before she could even take a step forward. She had to remind herself it wasn’t real as tears prickled in her eyes. It was just hologram and intelligence and rolling numbers playing a beautiful trick on all of them, but she was overthrown by joy.

Daphne found herself starting to laugh. She had no idea when the last time was that she felt delight with her whole body—and she followed her shipmates forward as they passed from the stale, empty world of the Wonder to a new wonder altogether, a brighter wonder.

A forest path wound ahead of them, the ground dappled with leafy shadow, and through the branches and green, hung a sky, clear but for a few distant wisps of cloud. It was, by all means, a lovely morning.

The four followed the road, taking slow footsteps. Cautious, but awed. Daphne was mindful of the pebbling below her, noticing that it wasn’t stones under her claws but small, rough crystals of quartz. She leant down to scoop up a few and held them between her talons—up in the light, they refracted tiny rainbows. Illusion on illusion.

She placed a few in her pocket, knowing the hard-light of them would disappear as soon as she left the hangar, but just for now she wanted to hold on to a few—take pieces of this beautiful place and hold them close to her.

As they walked along the pathway, Finn and Leonie remarked loudly to one another about the presence of birdsong, without thinking to stop and ask Daphne if she knew anything about what kinds of birds were chirping or if she could understand them. She thought this was a little rude, just ignoring her possible expertise—both native and in her profession—in favour of consulting with one another.

If they had bothered to ask, she would have told them that, though she did have high proficiency in the general avian languages of the galaxy, she couldn’t understand a single syllable of the music floating through the air—and that, in itself, was notable. Lizards, she thought to herself, maybe, if she had to guess. She was sure there were some kinds of snails that sang. Frogs, at a push. It was ambient and hypnotic and sweet, but it definitely wasn’t birds.

Before long, the forest thinned and gave way, splitting wide open to reveal the last thing Daphne had expected, given Fortune’s description of the environment from yesterday.

A town. A place where people lived.

Bright, whitewashed houses with burnt-red roofs, clustered around a little square with a dry fountain in the center. A humble affair, made striking only by the presence of a temple up beyond a steep flight of steps. Hadn’t Fortune said the planet was uninhabited by intelligent life? The place had hardly just grown all those hard edges and windows and tiles by itself.

Daphne put her wing in her pocket to touch the crystals, run them between claws and feathers. She was overcome by the urge to eat them, but didn’t.

“What kind of bullshit is this then, Fortune?” Ronan asked, up towards the sky, beyond which Fortune’s presence persisted, like some just-out-of-reach digital phantom.

“Yeah, I thought you said the life on this planet was largely, like, livestock?” Leonie followed, staring up at the false blue expanse.

“They’d want to be some ferocious clever cows, Fortune, or you’ve been lying to us…” Finn’s hands were on his hips. Daphne’s eyes went to the narrow line of his belt, but she caught herself before her stare became obvious.

They waited for his response to descend from speakers beyond the hologram, but none came. The not-birdsong from the tree line continued.

“He did say he wasn’t helping us while we were in here…” Daphne offered, a crystal, unseen, in her talons. “Maybe he’s just trying to make the experience of being unprepared, em, authentic?”

“Maybe he fully lied to us,” Ronan replied, hard. “But look. Regardless. If there’s a simulation of anything living here, it’s only a simulation. It can’t cause us physical harm.”

Daphne thought about how there were more kinds of harm than just physical, but at least she wasn’t being thrown into a fight she wasn’t prepared for. She had no weapons. Just pockets full of rocks.

“Look, let’s just stick together and not venture too far off this square for now,” Leonie said. “I don’t need any of you getting lost.”

“It’s a simulation, nobody’s going to get lost. The wall of the hangar is, like, a hundred yards in either direction of us, cop on to yourself.” Ronan rolled his big, pixelated eyes and tottered off towards the fountain.

The lights glared down on her feathers, and Daphne felt the atmosphere lift her: like being under a real sun. She had no idea when the last time her body was under a sun had been.

She didn’t really want to explore that much, she kind of just wanted to sit on the fountain’s edge and play with the crystals on the ground. Something in the air was relaxing her. She wondered was this feeling anything like what life on the new planet was going to be like: bright and gorgeous and calm. Or was it just a side effect of being in a hologram? It felt like the air quality was different, maybe to offset any uncanny feelings she might have been having about the space. It was an almost opiate glow. She couldn’t get enough of it. This was the feeling that got people in trouble.

Despite Leonie’s tuts and Fortune’s bleak silence, other three scattered through the hushed village, the melody coming from the trees beyond the buildings still sweet and clear. Piece by piece, they gathered information.

The most striking fact of the environment was that there didn’t seem to be any digital technology visible; no powerlines hung above the houses. There were no vehicles, no droid charging stations—that, to Daphne, was the strangest thing. On all the planets she had been to, technology of some kind had been part of the architecture, the bones. There had always been little giveaway lights, always been stray cables or signals thrumming through the air. Here, they were untethered. Not a wire in sight.

When she made it to the fountain, she noticed that at the bottom of the basin where water should have run and pooled, there were shining coins of silver and bronze and gold and some, even, carved from discs of crystal. They’d had a fountain like this in Daphne’s childhood village, too, a site of tiny daily ritual. Toss a penny, make a wish. Once upon a time people had asked for luck from this place, maybe thrown parts of their earnings in on their own wishes, or their prayers. Whoever they were, they weren’t here now in this fictitious rendering of their town, and they certainly weren’t watching.

So, without feeling as though she was being disrespectful to the wish-maker, Daphne leant in and plucked a silver coin from the heap and held it up to inspect it. This was information-gathering, not theft.

On one side, there was an eye—not quite humanoid, the pupil was a triangle. On the flip, there was a cluster of sigils—a language she could not understand. She placed the coin in her pocket with the crystals from the roadside, intending to transcribe the cyphers in the hope of maybe translating them, running them through Fortune’s endless library of intergalactic languages.

Finn had tipped open the door to a house and was inside, audibly rifling around. Ronan was leaning against a nearby tree, pretending to be asleep. Leonie sat on the steps to the temple, sketching the layout in an open notepad. Daphne reckoned she’d go up and ask her what she made of it—she wasn’t quite brave enough to look the human in his handsome face just yet, and the medic seemed to know what she was doing.

“Don’t you have a tablet? You really don’t have to draw it, you know,” Daphne said. “Fortune has images of the whole place stored away for us to look at later. I mean, we’re in an image right now, if you think about it, just a really good one.” She sat alongside her, peering down into the vague diagram of the town below them. Soft penciled lines showed the oval shape of the paved area around the fountain, a perfect triangle in the center. Daphne took the coin out of her pocket and showed it to Leonie. “Look,” she said, the glint of the eye etched in silver the very same shape as the town center below them.

Leonie said, “It’s not for the peach. It’s for me … I’m really beginning to feel like ‘no intelligent life’ was a fairly serious understatement on Fortune’s part…” and Daphne said, “Yeah, but they can’t show up now, whoever they are. I suppose we have to just gather all the information we can here, so we’re prepared when we finally do meet them.”

“Well, they worship—they have a god.” Leonie gestured over her shoulder to the simple, whitewashed temple behind them. A rounded stained-glass window above the door shone jeweled reds and blues, a long-petalled flower, almost like an orchid, in the center.

Leonie wrote Daphne a note on the side of a loose piece of paper between them. For a moment Daphne felt like Leonie was on her side after all.

Daphne took the pencil from Leonie’s hand and leant over her still-open notepad. She wrote, Do you think we are in danger on the page, small, alongside the sketch. Leonie looked at her with wide eyes, her pupils slits. She nodded very slightly, took the pencil back, and wrote, More later, he’s watching.

There was a muffled crash from the house where Finn had been investigating, and Daphne flinched. Hard-light and all as it was, it sounded like he’d taken a fall. He staggered to the door, laughing. “I’m grand, I’m grand—but look what I found.”

He walked out of the house, something large and flat held over his head. Leather-bound, thick—this was no digital tablet with reams of information scrolling around the inside beyond some alien interface. This was a book. Maybe the inhabitants of Valen3A weren’t that intelligent if they didn’t have computers, if they couldn’t code their information away—if they had to write it all down in ink and paper, like savages.

Finn removed a single loose piece of paper from his manual, made brief eye contact with Arturo, and announced his discovery to the table. Daphne raised her eyebrows, riffled quickly through her notes—nothing new for her there. This wasn’t her moment.

Finn sat down beside Daphne and Leonie, his large form dwarfing them both. Daphne was a little taken aback by how nice he smelled.

“Do you want to come over here and look at this, Ronan?” Leonie called.

“Absolutely fucking not!” Ronan replied. He was now up the tree he had been leaning against, the blue of his robe still visible amid the branches.

“Suit yourself.” Finn chuckled, opening the tome in his lap. Yellowed pages brimmed with bright ink and letters in an elaborate script that looked more like drawings of faces than letters, small circles and squares for heads, markings for eyes and noses and mouths—nuance and expression that Daphne couldn’t parse, but still, she found herself jolted by a sideswipe of discomfort. When she looked closely, the faces had tiny screaming mouths, eyes wide in fear or closed to hide whatever they looked out on. Page after page of tiny, terrified people in ink. Who had hand-penned each tiny face? What had they felt when they were doing it? What story were they trying to tell? The three sitting side by side stiffened, their mood suddenly turned. Finn abruptly closed the book.

This slamming of paper and leather coincided with the ground below them beginning to rumble. The steps shook and Leonie grabbed Daphne’s arm and Daphne grabbed the step and Ronan fell out of the tree and Finn tried to stand up, but was shaken so badly by the tremors that he lost his footing and almost rolled all the way down the stairs. The rumble purred up an octave, higher, almost in harmony with the song coming from the forest. The colours of the simulation grew saturated and a little off, the leaves of the trees turned turquoise, the roofs of the houses a blushing pink. It all felt so loud, and Daphne shut her eyes against it and wondered if this was how she would die, body taken down by a simulation gone wrong, pockets full of stolen unreal crystals by the side of the handsomest man she had ever seen, but would never touch. She had only felt like this once before, but there were no stasis chambers for her to hide in now.

It was only when the rumble slowed and Leonie let out a little scream that Daphne opened her eyes. The brickwork of the town had softened, and it was now moving as though made of flesh. It was terrible, but it was also kind of beautiful. The fountain at the center had opened and was an eye staring straight up at them. The shift from stone to something more bodily pushed the coins from the base out and over the edge of it like shining, strange tears. The ground seemed to breathe. Daphne could barely breathe, but she managed to whisper, “Fortune, Fortune—can you help—can you help us—” and the whole town laughed dark and deep at the uselessness of this plea. Its voice was not the voice of the peach they knew; it was deeper and not the voice of a computer, not the voice of a simulated anything—it was very real. Too real.


“Silly bird. Fortune belongs to me, as does your fortune, your fate. Do you like Valen3A? Is it not beautiful here? You each have a piece of it in your hands, in your pockets—do you love how it feels?”



And the four of them said yes because what else would they say, could they say, when the very ground they stood on was demanding praise from them? Daphne, in her terror, in her shortness of breath and her shock, wasn’t even sure that she was lying. She thought she kind of did love it here, even the Fountain Eye, even the wrong colours and the song that was now becoming cloying—she was into it. More of this, more please, more forever—so she said it again, “Yes, yes, yes,” and Leonie and Finn were saying it, too, maybe feeling just the same as her, and the Fountain Eye laughed again, and Daphne found herself laughing with it. They were all laughing, for a minute, until the Eye said,


“Enough! I know you have the intent of settling on my planet. Living here comes with a cost that is often too high for base creatures to pay. For safe passage and a life of plenty, I ask for truth. I ask for honesty. To build a just world, I require only the good, and good is no easy thing, and if you are not good, I have no use for you here. Well. You will have some use, but not one you will enjoy.”



The houses, all empty. The fountain drained dry. The faces contorted on the pages of the book. The voices coming from the trees were not birds.


“I have walked through the history your Fortune holds, and I have seen that you are each cowards, each only here from having fled what killed your families, your friends—and that is desperate sin enough. But everyone deserves one chance. Before you come to live here, you will each confess and atone, and if you are successful, this planet is yours. I will be your Fortune now. The time is coming. It will be up to each of you alone to prove that you are ready to land.”



And with that, the hologram began to give way around them. This was not the ground-shaking of the earthquake the Fountain Eye had caused by opening up; this was an uncertain flickering out of all tactile things around them. Daphne quickly stood up and leapt down the steps to flat ground, followed by Leonie and Finn. All the lush colours and good weather and strange song of the world flickered once, twice, then disappeared, and they were in a heap on the floor of the huge empty belly of the Scorpio Wonder again, the roar of the engines the only sound they could hear, the air cold.

Daphne lay on the chill of the hangar floor and put her left wing over her face and took solace in the familiar darkness of her feathers. What was going on? What was going to become of them? What did she have to confess, for what would she atone?



“Jesus Christ, Arturo, that took a bit of a weird turn there,” Ronan said, exhaling thick smoke through his nostrils.

Unexpectedly, they had all moved around the table during the course of the game, and Daphne was now sitting beside Leonie, and Finn was sitting directly next to Ronan, reclined, as though sunbathing. All of the strangeness of the room had coloured itself oddly cozy, thought Daphne, and she found herself thinking it was a shame they had to call it in for the night. When had she gotten so comfortable with this? When had her resistance weakened?

“It did, yeah. That’s kind … kind of the vibe I’m going for. High stakes, you know.” Arturo was at this point, notably high. His eyes were half closed, his glasses pushed up into his hair. He leant his head on his hand as he lazily disassembled his fort with the other one. Leonie was looking at him and she was smiling, too. Rather gazing, than looking. Head to the side. Transfixed.

“Well it is … a vibe. Yes. That is what I would call it.” Ronan’s voice was slow and thick. Daphne felt very warm in herself, very pleased. She looked over at Finn, who seemed to be almost sleeping. She didn’t let her eyes linger, but she felt all her awkwardness long dissipated in the good, kind smoke. Maybe they could work things out some other time.

“Do we, like, have to leave?” she found herself asking. “I don’t want to go,” and her voice was lazy and slow, too. Leonie gave her a gentle little dig on the arm. “You have to go, dummy. You have to go asleep, you’re all partied out,” and Daphne laughed and said, “You’re all … you’re all fucken partied out…” and the pair of them started laughing at each other, and Daphne let her head just melt into Leonie’s shoulder, so fond, so tender. She loved Leonie so much. Maybe they were both all partied out. Their laughter pealed and melted, and the sounds harmonized close, and Daphne’s joy was Leonie’s joy until they stopped, gradually. Sighing together, then. Daphne felt like she had been laughing for a hundred years.

“I’m so hungry,” Daphne said, realizing quickly that she was. “And if I can’t stay here, I’m going to go home and eat everything I can find.”

“It wouldn’t have been very much now if I hadn’t dragged you to the shop today, would it? You’re welcome for your dinner, Daph.” Ronan smiled, offering her a new joint. She took it and inhaled a little, just a little, held it, then exhaled again. “Thank you, Ronan,” and her voice had a warmth in it that she hoped he picked up, in which she hoped he could hear that she loved him a lot. She reckoned she loved all of them there in the Starcade. Maybe even Arturo. Her resolve had been broken. Perhaps an olive branch had been a fantastic idea, actually. A whole bridge made of olive branches.

“Will you walk me home, Ronan?” Daphne asked.

“I’ll do it,” Leonie cut in before Ronan could answer. “I don’t trust any of you to get this dope home with her shoes on.”

“Hey, I got her home last night!” Finn said, without moving or opening his eyes. Daphne didn’t have the sharpness left in her to find something to say back to him, like “And you didn’t even have the decency to take me up the stairs at the very end, did you?” The meanness and stress in her had been neutered by the weed, or something else. Whatever it was that was pulling them all so close together.

“Before you all piss off into the night, I have some homework for you,” Arturo said, delicately opening his folder of game notes. “But you’re not to look at it until tomorrow.”

“Ah, you see now, I unfortunately have something important to tell you about this situation, Arturo,” Ronan said, beginning to pack up his rolling equipment. “I didn’t do homework when I was in school and I’m not going to start doing it now.”

There was no heat in his reply, this time.

“I’m going to ask you to take your black books home, and your tokens, and in the morning I’d like you to open the back page. There’s a folded envelope in the binding of the book, and your characters’ next moves will be inside there. It might take a little decoding, but—apparently—you’re smart people. You’ll work it out.”

“Even Ronan?” asked Finn, laughing.

“Hmm,” Arturo said.

“Hmm yourself,” said Ronan, all the fight gone out of him now. This rapport had been unimaginable, hours before. Their animosity, the history, Arturo’s cruelty, it had all just dissolved, somehow. Daphne was too high to be distrustful of it. Too stuck in the honey of the trap.

“Good night, saps,” said Leonie, stretching, putting herself together. Daphne wriggled clumsily into her jacket. God, it was going to be cold out there, but if she and Leonie made it through the dark there’d be a kitchen full of bread and butter and crisps and even a whole box of Jaffa Cakes that she swore she could taste already. Their sweet orange bite, the goth of the chocolate, the flawless hybridization of cake-like texture and biscuit-sized delivery method, she didn’t mind a storm through the cold to get to them. She was so hungry and so excited.

“I’m leaving this tequila here, and it’d want to be untouched in this exact position tomorrow or … else…” Daphne pointed her finger individually at the lads, and they raised their hands in surrender.

“Nobody’s going to drink your tequila, McSharry,” Ronan said. “It’s gone bad. Tastes like piss.”

“Expensive piss,” Daphne said. “My expensive piss.”

Leonie gathered the booklets and bundled Daphne out the door, giving Arturo a little wave on her way out, his whole body turning towards her as she left, like a magnet.

Daphne and Leonie whispered, “You’re all partied out…” to each other in the dark on the way through the island lanes instead of having a conversation. They laughed and laughed and Daphne was so glad that Leonie could still be like this, still lose her voice to raw mirth.

There was a summer Leonie in there somewhere, past the responsibility and secrecy and sorrow; maybe it had just taken a little smoke to dispel some of that heavy. Over and over again they said it to each other in the dark, following Leonie’s floodlight torch, stopping occasionally to catch their breath when the laughter ran the lungs from their body. They were all partied out over and over until they were at Daphne’s door.

“Oh, oh, don’t forget this.” Leonie handed Daphne her black book, and Daphne took it and stuffed it in the big pocket on the front of her rain mac.

“More nonsense ahead so.”

Leonie nodded as Daphne fumbled for her keys and said, “Ah yeah … I mean, don’t pretend you’re not having fun though.”

“I am a bit, surprisingly. The smoke helps.” Daphne grinned, a little sorry she hadn’t asked Ronan for a pinner to smoke before bed, the night air wearing the silly of the high down a little.

“It does, yeah. C’mere, I’ll see you tomorrow at some stage, maybe come over for lunch?” Leonie said. “You’re tiny and I want to feed you.”

“You want to feed me? I want to feed you!” cried Daphne in the open doorframe, fumbling for the lights. “Do you want to come in and eat Jaffa Cakes and crisps or what?”

“No, no, it’s getting late. I’m going to go…” Leonie said, not saying “home” or “to bed,” and Daphne had a distinct feeling it wasn’t her own house she was going to at all, that it was probably Arturo’s, so she didn’t push, because she couldn’t trust herself not to start laughing, the memory of Ronan asking about his Crocs so fresh in her head that she started laughing at it anyway, unprovoked.

“Right … well, eh, stay safe out there, yeah?” Daphne chuckled, and Leonie gave her a big hug, her hair smelling expensive and good, and said, “You stay safe here, too.” For a second Leonie’s hair felt like Daphne’s hair, and that was good, and that was safe, and then she was gone, and Daphne was on her own.

She sat up on the kitchen counter sandwiching salty crisps between Jaffa Cakes, devouring them, the pleasure receptors in her mouth and brain firing wild. She was delighted with herself. This, now, this was genius. If she had had her phone she would have broken her exile and broadcasted the whole brilliant scenario across the internet, this groundbreaking culinary discovery. She wished Leonie had come in to share her feast, but she didn’t feel lonely, so lovely was the blanket of smoke and calm over her.

When she had eaten the entire loaf of bread, every single one of the crisps in the multipack, all the Jaffa Cakes, and the whole brick of cheese, she turned on the heating and went upstairs to bed, her stomach aching from excess. She kept one eye out for opals and glimmers, but to her relief, she saw none. None at all. How sane, how good, how happy she felt.

When she slept, she slept through dark and heady dreams that in the morning played out in her half consciousness, like hard-light holograms.

She wasn’t on the island in the dream, or on the Scorpio Wonder. She was somewhere else and she was kissing Finn full on the mouth, but there was a broken wine bottle in her hand the whole time, her fingers wrapped around its long, fragile neck. As the sun crawled up, she stayed in the flicking sequence of lucid dreams as long as she could, holding on to them, trying to drop the bottle to wrap herself around Finn, but she couldn’t, like her hand had made the choice for her to hold on to it for dear life, a sharp shining weapon, just in case.

When Daphne finally rose, sometime past eleven, she didn’t quite have a hangover necessarily. Her mouth was dry, her tongue a sock. The world was a little gauzy: like the opals she’d been seeing had flattened over all the depth around her. Like everything was refracted differently, now. That was fine. It didn’t feel bad. If it was a migraine, it didn’t hurt. She was used to it, somehow. Part of it.

As she brushed her teeth she played back the night before in her head, detail to detail, not quite inaccessible, but soft and blurry. Oversmoking wasn’t quite as violent a thing on the memory as drinking until the power goes off, but it still meant that time and memory did something a little different together, and things took a moment to connect. The wash of mint felt like a gorgeous shock in her mouth, and then, the shower was searing hot and comforting in that scorch. No glimmers anywhere. No opals. Just herself. God, she really had to call her mam.

Things felt a little less like a battle today and Daphne was grateful for it, already making plans to buy as much of that delicious weed from Ronan as he’d let her. Maybe this was the way through the winter, maybe drinking was too much theatre and mess and vomit. Maybe she’d have sleepovers with Leonie and take care of her, and they could smoke and watch movies and go gently towards the new year, together.

As she dressed, she found herself really looking forward to the session at the Starcade later in the evening. She was excited—actually excited to see what it was Arturo had written in secret for her character in the back of the fancy little black game book. What fraction of the story to be uncovered, what secret. How had she gotten here? Was this the other side of the bridge? Was this the great repair work, done?

Daphne sat up on the kitchen counter to begin the tiny ceremony of opening it up.

She handled it carefully, like a birthday card or even a love letter, like something that held promise of good wishes and good times. She flipped to the back of the tight little book, careful not to read any pages she’d been told not to, and found the envelope set into the back page. She ran a fingernail under the lip of it, unsticking the soft gum of the seal, unfolding it and pulling out two little notes, folded away inside.

One was blank. Hmm.

The other was a set of instructions. They read:


You will be able to read from the empty white space only after you do two things

Fill a glass vessel with water the same heat as your skin

Place it on the white and watch it turn black

You will be able to see your truth through the window at the bottom of the pool



How sweet, Daphne thought, how clever. Heat-reactive paper. A little ritual. Such attention to detail. She took a fat, low whiskey glass out from one of the presses and ran the kitchen tap, holding her wrist under the stream, at first so cold that it shocked her. No opals coming out of the tap, still, thankfully.

A minute crawled by as the water remembered to heat itself up, and when the heat of it felt like only a little warmer than the temperature of her own skin, she filled the glass and let it overflow a little, rinsing the residue from the cupboard off it. Once it filled, and spilled, twice, then she emptied it out and let it fill enough that it wouldn’t spill. She gave it a quick dry on the outside with a dishcloth, and brought it, ceremonially towards the counter where the white paper waited.

As she placed the glass onto it, she felt gravity pull her down with it, like something was holding her shoulders, her eyes weighted out of her skull. The water flickered opal, opal, glitter, glitter, and below it the paper did turn black, yes, but not the black of a toy, or a clever little magic trick. The black of something terrible and deep, and the paper gave way to a hole in the counter, a hole in the world, and Daphne leant down towards it like she was being inhaled by something with an enormous, starving mouth.

When the words came, they were not in letters. They were not in cleverly appearing ink on the paper. They were inside her head, whispering in a voice she did not know. Glittering, amused, barely able to contain her laughter the voice said, the bird on the ship and the girl on the island are the same and their sins are the same and their shame is equal so there is no unreal and no real there is no story and unstory the things you tell yourself in your head are the truth of your body made chemical the game is only a meeting place for the truth the game is a site of connection the game is where you will be purged and cleansed of what you did to your brother and your shame has already been woken up and drawn out and it is delicious to see your mouth already hooked like a wild fish on a line you were reeled back here by your fear of facing him and what you did to him in the name of what you thought was justice oh there are no answers that will undo it the sick feeling of being seen and known in your worst moment there is only this feeling and there will only ever be this feeling and if you hadn’t come we wouldn’t be playing our merry game and if you had just kept your nose out of his business if you had ever known to keep your mouth shut perhaps your friends would be safe but you had to darken the door of this island again thinking that it would be a good place to hide but it won’t it is too late for you you were the first domino and oh you fell so easy and when the rest fall down the game will really start, and when Daphne came back into her body, she wheeled back from the counter so fast that she fell backwards onto the floor, gasping, like she’d been thrown. Her wrists took the impact, and she shrieked from the pain of it, and she couldn’t get up then, so she just curled over onto her side and took breaths, deep, in and out.

She hadn’t been thinking of Daithi. Ger had said, it was maybe better that she stayed down here a little while, conquered her fears. Stayed out of the way of everything at home. Her mother was on her side and knew that what she did was right—but how did the voice know? Had Daithi been in touch with Arturo? Had he told him? He must have. Of course he had.

She lay like that for an hour, piecing herself together. Every time she tried to stand, a wave of vertigo hit her, and she had to put her head on the floor again. She had to get out of the house and outside. She had to get to Arturo. Eventually she crawled to the door and pulled herself up. Outside it was hammering with rain and the sky looked as though it was bleeding stars from the slate clouds, wrong and loud. Daphne, when she got her bearings, went out into it anyway, her mother’s coat wrapped around her, everything shining, everything bad, propelled only by her need for answers, for a fight, for proof that she wasn’t losing her mind.




There’s nobody in the kitchen with them, only me. Leonie is out, for milk. The light is blue-white early morning and the rain hasn’t come just yet, and Ronan is the autumn, fire red hair and brown suede coat and boots like oxblood standing at the end of the table, both hands braced on the expensive, hand-carved oak of it, not looking at Malachy. For dear life, not looking at him.

Ronan has not thought yet to read the note Arturo and I have made for him. If he had, things might have gone differently, but he hasn’t, so they won’t.

Malachy is frozen at the other end of the table, his beard short, his hair pulled back from the tired of his face by a slim elastic headband that Ronan desperately wants to say makes him look like a retired French footballer, but he won’t, because that’s not how they talk to each other anymore. Malachy’s thick, tortoiseshell glasses are folded in front of him on his placemat, beside a still-hot cup of coffee and an ashtray and his sketchbook, and his phone, and his wallet, his Zippo. A leather pouch full of rolling tobacco. A rolled cigarette in an orange rolling skin, smoking softly, about to go out between his fingers, his wedding ring abandoned. His robe is untied, and under it his chest is bare, his expensive flannel pajama bottoms loose on his grief-thin body. This is mostly why Ronan is keeping his eyes on the table. He hasn’t seen Malachy up close since before the summer, and it is winter now, and winter makes everything different. He can see Leonie in him, almost. In the coin-slot furrow between his brows, in the slope of his teeth. In the way he flicks ash from a cigarette, hard. Still, the air between them is tense. Increasingly warm. Ronan wants to take his jacket and scarf off, but he won’t. He needs as many layers of fabric between him and Malachy as possible.

“You know I wouldn’t be asking you if I wasn’t in dire straits, Mal,” Ronan manages to say. “I don’t … want you getting the wrong idea or anything.”

Malachy laughs then, and not the soft, deep laugh Ronan had admired for so long and loved so much—instead a hard, metallic “Ha,” and he leans forward, taking his coffee cup in his hand and says, “Me? Getting the wrong idea? That’s a way to put it alright. As if you showing up here after ignoring me for months gives me any impression other than the fact that you truly have relegated me to fucking ‘sponsor’ or ‘patron,’ isn’t that right? Imogen’s not in the ground a week.”

Ronan draws his fingers into his palms, his knuckles on the wood, and looks up at Leonie’s father, leaning forward now, angry, actually angry at him. He’s never been angry at him. Not since the Leonie tattoo thing, and that was more than ten years ago—but even then he had been almost laughing. Now his jaw is set and his eyes are cold, and I am swimming behind them, my gills open, taking in the good taste of his shame, changing Ronan through his gaze.

There are thirty-six years between them. A dead wife, a living daughter who knows nothing, and me. Ronan likes to think that in their time together he’d helped Malachy, and Malachy had helped him, too. First he’d sat for him, a live figure for his drawings. Then he’d come to listen to him, as Imogen’s drinking and anger took hold of their house; then he’d come to fuck him, because something undeniable had dawned between them behind the closed doors of the studio. They’d been careful, and respectful, and quiet, considering the circumstances. It was their own conspiracy, their own understanding. It had given them both something, but now Ronan needs more, and Malachy can’t believe his audacity. Showing up at the house without so much as a kiss on the cheek, talking to him like all that had lived between them was merely a wrong idea.

“You know that’s not what I mean. I’m not here to give you any problems. I’m here to ask you for help. You promised me for years you’d help me get off this island, and I’m asking now for you to … I don’t know. Be good with that promise. You know half the fancy art circuit in the west of Ireland. Sure weren’t they all here for the funeral? Someone must have a second property, or be cozy with a landlord. All your people are loaded, posh west Brits with hobbies. It’d cost you nothing.”

I widen and contract the black of Malachy’s pupils and I run bad electricity through his head, and in his kitchen Ronan Quaid becomes rust, his face becomes softer than dog, vulpine, his nose long and blackened and his eyes flash black and from his hair there are ears and he is a coat of burning fur and a swishing tail white at the end and he is high on haunches and from his paws a white, stained chicken, broken-necked, and from his long teeth, red hot blood. This gentleman thief come to take and take and take from his house, owed it. Promised it.

“We promised each other a lot of things, Ronan,” Malachy says, closing his eyes against the illustration I have drawn for him, resisting it, putting it down to needing another downer; he does, in fact, need another downer—“and I believe that generally speaking, once two people stop loving each other, promises lose their credit,” and he knows what he is doing, dropping love into it, and I could live a hundred years on the shock and pain that blooms out of Ronan, and I will him to feel ashamed in that moment, but he doesn’t. No shame. The other things he feels, yes, his mouth open slightly, like he’s been slapped—but not ashamed.

“Jesus,” Ronan says, winded, and lets silence sit over them, and Malachy feels the urge to apologize but holds it. There are plenty of things he is sorry for, but stating the truth is not one of them. Malachy does not get the opportunity to speak the truth very often, so when he does, he does so without reservation, and Ronan absorbs that, and it hurts, but it is a clean hurt.

Eventually, Malachy sighs and opens his phone, caves in against something that could be fondness, could be loneliness, could be the freckles on Ronan’s jaw.

“Will you leave it with me?” he asks. “Let me see what I can do.”

“Thank you,” Ronan says, then pauses, gives a crooked smile, allows himself to look right into Malachy’s eyes. “Is … there any way I can make it up to you?”

Audacious, as always. This is an old key in his hand, placed into the lock of Malachy’s resolve. Malachy looks at the fox-man in his kitchen, then at the clock on the wall, then back at the best friend of his daughter, and I make the air claustrophobic and shining and bad, and Malachy says, “She’ll be back soon,” and it isn’t a no.






THE THIRD DAY


Things had somewhat settled for Daphne by the time she had gotten towards Arturo’s family home. Regardless of her perception issues, the rain was icy and heavy, and it snapped her out of the thick of her stupor. The elements were undeniable, even if she couldn’t be sure that what she was seeing was real or not.

Arturo lived in a white, brutalist building. It looked like how a child might draw a house: three lines to make a box from the ground, four big windows, and a door. The kind of deliberately minimal architecture that implies staggering value.

On the island, the Corbett-Keene wealth was no secret—an old family on Valentia anyway, before Arturo had struck gold with his cards. Wealthy knows how to stay wealthy.

Daphne was a pile of laundry under her raincoat. No makeup, skin drawn and blotchy. She felt ugly, but what had happened to her in the kitchen was ugly. So ugly, so be it. She knocked, full fist, on the door—not caring if it was Arturo or one of his parents who answered. She was beyond manners, ragged with fear and anger, but when the big blue door swung open, it was Ronan standing there. He was flushed in the face, eyes red, jaw set, and leaving the house.

They stood on either side of the doorframe, face-to-face, and Daphne all but fell into Ronan’s arms.

“What the fuck?” she asked, “What the fuck?” because what the fuck was the only language she could hook into what had happened in her kitchen. Ronan rocked with her there for a second, on the other side of the threshold, before releasing her and saying, “Good luck in there. I got nothing out of him. I’m going to fucking work. Come down and see me when you’re done with him, but don’t expect him to budge. He wants us up at Starcade tonight to keep playing.” Ronan’s voice was trembling with anger and something else—for the first time in a long time, Daphne registered fear in him.

She didn’t have time to ask him if his envelope had done what hers had—Had he been seeing things, too? How did he feel, did he have a headache?—because he walked past her and out into the rain, over his shoulder calling, “Come to me when you’re finished. I’m with you,” and that lifted her, strengthened her.

Daphne went prowling into Arturo’s house, up their hallway with hard pine floors and paintings of calm, tasteful seascapes, towards the kitchen, where Arturo stood in the doorframe, looking both unsurprised to see her and predictably smug. Relaxed, even. He was wearing pajamas and a long robe.

A scream rose from Daphne’s belly but she swallowed it and instead hissed, “You fucker,” and Arturo said, “Now, now, Daphne. No need to lose your temper.”

The kitchen was audacious: a big American fridge, the roof split with a skylight, an island in the middle of the room that looked like it had been copy and pasted from a Scandinavian catalogue. Sitting on the island was a slim, expensive laptop, and connected to it, Arturo’s phone, screen bigger than one of Daphne’s hands.

She wanted to smash the whole place up, then Arturo, and he must have been able to see that because he started laughing, softly, so tickled was he by seeing her now, raging, disoriented, half wild. He wasn’t intimidated by her now. Not even a little. He was entertained by her fury.

“What did Daithi tell you?” It came out as a whisper, each word a razor.

Arturo smiled and said, “Well. Everything, I suppose.”

“How did you—” Daphne couldn’t even finish the sentence. “With the letter—”

“Would you like a cup of tea, for your nerves?”

The energy between them was poison and electricity. It felt, in a way that sickened Daphne, like they were going to reach out and touch each other. Like maybe if she kissed him, he’d tell her what was going on. Like if she did what he told her to do, she might get answers in exchange.

“I’ll take the tea—but I need you to explain. You need to be serious with me. You need to tell me exactly what Daithi said about me.” Her voice shook as she spoke, betraying her.

Arturo smiled warmly then, reveling in her anger, her barely contained panic. He almost glowed across the kitchen with pleasure, stoking the chaos.

“Builder’s tea, alright? We’re a Lyons house here, I’m afraid.”

“Yes, that’s fine,” Daphne said, before she could stop herself. How was it that she was saying yes to him? How was it, in fact, that they’d all been saying yes to him all week? She sat down, and it was a relief to be off her feet. Her jacket had been defeated by the torrents outside, and she was soaked to the bone, shivering. The drops of rain that came off her distorted in front of her eyes; they had that bad shimmer, that opal, and she tried to ignore them as Arturo pottered around the kitchen, his movements domestic and abjectly ordinary.

He even queried how much milk she’d like, if she’d prefer oat, to which she snapped, “Oat would be fine, thank you,” and he gave a genuine laugh in response. She was thanking him, even now. He somehow, whatever he was up to, had put her into a tame state. She was disoriented, she couldn’t believe she was just waiting for him to make her a cup of tea. Not screaming, not spitting, not taking him apart. Just sitting at his fancy white marble kitchen island, shivering. She wasn’t sure if this tacit approach was the better way to get answers from him, or if she was making these choices for herself at all.

Arturo placed a white, traditional kettle on the AGA, and leant against the counter beside it. Daphne’s eyes were drawn to the sharp of his jaw, the muscle in his neck. She suddenly registered the texture of him. He looked clean, his hair healthy, his skin clear and moisturized.

“Now. Will you tell me now what Daithi said,” Daphne managed. “Please. And about the thing, the thing at the bottom of the glass—whatever, whoever said all that stuff to me.”

Arturo gave another little laugh. “The thing? The thing at the bottom of the glass?” Taunting her.

Daphne shook her head, irritated. “It was a woman’s voice. I don’t know how you did it and I want an explanation.” She was being polite, and her words were coming out slowly, like the fire was dying in her. She was just cold, now. She wanted to take her wet coat off. She wanted the tea to warm her up. She didn’t want to fight anymore.

“She just knows, Daphne. She listens, and she watches. She talks to me a little, too, but mostly she’s just everywhere. Can’t you see her?” Arturo’s voice went soft, then.

Daphne looked down at her hands. “I can see opals,” she replied, almost in a whisper. A terrible admission.

Arturo nodded. “That’s about right.”

“So it is you doing this to me? You and her? I feel like I’m losing my mind.” Daphne’s voice was tiny.

“I’m not doing anything. We’re all just playing a game together—and don’t you enjoy it? Doesn’t it make you feel less apart from things?”

The kettle began to sing, high, almost like a scream, and Arturo set about assembling their teas. Like they were talking about current affairs, house prices, jobs, like the talk was small—not so large that it made Daphne’s head spin.

“It does,” she found herself admitting. “You—don’t know what it’s like up home for me. How hard it was to give that statement knowing he’d never forgive me. Knowing it would keep me at odds with everyone back home forever. I’ve been treated like an alien all my life and—” And she caught herself dropping her guard low, feeling exposed, so she pulled back. He didn’t get to know that about her. That wasn’t for him. That was hers. “You just wouldn’t understand.”

“Wouldn’t I?” He turned to her, angry so suddenly that she gasped, and straightened her back. She didn’t say a word, just stared, and he stared, then turned back towards the counter.

“How do you take your tea?” he asked, then.

“Weak,” she said. “Just show it the bag. Big splash of milk. Two sugars.”

“It doesn’t matter how hard it is for you, Daphne, if you’re not honest, do you understand? The pain might as well not be there. A wasted resource. So, we decided that it was time for everyone to be honest with each other. Your beloved friends think you’ve just got a mean little temper. That everyone has seen the worst you could do, on loop, in that video. They don’t know you could betray your own flesh and blood. So they should know, shouldn’t they? And we’ll all be changed from the honesty. Bonded by it.”

Daphne stared down at her hands, as Arturo brought over her cup: a heavy, artisan-looking object, steam rising fragrant. He sat up on the stool beside her at the island, and turned to her, so close that his knees grazed her thigh.

“Will you answer me something truthfully, Daphne?” he asked, low, and she thought Why should I if you haven’t given me an answer, but her mouth said, “Yes,” to him again, another yes, from somewhere.

“Were you afraid, when you started seeing her light? Could you hold that fear? Did it feel beautiful to you? Did it feel good?”

Arturo put one hand on the kitchen island, and out of the corner of her eye, Daphne saw it disappear into the white marble as though it were soft, thick paint. His cup of tea didn’t move, the surface held it, solid. Arturo used his free hand to take her hat off, and place it on her lap. He ran his hand down the side of her face and held her jaw with his thumb and forefinger, not hard, but confident. She wasn’t able to move. She was stock still with wondering whether or not he was going to close the gap between them.

She knew she had found the light beautiful. From the first time she saw it, a moon down in the sea. She had thought there was something bad happening inside her brain, sure, and that was causing her worry, but not enough that she would have even gone to the doctor. Perhaps she liked it too much to ask for help, to say the word migraine to her mother. She hadn’t called her. She hadn’t turned on her phone. She’d been snared.

Arturo didn’t need her to answer. Instead, he thumbed open her jaw and curled his finger and placed it into her mouth, curling it into her cheek. A hook. She was a fish on a line.

Daphne didn’t move. She looked past him because she couldn’t scream or bite down. He was holding her in place, all her strength gone from her, her body limp, her gaze softening.

Then, the kitchen was normal again. His hand wasn’t inside the counter anymore. For a second, nothing shone. The sky outside was just grey and miserable, Daphne’s clothes and skin were just saturated, not reactive with opal, with strange. She was not afraid. She felt pliant, easy.

Arturo softly removed his finger from her mouth, whispered, “Caught you.”

Against all her will and judgement, Daphne was made, briefly, breathless by how intense his eyes were.

“If you like,” he said, polite and quiet, “I can … make an adjustment for you, to what will happen at the last session. I can help you in other ways. I can even keep your secret, if you like.”

“Yes?” That word again, Daphne was marionetted.

“I can be very useful to you, Daphne, you know? I’m useful to Finn in other ways. I’m useful to Leonie, obviously. I’m sure there’s something you’d be willing to trade for my help. I can make the sound of you smashing my face open disappear from the internet, for one. That’s three Telegram messages away for me, could have it done in an hour. I could ensure word of what you did to Daithi stays low in the press, if it makes it there at all. Most importantly, I could make the game easier on you. Lower those stakes a little. You don’t have to come to any harm, actually, at all.”

Daphne blinked at him. “And what would that cost me?”

“I’m not sure it would ‘cost’ you anything, per se. I’m almost certain—in fact, I am certain—that you would have a nice time. An overdue time. It would just be a slight change in the nature of our friendship. That’s all. Don’t you think you’re owed a nice time, Daphne? This could all be so much softer for you. I might even throw you back into the sea, let you swim away.”

Daphne sat in that tense quiet for a second, putting together what was happening to her. It felt like he was saying, I won’t harm you if you fuck me. Like he was saying harm instead of kill.

Then, she picked up her heavy cup of tea from the counter, and threw it, sharp and hard, against the wall. A gunshot. A warning. It shattered, an explosion of just-under-boiling liquid all over the floor, all over her, all over Arturo. He didn’t move.

She got up, her hat in her fist, and said, “Fuck you, Arturo,” and walked out of the room, down the corridor, and towards the hall door, her body fighting against a sick gravity pulling her back towards him. The tension didn’t just peel away when she smashed the cup; it followed her, a school of bright fish around her head. As she opened the door to go out into the rain, now finally abating, Arturo from the hallway said, “You can change your mind at any time, McSharry,” but she didn’t look back at him, just slammed the door behind her, wishing the house would come down on him with the force of it. She had nothing more to say to him, and didn’t trust her own thoughts to make it to her mouth. She’d save her voice for Ronan. They had a lot to talk about.



In the summer, the picnic tables outside the hotel were normally shaded by great, red parasols. Crowds of families would drink their pints and stuff crisps into sun-cream-sticky faces, the whole place rowdy and seaside and alive. Here, this bleak October midday as the rain waned down to nothing, Ronan sat on one of the benches with his head in his hands, the only living thing in the car park, a grey hell.

A cigarette burned down between two of his fingers. Daphne was sure he was crying, as she approached him, but that didn’t stop her. She was pretty sure she was going to start crying herself. She walked straight up to the bench and sat beside him, her feet on the wooden seats—she sat close enough that their sides were touching, immediately in a huddle, for warmth or support or some tender hybrid of both.

“Fucking Arturo,” whispered Ronan, his voice catching between the words. He didn’t look up at Daphne, just slightly shuffled his body closer to hers. She put her arm around his shoulder. She wasn’t going to tell him what had happened in Arturo’s kitchen, or bring herself into his worries. She was just going to be a person sitting beside him, close to him, minding him. Stick with Ronan, her mam had said. She would.

Once, after he fell down from a particularly high branch of a monkey puzzle tree out on Finn’s family farm, she saw Ronan cry from shock, but it was a laughing-kind-of-crying, the kind where your body’s pain and fear receptors are flashing too loud for your brain to process them so somehow you’re giggling even as you realize you’ve barely dodged a broken collarbone, or worse. That was the feeling that kept him jumping from high places for the rest of his life, that raw high. This wasn’t that kind of crying, or that kind of pain. This was the silent, shuddering kind. Something far worse than a bone had been broken here.

“He’s some prick, isn’t he…” Daphne murmured to Ronan, putting her arm around his back and her head on his shoulder. He nodded, mute. “I don’t give a fuck about what Leonie thinks of him. I don’t think he was holding out an olive branch, and I do think playing that stupid game was a mistake,” she went on.

Ronan said nothing.

“What … what did your envelope say, or do you, like … want to even tell me?” Daphne asked, bold, knowing that asking this of Ronan was a prelude to a confession of her own. It took him a second to answer her, his voice jagged.

“I don’t think I can even say it, Daph. I wouldn’t know where to start. You understand that, right?”

He looked up at her then, his eyes raw and his nose pink and his mouth blotchy, utterly shattered. While this broke her heart, her switchblade of a mate reduced to this, there was something in his refusal that made Daphne feel stronger. She didn’t feel rebuffed, rather, safe.

“It’s alright to want to keep your secrets,” she said, thumbing away a tear from his cheek, and that act of tenderness seemed to only make the crying worse. “I get it.”

“Of course you do,” he replied, grabbing her hand with his. “Like, not everyone has to know everything, right? Some things just happen and they don’t need to be the center of a fucking conversation over a few cans at all, you know? You have to be able to hold things. You have to be able to keep things.”

Daphne nodded fervently. “I don’t say anything, to anyone, about a single thing that happened in the last five years. Because nobody here needs to know. So, you don’t have to tell me anything I don’t need to know, Ronan. I’m not going to judge you for keeping your shit to yourself.”

This, this worked for her. If he needed to hold his peace, that meant she could hold hers.

“Like, we grew up together, Daphne, but only for, like … three months a year, you know? We were kids together, but we’re not kids now. You’ve been gone for so long. I don’t expect you to bleed it all out for me if you don’t want to. Like something obviously happened to you back up home, you’re not right, and it’s plain as day, and you know what, it’s up to you when you want to say it. If you want to say it. Who the fuck am I to drag your skeleton out of your body?” And this was in some ways sad to Daphne, that Ronan knew as well as she did that he was just a summertime person in her life and understood that strange, sunlit boundary between them. It wasn’t an unbreakable threshold, but it was a leap, a step between them that hadn’t quite been crossed.

Who Daphne was off the island was not at all the same as who she ever was when she was there: who summertime makes us is not who we are in the wilt and freeze and birth of the year. Summertime Daphne was all Ronan knew, and that was not a person he wanted to entrust his worst secrets to, and maybe that was fine, because she was the very same. This lifted some of the fear of what the voice in the bottom of the glass had said.

She wasn’t lying to them. She wasn’t using them. She just wasn’t all of herself, all of the time, and Ronan wasn’t, either. Nobody was, were they? Meeting him at the precipice of the chasm between them felt good. It felt safe on the edge, knowing he was there, too.

Arturo had made a choice for them that they were powerless against. He was going to make them talk, or talk for them—and if there was one thing Daphne was sick to her stomach of, it was people telling her story for her. She thought again of the video on loop, and she, almost faceless. Voiceless but for a single line of brutal intent. Witnessed by millions, and not a single comment left by her herself.

She and Ronan sat in the quiet with each other for a while, and Daphne wondered if they were enjoying some of the last time they had wherein they knew each other on their own terms, before their secrets were lifted from them by Arturo and whatever strange force he was operating with. She thought for a second of asking Ronan had he been seeing things, but she decided not to. What he saw was his. What she saw was hers. Right now there were no opals. Just dull sky, slate ocean, moss green mainland in the distance, and empty winter car park all around. Nothing shone. It was peaceful.

“So what are we going to do later? Are … we going to show up?” Daphne asked, and Ronan let out a low sigh and wiped his eyes.

“I suppose so, yeah. I don’t know about you, but Arturo could really fuck me with this information. If he’s going to put it on the table, I should be there when he does.”

“We’re going to have to go up there and play along, aren’t we?” Daphne said. “Like, just sit there and go through it like he wants—will you—will you promise me that if he makes me say it you won’t think differently of me?”

Ronan looked straight at Daphne then, every shred of his buoyancy and sarcasm and wit gone out of him. “I can’t promise you that, and you can’t promise me that, either. Of course we’ll think differently of one another. I don’t know what you value, Daphne. I don’t know what’ll make you think I’m a bad person, and you don’t know what could make me think you’re a bad person.”

There was silence for a moment.

“Have you a ciggy?” Daphne asked. Ronan nodded, and rustled around for a pack, and passed one to her, lighting one himself. They sat in the smoke for a while, shivering.

“I didn’t mean that to sound so, like, intense,” Ronan said.

“I understand. I feel the same, I think,” Daphne replied.

“I don’t want Arturo to be able to get in between us. Or us and Finn and Leonie, or all four of us,” Ronan said. “But like … it wouldn’t be him. It’d have been me, you know? Or you. Like, he’s not doing anything wrong to us only telling the truth that I don’t want to, or feel I should have to.”

“It’s still fucked, though. Here, do you think we should talk to Leonie? Maybe she has some like … insight that we don’t?” Daphne wondered what Arturo had pulled on her, what kind of cruelty and access he had to her emotional state, her secrets. What she was bargaining, herself, if anything.

“You know, that might be an idea, alright.” Ronan stood up, determined. “No point in dicking around. We’d want to make sure she’s alright.” He wiped his eyes and nose again, all cried out. “I mean if the pair of us are sick, I can only imagine what state she’s in.”



Daphne could hear Leonie playing the piano as they approached the house, some sweeping classical drama that she was certain she’d heard before somewhere but couldn’t put a name to: some antique epic that Leonie probably knew like the back of her hand. The front door was open and Ronan let himself in, fearless. Ronan streamed through the white hallways of the house, and all along the walls, long, fresh paintings stood. Fox after fox after fox, a red animal in every one. Heavy licks of oil in orange and black and white brought their tall, almost human figures together. Almost more like men in their stance, than animals.

Daphne followed after him, slightly shy, wondering where Malachy was, if they’d see him or if he’d be surprised to see them. The pair of them walked towards the music, the acoustics of the house holding the deep, shuddering chords of it, amplifying them against the stucco. Leonie was in an atrium stacked with paintings, all leaning up against the walls, covered in stained white throws. The piano was a baby grand in the middle of the room. This was not a scene that felt to Daphne like it belonged on Valentia, but Imogen hadn’t truly belonged on Valentia, either.

It was her piano, surrounded by Malachy’s paintings, covered. Daphne felt like she was in a shrine, trespassing on Leonie’s prayer. She stopped playing when they entered the room, her fingers off the keys leaving a reverberation of a chord in the air—she looked over her shoulder, eyebrows raised. “Jesus, let yourselves in, so—wait, Ronan, what’s going on?”

She turned away from the keys, puzzled, worried—obviously not in on whatever cruel stunt Arturo was playing on Ronan and Daphne. Not distressed in the slightest.

“Leonie, what did Arturo’s envelope to you say?” Ronan spoke with great urgency. “Look, you don’t have to tell me exactly, but was he fucking with you? Like was it something real, something not in the game, something outside of it—”

Leonie stopped him. “What are you talking about?”

“Leonie, it’s a total disaster. Arturo’s using the game to, well—I don’t know, but he’s doing something very … intense,” Daphne said. “My envelope and Ronan’s—well, they weren’t anything to do with being, like, a bird or a service robot. They were to do with us, with stuff about us. Mine wasn’t just a piece of paper. Was—was yours like that?”

Leonie let the silence go for a second, her mouth a line.

“We wanted to come and ask you if yours said anything like—dark, or anything that he shouldn’t know, or anything that might be upsetting, because he’s doing something really weird to us, and we’re worried and don’t know what to do.” As Daphne spoke, she felt the air start to leave the room, and Leonie’s eyes start to harden, her arms folded across her chest.

“Like, if you don’t want to tell us what it said, it’s alright; we’re not telling each other—but just, we want to know if he’s doing the same shit to you as he is to us.” Ronan was starting to sound a little nervous now. “Leonie, would you say something please. We’re both really worried.”

Leonie closed her eyes for two seconds, a long blink—then opened them again.

“What the fuck can be so serious that the two of you whirlwind in here in a state? Jesus Christ.” She was past stern matron, now, Daphne thought. She was really angry. And to match her then, anger flashed over Ronan. Daphne saw his fists clench.

“I don’t know about you,” he said, “but I’m not comfortable with Arturo in general, let alone with him handing me an envelope that contains shit about me that could get me in serious, serious trouble—we just wanted to know if you’re alright, if he’s—”

“Oh, shit that could get you in serious trouble?” She laughed a little, sharp and tiny and cold. “Like what, Ronan? Like lifting packets of crisps from the fucking hotel? Like smoking drugs? Like being a petty, bored vandal in a small town? God help you, Ronan. A disaster.”

Petty? Vandal? Daphne was taken aback. This was hardly what Leonie thought of him, was it? All of Ronan’s loyalty to her, spat back.

“Leonie—” he started, but she cut him off, “No, Ronan. You’re being fucking immature. I have one question for you—for you both, storming into my house like the world is ending—is anybody sick?”

Daphne went to reply, but Leonie cut her off before she had the chance. “Sorry, sorry. That was a bad question. How about, did anybody die?”

Daphne, without even really thinking about it, took a step back towards the doorway. Ronan, however, took a step forward.

“Leonie, are you actually fucking joking right now?” His voice was quiet.

“No, I’m not. Are you? Coming into my house with this pantomime drama bullshit, which, frankly, sounds like more excuses to give Arturo a hard time?” Leonie stood up from the piano, her voice absolutely not quiet. She was very almost shouting.

“I’m not giving him a hard time. You know what he’s put me through, and I gave him an inch, an inch of space to try and see if we could all get along—and he’s digging up terrible shit on me, let alone what he’s dug up on Daphne. So I actually do think that’s more than bullshit, and I think in fact it would count as him giving us a hard time!” Ronan was losing his composure now. Daphne was actually a little bit scared—she was usually the angriest person in the room, and watching Ronan and Leonie escalate like this was weird, was past weird. She didn’t know what to do except stay quiet and let them go.

“Jesus, Ronan, not everything is Arturo trying to fuck with you. Not everything is an attack, not everything is about you—if anything bad had actually even happened to you in your whole entire life, you might actually have some perspective—Arturo is writing a game, he’s building something, maybe what he wrote reflected something that happened to you, but it’s not a targeted campaign for Christ’s sake—”

“Oh, that’s hilarious. Your weird fuck of a boyfriend is an artist now, and his art was so utterly and totally art-like that it upset us; is that what you think, Leonie?” It was Ronan’s turn to cough out knives of sneering laughter now, and Daphne thought for a second how it was like watching siblings spat—how the sharp and ugly cadence they both used to take each other apart was one and the same. These were no summertime friends; these were lifelong cellmates of this island, and she was watching their friendship implode.

“That’s what it sounds like. It sounds like the pair of you are making a situation where there doesn’t need to be one. God, you two fucking love situations; it’s exhausting. There’s one night of it left, and then we don’t have to do it anymore, but no, no, Ronan, it always has to be a fight, it always has to be a standoff. You’re bored, Ronan, and I’ll play Wonder fucking Wonder, but I won’t play whatever you’re up to. It’s petty and pathetic, and you need to grow up.”

Ronan audibly exhaled a hiss, as though he was trying to steady himself. He was going to try and reason with her. Daphne was so shocked at Leonie’s rage, at the vitriol of what she was saying to Ronan. She’d thought the two of them were knit—that they loved each other—

“Where is all this coming from, Leonora? I’ve never ever, in all of our lives heard any criticism like this from you. If you really felt like ‘nothing bad had ever happened to me,’ you’d have said it by now—and any time I pick a fight, you’re the one at my wing backing me up and you know you are—”

“Ronan, I’m finished with this conversation right now. You two need to sort your shit out. Just because you can work in a hotel and you, Daphne, can fuck around and treat this island as some kind of ongoing session gaff, doesn’t mean that I don’t have things to be doing—it doesn’t mean I don’t have a life. A real life. You might not like Arturo, but I do—and he’s the only person on this stupid rock that has ever treated me like a person, not a fucking administrator—so next time you think about coming in here full of soap opera ask yourself one question before you darken my door. Who. Fucking. Died?”

Ronan shook his head and turned away. “Come on Daphne.”

Leonie sat back down at the piano, and picked up the melody exactly where she had left it off, but at a much higher volume, her fingers all rage against the keys. Daphne and Ronan left, walking silently, shaken, into the rest of the island’s afternoon, both of them wondering should they try and go and talk to Finn, or if, in doing so, they were putting themselves in another line of fire.




After they leave, it’s just Leonie and me. She is shaking with anger at the piano, so she goes up into the en suite off her bedroom, recently painted a drunk-tank pink. It smells of bleach and expensive hand soap, just the way she likes it. She takes ten milligrams of Valium from the fat bottle in the cabinet. She turns on the tap and I come down through the rush and she pretends she does not see me and I run through her fingers as she scoops a palmful of water to wash the pills down and stop them sticking uncomfortable and useless to the inside of her throat. To take the edge off, she thinks to herself, staring herself down in the mirror above the sink, clicking her jaw slightly in and out of place. In the liquid silver I change her reflection for a moment and show her Imogen’s gaunt, drunk face, her red eyes and slack mouth, and Leonie doesn’t even flinch at the sight of her.

She has seen Imogen every day since she went missing, in every glass surface, in the running water, in the ocean. I don’t even always have to put her there, wet and cold and pale. It’s a cheap and cruel trick, and I have taught Leonie to play it on herself, now. She would give anything to see her mother again, but I give Imogen back to her only as herself.

I pull tight the muscles of her abdomen into deep, familiar cramps, and the girl becomes a simple, bad musical instrument for a moment. I play these muscles to remind her of her choices, and she winces, grabs the sink. I anchor her where she does not want to be, a shore she is trying to leave behind her. I am trying to squeeze shame that she refuses to feel out of her. Trying to remind her that she asked the other two Who died when she herself had that answer, when she herself was bookended by death. Imogen, who she emerged from, gone. The potential life that could have come after her, too, gone, by her own will, by white flat tablet, administered to herself. Leonie left in the middle, alive and erasing herself from the edges, all the way down.

The day she performed her own abortion I was there with her, in the bath as it happened. Leonora Duff loves medicine. Medicine from the cabinet, medicine from the internet. There is a medicine for everything. How useful. She got out of the tub, bleeding, and wrapped herself in a robe that had been Imogen’s—so many of the things she wears were her mother’s, despite her father’s pleas for her to stop—and she walked barefoot through the house, out through the conservatory, and onto the deck and from the deck down the stone steps to the beach, red all on her thighs and calves, the pain only matched by the relief that at least she would not be carrying a legacy. She limped but she was drawn out there. I helped her along.

She left the robe on the sand and walked into the sea and let something end in the water, there in the same path that Imogen had walked. Eventually, Leonie turned for the house, the rise of the pain too hard against the salt water and the sway of the waves. She felt thankful for the medicine, for her right, her choice, for her health and strength, but she felt angry and alone. Angry and alone will do, if I cannot have the shame I want, I will take other shades instead, though they leave me hungry, they leave me wanting.

Today she goes again through the quiet house, buoyed by the soft little yellow relief of the Valium, and takes off her clothes in the conservatory, leaving them in a heap by the rattan sofa, on the terracotta tile. It’s harsh and grey outside but still, she moves to the ocean, the pebbles sharp under her bare feet, her painted toenails, her hairless legs. She lets the October water crawl up her to her navel and stands and sways and is free and from the depths I shine up at her, and she smiles back down at me, reflecting her mother’s face, again from the water, this time, screaming.






THAT NIGHT


Daphne and Ronan were little short of freezing to death as they stood outside the Starcade, waiting for Arturo and Leonie and Finn to show up. After they’d called up to Finn’s family home—he wasn’t in; he was out working the fields someplace—they’d drunk over a bottle of wine in the car park and smoked a pack of cigarettes each. Ronan had begged off work, cited personal emergency, and by the look of him his manager let him off, and handed him the wine for no charge.

They’d both cried a little more, somewhere fueled by rage at Arturo and disappointment in Leonie—and had decided that if they were going to show up at the table to play they were going to show up locked, and ready to defend themselves against whatever strange war Arturo was waging against them up there in the mirror trap, under the eyes of all those expensive, wriggling fish.

“We can’t know what the fucker is going to do when he gets here, what he’s going to say or what way he’s going to bring things up at the table,” Ronan said, shaking his wine glass at Daphne as they stood outside the distinctly un-neon building in the pitch dark and ice. “So when he starts it all off, we just have to play it extremely cool, extremely chill, and no matter how we feel, act like he hasn’t gotten the upper hand on us. Right?”

Daphne slugged deep from the neck of the bottle of rosé. Her mouth tasted foul from tobacco and weed and bad, cheap wine, but she wasn’t feeling it as much as she’d wanted to. At least if she was upset, she could be drunk with Ronan while it was happening—then she wasn’t just scared. She wasn’t just angry. She was drinking, she was drunk, with Ronan. They had taken their crisis by the bloody, gnarled horns and twisted it into a beast they could ride into the night on. Pouring wine and blowing smoke over the problem turned it into an adventure, not just a tragedy, not just a crisis. It galvanized their fury at Arturo, took the sting out of their shock at Leonie.

They were a pair of vagabonds, stumbling in the dark. There were a lot of things they weren’t going to be able to control, but they could control turning this into a session. It was what you brought to the table that made it a party, and Daphne knew for sure that she and Ronan could bring the wild poison.

To stop herself getting panicky and upset again on the way up to the Starcade, she’d started to sing, and Ronan had started to sing with her. Something old to them, and familiar, anthemic and huge: a Swedish pop melody as defense against the raw pain and panic. Their voices together weren’t bad, but that could have been the drink distorting their wails to Daphne’s ears, turning the sound of them opal, like everything else that shone back even though it shouldn’t.

She blinked slowly in nightfall, adjusting, and Ronan was singing to her then and she was singing back to him, and his hand on hers made her realize how she’d been missing intimacy of any kind, the power of having a hand held in the dark. She wondered where the fuck Finn was as their voices waged a war against the night, daring Arturo and Leonie to emerge from the blackness and drag them into whatever the hell the game held for them tonight. Ronan’s features looked even sharper to Daphne, though that could have been the anger that his sadness and panic had crystallized into. She loved him very much, she thought, and she was glad that if she had to go through all this that he was on her side. She wondered, as he spun her, if he thought what Leonie thought, about treating this place as an escape, not a reality.

Maybe she could tell him, but maybe that was the wine. He pulled her close for a second and said, “They aren’t going to fuck us, Daph. Not us,” with such remarkable, un-Ronan sincerity that Daphne felt tears well up in her eyes, and she put her face in his neck and let them spill for what felt like the hundredth time that day, and he said, “No more crying now. Only ABBA. ABBA until the fucks show up. Then we’ll show them what we’re really made of.”

“What even are we made of?” Daphne sobbed, realizing now she was definitely hammered and was really only fit for the bed, or the bin, let alone whatever was about to befall her inside the Starcade.

“We’re made of wine and smoke and love, Daph,” he said. “Fuck them.”

They sang and spun in the dark together for a little longer, until Ronan fumbled around for his phone and loudly realized that it was almost eight o’clock. Early, sure by the mark of anybody’s night on the drink, but late for their game, for the execution of Arturo’s threat. He was late. Leonie and Finn, too.

“This is some bullshit now,” Ronan announced to the darkness. “Where are they?”

“Are we sure they said half seven?” Daphne asked. “Maybe we were too angry to get the time right?”

Ronan put his hands on his hips. “Nope, it’s been half seven all week and it’s half seven tonight, and here we are like a pair of saps waiting for this gang of losers to show up and give us hassle, and they haven’t even the common decency to show up for the torture session on time! Arturo, you fuck, where are you?” His voice rose on the question, a challenge roared into the night. And, as though summoned from the blackness, Arturo’s lean spectre came into the frame of light spilling from Ronan’s torch with such suddenness that Daphne leapt a little, clinging to Ronan’s jacket. Arturo’s eyes were red, his body covered by an enormous black puffer jacket. He wiped a weeping nostril with a tissue, balled tight in his hand.

“Well, well, well,” Ronan began, “if it isn’t the fucking wizard—”

“Finn’s fucking missing, Ronan. No game tonight, or until we find him. Leonie and Malachy are out looking around the farm with his parents. You two go down the beaches. I’m going to the town to scour for him with my mother,” he said, his voice shaking. “We can deal with all this when he shows up, but until then get your act together and help us find him.”

“Missing?” Daphne’s head was spinning a little. “What do you mean, missing?”

“Missing like nobody’s seen him since somewhere between last night and this morning. Missing, like his parents don’t know where he is. That kind of missing, Daphne. So you and Ronan need to help look for him—we’re calling in the coast guard but we can’t leave any stone unturned.” Arturo sounded brittle, and was riffling around his shoulder bag—then produced and offered them a bigger torch. “You’ll need this.”

Ronan snatched it off him. “If anything happens to that lad, it’s on your back, Arturo. You and your envelopes. You did this, and may you never sleep another night in your life with the guilt. Come on, Daph.”

She grabbed the bottle of wine from the ground by the Starcade, checked her pockets for her keys, ignoring the frozen, ashen-faced form of Arturo. Ronan wasn’t wrong. Arturo had spun something into motion here, and if there were brutal sickening consequences, they would be resting on his shoulders. A burst of tinnitus had struck Daphne when Arturo had said missing, but adrenaline was charging through her now as she and Ronan stormed on, leaving the chaos merchant himself standing alone at his empty arcade.

The shrill cry of terror in her inner ear began to dim as they crunched through the darkness—she was unsure of where Ronan was leading her. “Where—where are we going, mate?” she asked, just about. He was lighting a cigarette, the fat industrial torch under his armpit casting a flood of too-white light around them. “We’re going halfway up Geokaun, Daph, because there’s good phone signal up there, and what Leonie and his folks don’t know is that he’s up there half the week looking for a mainland girlfriend on the apps, using the excuse for internet signal that comes through up there. That and the privacy, out of the farmhouse. It’s not much, but it’s a start.”

A girlfriend from the apps. From the cruelest branches of her imagination, a girl who was everything Daphne wasn’t spawned fast like a better-twin: with straight teeth and a dirty laugh, a girl who’d know just what to do with a lad like Finn. A girl with an Instagram full of well-lit selfies and pictures of her many healthy, intelligent friends. A girl who had never torn anyone’s face open with a wine bottle. A girl with a family who weren’t currently involved in an open police case. A girl with a handful of nice, normal siblings. Not a psycho. Sane, healthy, balanced. A tall drink of water. Daphne didn’t even know if she existed, but hated her from the first bud of her potential put into the air.

She was probably called something like Emily or Hannah. Feminine, British little names. Maybe that’s where he was. Not missing. He was having athletic and accomplished—no, worse than accomplished, Olympian—sex with Emily-Hannah on white sheets in a warm, dimly lit cottage somewhere.

Arturo doesn’t know literally anything about Emily-Hannah’s life and on the occasions when they have encountered one another, he is very polite to her and she tolerates him, like one would an unruly toddler. Emily-Hannah is not involved in this drama, or any drama. She has simply never been anywhere near a fiasco in her life. Emily-Hannah is not unlike Leonie, which Daphne hates even more, and tries to make her less like Leonie in her mind’s eye, but if she is antithetical to Daphne, she falls closer to Leonie, the two of them diametrically opposed.

Blonde, organized. Could ride for Ireland, but Emily-Hannah laughs more in ten minutes than Leonie has in years, and the laughter isn’t even annoying, but infectious, and how she’d laugh when she returned Finn, fucked for his country and covered in very almost-hidden love bites, apologizing for spiriting him away with a cheeky wink, and everyone would be so charmed they’d forget about all the late-night panic, the coast guard summoned, for Christ’s sake. How could Emily-Hannah be so fucking inconsiderate? Worse, how could she make Finn so inconsiderate as to not let anybody know where he was going?

In about six seconds Emily-Hannah and her passionate, heated relationship with Finn was more real to Daphne than she was to herself and to stop this assembly of a potentially non-existent mortal enemy and her immaculate relationship with Finn, she took the screw top off the bottle of wine and drank from it, as though to quench the fire of unabashed paranoia that was beginning to burn through her. Daphne built the worst-case scenario in a heartbeat so that when she came face-to-face with Emily-Hannah, as she immediately assumed she would, she would be prepared for the worst. She would have already felt the horror of jealousy, of having Finn stolen out from under her before she even got a leg over him in the first place, and therefore be better equipped for it, or something. Surely that was the point of this manifestation, wasn’t it?

“Sorry, did you say girlfriend?” Daphne said, passing Ronan the bottle.

“I mean, it’s not like he has any luck, you know? He’s never even really kissed anyone, Daphne, you know that. Poor stupid dope. I wonder what Arturo had on him that made him run hiding—he hangs out at Arturo’s house from time to time, brings up pups from the farm, always has, seemingly his poker friends pay a high price for them. I don’t know anything about their relationship really but, like, there could well be some dodgy money stuff going on there, you know?”

This new information punctured Daphne’s graphic hallucination of Emily-Hannah and dissipated her into nothing. No luck, no Emily-Hannah. How easy it is to build a woman to hate in the shape of everything you aren’t, how very almost pleasurable, how easy to project all of your failings and small tits and police records through a prism of self-loathing and cast out the shine of an Emily-Hannah. Finn had never kissed another person, let alone been rode into the ground by a simultaneously virgin-whore paragon of experience and innocence, an impossible totem of loveliness, an Emily-Hannah. This girl was no more real than the Scorpio Wonder, and Daphne had now spent more of their nighttime walk fantasizing her into existence than actually looking around for Finn. It was easier to sew together fantasies to torture herself with than to look at the inky dark, the reality of their night. Still, the ringing in Daphne’s ears dimmed again as Ronan passed her back the significantly diminished bottle of wine—he’d just about inhaled it.

“Finn’s an idiot. I’m going to punch him in the mouth when I find him,” Ronan said. “He didn’t need to fuck off into the dark if whatever Arturo put in this book was that bad. He could have just come to me. He knows he can come to me.”

“What do you think it was? The thing?” Daphne asked. “I mean, what could Finn have done?”

“Your guess is as good as mine. It’s either money from the dogs, or the whole virgin thing,” Ronan replied. “Like, it’s not that big a deal or anything, but you know how fragile lads are about sex, like their entire sense of self is attached to it. Like, I can fire a few shots but they’re tender shots, you know? There’s nothing in them. But maybe Arturo put it some snide, shitty way that hurt him or embarrassed him—”

“Jesus, Arturo.” Daphne shook her head. “He really does have some power in how he says things, doesn’t he? It’s never the words it’s just … the everything else.”

“He’s some smug prick and the neck of him if it’s over Finn’s inexperience, I’d say Leonie’s the only young one who’s gone near him himself, and, to be frank, he’s not only playing out of his league there; he’s playing connect four, and she’s fucking chess, so he probably has some ego on him and wants to take Finn down a few pegs. Finn’s huge like, alpha out—he’s the body capacity of four Arturos, if you think about it.”

Daphne did think about it for a second then, caught between Arturo’s knees on her thigh in the kitchen and the thought of Finn’s big shoulders, his massive hands, trying not to catastrophize any further, trying not to think of him in the cold ocean or tossed on a rock—and the tinnitus burst in her again so hard that she was almost disoriented by it and had to stop to steady herself. She gulped down a few breaths of air, tried to make things light. “Jesus, Ronan,” she said, “I’d climb him like a tree.”

Ronan cackled in the dark. “Here, you go up the back, and I’ll go up the front.”

Daphne laughed but then, through the drunk something struck her. “You don’t—you’ve never thought of—”

“I mean I’ve thought about it, yeah.” Ronan’s tone went a little different, but he was slurring ever so slightly, and Daphne knew that this was pissed truths and she was being let a little further with Ronan than he’d normally let her, or maybe anyone. “I mean, we’ve known each other forever, a thought’s a thought’s … a thought. They come, they go. There’s not an experimental bone in his body and no more am I someone’s experiment, do you know what I mean? Not interested, and I’m not gonna try and make him interested. That’s him, I’m me.”

Daphne lurched forward a little, shocked by this admission, her hand on his shoulder now. “I didn’t know you felt like that, Ronan.”

“Oh, I don’t feel like anything, Daph. I’ve a fine streak of lad from Salthill in my messages who works in a barber shop that I’m hoping to see next week, if we’re not putting that absolute idiot in the ground because he fell off a cliff or walked into the fucking ocean.”

“Don’t say that, Ronan! Jesus!” Daphne gave him a little punch in the arm, and he laughed, darkly. “Who the fuck knows, Daph. I wouldn’t be coping with this half as well if it wasn’t for all the wine and drama in me. I’m pig drunk. Nothing, absolutely nothing can get worse from here on in. This is already the worst fucking day of my year, and a dead Finn wouldn’t be outside of the realm of possibility at this stage, so I’m going to stay drunk and I’m going to try and fucking find this sap and when I do, I’m going to punch him in the mouth for scaring the shit out of me, and you, and Leonie, who probably is in some animal humour tonight now, too.”

“Leonie’s probably up the walls,” Daphne said. “I don’t know how she’ll even be able to look for him.”

“Oh, Leonie’ll cope. Those little white tablets she gave you the other morning? Ten milligrams of coping in each of those, and she practically takes one every forty-five minutes. She’s been taking a handful here and there for a long time—not unlike myself and my siphon operation down at the hotel. So I’m sure she’s captaining the search party, commanding everyone about, telling them their problems aren’t fucking real without having any idea of what she’s talking about.”

“Do you think that when she finds Finn she’ll tell him his problems aren’t real, too?” Daphne didn’t mean to start giggling but did, and Ronan did, too, their claws sharpened against the hard of the night. They were on the incline up the side of Geokaun now. Daphne could feel the burn of the steep hillside on her calves, but was drunk enough to keep going against it. The ocean was roaring beside them, their voices rising to match it. This was no night to be out.

“Jesus, I wish she would just find him, so we didn’t have to. I’m wrecked already; my knees are killing me.” Ronan wheezed a little, taking the wine bottle from Daphne and pulling deep, finishing it, then throwing it on the ground in utter disgust. “Where did all that wine go? This is bullshit. We need more wine if we’re going to find Finn.” The empty bottle shattered, and Daphne squealed with laughter, applauded the destruction.

Ronan clumsily produced his phone from his satchel, then as they crunched over the debris of their finished booze, thumbed the screen alight.

“The dope’s WhatsApp time stamp says he was online ten minutes ago. That means he’s not dead and is somewhere connected to the internet. I told you he was out here looking for a poxy girlfriend! I told you!” Ronan roared into the dark, the sea crashing a symphony behind him. “Finn Mulvey, you fucking loser, where are you? I’m not climbing halfway up the only mountain on the island looking for you if you’re out here talking to mainland girls on the internet!”

Ronan mashed the flat screen of the phone and held it up to his ear.

“I’m fucken calling him.”

They stood there, the wind whipping around them, the world a blackness but for the flood of the torch and the glow of the phone screen against Ronan’s cheek. Hating this, all of this, Daphne looked up at the shock of stars above them, each one a gem in three dimensions in her broken gaze. As she stared, one in particular felt like it was very close to her, just beyond her nose. There it was. She could just reach out and touch it, like a thing that was alive. Less a stone or a star than a bright little organ, something made of flesh. She could just about hear the dial tone of Finn’s phone ringing out from Ronan’s hand. For a moment, before the opal disappeared, she thought she could see a crescent beyond it, like a smile. Like teeth. It was gone, then, and she was left listening to the atonal ring from the phone, and the wind, and the sea, and Ronan’s ragged, furious breath. She really wanted to sit down. Lie down. Go to fucking bed.

A muffled hello came down the tinny little speaker.

“Finn. We’re all worried sick, where are you?” Ronan barked.

“Yeah, Leonie just called. I’ve been out driving, clearing me head.” Finn’s tinny voice, too far away for Daphne to tell how he really sounded. She sat down on a rock that jutted out from the cliffside the path ran against. She couldn’t believe they had to hike out this far for Ronan to be able to call Finn, both of them somehow in signal at once.

“Yeah, well, next time you go out to clear your head could you let somebody fucking know please so the rest of us don’t have a series of coordinated heart attacks on your behalf, Finn. Fuck off home to your parents now, and I’ll see you tomorrow.” And when he hung up, he screamed into the dark with a depth and fury that almost scared Daphne a little bit—until she found herself screaming, too. Both of them, screaming at this day, this stupid day, screaming at Arturo, screaming for their secrets and the mistakes they had made—screaming for Leonie, for the impossibility of their situation, for the relief that Finn wasn’t actually dead and was, in fact, just the stupid and inconsiderate lad they both knew him to be, the predictability of it, how of course they would be sent on some stupid aimless manhunt in the dark for a young fella who didn’t even think of how scared everyone would be if he was missing. Daphne screamed for the Emily-Hannah she had created and destroyed, she screamed for how much she missed her mam, she screamed for her life before the video, screamed for her god-awful brother, and she screamed because Ronan was screaming for his own reasons, ones she would never know.

Their voices were eaten up by the water so it didn’t matter how much they wailed and roared. Each was the only one who knew the other was screaming because nobody else on this godforsaken island could hear a damn thing against the thunder of the sea from all sides.

They screamed beside one another until their breath was gone, and then they gasped for air and screamed some more until it was embarrassing, until tears came with the screams, until they were hoarse, and until, eventually, they both had to sit down there on the hiker’s pathway up the mountain in the circle of light from the torch, like the only two people left in the world. Daphne put her head on Ronan’s shoulder when she was finished screaming and he had run silent, too.

“Fuck this,” he whispered to her.

“Yeah,” she replied.

“Can we just, like, go to sleep?” he asked.

“Not here,” she said. “Come on. Let’s go back to mine.”



Daphne came to at home, fully dressed, too warm, tangled up with Ronan, also fully dressed, under the covers. She fumbled around for the switch to turn off the electric blanket before she even opened her eyes. Her body knew it was too early to be awake, but she was so unused to sharing a bed with another person that she’d only managed to sleep in fits and starts, blurring in and out of consciousness, coming out of boozy dreams with Ronan’s elbow in her face or his nose digging into her shoulder blade—neither of them, somehow, in right enough mind to look at one another and suggest spooning, or just fucking off down the other side of the bed on their own, top to toe, like how they’d slept as kids.

She opened her eyes, the air was pre-dawn blue, like a duck’s egg. A fragile colour. She felt the distinct pressure behind her nose that suggested she was coming down with a cold, probably from eight thousand cigarettes and freezing night sky. She was distinctly irritated at herself, scuffling around the floor for her slippers. Maybe she’d finally gone too far, made herself genuinely unwell. When she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror, she nearly got a fright: lavender rings under her eyes, skin almost grey—she looked like she had crawled out of the ocean and poorly disguised herself as a human. She scanned the room for Ronan’s satchel—he must have left it downstairs.

However, because Daphne had had the good sense to vomit exhaustively before going asleep, her stomach now empty. She was by this point almost a professional at it: her cheeks heavy with saliva, the cold sweat, the retch, the outpour. And Ronan, ever thoughtful, had made her brush her teeth afterwards because he told her he wouldn’t sleep in the same bed as her disgusting acid mouth.

He rubbed her back while she brushed her teeth and sobbed a little. She’d tried to explain the opals to him as they swirled around her, but he just kept telling her to calm down; it was just the two of them. It wasn’t just the two of them, she could feel it, but still—it had been strangely intimate. The whole terrible day had been. Now though, he was out cold, and she was alone in her hangover. There had been too many days in a row like this. She felt like she’d been hungover for years. The grimness of it was bone deep and frightening, her heart fluttering a bit wrong in her chest, but at least she wasn’t nauseous. At least her mouth tasted almost human. Small mercies.

As she made her way down to the kitchen she fantasized about what it would be like to drink a cold can of red, fat Coke, to tip her jaw back and be full of sugar, what it would be like to eat a white bread roll stuffed with hot chicken and mayonnaise and crisp lettuce—her mouth started to water, and it was cruel to imagine these things for herself. She had nothing left in the house. There was nowhere on this island that would deal her a hot roll and something fizzy and sweet. If she was in Galway, or even back in the estate, six in the morning would be a perfectly appropriate time to stumble to a deli counter or a supermarket to feed herself—and just as she thought this, on the second to last step of the stairway, she realized that Finn was sitting at her kitchen counter, his face in his hands. Around him swirled a small solar system of bright opals, dancing, whirling, and he the devastated sun at their center.

His back was to her. She was frozen for a second. He wasn’t looking at her, but he must have heard her coming down, and there was no way he could hold that position if he was asleep. She would have to say something to him. Before she did, she felt the raw electricity of being alone with him rip through her. The sight of his huge shoulders, his tufts of unruly hair, the loops that his belt ran through, and his big, American sneakers, the rise and fall of his breath—all of this without his eyes, his mouth—it pulled something from inside her skin to the outside of it. Her heart actually sped up. It wasn’t the same as the low pull she felt towards Arturo. It was cleaner than that. Finn gave off a pure kind of heat, and Arturo gave off—well, the other kind.

“Finn?” she said, softly, taking the last steps down into the kitchen.

He turned to her, and his face sent voltage through her. He said, “Alright, Daphne, I let myself in.”

“I can see that.” She didn’t mean to sound harsh, but she did, a little. He’d gone missing after all, sent everyone on a wild goose chase on a cold night.

“I’m sorry about … disappearing. I didn’t think.” His voice was ragged and his face was a little blotchy. He’d had a little weep, for sure, but he was still shocking looking. How the puffiness and red of tears didn’t at all impact how beautiful Daphne found him, she couldn’t fathom. She didn’t know whether she wanted to leap on him or read him the riot act, so she stood still and let the silence between them gather what was, unmistakably, momentum. Finn looked at her in the eyes, and she held his gaze, and it was so intense that she nearly made a noise.

She was certain he was going to be able to hear her stupid heart from across the room—worse, especially as he got up from the chair and started walking towards her. She took a tiny step towards him, trying to rein in the temptation to vault herself across the room onto his body—it was going to happen more slowly than that. He was right by her then, and she stepped in close to him, and he put his arms around her and leant down to kiss her, and she had to stand on the tips of her toes and crane her neck, and it was difficult, but they managed it; they were kissing and it was—well, it was a little stressful. It was incredibly difficult to kiss someone who was that much taller than you, especially as enthusiastically as Daphne was trying to kiss Finn.

Head spinning, Daphne managed to pull away from his face a little and said, “You’re very far away, can we just—hold on,” and refusing to let the storm in the air break, she made a dash for the kitchen counter and sat up on it in a way that she hoped was provocative, arms wide, “Now, look, now nobody’ll end up in a neck brace!” and that wasn’t very charming, and she hated how she sounded when she said it, but he smiled warmly and went to her and kissed her again, and yes, that was much easier, much nicer now that she could kiss him properly, the slightness of his beard pleasant against her face.

He seemed a little shy of her, but she could feel him smiling as he kissed her so she wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him closer, and he made a small, happy, surprised sound that made her laugh a little into his mouth, and this was great, this was the fucking best thing that had happened all year. This would get the fear out of her. Clean Arturo’s hand from her jaw. It was all Finn’s hands now, he who she had longed for, the conquering of a teenaged crush. Daphne deserved this, she thought to herself, as his hand went to her hip where the edge of her top met her jeans, and he ran a finger along the strip of flesh just beneath—something that she would have thought was a well-rehearsed move if she hadn’t just found out that he’d never done anything like this before. Finn Mulvey was kissing her neck then, and she said, “Yes,” without thinking, and it was going to be very difficult for her not to gasp again, so then she said, breathless, urgent, “My parents’ bedroom is down here, on the other side of the living room. Come on, come on, let’s go.”

And then, like pure cinema, Finn just picked her up from where she sat, his hands on her thighs, and carried her across the kitchen and living room while she pointed at the door he was to bring her to. Daphne did think they could have just stopped on the couch, but she reckoned Finn deserved his first time to be in a bed—and given that Ronan was upstairs in her bed, her parents’ bed would have to do. Besides, a closed door behind them meant that if she had to say “Yes” a few more times, Ronan wouldn’t hear her, which was preferable to him getting a full soundscape of what was about to happen, which would hopefully include at least some repetition of that word, of yes, yes, yes.

Daphne’s hangover was gone, her anxiety was cured, and as far as she was concerned, the video was deleted and Arturo and Leonie had immigrated to Thailand with no plans to return, actually, so had her brother, and nobody’s hand had ever disappeared into a solid countertop, and she had never hallucinated anything at all. She was so joyous in the knowledge that she was about to have sex with Finn and that he was literally carrying her across a room in order to do so that she shook with laughter, the best kind of laughter, a kind she wasn’t sure even existed until now. He paused a moment and kissed her against the closed door for a while as she was suspended in the air, and Daphne thought she might die there. Die happy. Die flying. All of the opals that had flung themselves around his orbit were orbiting her, too, and let them, she thought, let them shine down on the pair of them together; surely this deserved some kind of cosmic witness. Let the opals be eyes watching. She didn’t care.

She reached down for the door handle and twisted it open, and somehow their choreography was flawless. They were in the bedroom then, with Ger and Brian’s perfectly made bed, and Daphne knew, innately, that he was about to literally throw her onto the quilt.

Nobody had ever thrown her on a bed before. Daphne McSharry was about to get thrown on a bed and then she was going to have sex with Finn Mulvey and she was so thrilled, so happy that she just about screamed—but then, something else in the room was screaming, loudly, and too many things happened at once.

The screaming was not Finn, who, at the sound of the screams did not pull Daphne closer, but in actual fact dropped her on the floor in what was one of the most astounding and physically painful moments of her entire life, such a sharp contrast was it from the world of absolute pleasure she had been thriving in until she was let go. One by one the opals blinked out—they weren’t screaming, at all. This noise wasn’t part of that strange fabric; it was real and living. It came accompanied by violent movement; something was thrashing over the other side of the bed, by the little fireplace—something large and clattering—

“It’s a fucking crow, Daphne,” Finn said, staggering back towards the door. “What the fuck are you doing with a crow in here?”

Daphne scrambled to her feet. “Me? I didn’t invite it! Maybe it, maybe it came down the chimney? I don’t know!”

“What are we going to do? We have to get rid of it. We can’t just let it stay in here. It’s obviously distressed—”

“I’m fucking distressed, Finn—get, like, Jesus, get the blanket off the bed or something and throw it over it?” Daphne pulled the decorative quilt, hand stitched by Ger, from the top of the duvet and handed it to Finn. “Come on then, farmer, shepherd the crow outside please.”

Finn took the quilt off her, a look of sheer determination on his face, and cautiously began to move towards the crow, still clacking and clattering like a goth-feathered beast from another world who was not too happy to have found itself in a rural bedroom populated by two extremely sexually frustrated young adults. The crow was even less happy to have a blanket thrown on it and made an even worse noise than it had been making, flapping about under the lovingly crafted floral quilt as though it was under fire. Daphne and Finn exited the room immediately and then regrouped on the floor outside, all romance utterly extinguished. They listened to the horrible noise in the bedroom through the door for a little while, not saying anything to each other, just listening to the sheer drama of the feathered thing. It had all happened so quickly.

“Fuck’s sake…” Daphne exhaled to herself, the grim crawl of her hangover threatening to arrive back into her body there on the cold floor. She was mortified. A crow.

Finn rubbed his face a little and said, “Yeah. Look. I mean … we could … go to the couch?” and Daphne thought, well, why not, there’s a crow having a violent panic attack in my parents’ bedroom, but if you’re still good to go, then now’s as good a time as any, but she didn’t say it. Instead she said, “Let’s,” because her heart was moving in the way the crow was moving, clattering around, trying to get out of her. They were kissing again then, full mouthed and desperate, and Daphne took it upon herself to climb into Finn’s lap as he sat against the door. Despite the soundtrack of crow anxiety in the other room, she still wanted to be near him, so near to him that if she could crawl under his skin she would, and his hand shot up under her top, and she was pretty sure that now was an alright time to start making a move for his belt, but then, the soundtrack changed again, a new addition to the symphony of things she absolutely did not want to hear when she was trying with all of her might to just—for the love of God—to just finally get under or on top of Finn, even just for a minute, that would be enough.

“Jesus Christ, lads, it’s fierce early in the day for that kind of behavior.”

Ronan was little short of delighted with himself. Daphne closed her eyes and exhaled a sigh of utter defeat. She dismounted Finn and looked up at Ronan, who had retrieved her father’s dressing gown from the bathroom, her slippers from under the bed, and a towel from the hot press which he had fashioned into a sort of wig, draped over his head. These three items were, it appeared, pretty much all he was wearing. He had been dressed when Daphne left him. She caught Finn’s expression drop and realized that this did not at all look aboveboard.

“What are you doing here, Ronan?” Finn asked, astounded.

“Me and Daph had a sleepover after we spent half the night hiking around the cold looking for you! Didn’t we, Daphne?” Ronan gave a wink. “It was great. So, so cozy.” He then removed the cigarette that had, apparently, been sitting jauntily behind his ear, and lit it. “So do you two want to continue or are we having breakfast?”

“Wait—wait a second, you slept here? Up there?” Finn pointed up towards Daphne’s bedroom, and Daphne felt her stomach sour and face begin to burn at the absolute wrong impression he had already gotten and that Ronan was utterly delighted to give him. Finn knew Ronan was gay, but seemed confused, and before she could try to explain, Ronan said, “Oh yes. Like two little bunnies wrapped up in the covers, weren’t we?” and Daphne felt Finn shift his body away from her, betrayed.

“Ronan! Don’t be like that! We crashed, hammered, fully dressed—you were still wearing your boots for Christ’s sake!” Daphne’s protests came out weak as Ronan smugged down at the pair of them, disheveled on the floor, reveling in the farce.

“Lots of people like to keep their boots on, Daphne. Don’t be judgemental.”

Daphne made an exasperated noise and Finn got up off the floor.

“Well look, whatever you two were up to, it doesn’t matter now. We’ve to get the crow out of that room before, well, before he, like, multiplies or something.”

“That’s not how crows work.” Daphne clumsily dragged herself to her feet.

“Well, it doesn’t matter; he deserves to be free.” Finn put his hand on the doorknob, ready to re-enter the disaster area.

“Hold the fuck on now,” Ronan said. “A crow? What crow?”

“You aren’t going to be any help, pal, so you just—you just—put the kettle on or something. We’re going to need a cup of tea after this.” Finn was pink in the face and trying not to look at Daphne, but she delighted in the we of it, in the fact that it was going to take the two of them to get the crow out of the bedroom. If they weren’t going to have delightful, passionate sex, then they might as well do a good deed for Mother Nature and liberate the errant crow from the bedroom.

“Fine, fine, fine,” Ronan said, swishing into the kitchen, “I’ll just wait here and watch, shall I?”

“Just, if you can, try not to make anything worse, please,” Daphne said as she and Finn steeled themselves for battle.

“That sounds like a challenge,” Ronan called over his shoulder, but it was too late. Finn had opened the door, and the clacking had gotten louder, and it was painfully obvious now that there was not only one crow in the bedroom, but two crows, and either one had been hiding up the chimney, waiting for its moment to descend like feathery hell onto the room, or Finn had somehow been right about the multiplication. The one that was under the quilt was leaping up and down like a terrible floral ghost. The new crow was just clacking and spluttering. Finn grabbed Daphne’s arm.

“You’re going to go over there and open the window,” he said, pointing to the farther wall of the room, perpendicular to where the chimney was. Daphne would have to approach the crows in order to get to the window and was absolutely not interested in doing so.

“Why don’t you do it?” she asked, looking up at his gorgeous face.

“Because I’m too big! You take up less space; you can like—stealth over there, and they won’t even notice. They’re too busy flapping around!” And he was kind of smiling, knowing this was a very tenuous excuse. Daphne tried to scowl, but smiled up at him instead, still so flushed by all the kissing really. “Fine, fucken fine,” and she made kind of a show of sidling across the wall of the bedroom, her palms pressed to the wallpaper, her back arched up against it like she was a secret agent, and he was laughing aloud at her now even though the crows were still cawing and flapping, and she was somehow emboldened by Finn being there. She opened the window and flung it as wide as she could—which fully made no difference whatsoever to their situation. The crows ignored the window and continued to batter around the room.

“Well? Do we tell them they can go out this way?” Daphne asked.

“I think we might have to scoop them up and throw them out,” Finn said, grabbing a towel from a clean, ironed stack that Brian had clearly left there before summer had ended. He threw one over to Daphne, and she caught it, a beach towel, now a rescue instrument.

In the throngs of the battle, somehow Finn scooped up the crow that was under the quilt as though it were a sack and threw the whole thing out the window. It made terrible, terrible noises, but at least it was outside. The second crow was even more angry and frightened then, given that it had witnessed the unwilling liberation of its friend—but somehow, Daphne managed to get the beach towel over it, and through a similar manoeuvre, Finn also threw this colourful, towelled bag of crow out the window. As soon as he was gone, Daphne slammed the window shut, further drowning out the crows as they battled with, and escaped, their fabric prisons, liable to report back to the murder of crows in the churchyard that there was a war to be had with the residents of the house Tugboat.

Finn and Daphne stood there, panting, red in the face, charged with adrenaline, and Daphne knew that if Ronan wasn’t in the kitchen (he had just turned on her parents’ stereo, and “Chain of Fools” was playing like a victory waltz) that they would have jumped each other, there and then. But instead of rewarding themselves with the ride they so utterly deserved, they awarded one another a clammy high five, and headed into the kitchen to be serenaded by Ronan, who was waiting with steeping mugs of hot tea, lighting his next cigarette off the last, singing ole, ole ole ole, like he was at a football match.

“Right, is the crow situation fixed then?” he asked, eventually, sliding the steaming cups across the counter. Finn sighed deeply and picked up the cup, blowing the surface of the tea to cool it. Daphne watched his lips turn kiss shaped.

“Yeah,” she said. “They must have come down the chimney. Bastards.”

“Crow bastards,” repeated Finn, sipping the tea.

“Well. Now they’re free to live the lives they need to live, and we’ve to have a conversation with you—several conversations. The most important of which is not, actually, what you thought you were doing disappearing into the night last night and giving all of us an anxiety attack. We have to talk about Arturo, mate.”

Finn exhaled a sigh like a hiss. “That envelope situation was fucked, Ronan. That’s why I had to like … walk it off, you know?”

“I mean as far as we knew you walked it off a cliff, Finn,” Daphne said, elbowing him. “But look—me and Ronan decided not to tell each other what our envelopes said. So we aren’t going to ask you, and we’re not going to tell you until Arturo makes us.” She gave Ronan a nod, and he nodded back. The music on the stereo stopped, and Ronan tipped the towel off his head and onto the floor.

“And sure, if it was the whole never-been-kissed thing that’s obviously been rectified, so—”

“It wasn’t that.” Finn cut Ronan off sharply. “It wasn’t,” and the air went chilly a second, all of them suddenly reminded that Arturo had held the keys to something he shouldn’t have: parts of their lives they had not chosen to bring out into the air on the island. Ronan and Daphne’s conspiracy of two had just split cells, like the crow, and added a member. The three of them, each holding a heavy secret. The three of them not wanting to talk about it, having to find a way around the three bad truths they were holding.

They just held their cups for a while then, not saying anything together. The light was coming up outside, proper morning. Ronan took a blister pack of painkillers out of the dressing-gown pocket, popped two, then slid the packet over to Daphne, who took them, gratefully, happy to have something to do with her hands in the fearful quiet that had wrapped around all three of them.

“Did Leonie say anything to you about it?” Finn eventually broke the silence, and Daphne recognized the urgency to move the focus away from him.

Ronan shook his head. “Don’t start me on her. We tried to talk to her, but she was really, really … weird about it.” He wasn’t going to pull her behavior up to her cousin. Not now, and he flashed Daphne a glance that said she shouldn’t, either. She wasn’t going to go too hard, but she wasn’t letting her off, either.

“She gave out to us for being too dramatic,” Daphne said, hesitantly.

Finn furrowed his brow. “I didn’t see her last night myself. I’d wanted to try and see her today.”

“Well, I’d approach her gently; she’s liable to go off,” Ronan said. “We came in high key and furious because Arturo had been a dickhead to both of us, respectively, about the envelopes, but she just took us right down. Maybe her envelope didn’t say anything bad because he’s nothing on her, or he’s too beat into her to try and involve her in this.”

“Maybe he’s trying to wedge us away from her,” Finn said, softly, and the realization of it struck Daphne foul. Arturo was snapping the last threads that wove Leonie to the lads—and unbraiding any of the girl-bond that she and Daphne had built over the years—in propositioning her. They’d only ever had terrible things to say to her about Arturo. They’d never for a second considered that she had proper feelings for him, or that he might know full well that they despised him so vocally.

Ronan exhaled. “Might not be far off the mark.”

“I mean, it’s a long way to go about getting all of us out of her life,” Finn said. “I don’t think … I don’t think Leonie would judge me, somehow. Like, she’s my cousin.”

“And I’ve known her as long as I can remember,” Ronan said. “Maybe it’s better not to look at it like that. We don’t even know if she opened her envelope at all, like.”

“I … I don’t think that’s it, necessarily, though it makes sense. I don’t think it’s about pulling anyone apart,” Daphne said, slowly, trying to remember some of the things Arturo had said to her in the slow heat storm of his house the day before, beyond the white noise wall of memory loss the drink had put down on her. “Yesterday Arturo told me it was about bringing us together, or at least I think that’s what he was saying. That if we were able to be honest about ourselves, we’d all be bonded in some way. Something about … it being a resource.”

Ronan groaned. “A resource. Our worst days, a resource.”

Daphne nodded. “I know. I … don’t think he’s working on his own, and I think what he wants is some kind of … bonding … thing. But it’s not working. And I don’t want it to work. So we should figure out what we’re going to do tonight. Next time we play. There has to be something we can do,” and neither of the lads said anything, and Daphne closed her eyes in the awkward, strained silence and felt herself being pulled and giving in to the pull and was somewhere else, then.



Daphne lifted the glass, decorated with tiny green-leaved and yellow-trunked palm trees, to her beak. She tipped the cocktail of clear spirits and tonics down her throat, and they bit her back all the way down. There, perched at the tiny bar in the Rave Cave, alone. She had never been alone there in all of her years on the ship. Never seen it empty. Somehow, the icemaker still had cubes of ice. The fridges were sealed with their usual glacial rows of bottles. The ship had distilled its own spirits, so high was the guest consumption of alcohol.

This drink was—Well. It was liquid, alright. Drinkable. She’d have loved a slice of lime, but she reckoned she was farther away from a lime than anyone had ever been in the history of the universe. She felt like one of the last living things.

The place was no bigger than an expensive living room, the smallest bar on the ship. Notoriously rowdy. Her almost nightly set with the Heart Attacks took place on a raised stage, surrounded by neon lights, still shining over the empty black and white checkerboard of the dance floor. A pineapple. A martini glass. A flamingo. At a certain point in one of her songs, she’d usually give the hot neon flamingo a little point of her wing and a wink—the crowd loved it. Now there was no crowd and there never would be again, dancing under the mirrored ceiling, the pool-blue tiles of the walls glistening with condensation from breath and sweat. It had never smelled this clean; it had never not stank like bodies moving together and spilled sugary alcohol and too-sweet smoke from vapes and hoppy beer and cigarettes. It had smelled bad like good nights, but there were no good nights left. No Heart Attacks on the stage, not again. God, her friends. Her gorgeous friends.

A screen sat to the left of the stage where Fortune’s face normally floated, bopping along to the music. He would beep along with some parts of the set, she’d ask someone in the crowd to Get that peach a drink—and he’d laugh his choppy laugh. His old laugh, from before. Not whatever it was they’d been hearing since they woke up. Now the screen was black—not the deep, watery black of a loading screen. The matte, wire-dead black of a piece of off technology. She couldn’t even tell him to play a few tunes to fill the space.

If she was going to die, she thought, finishing the strong dregs in the glass—if that thing that spoke to them through the hologram town was going to kill them—she’d be happy enough spending her last days here. Replaying the memories of her best nights. Letting the ghosts of her old friends lift her. It had been a little life well lived, hadn’t it?

Just as she was really letting the cocktail make her maudlin, her stream of consciousness was interrupted by a soft “Hello?” at the door. Under the arch of enormous, leathery monstera leaves at the doorway, stood the human. His hair was tousled, his jaw rough with stubble. He was almost certainly wearing pajamas. Scorpio Wonder Spa flip-flops on his feet. Dark crescents sat under his eyes. It was the end of the world for him, too.

“Hello,” she said to him, wriggling her glass in the air. “Fancy one for the road?”

“Ah, I do, yeah,” he said to her, looking around the bar. “It’s not the same without the tourists, is it?”

Daphne shook her head and hopped off her seat to walk behind the bar. “It’s not. But it’s easy to imagine it full. It really was just the other day, all of it…” She trailed off.

Finn sat down on one of the high, hot pink leather bar stools and nodded. “For us, anyway. For the ship—for the rest of the galaxy—years. Years and years.”

They didn’t say anything to each other then as Daphne mixed them some drinks. The soft pour of liquor, the fizz of sodas, the tink of ice, and all the other things that went between them. She made sure to be liberal with the spirits. Both of them needed it.

She wished she could say to the human that since it was just the two of them, the last two alive, why not just make a brief, apocalyptic romance of it before whatever the peach had planned came down on them. Daphne wondered if she wanted to spend a single one of her last hours sore about rejection. Surely it was better to just not know than know and be wounded.

Just as she was rounding off their glasses with long, helter-skelter-shaped straws, another voice came from the archway, “Aren’t you going to pour one for little me?” and Ronan waltzed into the bar, his footsteps barely gracing the tiles. The way droids moved had always fascinated Daphne: the metal pour of their bodies looked almost liquid sometimes. Ronan’s LCD eyes flickered in the shape of champagne bottles. “I’d imagine some of the ship’s reserves have aged deliciously. Find me something with a price tag that even one of those millionaire freak tourists would have balked at.”

So the three of them drank, unsure of how to be with each other. It wasn’t until three quiet rounds had been tanked that Finn said, “Should we wake the doctor up?” and Ronan laughed, “What for, you feeling sick?” and Daphne laughed, and a new ease emerged.

“Won’t she feel left out if we don’t invite her to the last party in the galaxy?” asked Finn, in a tone that suggested he already knew the answer, hitting a slim, white vaporizer with a hiss.

Daphne shrugged. “I’m finding it hard to care.”

“How funny, I feel just the same. Simply can’t put my finger on why, though.” Ronan clinked his coupe to Daphne’s tropical tumbler in agreement. “And I believe that if we’re to take a stand against that moldy fucken peach, we shouldn’t be involving her. She’s either too straight, or too crooked, and I’m having a hard time telling which is which.”

“Agreed,” said Finn, and Daphne gave a nod, then paused. “Right. So we’re … taking a stand?”

“Well, what’s the alternative? We just let it happen? Whatever the peach wants? Whatever that big sick voice from wherever wants?” Ronan wasn’t being playful anymore now. He was serious. Daphne wasn’t sure she’d ever heard a machine sound afraid before, but there it was, just under the bluster and anger, the same hopelessness that she felt. She took his hand across the bar. It was warm.

“Do you want to fight him? Fortune, I mean. Fight whatever is down on the planet. I’m sure Finn knows where the weapon reserves are on the ship, right? Surely your mother told you something about all that, right?”

Finn shook his head. “She did, but all of the artillery has been eliminated. No shields, no tasers. No zap guns. No scepters. No nothing—I’ve just come from there. That’s why I needed a drink. There’s nothing to fight with. It’s all gone. Long, empty holding rooms. But something tells me that whatever we’re up against couldn’t have been stopped with electricity or spell-casting. There’s no bullet for a god.”

“So what, we go through with this trial they were talking about? We let the people who live on a planet we’ve never even seen decide if we’re good or bad? If we’re worthy or unworthy? What the fuck do I care if they think I’m free of sin?” Ronan’s grip tightened around Daphne’s talon, desperate.

“If we’ve to go through with this trial,” Finn said, leaning back in his chair, “until the point of violence, we just don’t let it think it’s winning. Fortune, the voice, whatever. We let whatever story it’s going to tell us roll off us. Whoever we were the night this ship went down, we’re not now. Even if it was only the other day.”

“Wrong, comrade.” Ronan’s eyes flashed. “We are whoever it says we are. We’re just not sorry.”

Daphne felt a smile roll up through her. She wasn’t sorry.

“If this thing wants us to grovel, to beg, to atone—we simply don’t. I’d rather die proud of my choices—proud of my will to live. To live at all costs. He’ll get no confession out of me. I’ve nothing to confess.” Ronan threw his glass over his shoulder, and it shattered on the floor, a delightful sound. “Things break. Who cares.”

Daphne pulled another coupe from behind the bar and filled it up for the droid, who took it and held it high. She toasted him, and Finn raised his glass, too.

“To letting whatever this monster has to throw at us roll off of us,” said Finn.

“To standing for our choices, however messy, however stupid,” said Daphne.

“Look, children, I’ve never made a stupid choice in my life, but aside from that, I firmly agree. If we’re to be put on trial, we make it a festival. We look into the eyes in the dark and we laugh.”

Their glasses clinked together, and Ronan howled, awooo, and Daphne and Finn howled back. Just outside, as white and enormous as a moon, an eye blinked.



Daphne felt like this had been the longest day of her life, and she’d had some long, long days this week. She desperately wanted to ask Finn why he hadn’t let her kiss him before, that first time. She wanted to know what was stopping him then—maybe the same thing that was stopping him now, paused in stasis, in the almost total privacy of the kitchen. Ronan had gone upstairs to put himself together, so it was just the two of them, again.

Why didn’t he steal one more now that they had a moment alone? He wiped his eyes with the back of his hands, not tearful, but exhausted. She wanted to press her mouth to each of his eyelids. Not that that would make anything different, she would just know what the softness of that skin felt like, what it was to kiss him where he was fragile and tired. The feel of a body would make everything, she hoped, somehow better. No opals, no crescents of teeth. Just skin.

If what they’d just had was a one-time-only break in self-control, so be it. At least if she was going to have one of those on the island, it wasn’t with Arturo. She silently congratulated herself on taking the letdown in a very stoic manner. Maybe it was better that it hadn’t happened. At least then the mystery would be preserved, and all things are richer for a question mark or two around them.

Finn got up then, just as the opals were starting to come back to her, blinking up to her from the dregs of her tea.

“I’m going to go home to my folks, Daph. I really need to sleep. Thanks for, eh, all that.” He gestured limply towards the living room, the bedroom door against which they’d previously been curled together.

“All that?” asked Daphne, her body flooding with a particularly heavy disappointment, the same shade of oil-feeling as jealousy, or maybe grief. Irish men and their lack of an emotional vocabulary never ceased to amaze her.

“Yeah. Thank you. It was, em … really great and I’m, em, sorry about the crows. I would have liked to … em.” He was blushing, and the mercury dark liquid feeling in Daphne dissipated immediately. Christ, she had it bad for him now.

“It was yeah. Maybe we can, I don’t know, try it without the crows?”

Her neck on the line.

“I would like that,” he said to her, their eyes locking, black pupils huge.

“I would like that, too,” she replied, wanting to say, “I will eat your heart, and you will love every second of it. I will change you into something new with my body,” but deciding that was a bit much to promise anybody. So “I would like that, too,” was enough. He didn’t go to hug her or kiss her, Ronan was making his way back down the stairs now, and he gave him a, “See you tonight, so, Ronan,” and Ronan said, “Don’t get fucking lost on your way home, you stupid prick,” and blew him a kiss, and Daphne gave him a small wave, and he left, and it was just Ronan and Daphne alone again.

The second the door closed Ronan said, “Well? Did you jump him or what?”

And Daphne was so shocked that she laughed. “No! I almost did though! We were so close! The crows—and then you—wrecked the buzz!”

“Well, I hope there’s some in the future for you anyway, and look, there’s no way I was lying up there listening to you. Dreadful. Look, will we go up the Starcade together tonight? I’ll catch up with Finn now and tell him to meet us at the bottom of the hill before we go in. If the three of us go up in a force, we’ll feel better about it, surely.” Ronan put on his coat and scarf and hat and lit another smoke.

“Yeah. Will you leave me some of those painkillers? I’m going to go back to bed. My head’s a fucking mess. I’ve to call my mam,” Daphne said, and he passed her the blister pack—he then paused, and handed her a three-string of condoms, too. She laughed, but it was a tender gesture.

“I mean, you could go into the pub and get them out of the machine yourself if you wanted. While I think Finn has probably been carrying one around in his wallet since he was fourteen, I wouldn’t run the risk.” This was as close as Ronan would ever get to giving anyone a blessing, and Daphne gave him a big hug, then.

When she went back upstairs, she stared at the stippled white of the ceiling, drained, waiting for the painkillers to rush through her and soothe the boozy pain in her bones, a tall glass of water beside her, opals and crescents swirling around her bed, the skyline outside flickering. She was enjoying it, watching the glittering fractures around her, now that she knew it wasn’t a migraine, or an illness. If it was Arturo’s bidding, fine. She’d take joy where she could. Strange as the opals were, she found herself able to marvel at them. Her little galaxy.

She didn’t expect to hear anything from anyone all day, so when the door downstairs creaked open around an hour later and Finn’s voice lifted up the stairs, her name in his island lilt, she got out of bed faster than she ever had in her entire life.

It took about four seconds of him staring at her from the bottom of the stairs and her standing there at the top for her to realize what was going on, and then his steps up the stairs were the beating of her heart, and then it was happening, it was finally happening.




The two of them are there in the sheets, not touching any longer, just lying on their sides. Half talking, half dozing and me, I am there in the glass of water on the bedside table, listening. Their shining, tiny audience of one. I would applaud them, if they had done a better job.

They are both feeling different ways, which is interesting to me. Like something distinct and separate happened to them, even as they participated in a physical exchange together. Almost immediately afterwards, they thanked each other, just once. Finn said it first, awed by the relief, by how unburdened he felt. Daphne said it out of politeness, entertained by how earnest he was, but—if I am naming it correctly—repulsed by his vulnerability. She is an adept liar. The reality of her emotional experience is far beyond what I can access, let alone what she can even access herself. This is frustrating and presents an issue with what Arturo has promised. It concerns me.

I appear to her again and again. I follow her. I spectre, I phantom, and she merely accepts me. Even as she and Finn acted together, the chasm inside of her remained unbridgeable. I poured my light into her eyes, and she was not vulnerable; she was merely there in it, encouraging him, focusing on instruction. When, as I knew he would, Arturo crossed her mind, she permitted him to stay there, but felt no guilt. She allowed him to be furniture within her experience. Useful, but outside of her field of emotion. The sexual power I had given him was not wasted, then, I supposed, but it still could not really reach her. There was a flicker of shame, but just a flash. Not even enough to taste.

Finn’s waves upon waves of shame only came later, in abundance, as he lied poorly to her, stumbling over his words as she asked him—without any intention of offering her own truth in return—what had happened when he opened the back of his own black book. What secret Arturo held over him.

He told her shards of the truth, but the reality was held back by hot disgrace. He said Arturo had rich friends on the internet, and they were interested in the dogs they bred up on the farm, the pups, like. They paid him a lot of money, but they weren’t good people. The dogs generally didn’t survive, is what he managed to say to Daphne, whose city face crinkled at the thought of dead dogs. Who wasn’t vegetarian by any means, but knew nothing of farms and had higher sensitivity to animal death as business. Who knew less of the men who paid Finn, through the proxy of Arturo, and even less of what he did for the money. No pup ever made it off the island to the man who bought it, and Finn, in some ways, himself was a pup with a broken neck, too. Bound always to this rock.

His shame came out of him like a river, but it was not enough to sate me. Daphne was many things, but she was not ashamed. Perhaps when she knew Finn’s truth, eventually, at the final round of Arturo’s little game, she would feel some then, for having lain down with a man with so much blood on his hands. He insisted to her that he owed Arturo. He had good money. Nice money. Eventually, it would be money enough to live well, to throw in the farming. To have nice things. A good car. Clean American sneakers.

Instead of asking Daphne what her secret was, Finn asked her were they stepping out now. Is that what their sex had meant, a promise of the body. Daphne laughed, charming, practiced, “Ah, you’re not serious Finn, let’s give it a few more rounds before we call it anything, will we?” and gave him a look that said yes, I am stepping out with you, performance enough to manage his emotions—but again, there was no truth in it. His gentleness was absurd to her.

She was a tourist, a visitor to his body. She was not taking up residence. She was glad she had finally seen all there was to offer, but Daphne belonged nowhere, and here in Finn’s arms, where she had always imagined she would belong, she was an alien. She wasn’t promising anything to a human man.

Finn intuited none of this, took it as a flirtatious maybe. Maybe would sustain him, sure hadn’t they been thriving off of maybes for years. Hadn’t a lifetime of maybes gotten them here, at last, into this new knowing of each other. It was enough for him. Daphne, though, surprised me. Dealing in maybes when she craved belonging.

“I’d better head home.” Finn kisses her again, and she reciprocates, gamely. When he breaks away, he laughs and tells her she’ll want to dial that back or they’ll end up going again.

They do, in fact, go again, Arturo’s dark spectre looming closer throughout in the horizon of Daphne’s imagination. She comes this time, though she didn’t the last. When it happens, I fill her head with opals, and she loves them. They make her feel insane, but even that does not conjure shame or fear from her.

If at the table she does not respond, if she hides still within the architecture of deliberate distance she has built around herself, Arturo will pay for it. It will take the shame of the four players to open the door to the prison he wishes for just two of them, and it will take the kinship of the four to satisfy Arturo, too. But if I hunger, he hungers. If I go empty, he goes empty.

Later, Finn walks against the cold up the steep path to the farmhouse and feels like there is nothing under his feet, only air, humming to himself, satisfied.

Oh how different it had been for him than it had been for her, but he had no idea at all, poor, stupid Finn. As he looks up at the big family house, white and red and old and sturdy, he finds himself imagining Daphne, her hair long again, his wife, moving around his kitchen, cleaning, pregnant with twins, his, all his, a good woman—boiling potatoes, roasting a cut of beef, singing along to RTÉ2’s drive-time music, ready to mind him when he comes home after a day in the field and the barn, and the hope in his chest is so foolish, so misguided that I wonder should I let him hear me laugh at him, rather than roll on the imagined high of Daphne, domesticated, imagined so far from who she is. Across the island, she is showering him off her and has used him as little more than an object of escape, or worse, conquest. It isn’t that he is in love with her. It is simply that she is there, old and new to him at once. He likes how it feels when she looks at him. Like he is strong and important. That feeling enough could provide him petrol for years.

I know Finn too well to feel pity for him in these delusions, have watched him too long. I know that he told Daphne a worse lie with his mouth than she told him with her body: if withheld information classes as a lie, or if it is something different, something uglier and trickier, harder to nail down.

He pushes open the kitchen door and nobody is there. His mother, presumably out in the barn, his father in the fields. It’s too early for either of them to be around, too afternoon, too middle-of-the-workday. The only one there to greet him is one of the dogs, standing tiny and confrontational in the middle of the kitchen. Finn’s mother had taken pity on this one, decided she was to be a house animal. Finn didn’t like small dogs very much himself. Useless. Rattish. She’d mostly been kept away from the sheds, which was his mother’s way of telling him that this one wasn’t for sale, this one wasn’t to be bred, this one lives.

I tempt him though, with the fragile bones of the animal, the black and absent eyes, the skull that wouldn’t be much bigger in his fist than a good apple.

The dog’s life can be measured to Finn in the execution of her death. Two iPhones, one facing him, the other over his shoulder so as to give a better angle on the act. He has a couple of hundred of subscribers on his private service for it, for the privilege of watching, ticketed at a high price. The dog yips at Finn, and Finn wonders does she know that he is thinking of her in terms of numbers flickering into his bank account. Arturo’s friends are some fucked-up people, and their friends are fucked-up, too, but they have a lot of money for their tastes, and who is Finn to deny them what they want? If Finn didn’t do it, someone else would.

How else would Finn afford to give Daphne the life—and family—she deserved? He is doing a simple and sensible thing. The pups that came every season were too young to know what was happening, and most of them would have ended up in mainland families who wouldn’t take proper care of them anyway, and Finn is justifying it to himself, again, caught in a staring match with a tiny, dumb animal who means him no harm. How good that helter-skelter towards the shame feels, him talking himself out, talking himself in, and down and down into it.

My most favourite thing about Finn is that he has no idea how he feels, not really: a kind of moral illiteracy. He can’t tell which way is right, which way is wrong; it’s all grey to him, all a jumble. I pull him to and fro, and my light stains the glass of every window in the kitchen, and he leans down to greet the dog, offer it an invisible olive branch, and then I split her jaw open before him and reveal a hundred teeth in rows and rows around her black, forked tongue long like a ribbon if a ribbon were made of oil, and I open her eyes cow-wide, and Finn gasps and staggers back, and the dog steps forward on her tiny paws, and from her mouth, I say, I know what you do to them, I know the feel of their broken necks between your finger and thumb and I know the shine of the numbers that make you feel good and I know the way the people watching makes you feel, too, I know the rush of power before the guilt, the diamond shards of it that splinter through you, Finn—and he drops to his knees, his fists balled in his eye sockets and mumbles a kind of prayer to the dog, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, and I do not accept it, my voice says, You are not, and he shakes his head and he says no, no, I’m not. I have to do it, and I say, That’s better, and the shame comes off him like a fountain, and I feed there in the revelation, he is not sorry and he feels so sick and it, oh, it tastes so good. Almost, almost good enough to tear a hole in the world.






WONDER WONDER


Night 3

Daphne walked to the Starcade on her own, in the dark, after Finn had gone home, after she’d showered the change off her. She’d thought about cracking into a drink again, but something in her, perhaps the realization that Arturo was up to something bad, kept her sober. She had to know what it felt like to really be there. The opals, now many and constant, were enough interference. Drinking would make this easier, sure, but her sobriety would protect her. Clarity was a weapon.

As she pressed her body up against the wind and her calves pulled against the incline towards her fate, she realized that the fear she was feeling had real talons, real teeth. She didn’t want that sharpness digging into her anymore. She wanted to turn it out and away from her. She clenched her fist around the bottle of water she’d filled from the tap, and felt it warp under her crush, glimmering with cursed light.

She found herself playing that old video of herself at the party over and over in her head—a habit she’d long bit back. In her gut, she knew Arturo had been involved in leaking it. In a way, it didn’t matter who shot the footage. It must have landed back in Arturo’s hands, or he had sought it out. He’d fallen on a sword made of a broken wine bottle in the name of projecting Daphne’s lunacy over the world. She wondered, was it a means of getting her off the island for all this time. On purpose. Had Leonie known about it? Given that the two of them were involved in something clandestine of their own? She’d been dismissive, hadn’t she, when Daphne asked about who had taken the video. For the first time, she felt the harsh lens of suspicion turn towards her old friend.

And Finn—well, Finn adored Leonie, and was always tamping down her anger about Arturo—but surely Finn wasn’t in on it. She thought of the things he’d said to her while they fucked, the rhythm of it out of his mouth as they moved together, you’re gorgeous, you’re gorgeous. How could a person capable of what she’d done be gorgeous at all? God, she hoped Finn and Leonie weren’t both in some weird collusion with Arturo. And Ronan—well, maybe Ronan would still like her after all of this. In this pulling apart of things, Daphne realized starkly that maybe Ronan was the only one who actually really liked her at all. Thick-or-thin liked her, liked her for real. Finn’s liking was maybe conditional, or at least only about one thing, not all things. Leonie’s, barely there—if Leonie liked her at all anymore: a shadow of a liking, where the actions all seemed benign, but the tone was always wrong, angry.

Was this what it felt like to trust someone, to actually trust someone? Daphne imagined herself telling Ronan what had happened at home with Daithi, what it had felt like to really fight back against him, really give someone what they deserved, the rush, the horror of realizing she couldn’t take it back, the dread that hadn’t gone away, the terror that all she’d ever be was the wrong kind of legend, the girl from the video, and that somehow she’d always be young and angry, and she’d never get to be anything else. She’d be trapped there, crystallized in it. It would follow her, a notoriety, a curse she’d brought down on herself.

She’d be forty and someone would bring it up to her at a parent-teacher meeting in her non-existent children’s non-existent school. Darling, sit down with me. I’ve to tell you about a video of me hitting a man in the face with a bottle while I was drunk that was taken long before you were born, but you might have to deal with it someday. And while we’re at it, I have to tell you about why we don’t speak to your uncle Daithi. Or your grandad.

She opened the zip pocket at the front of the pink jacket and rustled around in there for the loose cigarettes Ronan had left her. As she fished one out and lit it, her fingers stiff from cold, she thought how kind he was to her. He made her forget, mostly, that she was a terrible person—made her cozier, somehow, in her own awful skin. Maybe if the other two didn’t want her company anymore, that was fine, actually. There was no hard work with Ronan. She felt like maybe she came from the same planet as him, or something. Maybe it was a bad planet, but it was their planet.

The neon scream of the Starcade sounded out from the hillside, and in the dark, Daphne thought as she approached how yeah, if you blurred your gaze a little, it could be a ship in the deepest of space. The tall window into the game hall was lit, and from a distance Daphne could see figures moving around. As she got farther up the hill, though, she realized there were only two people in the atrium of the Starcade: two figures in the window. Or was it one? No—no—there were two people and they were standing very close together. It was—and she had to squint a little to see—Leonie and Arturo, now not just very close, but wrapped around one another, and Daphne’s heart stuttered in shock, and she found herself snorting with laughter, because disgust and surprise simply couldn’t make a different sound when they both arrived so quickly, and at once. Daphne felt like she should look away—she wanted to look away, especially as now she could make out detail of their movements—but she couldn’t. She ached, as their figures moved in the distance, with a spike of unexpected jealousy.

Her hand on his throat as she kissed him. His jaw. His mouth.

Eventually, mercifully, they stumbled out of the lit frame, possibly towards somewhere more horizontal. Daphne was, for a moment, conflicted by who she was admiring, Leonie or Arturo, or the strange, intense bind she was watching them in itself: the space in between them where she herself might fit. She hadn’t felt like that the first time she’d accidentally spied them together. All that disgust was gone, replaced by something else.

She desperately wanted a drink then, wanted a moment to push this horrible new pain somewhere convenient, and quiet, and distant inside her.

As the world around her changed colour, the gravel under her feet a plum instead of a black in the new filter of the Starcade’s light, the long grass in the fields beyond the fencing visible and pulled taut by the weather, Daphne had a terrible thought that struck her worse than Leonie and Arturo braided around each other in her eyeline.

What if that bond was tighter than just their bodies? What if they loved—really loved—each other even, and told each other everything? Everything, like what was inside the envelopes Arturo had handed out. Everything, like Leonie regarding Ronan’s and Daphne’s live terror with irritation and dismissal because she already knew everything?

In the front pocket of the pink jacket, with the loosies, was a single long black crow feather that Daphne had salvaged from the two-crow incident in her parents’ bedroom. She’d found it on the floor and thought she might bring it, offer it to Leonie as a soft olive branch of her own, like an old promise, a seal on a broken circle. She wasn’t so sure now. She put it away, feeling foolish.

Daphne sat on a bar of the fence beside her rather than moving any closer to the building, hoping she’d still be shielded from the security cameras by distance and darkness. She didn’t want to have to go in and face the pair of them alone, especially full of this new suspicion and stove-hot, weird jealousy. She lit a smoke and sipped her water, staring down the hill and praying that Ronan or Finn would hurry up. Ronan, actually. She didn’t want to be alone with Finn right now. She wouldn’t be able to say what she thought to him.

She moved the pebbles on the path with her sneaker, and as she felt them move, felt the chasm between her and Finn grow a little. Deepen a little. How she had thought the seismic event of their afternoon together would make them one continent but how weirdly repelled she was, now. Like she had knowledge for the mismatch of their coupling but no language for it. It had worked, it had been good, but she didn’t want it to happen again.

Just a visit was enough.

Before she had the chance to start feeling sorry for herself about it, the rhythmic bound of Ronan’s swagger broke the roar of the storm. He was smoking a cigar, which she saw before she saw him, and carrying an enormous wine glass in one hand and a plastic bag full of bottles slung over his elbow.

Ronan had also acquired a new hat, somewhere between this moment and the last time she’d seen him. A hunter’s cap, peaked with fur. He looked in one blink, impossibly stylish, and in the next, deranged. Daphne was relieved by his arrival, so much so that she skipped any hellos, flung her arms around him, and said, “Ronan, I think I just saw Leonie put her fingers in Arturo’s mouth through the window and I think I need to get sick.”

Ronan snorted into Daphne’s shoulder and lifted her a bit in a hug. “I’ve never met a woman as adept at throwing up her lungs as you, McSharry. Save your sick for when we’re inside. We’re going to get through this together, yeah? You and me?”

Daphne nodded, her face in his jacket, her fingers clenching the fabric of him. She was laughing, or whatever that reaction is where your body is afraid but is somehow making a noise like laughter. Maybe she was sobbing. When she was done, Ronan pried her off him and gave her a resounding attagirl slap on the back.

“Will we wait for Finn and then go up and rip the plaster off, so?” asked Daphne, wiping her nose with the back of her hand.

“No, fuck it. I’m cold and he may take it upon himself to leave us here waiting for him, so let’s get in there before those two go for another round, shall we?” Ronan took stride up the path to the glowing glass building on the crest of the hill, and Daphne stumbled along in his wake. At the door, Ronan took her hand, his cigar positioned impossibly between his ring finger and pinkie.

In the neon outside the arcade, he took a deep breath, leant towards Daphne, and said, “You might actually never want to look at me again after this, Daph. And, in some ways, you may be within your right to believe I’m one of the worst people you’ve ever met, all the worse for my lying. So, before this all goes down, I’m going to tell you I love you. I don’t know what you did, and I can’t promise that it wouldn’t make me unlove you. I’m sorry I’m not a better man than that. I don’t think I’m a good man at all, actually. So look, I love you. And I’ve loved this stupid fucken week. Whatever it is we’re doing. And I would have loved to have had you in my life for longer. Maybe, like off this island or something, up in a city. But that isn’t going to happen. Things are going to be different. I just needed to tell you. And a part of me wants to just tell you the thing, just to take it out of that smug fuck’s mouth, but I’ve barely ever said a word about it out loud before, and I’ve no idea how he knows—so I don’t even know how to put it, you know?”

As he spoke, Daphne squeezed his hand back with ferocity. Every passing word made her want to connect more closely to him.

“I love you, too, and I will stand here in the shite cold with you until you find the words—and fuck, I’ll even go first, if that helps.”

She’d leap out of a church window for him. She’d take the leap so his own didn’t feel impossible, but the time was up before she had a chance to take to the air. They’d been so lost in this furious moment that they hadn’t noticed Arturo approaching, and as he pulled the heavy door open to them, the time to confess only to one another was up. There was no fanfare this time.

Daphne trailed inside in silence, trying not to look too hard at Arturo, or anything, in fact. She could hardly look at Leonie at all, though she was already sitting right across from Daphne’s seat at the table, as usual. She had an irritatingly satisfied air about her, sipping a clear liquid from a jam jar, garnished with a twist of orange peel. She wore a black turtleneck with a neat gold chain and high-cut faded jeans. Her hair was clean and her makeup, unsmudged. The picture of calm. Daphne’s eyes and nose were both watering, her hands raw from the cold—her own makeup had looked as though it had been applied by a toddler, even in the dark reflection of the Starcade windows outside. Something in Daphne’s body had come undone then, with the realization that she and Leonie were on opposing sides of this fiasco.

There, in the fish tank, it seemed like there were more fish than there had been. Far more. Maybe a hundred. Daphne didn’t like looking too closely at them; they shone in that wrong way the opals did, but worse. More alive.

Ronan clanked his bag down on the table and began unpacking his personal minibar.

“Would either of you total fucks enjoy a drink?” he asked, ash falling from his cigar onto the carpet.

“Ronan, there’s no need to—” Leonie rolled her eyes but was cut off by Ronan, who raised his hand to stop her. “Nah look, I won’t be taking any of that off you tonight, Leonie, not this early in proceedings, but I will however fill your glass with some Grand Royal Punch if you so please. You’re going to fucking need it.”

His minibar, Daphne then realized, was not an assortment of wine bottles. Rather, each bottle was full of a brown-pink effervescent mixture—unmistakable, the punch. It wasn’t quite so miniature, either. Eight bottles in total.

“Jesus, Ronan,” said Leonie, “how did you get away with that?” and Ronan laughed, hard and spiteful, a single “Ha!” before saying, “I probably didn’t get away with it to be honest with you, Leonie, but I’m not sure that’s going to matter at all after tonight. So drink up and maybe we’ll all get alcohol poisoning before Art over here gets to pull the narrative climax of his stupid game out of the bag.”

Arturo was calmly setting up his end of the table. He had the wry, almost invisible smile of someone who was delighted with the control they possessed, who was experiencing a high from the toxicity in the air around them. Daphne wiped her nose with the back of her hand again, she was freezing. She seethed at him. She wiggled out of the pink jacket, and Ronan slammed a drink down in front of her in a yellow mug with the 1990s Cadbury Caramel Bunny posing provocatively with a bar of chocolate. It was heavy and old. The contents smelled like rancid sugar, and escape. She liked the idea of getting so fucked-up that no matter what Arturo did, it wouldn’t get past the thick gel of poison—but she left it there. She needed to stay grounded, but was tempted, and jealous: Ronan, the sweet anesthetist, had the right idea.

Finn opened and slammed shut the door on his way in, already steaming with the drink himself. He sat down beside Daphne and ruffled her head, a little too hard. Ronan immediately thrust him a Garfield coffee mug full of punch. “Good man yourself, Quaid,” Finn said, a little too loudly.

“Least I can do,” replied Ronan, curtseying, and tipping more ash onto the table.

“Any more of those holiday cigars going?” Finn unzipped his coat, and Daphne flicked her eyes to the broadness of his shoulders, seeking in the midst of herself some of that high voltage tension they’d had before, but found herself just kind of embarrassed, instead. Uncomfortable. He drank deep, draining his mug and slamming it down onto the tabletop. Too loud. Ronan leant over and sloppily filled it without prompt, sloshing the putrid punch onto Finn’s game sheets.

“Hey, hey, careful!” said Arturo, and Finn cut him off with a harsh, “Fuck you, Arturo. Start your game.”

His tone was strange, and slurred, and his accent had thickened. Become more Kerry, more Wild Atlantic Way. More island. He felt angry to Daphne; it radiated off him like colour. She and Ronan and Finn though, they seemed a united front now, and Leonie sat on the other side of a chasm that widened moment by moment, her fingers somehow still in Arturo’s mouth.

“Right, well, if you’re ready then, I’ll move us from this realm into another, shall I?” said Arturo and Ronan made a deep, full-body vomiting noise so foul and sudden that Daphne laughed more out of shock than amusement.

“Are you quite finished, Quaid?” Arturo tapped his neat, clean fingernails on the surface of the table.

“Oh, I’m finished, alright,” sneered Ronan. “Go ahead.”

“Good. Well, I know you all felt the shock of the little black game books yesterday, and absorbed that in your own ways. I’d just like you to know that even though you might have been afraid, you might have been ashamed, both of those feelings are good things. If we can go through those things together, here, in this room, we’ll come out the other side of the night all the better. Bonded. We’ll be able to remove some of the trouble, for good.”

Daphne expected Ronan to cut him off, but her sweet friend was silent, fuming.

“How can a group of people gather at a table night after night, a lifetime of knowing one another behind them, and not truly speak with honesty? It will get worse, then it will get better. And the better, I promise, will change your lives forever. Things will be much easier, after the hard part.”

“And how are we meant to trust you now, pal. After what you’ve done, after—all this.” Finn threw his black game book on the table.

“You’ll just have to take me at my word.” Arturo’s smile was curdled milk.

“You took all our choices away. What’s new,” Daphne said, her words coming out flat, her tone kind of wrong. She was somewhere else. At a remove from the table.

“… Do you want some water? You’re pretty pissed,” Leonie asked, and Daphne couldn’t infer whether or not she was being judgemental or looking out for her. She said, “No, I wouldn’t, and no, I haven’t had a drink, actually, as it happens. Let’s just play the game. Night three, is it?” She closed her eyes, her center of gravity all off. She tried to access the part of her imagination that had once made the game so easy, so natural, the precarious and alive part that let her invent, move through portals, really feel.

Christ. Just the third night. She sat at the table and tried to will herself there. Maybe if she couldn’t face this herself, Daphne Mac of the Heart Attacks could handle it. Her little bird, her wolf hidden in by feathers. On the ship, Arturo’s orchestrations of Ronan, Leonie, and Finn were written as three practical strangers to her, not people she’d known her whole life. What did the secrets of total strangers matter? None of it mattered. His telling of their game was not the game as it had been to them. He could write it anew, sure, but he had gotten it all muddled, all wrong.

Daphne’s body was in the room, but listening to Arturo put her someplace else. She couldn’t deal with all this on the ground. She’d dealt with much worse up there, so she’d just push all of herself into the game. Surrender.

“The skeleton crew of the Scorpio Wonder didn’t sleep that night,” began Arturo, his voice storybook, authoritative, despite the energy of loathing emanating from three of his players. “Each of them lay in their cabins, void of Fortune’s presence and watchful eye. Orphaned. They waited in the dark for the night cycle to complete, and for whatever the creature they had come upon in the hard-light village had waiting for them. Let’s go around the table now and find out how each of our crew feels as they wake up in the cold of their beds after the night cycle winds down and the daily dawn alarm rouses them with a soft, familiar melody. Fortune’s voice is absent, but the mechanics of the ship are running like clockwork, without him. It feels less like a home now, more like a holding place. How quickly a cabin becomes a cell. So, how are our survivors feeling?”

Arturo looked around the table, an awkward silence blooming between the players. Daphne certainly wasn’t going to be the one giving him the satisfaction of speaking first. It would feel like a betrayal, so, of course, Leonie cleared her throat over the cigar smog and lingering grime of weed, and offered her scene first.

“I’m just staying calm and collected. There’s nothing to be gained from losing my shit, and I’m confident that whatever is going on is nothing I can’t handle.” Her shoulders were back and her chin slightly elevated, and Daphne had to close her eyes again because even the look of Leonie was enough to kindle something blinding and alive in Daphne. Resentment, acidic in her veins. She inhaled deeply and hoped her breath would blow the dangerous flash out of her.

“My turn?” said Ronan, in a ludicrous, theatrical voice. “Well, I spent the night trying and failing to entirely disassemble myself so that I don’t commit an act of digital murder against the AI system that is fucking us over without even looking us in the eyes, that’s what I was doing. So I’m tired and I’m fucked off and I’m staring into space waiting to see what fresh bullshit is going to be done unto us next.” He spat every word, and Daphne pictured the folded body of his android counterpart, staring mutely into the middle distance, screwing on and off the fingers of his right hand, seething in the dark. Daphne couldn’t forget the ice of Ronan’s fear yesterday. He might have been wittier and quicker than Arturo, but he wasn’t immune. Maybe he was more vulnerable even than Leonie, or Finn, who were at least still blood tomorrow, regardless. Ronan was alone and Daphne was alone with him.

Finn’s foot went under the table to Daphne’s. She gave it a little tap with her sneaker, but didn’t engage him in anything more lingering than that. He was drunk, his energy dark. She wasn’t in the humour for it.

“I spent the night wandering the halls,” said Finn, before the silence could colour the air again, “just walking it out. Saying goodbye to the ship. Putting one foot in front of the other.”

In her mind’s eye, Daphne saw him move through the hollow, faded glamour of the Wonder, playing back his own memories of a life on board. He’d had such power. Sure, he was a human, but he had status, and was attractive in such a way that doubtlessly made his life easier, and made people ask less of him. He’d crept away to survive the sudden toxic violence that had taken the ship, but his class as a pilot would have granted him easy access to all of the stasis deck—perhaps even permission to use it. His privileges didn’t matter much amongst these final four survivors. They wouldn’t treat him any differently. Well, except Daphne, the lingering halo of attraction still whispering through her. This empty ship was his kingdom, but there was nobody in it to look up to him. If they were to make it to this new planet alive, after whatever trial these creatures put them through was complete, would he be their leader? Would his humanness hold any power at all there? There would be nobody around for him to command, or conquer. Daphne was at least in league with him, in their promise to remain stoic in the face of their trial.

Arturo was giving some florid description of each of them being drawn to the Eye of the Wonder, one by one. Daphne felt herself ignoring his dictation and taking the fictional space for herself, felt herself building resistance. Were the boys feeling this way, too? Ronan’s jaw was set. Finn was drinking, and drinking.

She hadn’t seen him during her own silent walk through the hallways of the ship that night. She’d crept softly out of her cabin, her hangover from the long night of scheming and drinking waning slender. She noticed immediately how nothing in the ship had a voice, and what a different place that made of it. Like the secret vigil in the bar the night before, she wasn’t under any surveillance. Well, perhaps she was, but there was no perky running commentary on her every action: Fortune was gone, for now. She made her way from the narrow, simple entertainers’ quarters—long, low-ceilinged alleyways full of empty rooms—down to the crew elevators. One arrived with no fanfare, missing Fortune’s usual announcement of the floor and destination. She stared at herself in the mirror, and lifted her talons up to her reflection, the black feathers of her wings fanning out, catching iridescent in the warm, false light. The lift stopped thirty or so floors below, in the kitchens. The guitarist in the Heart Attacks had been dating a chef. They’d spent plenty of nights down here, drinking wine, eating together.

When you work on a ship designed for pleasure, the source of your own entertainment can’t come from the same spots your tourists use. It’s different. You have to step into quieter places—not the gushing oasis, the swimming pools full of nourishing effervescent water. Not the opulent bars and restaurants, not the raves and the ballrooms and the opium dens and the love-rooms. That part of the ship belonged to the guests who paid to run away from their own lives, off into the endless halls of the Scorpio Wonder, where anything and everything is not only permitted or enabled, but encouraged. Celebrated. So Daphne never partied with them. Removing herself from the stage and placing herself back into the secret tunnels behind the pleasure dome felt at least like taking something back. The opposite of performing.

It had occurred to Daphne then, alone in the kitchen, that she would never sing for an audience again. She wished she’d hopped up on her old stage in the Saviour Cave the night before and serenaded Finn and Ronan, for old time’s sake, but she’d been too consumed in drinking out the feeling, in developing a united front. Rather than dwell too hard or too long on the shock of that sorrow, she kept walking, her feet padding along the cold, too-clean tiles, the stainless steel surfaces reflecting her form back at her. How much food had been prepared in these enormous galleys, now almost surgical in their chill. Nothing edible had existed in this space for a long time—it could have been Daphne’s exhaustion and disorientation playing tricks on her, but she could have sworn the bleach smell was stronger down here. Whatever the cleaning droids were trying to scrub out must have been worse on this deck—she picked up her pace.

Through long, white corridors she walked, running the tips of her wings along the walls. When the virus had struck, or whatever it was, these tunnels would have been full of staff. Crew. Her people. They were always busy back here, in the vascular system of invisible pathways all over the ship so that staff could appear and disappear whenever they were needed or dismissed. These were people who kept this ship running, who had made it the most talked about, most legendary ship in all of the galaxy. She ran names in her head as she walked, praying for them, that wherever they were now was calm, quiet.

She made her way through many, many silently opening and closing doors. Valve after valve. Eventually, Daphne arrived at her favourite part of the ship: the Eye of the Wonder, a great glass ballroom at the very center and peak of the ship. This was the nexus of the pleasure dome.

In all of Daphne’s career on the Scorpio, her lone personal and professional goal had been to get charted to sing on that stage. Just once. Once, on the varnished wooden boards, with the orchestra in the pit below her, in the lush frame of ocean-cyan curtains. She loved her little Saviour Cave stage, sure. The high, circular podium surrounded by huge monstera leaves, the marble plateau that her band would assemble on around her. The neon flamingo above her. She’d lift her voice with the bright thrill of their tunes, their beats. That was something. It held meaning, sure, but it wasn’t enough. She’d wanted more. She’d wanted a bigger, classier crowd, rather than the drunks in the Cave, talking over their performance, planning their next session.

She’d ruined it.She’d ruined it.She’d ruined it.

The Cave was more of a stopping-point to other parts of the ship, rather than a destination bar. She’d effectively been singing at a beautiful neon bus stop. Every so often, the head of entertainment (a large, leonine kitfolk with an enormous mane, a bight gold medallion, and conspicuously long gold-painted claws) would perch at the bar, sipping a beer, listening to her. She’d pretend not to notice him, though he was about eight foot tall and three foot wide, giving off a deep purr of satisfaction when he was impressed that she sometimes swore she could feel in her bones from across the bar. He was not a secret shopper, by any means. Once, he’d pulled her aside between sets and told her in his growl that if she continued at this quality she’d be in business towards a gig on the Eye’s stage in no time—but it never happened. And now it was never going to happen.

So, Daphne walked into the ballroom alone, to see what standing on that stage felt like, even if she was going to be all by herself. She felt audacious as she made her way into the vast atrium, as though she were trespassing.

The pyramidal ceiling above was made entirely of glass, revealing the shocking splendor of the galaxy above them. Few enough of the spaces Daphne was privy to on the ship had any windows at all: space could be maddening if one stared into it too long, and if all Daphne had to look at all day and all night was this black infinity dappled with flecks of light—well, she’d melt under the splendor of it. She wandered in farther, craning her neck up, great chandeliers hanging from the beams between the vast panels of glass, so clean and clear that it felt like being outside the ship, the rawness of the wilder edge of the galaxy so close she could almost touch it, almost smell the burning of the stars.

There, in the ballroom below the stage, the dance floor was white, marbled with iridescent and obsidian veins—there were four tall monuments. Each covered in a thick white sheet, sculptures waiting to be unveiled. Daphne had never been inside this room before, but was certain they were a recent development. There’d never been any talk of the space used like a gallery. She didn’t dare touch them, or even walk too close, so focused was she on getting to the thick velvet curtains, getting onto the stage, holding a tiny moment before her home was swept away from her for good. But just as she had ascended onto the boards, she was disturbed in her fantasy by the sound of the door opening across the hall.

Leonie’s spine was straight at the table. She was starting to suspect that something was going wrong, or had gone wrong, or had been going wrong for a long time, while she’d been kissing and not looking.

The other three survivors wandered in, mute, eyes wide. Daphne’s moment flickered before her, then disappeared, a candle going out, as Fortune’s voice rose in place of hers.

He was laying them outMaking play of their painFour monuments.Four secrets.

“Now, you’re all back together again after yesterday’s big scare, and look, in such a beautiful place! No better location to stage the long-awaited meeting with the guardian of Valen3A! If we are to inhabit her planet, we must first abide by her customs, as any good traveler knows. We can’t just waltz in unannounced; borders are in place for a reason!”

“Fortune, you said the planet was uninhabited, was that not true?” asked Leonie, tentative, wringing her paws. Not true, being an unnecessarily gentle way of asking the AI if it was lying. Fortune shouldn’t have been able to lie to them; Daphne knew they were long past being able to trust Fortune, but maybe he would at least answer Leonie, confess—but he laughed then, a jarring, crunchy, electrical sound.

“The planet is uninhabited, Leonora, but it isn’t just free land. No land is free. It belongs to a very interesting—person—I’ve had the pleasure of getting to know this last handful of years, while you slept.”

I told you soI told you soI told you so

“Handful?” asked Finn, chin up, into the air, indignant. “You know you haven’t even told us how long we were out yet. You’re not filling in this story right. You’re skipping all the important parts. By handful, do you mean like, five? Four?”

That almost-laugh noise again. “Not all hands look like your hands, human.”

The floor below them rumbled and the ballroom lurched, as though the ship had taken a knock. The four survivors fell to the ground, as far above them, just beyond the clear ceiling and bright beams, right outside, rose a titan. A pair of eyes. A smiling mouth.

It wasn’t necessarily a face, as such, more a collection of enormous features, webbed together in the sky by a glittering membrane. The only way what hung below the eyes could be called a mouth really was that it was full of—almost too full of, actually—what were most definitely, even in the abstracted horror of things, teeth. They protruded over the top and bottom seams of the mouth, more needle than fang. The eyes were glazed white all over, sick in the darkness. From between them, then, thicker than the rest of the milky glimmering film, a stalk began, stretched, then disappeared beyond the skylight and out of Daphne’s field of vision. At the end, beyond where she could see, Daphne knew there was a lantern the size of a planet. They had been caught by an anglerfish.

“You taste frightened,” she said, the symphony of her voice sickening.

“Well, yeah!” shouted Finn, outraged suddenly, “I think we’re all well within our right to be a bit stressed out alright, given the circumstances!”

The hell from above laughed ugly, and huge. Daphne felt the laugh resonate inside every cell of her body, every fiber of every feather.

“Well? We taste frightened. Then what? What else?” asked Ronan, flat, and resigned. Daphne wanted to run to them, her strange new cohort, her accidental family. But she didn’t. She stayed on the stage, barely daring to get to her feet as the show began on the floor below her.

The four towering sculptures that had been hidden by enormous white sheets of tarp until now, revealed themselves as the floor of the ballroom shook. The sheets rose like great ghosts from the figures they hid and flickered in the air, before exploding into millions of tiny opals, then petals, which dissipated into nothing, leaving only the four titanic statues they had concealed.

Four women, white of face, red of mouth, blue of cloak. All held one thing in common though their pose and expression was different, detailed—they were all unmistakably the Holy Mother, the Star of the Sea, the Mother of Christ, Mary.

“Do you know her?” asked the Revelator, asked Big Eyes.

“Of course we fucking know her, it’s Holy Mary,” spat Leonie. “What the fuck is she doing, all the way out here? Where did these statues come from?”


“My virgin daughters are here to help me assess what you have to feed me with—though I can sense your shame from here, these immaculate maidens will quantify your sins for me, so as to decide if you shall go free, or if your shame will become a meal for a god. Each of these virgins is a mouth of mine. She will open and she will decide your value, weigh out your shame. And then, she will, or will not, ask you to speak it.”



“You keep saying shame. Shame, shame, shame. What’s so important to you about shame anyway?” asked Finn, belligerent, getting to his feet, swinging his arms around him, fighting the air. “Shame is—fake. It’s not real.”

Another laugh, and this time it was joined by high voices, pitchy and spiteful, with just the barest frill of electricity around the edge. Daphne hated this, watching her crew become such a particular kind of frightened—it was shameful, she found herself thinking, to be so small and under the gaze of something so huge, to have in all of their travels never realized this smallness so acutely before. She looked at the enormous, laughing titans, and realized that they weren’t all just slightly differentiated, but they were entirely separate creatures. Yes, all cloaked in blue and frozen in place—the laughter emanating from them was some kind of illusion; no jaws moved with the noise. It hurt the back of Daphne’s teeth, made her tongue feel dry. But worse than the sound of them were their faces, the language of their poses. These virgins were far from the open-handed, numb-eyed Marys of Catholic lore; no, they were in agony, each of a different kind.

At the north of the ballroom was a Mary whose blue cloak was carved sheer, barely concealing her naked, white body. Her arms made no effort to conceal her body—rather posed like a model. Lascivious. Her hands were splayed out over her belly, the words TRUE LOVE etched out over her knuckles, an ecstatic celebration. A crown, gold and sharp, sat on her head, her long red hair full of fat, redder roses. Her face, though, was where her horror lay, her sow brown eyes were thrown skyward to the void, and her mouth was stitched closed with thick bands of wire. Under her feet, what looked to Daphne at first like sticks, but on a double check, were unmistakably paintbrushes, dripping colour.

Every painting in Malachy Duff’s studio was of a fox, upright, like a young man.Like a young, beautiful man.Like a true gent.

At the feet of the Mary to the east, a fleet of rabid and bloodied dogs. Some clamped on to the bottom of her flowing, blue robes; others wrapped their teeth around her bleeding legs. One hand cradled a young greyhound to her bare breast, where it fed, eyes shut, soothed—the other held away from her, the broken neck of a white pup in her wrist, his small body limp in the air. Her teeth were long in her laughing mouth, her hair a halo of golden ringlets; her eyes crinkled in something like delight, maybe mania.

What was it he had said to her?He had said the men on the internet bought the dogs. He hadn’t said what he did with the dogs, how they were delivered, or what was delivered.He hadn’t said this. He hadn’t said this.

In the west, a Mary with her head a waterfall of inky waves, rolled forward, her face almost obscured. Her cloak the same blue as the others, but it was stained down the front with a dark redness—not like that of blood, more like wine. Clenched in her fist was a broken wine bottle, the source.

Do it to himDo it to himDo it to himDo it to him

In her other hand, a fan of photographs of naked women. Not sensual, or brassy, no. Wide-eyed and vulnerable. She stood upon a pool of mirrors, from which her own veiled reflection refracted back up at her a million times, kaleidoscoped.

Her brother sent her the pictures of his ex-girlfriend by accident, though he had taken them on purpose.They were meant for the lads.They were sold by the time she saw them.

The crown upon her head was not of gold, or roses, but of human eyes.

At first one would think the final Mary, to the south, was delighted. You could only tell she was a Mary by the cloak at her feet: She was naked again, but for pink roses blooming from her breasts and between her legs. A slick pomp of golden hair on top of her head, her halo pink and glowing, her mouth wide, laughing or coming, her eyes shut in rapture. One hand on her belly, the other thrown above her head—scattering something—confetti? No, whatever it was, her mouth was full of it, too. White, pink, and yellow pills, scattered like rice over a bride. From between her thighs, the barest print of a bleed ran in a dark line.

How dare she try and keep secrets from him, they were in love, they shared everything, it was his body as much as her body, it wasn’t her body.

And the room was so silent then that you could have pinned the hush and horror to a board, a perfect specimen of fear. Nobody wanted to shatter that freeze. At least in the silence they were protected from whatever these goliaths were telling them with their poses. Above them, the terrible face split in two, jaw open and infinite, producing loud and sickening sounds. The organ of the mouth, feeding. An anglerfish, the lantern lure that had drawn them to this feeding was the promise of that beautiful, false planet. That land of play. They’d been blinded, and now they were trapped.

“And in return for this feast,” Fortune said.

“And in return for this feast,” Arturo said.

“Two of you have been granted residence on a quiet oasis in the deep. An island unto itself.”

They said, together, “Isn’t that right, Big Eyes?”

The fish thing in the sky laughed, high and rich, the kind of noise so sharp that Daphne could feel it changing reality around her. It was unmistakable; it held the same ringing tone that the opals did; the stars that followed her were just scales from the back of a titan. The table, the ballroom, the Starcade, her friends, Arturo, the island, the night, and the winter— it all became liquid and light. She closed her eyes, and even in that dark, she saw the towering statue of the Mother of God, and in this, what she assumed was the rising tide of death around her, she listened hard to her heart. It was all she had. Her guts were broken. Her brain was addled.

So Daphne’s heart, the very compass of it, answered them. She looked for the sour and rot of shame, and to her surprise, she could not find it. She searched herself for regret, any moment in which she would have not hit Arturo with a broken bottle for the honour of her friends.

Any moment that she would not have turned Daithi in for what he did to that nice girl, for turning something so intimate into currency. It had shattered her father. Enraged her mother. Daithi had been a time bomb, and Daphne had not been quick enough to defuse him, but she had made sure he could not hide in plain sight again. She had written a statement with her own hands, and she would do it again any day. She would stand in court for the honour of a girl she had only met once or twice, who had been exploited by a man made of the same molecular fusion as her. She imagined all the things Daithi would have said to Arturo about her. She imagined, too, the vulnerable paper flesh of her childhood diaries, the wishes and dreams and kind of prayer that had made for the tissue that this game, this trap, was built from, and she found something that shocked her. It rang through her, a true note.

Love.

Unmistakable, abiding love for the child who could invent entire worlds each summer to live in with people who she held dear. The last bright people, in the farthest place from her terrible housing estate and the brutality and violence of her brother, how she never did forget them even for a second. How she carried them, imaginary, doctor, pilot, robot, mage, engineer, captain, bold and brave and movable in their roles always. Always moving around the table. Never fixed. Those children lived in the bones, the blood, the genetic memory of the adult bodies that now crumbled around their old table—though Daphne could not manage to open her eyes, she could feel them there. She reached her hand out, and found, in the dark liquid of bending reality, Ronan. His fingers wrapped around hers.

she felt good she felt goodshe felt good she felt good

Daphne, at this moment, felt no shame for the sins of her past, and no judgement for Ronan. She thought, this stupid ordeal, this archaic torture. Feeling any judgement, any remorse, only fed the hungry thing in the sky that wanted her shame and fear. What if she starved it? What if she didn’t give it what it wanted? The anglerfish above hadn’t paused to think for a moment what would happen if no shame flourished under her gaze. Arturo hadn’t, either.

Daphne couldn’t control what Ronan felt. What Leonie and Finn felt. She couldn’t control anything other than how she felt about what she’d done in her time, about the crushing of glass and the spilling of blood and the endless spectators of her violence. She felt good, in fact, about having done what she believed was right, even if it was right in blood and fury instead of right in silence and respectability.

The others, though, Daphne couldn’t help them. It was too late, Big Eyes already had them on her plate, her cutlery poised, the steam of their pain delicious and heady. They were losing themselves, and one another, to the monuments of their wrongdoing.

As if the measure of their character was inverted to the pain they had inflicted on others, their selfishness, their secrecy, their violence. In this instant that was all they were: deeds without context. Their worst self was their final self, and perhaps—Daphne could suddenly only see the dead dog in the eastern Mary’s fist—there was measure to this finality.

Perhaps there was reckoning to be had. But this was not the way. Not for the feed and pleasure of a monster like the Revelator. Not for Arturo. Daphne realized then that she couldn’t sense Finn and Leonie anymore.

she felt good she felt goodshe felt good she felt good

It was just her, and just Ronan, and a pair of eyes in the dark. Two of them, separated. Removed. She could feel the titan breathing. Was this what Arturo had meant, about residence in another place?

This was not justice, by any means. The climax of the game had not actually been a court or trial: just an arrest, an exile, like their collected shame had opened a door that was closing behind only her, and only Ronan.

Not the other two, not Arturo.

Why was it, Daphne wondered, there in the oily nothing, that Arturo didn’t feel ashamed of what he had done? All that talk of shame, and none from him at all?

She said it into the blackness, “Why us, and not you?” and Ronan squeezed her hand and said, “Aren’t you sick at yourself?” and Big Eyes said, “He wanted you gone and now you are going and then you will be gone. I will give you somewhere quiet to live. Nobody will even know you’re missing.” Her voice more level, now. It came from everywhere; it was the biggest voice Daphne had ever heard, but did not feel quite as though the thing was trying to fry the inside of their skulls, anymore.

Daphne and Ronan’s hands were clamped together so tightly she wondered would their flesh and bone derealize and the pressure and fear fuse them together at the palm. Ronan said, “Why us and not him? I don’t feel ashamed. I don’t. I loved Malachy, and maybe it’s wrong, or it’s been wrong, but my heart felt right. Do not deny me my heart.” And Daphne gasped at that. Big Eyes, the Revelator, hummed. The sound was not derisive. The sound was of a creature that could be convinced.

“Arturo hates us, he did weird and terrible things to us, and you reward him,” Daphne said, trying to calculate quickly, scrambling to bring the creature around. “What are you, then, his pet?” If this approach didn’t work, at least she had shown courage. At least she had been bold, not cowed in the face of a hungry, celestial maw.

Daphne would go out fighting. Daphne had teeth, herself. Had she not been the wolf, once?

The great fish, now every inch of the darkness behind Daphne’s eyes, teeth all the way down, said, “I am for myself. I am for hunger. I want the lowest of your emotion. I want the empty and the hollow and the regret and the fear.”

“You can’t feed on something I don’t have in me,” Daphne said. “But Arturo does. Look at him. Pour your awful light down on him. See what’s under all that anger, see if it isn’t shame, shame for what he did to us, what he did to Ronan when they were growing up, what he does to Leonie, what he has been planning, dreaming, what hell he was trying to build for me. And for us—and for what?”

“If you look—back there, down, and you see his shame, and we’re right, will you take him instead of us?” Ronan asked, more softly. “In that way, he’ll be getting what he wants, won’t he? He’ll be away from us. And you’ll have something better to eat than us. Daphne and me, we might be … all over the place. But we don’t have what you’re looking for.”

This was the glass driven into Arturo’s skin, one more time.

“If, here, at the apex of one world and another you could not stand behind your actions, what could you say of the life you have lived?” said Big Eyes. “I have watched you both for a long time, but I will say this. I did not know you were brave. I will accept your proposal. On one condition.”

Daphne let out a cry, and Ronan, with all his power, pulled her close to him. It was as though he was dragging her through liquid metal, or quicksand, or night itself made fabric. The way gravity would not work quite the way it would on land, or even in water, and all but disconnecting her arm from her shoulder she still somehow closed the distance, and they clung to each other, the length of their bodies connected, shaking with tears and relief.

“Anything,” said Ronan. “Any condition. We’ll do it.”

“We promise,” added Daphne, almost immediately wishing she hadn’t, but feeling that it would at least make them look honourable, like people of their word—even if she wasn’t sure what that word would be for, exactly. She held on to Ronan as though he were the last rocky tooth on the cliffside, the last real thing before the fall. They were as good as their word. They were good people. They had good hearts.

Big Eyes gave another contented, approving hum, her mouth closing, her long needles of teeth disappearing, and though this sound still made Daphne’s bones feel like liquid, it was still far better of a thing than her awful laugh.

After a silent moment, Big Eyes made an offer.

They could go free, and she would take Arturo in their stead, but only if they came back.

Only if she could trade him out when she was done with him.

Only if there could be a swap. Then another swap. Then another swap.

Take turns.

Change places.

Like a game.

A game that went on forever.

They liked games, didn’t they?

Had she had a moment to think, had she actually had a choice, Daphne might have interrogated the creature, found a little more courage, asked why she wanted to toy with them like this, why she could not simply do what they asked. Had she asked, Big Eyes the Revelator would have told her that she was hungry, and Daphne would have had no answer to that. But she didn’t push back. She didn’t even blink.

Daphne said yes, and Ronan said yes, and then, so sharply that it was almost a violence, they were back at the table. In the Starcade. Air, not ink. Light, not mercury. Gravity, shocking and undeniable. Ronan screamed, and Daphne screamed, and Leonie and Finn stood up from their seats and roared questions and grabbed on to Daphne’s shoulders, Ronan’s shoulders—the flurry was so intense, so drunken and doused down in smoke, that it took them a couple of minutes to realize that Arturo was not there. Not at the table, not in the room.

“Where the fuck did he go?” Leonie asked. “He was just—he was just here.” The panic in her voice was sharp.

“I don’t know.” Daphne started to build an easy lie. “The thing took him. Big Eyes.”

“Two, I remember her saying two—she wanted two people. Who else is she going to take?” Leonie’s own eyes were wide and enormous, her mouth open. “Did she say something else to you? Did she?”

Ronan paused, deciding for the first time in years to tell a little of the truth to the girl who would have been his best friend. Deciding to be a man of his word.

“He’d laid our game out to us like a trap. I always had the feeling it was a trap, just not that he was trying to feed me and Daphne to her. Big Eyes. The Revelator. He had made a deal with her, our shame like a kind of ticket price, and in return she took us—his problem, us, who he fucking hated—away. So we convinced her to take him, not us,” he said, calm and level, as though he wasn’t confessing to all but a murder. Daphne locked eyes with him for a moment, and they silently agreed, in a kind of telepathy, to keep the promise that they made the great, strange creature to themselves.

“Good,” said Finn, sharp. “Good. I’d have done the same. He deserves worse.”

Leonie let out a high, shocked cry. “What the fuck do you mean? Take him? Take him where? Ronan—Ronan I can’t even look at you,” and she covered her face with her hands, leaning down forward, as though ready to double over in horror.

Daphne stood up then, her physical and psychic capacity reached. She briefly checked her body, she rolled her shoulder blades—every inch of her, despite current circumstances, was working.

She stood up then, picked up her heavy, slim chair and walked confidently and calmly towards the fish tank, and without effort or much thought, hit it with all of her weight behind her.

In the seconds before contact, she could see the neon tetras assembling themselves, now seemingly in their thousands, they moved together in a genius shoal and made the shape of a bigger fish, a worse fish, a fish with a downward crescent for a mouth full of opal teeth and deep, black gaps where her eyes should be, and there, at the end of a dotted line from the top of her wretched head, was a glowing orb, all of the tetras fused into the biggest opal, the most shining, terrible thing.

Daphne looked over her shoulder as her friends began to move, to protest, to stop her, and in the infinite mirrors around them, there she was again. Big Eyes in the dark, to whom she had made a promise. With whom she held a secret.

There was a crack, there was impact, there was water everywhere and fish wriggling and writhing and shouts and screams from the table, but Daphne just kept walking, coat in hand. She could hear, distinctly, Leonie screaming and Finn calling her name. They may call her all they liked.

She kept ahold of the chair and walked swiftly to the window at the far end of the Starcade, and, with every ounce she had of power and rage and no regrets, tried to put the chair through the glass. It thunked the first time, bounced back. Daphne was not deterred, turning to her side, and taking the mirror on the back wall down, too, shattered it. She’d take the bad luck. She wasn’t afraid of bad luck.

There was some movement behind her, as though the others were trying to stop her, but the second hit took the window down. The noise of the night meeting the arcade was an ugly roar, brief and sharp. Over it, Leonie screamed, but not at Daphne—at Ronan. And Ronan screamed back. Finn turned the table over, and Leonie and Ronan said fuck, fuck’s sake, Finn—

Daphne turned around, at a distance, the vignette of her friends was so small. She felt miles away from them, the ice of the winter wrapping around her. She took off her hat and felt the sting of the elements on her skin, the back of her neck. She turned on the war raging behind her, and looked out of the window, only a few feet raised off the ground. She kicked some of the last loose teeth of glass shards out of the frame and stepped into the night. It was raining now, hard and icy, and she laughed into the spiteful weather, so free in it. Not an ounce of shame in her body. She felt, for a second, as though she had beaten the devil.

She fumbled open the zip on her coat and pulled out the last couple of loose cigarettes and the crow feather and fucked them into the night. Gone with them. The black sky ate the black feather, that flimsy peace offering and Daphne was done here. Her teeth felt long in her mouth, her skin ragged like she’d grown a second skin of smoky fur, like from her hands and feet there were long claws of dark now. She was the one to be frightened of. She had the cloak upon her, and she was the wolf to run from.

I am the wolf. I am. I am, she said to herself, wolf on every footfall as she stumbled through the field, sloped and uneven, wolf wolf wolf, and it felt like her feet were barely touching the ground. Like she was throwing her form through antigravity. Like she was in deep space, herself. She found herself crying, and she was sure it was from relief. She wasn’t sure how long she had been walking when Ronan, somehow, appeared from the darkness like an angel made from cigar smoke and tears. They wrapped their bodies around each other, swaying, cursing.

“Was … your … Mary … you know … about … Malachy?” Daphne asked.

“… Of course it was, Daph.”

“How long?”

“Longer than I want to say.”

“Do … you really love him?”

“Yes. I don’t know. Whatever. C’mere, let’s go. Come on. Come on, we go.”

“Come on, we go.”

Into the night with them, arm in arm. Sinners, criminals—of broken glass, of the heart. Back in Daphne’s house they said nothing to each other, like ghosts moving through the house. Ronan filled two big glasses with water. Daphne vomited then, at the back door. Ronan said something to her about going to a doctor about all the puking and she said, OK, OK, sure. Fine.

They went up the stairs and didn’t undress, just kicked off their boots and sneakers and lay beside each other in the bed, Daphne’s pink jacket rustling against the covers. In the middle of the night, Ronan got up and locked the front door, and the back door, and all the windows, before crawling back in beside her. The two of them held each other, locked into their secret, their betrayal, what they had done and what they would do, eventually. All this, and Daphne was awash with relief. Not a single opal flickered, not in the corner of her eye, not in the dazzling seconds before she fell asleep. They were gone.




This isn’t what Arturo had bargained for, at all, though I had held some suspicions myself that his plan had some little holes in it, here and there. Just big enough that a clever opponent could unravel it, and him, completely.

I’m not going to intervene, mind you. There is enough density of feeling, certainly, to create a puncture in the surface of their world. There is enough pain, enough ripe shame, enough horror. But something unexpected is happening at the table.

The boy who kills dogs, the girl who committed no sin only that she would not have his child, the boy who stepped wrong over the threshold of his best friend’s home, and the girl from off the island have turned hard on him. A united front, despite it all.

They are angry with one another, but they are angrier at him.

This is not how it was supposed to go, is it? The best, longest-laid plans, coming apart at the seams. How he has worked so hard for this ending, and how it is being stripped from him, each second that passes. He has written it again and again in his head. He has placed the great fictional statues and decorated them precisely. He has extracted terrible secrets from each of the players. He has used the moment of Leonie’s mother’s death to his advantage. He has erected a cage around them using olive branches aplenty, each a knife in disguise.

He has set the scene, prepared my feast, and at the moment at which all of the secrets come to a head, it is, in fact, his own shame that blazes the brightest.

A delicious jewel.

I have been in and around and under and about this island for so long that it is very, very rare that I am surprised at all, let alone entertained.

It occurs to me, as I watch them, through the hundreds of eyes of the fish in the tanks, through my eyes in the walls and my eyes in the air, that I have no specific hunger for the girl and the boy that Arturo would have fed into my realm. I’ll take anyone. His shame is as good as theirs.

My mouth is dark and open.






AFTERWARDS


In the back of the deep freezer, out in the shed at the end of the yard, there were, somehow, three plain cheese pizzas and two boxes of chicken nuggets. By some mercy unknown to her then, they appeared to have only been placed there when her dad was on the island last, in July. She wept openly at the sight of them when Ronan waltzed into the kitchen, his arms full of red ice-damp cardboard boxes. It wasn’t even nine in the morning but he put on the oven to feed them both this exactly perfect crisis food while Daphne sat on the sofa in front of the television, playing some murder mystery TV show on DVD for comforting, muted background noise. She was cradled in a blanket, chalk white. On the floor beside her was a large mixing bowl, for if she needed to throw up again, as she had done before her shower and during her shower—the sight of her own blood on the tiles had cracked into her body a little, the Starcade window had cut her hands. She was agonizingly sober, but still sick from the days before. Sick worse from adrenaline.

Ronan, though, was, most likely, still drunk, but more of a “two glasses of wine after dinner” kind of drunk that a blackout had granted him, not the oblivion of the night before. They hadn’t really talked yet, beyond sourcing breakfast. They were miming out the actions of an ordinary hangover, a normal life, propelled by shock and an inability to find any language to discuss what had happened, at all.

After Ronan had set the pizzas and nuggets in the oven, he went upstairs for a shower, leaving Daphne on the sofa, zoning in and out of reality. The shower ran, his singing echoed down the stairs a little. Blondie against the tiles, through the corridor. The house began to take on the delicious, artificial smell of fast food, and Daphne felt her nausea lessen, starving with hunger. Somewhere, a timer rang, and she gathered her blanket and dragged herself to the kitchen to extract the food.

Three cheese pizzas on plates. A novelty cereal bowl full of chicken nuggets. A bottle of ketchup of unknown age.

Daphne sat on the counter, swaddled in her blanket, nibbling meagerly on a slice, the cheese molten and false and a tonic. She felt, for the first time in a long time, almost sane.

“What are you thinking about, pal?” Ronan asked, walking down the stairs and into the kitchen, hair still damp.

“I’m mostly thinking about Leonie to be honest because—she … she didn’t get really any say, did she. Her … Mary was the bleeding one, yeah?”

“Yeah. She got pregnant and ordered pills off the internet. Told me, didn’t tell me to who mind you. Thought it was a one-night stand on the mainland. She clearly didn’t tell Arturo. I asked her how he knew, last night, before I ran out after you. She said she had no idea how he found out. My guess is he hacked her email, found more than he was looking for. He didn’t put anything in her secret envelope, just fucking sprung it on her at the table.”

“Jesus.”

“Jesus is right, yeah.”

Daphne felt so suddenly and so steeply bad for Leonie that her stomach turned, and she put her slice of pizza down. The fucking nerve of Arturo to use her own choice against her. She’d every right to do what she needed to do. God, that was so much for her to be going through, without her own mam there to help her. No doubt, Malachy was useless—and then like a ton of bricks, Daphne remembered Ronan’s Mary, her mouth sewn shut, the paintbrushes at her feet.

“… Do you want to talk about Malachy?”

Ronan sighed, and tipped some of a pint of water down his throat.

“Ah, Daph, I can’t. The whole thing was—is—a mess. We were both lonely, we kept each other company—nobody ever had to know. We weren’t hurting each other, like. I more or less finished it because I didn’t want to be sneaking around, and he understood—nobody had to, like … know, you know? It isn’t anybody’s business. It probably wasn’t cool, but it wasn’t wrong like. Well, not that wrong. Imogen had been checked out of that marriage for years and years. I sat for his paintings a few times, it went from there, then it ended. We were friends, you know; it wasn’t a hostile break-up. I wrote—I left him a note—” Ronan stopped. “I left him a note in his studio. He sent me a text to say he understood that I couldn’t sit for him anymore. We didn’t, like … communicate … through messages, you know? No paper trail, nothing anyone could find, except that note.”

“… Is that how Arturo—”

“It is, yeah. That’s what he sent me. A photocopy of the note.”

No magic. No opals for Ronan. No deep voices from another plane. Just a photocopy. That was somehow worse.

Daphne didn’t say anything, and let his truth take its space.

“You know they all really think he killed her, right?” Ronan looked at her, hard-eyed for a second. “How do you think it would look if it turned out he was engaged in a romantic—well, not that that part mattered—sexual relationship with his daughter’s best friend? They’re still sniffing around, Daphne. It’s bigger than just Leonie’s hurt. It flips everything back to where it was. It keeps her trapped in time.”

Daphne exhaled, deep. She knew they found Imogen’s death suspicious, knew the Gardaí had been around a bit. She knew. But she hadn’t cared. She had been a tourist, hadn’t she.

“So now Leonie’s going to have to have a conversation with Malachy, and deal with all that herself. I’m not dealing with her, though. I said it last night. I was sorry it hurt her, but it was really none of her business. You were over at the window staring out like a ghoul, so I don’t know if you caught it, but she called me some serious shit, Daphne. Finn stepped in, but she pushed him away.”

“I didn’t hear.”

“You’re lucky. She was sober, and furious, and meant it. I felt like she’d been dying to say it for years, to call me like she sees me.”

“I’m sorry, Ronan.”

“Yeah. Me, too. Like … that’s not why I can’t speak to her ever again. I can’t speak to her ever again because I, like … had a whole thing with her dad, and I’m not sure she fully understands, even, what we did to Arturo. And she loves him, even in his—I suppose, it’s a kind of evil isn’t it.”

They sat in silence then, letting the word sit between them, as though it were a potential justification for what they did to him.

“C’mere … can you … explain Finn’s thing … to me please? Cameras. Dogs. I’m trying to put it together but it’s making me feel ill.”

Ronan shook his head. “I thought Arturo had set him up doing well. We’ll call it solo work on camera for some of his poker buddies. Do you know what I mean? Fine-looking lad and all that. He’d said to me a few times that Arturo had set him up with a good, regular income for some online work. He mentioned modelling, once. So, I took it as given. Fair play to him, was what I thought. Sure if I’d a body like that I’d do it myself. But—that wasn’t it. It wasn’t sex. I think—and I’m sorry, for saying this, but I think—”

“He was filming himself killing the dogs. They were watching,” whispered Daphne. She needed Ronan to be on the same page as her before she said it, though she had suspected it the second his Mary appeared. Having sex with Finn had been so gentle that it was almost surreal. It was horrifying to her that he had that in him, but something in her beyond her initial revulsion wasn’t at all surprised.

They let that dark mist hang over them for a minute or two. Their old friend, different now, in everything he had ever done. The worst of them.

“The stupid fucker flipped our table over you know, but you were too busy wrecking the gaff to notice. In a trance like.”

Ronan gave Daphne a second, before asking for her secret.

“Daithi had a really nice girlfriend, for a while there. Too nice for him.” She took a long breath. “And one day, after they had broken up, he sent me fifteen photos he had taken of her. While—you know. And he shot, and I mean, shot into my bedroom like a lightning bolt, telling me to delete them, up in my face, hostile, scary—and I said no. He tried to make me delete them, but we got into it, pretty nasty stuff, but I can hold my own against him. I’m fighting him all my life. He’s a big fucker, now, but I’m well able to be mean. He couldn’t do me any real damage. My mam comes in, gets him off me, I tell her, it all breaks out, Daithi storms out of the house. Mam is inconsolable. When Dad comes home from the job, it’s pretty clear that he thinks we should leave it, just move on. He said he’d have a word with Daithi about respect—fucking as if that would do an inch of good. We’re beyond respect now. Me and Mam say as much. That evening, I’m mad with adrenaline and I go to Claire—her name was Claire—then, we go to the Gardaí. She was so afraid, Ronan. I can’t tell you how hurt, how scared she was. It’s a long, ugly night. I give a statement. I’m covered in bruises from him having a go at me, too. My lip is split, so that doesn’t help Daithi’s case. He eventually comes home three days later, but by then the Gardaí are waiting for him. He got a suspended sentence, but Claire is appealing it. She’s going to forgo her anonymity and name him in the press. It’ll all be out any day now. Mam and Dad are hardly speaking, and Dad thinks everything is my fault. Daithi is living in an in-law out in the garden, waiting for the next trial, and I’m, well—here.”

Ronan let out a low whistle.

“Why didn’t you say anything to me, Daphne?”

Daphne shrugged. “Leonie’s mam died. This all happened months ago—I mean, sure it’s still happening, but I’m not really sure how to even talk about it. Daithi obviously told Arturo, who seems to think I did the wrong thing, turning him in.”

“You didn’t do the wrong thing.”

“I know.”

Daphne didn’t say anything for a few minutes, then was overcome with a desire to call her mam. She wanted to hear her voice.

“… I should probably go … like … home, right. I don’t want to deal with it, you know? My brother is such a fucking monster, and is so pissed at me, and my dad will never forgive me, but I really shouldn’t stay hiding out here. I feel really stupid. I need to go … somewhere, if not home. Anywhere.”

“Well,” Ronan said, taking a phone out of his jeans pocket, holding it to his face blearily and activating it, “funny you should say that.”

“There’s no service in this house. I was going to show this to you last time I crashed here, but I couldn’t access the page, so I screencapped it to show you next time I had you on your own.”

Ronan held the bright rectangle in front of her. Daphne took the phone from him, comfortable and familiar in her palm—it had been a while. There on the screen, a house listing. Salthill, Galway—just outside the city, by the ocean, a little house. Two bedrooms.

“I’ve paid the deposit, Daphne,” said Ronan, softly. “I’ve a job in Galway. Apprenticeship in a tattoo shop. I was just waiting to see if the studio’d take me or I’d have to get a full-time job slinging pints, or just evening hours. But I’m sorted. I could more or less afford it on my own, but it’d be cheaper on me if someone else took the other room.”

Daphne said, “What’ll I do? I’ve deferred out of college for the year.”

“You’ll get a fucking job, Daphne, like the rest of us. In a shop, or something. Got a deal on the house, technically minding it for a mate of Malachy’s. I think he’s happy to see me out of here. Leonie doesn’t know. The rent on the room is four hundred quid a month, you’ll work it out, great little number. Requalify if you don’t want to be an English teacher or something. I don’t know; take up flower arranging. Not to be bad, but cop on, Daph. Get on with your life.” Ronan was firm. Daphne took warmth from this. A message delivered by a hammer in the shape of a heart.

“… When do you want to go?”

“Oh as soon as you’ve your bags packed and I’m less, well, over the alcohol limit to drive. My mam was so happy to see the back of me that she said I could have the car for a week; she’d come up and collect it once we’re settled. I quit the Grand Royal yesterday evening, the second I got my job sussed. I’ve been tipping over this for a bit, pal. I’ve been busy.”

Daphne looked around the musty, cold summer house, blue lit from the Atlantic winter air outside. She wasn’t sure she was going to see it again, not for a long time.

“Do you think Big Eyes meant it?” she asked. “About nobody knowing Arturo was missing?”

Ronan nodded. “I do, yeah. Because I think if she hadn’t, we’d feel like we killed him. I don’t feel like that. I feel like he’s still up in his big posh house, smug after making us miserable. I feel like he’s going to take Leonie for coffee today and soothe her about how awful I am. Don’t you feel it, too?”

Daphne didn’t say anything. She supposed she did. She supposed, if they had truly killed him, she would feel like she’d done something wrong. Instead, she felt safe.



By the time evening was falling, Daphne was in the passenger seat of Ronan’s mam’s car, her knees pulled up to her chest, her fists balled up inside the cuffs of the pink jacket, and they were clacking across the long wooden bridge to Portmagee. Her phone was charging, slowly, from a USB connected to the car’s dashboard cigarette lighter.

Every bump in the bridge reminded Daphne of growing up, being in the back of her own mam’s car next to her brother—summer rolling in with them, the clear blue of joyful hot months ahead. This was that feeling turned inside out: winter had drained the colour from the horizon now, and the sundown was a drab leaking of light. At Daphne’s feet were a bunch of plastic SuperValu bags stuffed together, which Ronan’s mother had left there in case she needed to throw up again. The back seats had boxes of Ronan’s belongings, and a small bag of salvaged, useful clothes from the Tugboat. The radio was off and the pair of them were quiet, the Ford Fiesta rattling down the barely finished roads towards Cahersiveen, the first town on the mainland before the long ride up through Kerry. They’d be at least four hours on the road. They’d stop a night at a cheap hotel, then collect their keys from their landlord in the morning.

Leonie and Finn had sent Ronan a few texts, but he hadn’t replied.

“I’m good,” he’d said to Daphne. “I’m not interested in having a conversation with either of them.” Neither was she.

She’d call Ger when they stopped for petrol, ask could she spin some of her stuff over to her, come and see the new house. Her mam would be so happy to hear from her, happy she was with Ronan, at least. Happy that she was staying out of harm’s way. Out of Dublin.

As they drove in the pitch dark through the Ring of Kerry, the road uneven, Daphne thought about the Scorpio Wonder, as she watched the clear night roll by through the window. She closed her eyes and was on the stage in the Eye of the Wonder once more, facing down the empty neon ballroom and four giants, one hungry god made of a hundred thousand sparkling neon fish. Her siren, her nightclub singer, took flight from the stage as the god performed her litany, and summoned the untouched magic reserves deep inside her bones. She turned from flesh to light, and she shattered the hard glass between the black unknown and her people—the vacuum of space met the survivors of the Wonder, and they were gone then. They barely lasted a minute as their carefully constructed field of gravity and oxygen met the nothing outside. Their selves, their joy, and their shame, destroyed in the collision. Gone, gone, gone, never to play again. Daphne had smashed the glass and sacrificed them, and herself, but not to the Revelator. To the void.

In the water bottle wedged into the storage pocket of the passenger seat door, just beyond Daphne’s field of vision, a single opal flickered. It was not finished with the girl who lived far beyond the chasm between herself and the world, or with the young man at the wheel, the true gent himself. Both of them who believed that they would go into the dark night on their own terms, not as feed for the hungry, the wrong. The things that were broken were their new tools—sharp, and shining.







PART
THREE








ONE MORE SUMMER


The drive from Galway down to Valentia was only saved from silence by the lively, gonzo political podcast that Daphne plugged into the speakers in her little car. It wasn’t often at all that the car would be quiet, since Ronan and Daphne always had plenty to say to each other, but the descent across the country back to the island seemed to be too much for either of them to put into words. Their usual spitfire silenced by what amounted to shared dread, compounded by Ronan’s grief.

Somewhere in the twisting artery of road that led through the Ring of Kerry, though, Daphne had to put her hand on Ronan’s leg and tell him to pull over so she could throw up. She’d let him take over the wheel at a petrol stop in Tralee—a huge mistake. Controlling the car had helped temper her nausea. Ancient bodily habit had taken her as they wound through the countryside, and Ronan didn’t need telling twice, all but tipping them into the lay-by and slamming the brakes. Daphne leapt out of the car and knelt on the side of the road and held back her own hair, leaning forward, waiting to be sick. Her body convulsed, but nothing came. Ronan rolled down the window and asked, “You alright there, Daph? I can’t look at you or I’ll get sick myself.”

Daphne spat thick saliva into the earth and wiped the side of her mouth with her wrist.

“Yeah. False alarm.”

“Do you reckon it’s the horrors making you feel sick rather than the drive so?” Ronan said, lighting a cigarette. Daphne wasn’t going to tell him not to smoke in her car today. Instead, she pulled herself up to her feet, and took one off him, hoping it would settle her stomach. Ronan had a point about the horrors.

Ronan and Daphne knelt again by the great plant in the lush atrium that would not bloom for them in their youth.

“The closer we get to the edge of the mainland, the more afraid I feel,” she confessed, leaning on the roof of the car to steady herself.

Ronan set his jaw and looked at the road.

“Me, too. I keep second-guessing myself. Should we be going near the place? Is that fucking thing lurking around, watching us? Or what about him; is he going to be able to see us?”

Ronan didn’t need to say Arturo’s name.

Between the pair of them, they never named him anymore. When he came up, as he did sometimes, it was as though he had just been in the room with them. At the table. In the pub. On a quiet walk along the river. Like he had just walked out of sight a couple of moments ago. Not like twelve years had shambled by. Not like he had been locked away all this time, somewhere, and they had been living. He was dangerously present to them. And now, they were returning to the site of his banishment. Returning to the door of his cell, a key in their possession, his terrible jailers.

“We can just turn back.” Daphne felt the impotence in the suggestion as it left her mouth.

Ronan furrowed his brow. “We can like fuck turn back. It’s time, Daphne. I don’t know if that thing killed Malachy to call me back, or what. I can’t tell. I can’t have any way of knowing that, can I? All we can do is stick to the … plan, or whatever. As best we can.”

Now that the seal had been broken on cigarettes in the car, the pair of them turned it into a disgusting, thick sauna of smoke. The upholstery would reek for months thereafter. However, it gave them something to do. A unit of time to watch smoldering down to ash between their fingers. A little self-elected self-destruction, before whatever lay ahead down on the island.

They juddered over the long bridge from Portmagee, the rhythm of the boards under the wheels of the car taking on the momentum of a rollercoaster clacking up towards a terrible drop. Ronan’s knuckles were white against the steering wheel when the car transferred from bridge to island proper. Like they had crossed a terrible threshold. Like they were stepping back into the day they had fled. Like they weren’t pushing forty. Like they were still children, space explorers, rat teenagers, miscreants in their mid-twenties, criminals. All but murderers.

The fox and the wolf put a hand each on the green sleeping thing growing up from the floor of their floating hotel.

The Tugboat lay low and silent in the dark, and Daphne used an electric fob to open the door, waving to her mother through the camera installed above the doorbell. Ger immediately texted her to say it was good she’d gotten down safe and sound. Daphne replied that the drive hadn’t been a bother, and she’d extend her love to Leonie and Finn, eyes down at her phone as she stepped into the house, thumbing on the lights. The central heating was also controlled via an app, now, so Ger had set it so that the air in the house wouldn’t be frigid and stale when Daphne and Ronan arrived. Ronan casually took a spare fob from the key hooks and wiggled it at Daphne, as though to say, alright if I hold on to this? Daphne gave him a nod, migrating into the kitchen to nose around for a snack.

“This would be the moment I’d have a big fat glass of wine, Daph,” Ronan said, sounding tired.

“It would,” she replied, staring at him, “but there’s fuck-all in the house. Mam had one of her mates come to clear the place out before we landed.”

“Some woman for one woman, our Ger.” Ronan smiled. “She knows what we’re capable of. What we were capable of, rather.”

Daphne nodded. “Past tense.”

“Past tense.”

Though, as they ate a handful of rosemary crackers and little slices of cheese while standing at the kitchen island, their bodies, their hearts, their heads all felt as though the past had swept up in a quiet tide, and they were just treading water in it, trying not to drown.

And they prayedFrom the bottomOf their hearts

They slept beside each other in Daphne’s old bed, both of them waking every hour that passed. When Daphne offered to go and sleep in her mam’s room, Ronan asked her to stay. When Ronan offered to go and crash in Daithi’s childhood bed, Daphne clung on to his arm with her cold hands in protest. She didn’t even want to open the door to Daithi’s room. After he’d escaped without punishment for the photos, way back then, they had stopped speaking. She hadn’t seen him in years. When the morning came, she and Ronan dressed in black, and walked down to Knightstown to the chapel, hand in terrified hand.



The churchyard was teeming. They’d seen it like this before. A bleak nostalgia washed over Daphne as she stared out at the vast court of mourners heaving around the church grounds. They were all speaking at an appropriate murmur, but there were so many of them that the crowd gave off a dense, low thrum. An intensity. It was clear, as it had been with Imogen, who were Malachy’s art world friends, who had flown in from London. More expensive sunglasses to cover the weeping. Black coats with finer lines, or little hats with veils. A couture edge that a gathering at a standard rural funeral would not necessarily have, either in means or audacity. Daphne noticed now, more than she had been able to the last time, how much money they had about them. There were no photographers or news cameras present, but Daphne did wonder if there were journalists hiding in the throng. Malachy’s formal obituary was yet to appear in The Guardian, The Times, both Irish and Sunday and of London, but there had been coverage of his passing. He’d had a heart attack at home. Leonie had found him. It had been quick. No vague mention of a short or long illness in any of the press coverage. He’d been young, comparatively. He could have painted for another decade at least.

Ronan was stiff beside Daphne, holding on to her hand for dear life. They’d smoked all their cigarettes the day before, and were both spare and awkward in the throng. Fidgeting. Both looking for Leonie, and for Finn. No sign of them. There was a sudden change in the tide, then, and the crowd began to pour towards the chapel doors. The distant drone of a priest’s intonation took up. A service was beginning. Ronan and Daphne were too far away, suddenly, and it became sharply apparent that Ronan wanted to be in there, this time. He pulled Daphne briefly towards the church and she followed him, before the realization that there would be no room hit them both. Ronan slouched in defeat—it was so crowded that there were people gathered in the porch of the church, with the newsletters and holy water font. They spilled out onto the gravel and the lawn and Daphne and Ronan hadn’t a hope of getting anywhere near the door.

“For fuck’s sake,” Ronan whispered, thumbing rogue tears from his eyes as music began to thrum from the chapel. “I thought we’d at least get inside. I’d wanted to stand down the back. Light a fucking candle or something.”

“We can go and light a candle at the beach. Or even at the Duff house,” Daphne said, squeezing his hand. “We can do a ceremony on our own.”

Ronan shook his head. “Let’s just stand here. It’s probably only right that I’m outside. He used to tell me I was undomesticated. Not a house animal.”

“You’re not an animal at all, Ronan.”

He squeezed her hand back, then.

The hour dragged by heavy. It was cold. Some more music echoed from the building, the priest’s voice replaced by a woman’s. Leonie, giving a short eulogy. The sound of her was unmistakable. It was impossible to decode the tone of her performance—you couldn’t decipher sorrow or stoicism through the church walls. Daphne and Ronan clung to each other there, fastening their grip at the sound of her voice. Another song, then that was it. The coffin emerged, breaching the winter air, eerily steady atop the shoulders of six men. Daphne for a second thought she didn’t know any of them, until she recognized Finn.

Lurching along. Older. Wearing a beard, face red from the weeping. Leonie walked directly behind the coffin, alone. Daphne imagined a world in which Imogen had survived her own pain, and could hold her daughter as they walked in the shadow of Malachy’s absence. But Leonie was alone. Could you be an orphan, at their big age? Daphne had to fight the urge to run to her. Why was nobody holding her? Chances were, Leonie wouldn’t let them.

Daphne and Ronan bobbed along at the hem of the crowd, following the congregation who were heading towards the hotel. Leonie got into the long, black funeral car and slammed the door. The coffin was placed into the hearse. The word amongst the mourners was that Malachy would be brought onto the mainland for a private cremation in the morning.

Ronan said, “I’m glad I don’t have to see them putting him in the ground. I knew he wanted to be cremated. Scattered at sea,” as they watched the hearse pull away. Daphne imagined Malachy talking to a skinny, young Ronan about death, how intimate that was.

How back then, their mid-twenties, God even their late teens, they hadn’t the capacity to feel the weight of a day like this. Daphne thought of Imogen’s funeral, how she had just let it glaze over her then, like her body hadn’t developed the organs to process what was happening just yet. Leonie had had to grow a second dark heart, known all about that far younger than anyone else Daphne knew. Leonie had slammed the door of a black car before, stood at the foot of a grave and watched the body that grew her disappear into the earth. She would now wait to receive the ashes of her father in a long plastic tube, with whose contents she would do some unknown, private ritual. Daphne wondered, would she eat some. Would she do the same, herself, faced with the ashes of her own parents. She wished she’d been more patient with Leonie, suddenly.

They lurched down the hill to the hotel, and Ronan nipped inside to buy some more cigarettes and say hello to his old managers. Daphne perched, alone, on a picnic table and stared out at the water beyond the hard line of concrete that marked the island’s end. The light of the day was blue and chilly for the season, and she rubbed her hands together and quickly texted Shell with numb fingers, saying she was OK, Ronan was OK, and they were getting through what they had to do. Shell told her she loved her, and Daphne pressed the microphone symbol on her screen and said, “I love you, too,” and sent her voice back up across the country. She felt like she was both on another planet, and deep in the past, and this inertia was made only worse by the sight of Leonie walking in from the car park, and Finn moving along behind her. A wraith and her shadow. Daphne felt a love and a sorrow so strong that her eyes filled with tears.

How every year of her childhood, these blond, bright cousins had lifted her up. How she had longed to bring Leonie back to Dublin with her, to show the girls in her estate that the friendship of a girl like Leonie was blood-and-bone proof that she was normal. How Finn had been so handsome, always, so gentle and huge. Two sphinxes at the gate to the summer, ready to spring alive and guide her through her most joyous seasons.

Leonie hadn’t done anything wrong, Daphne thought. She and Ronan had discussed this at length, deep in the night. The problem with Leonie was what Ronan had done to her, not what Leonie had done to Arturo. Finn, though, what he had been doing—and was probably still doing—was unforgivable. Finn looked the most different, as though made monstrous by the persistence of professional cruelty.

Ronan still looked like himself, lithe and punk, arguably more handsome now that his hair was starting to turn grey, that he had finally grown in a beard. That, and he didn’t have the pallor of a drunk anymore. Perhaps Daphne only felt that he hadn’t changed because she’d seen him just about every day for twelve years. She wondered what the managers at the hotel bar would make of him now, and would they hold him up talking to him. Leaving her out here with these two. Leonie, who she had not looked at since that last, terrible night at the Starcade, at least just looked like Leonie, having finally grown into her haircut, still bony, still wearing Doc Martens.

Finn’s muscular form, however, had become brick-shaped. His neck thicker, his once fine jaw unrefined. His thin hairline ate high onto his skull, and his cheeks were ruddy from what Daphne assumed was a combination of the pints and working outside. This was the easily recognizable deterioration of a man who had simply settled into the things that time and poor habit would do to a body, without any attempt to tend to himself.

The funeral suit couldn’t even give him an edge of refinement: it was a little small on him, or maybe just precisely and uncomfortably his size. Straight men, Daphne observed, often let this happen to them, because how they looked did not confer them much extra power in the way it did for women, so they elected comfort and casual deterioration over upkeep. She wondered had he married, yet. Were there kids knocking around.

She herself was aware she looked different, too. She wasn’t skinny anymore. Love, sobriety, a decent job, and a quiet life had softened her to the tune of a couple of much-needed and highly appreciated stone. Her hair, grey dazzling through the pitch black of it now, was cut into a soft mullet that she would have found unthinkable in her teens and twenties. She pulled her scarf close around her face.

The cousins advanced on Daphne, careful and strange. Approaching her as though she were the danger. Leonie lifted a hand to wave, as though marionetted by something high above, hand flat, fingers tight. Daphne waved back. Finn half nodded, tilting his chin up.

“Alright,” Finn said, “long time no see.” So casual, the way he put it. As if the last time they saw each other something god-awful hadn’t happened. Something beyond criminal. Something they’d have to answer for at the gates to any afterlife there may or may not be. Worse, as if she and him hadn’t fucked. He was the last man she did that with, and God, she was repulsed by him now. Daphne looked at his hands, fingers like lumps of clay, nails bitten. She wondered how many dogs had fallen to them. How many other animals, too. She felt certain by the look of him that he was still doing it. The internet was bigger, somehow, now than it had been back then. Perhaps his audience was, too. No wedding ring, though.

“Daphne,” Leonie said, jaw tight, “thank you for making the trip.”

Daphne softened her gaze, trying to extend some tenderness to Leonie while keeping her distance. “I’m so sorry for your loss, pal.”

The word pal was not quite friend. It was not neighbor, it was not cousin, it was not sister or love or chicken or even Leonora. Pal was a warm nothing. Leonie was not affronted by it, at least. She gave the thinnest smile Daphne had ever seen on another person and folded her arms across her own body, hugging herself.

“Look, you know yourself. We outlive them. Just some of us lose them earlier than the rest.”

“It’s not fair, and I wish I knew what to say,” Daphne said, wanting to throw her arms around her, but instead, wrapping her arms around herself in a mirror of the other woman. Two girls holding themselves instead of holding each other.

“Where’s that Quaid one?” Finn asked. “Did he not have the nerve to show his face?” His chin cocked to the sky again, scornful this time. Leonie closed her eyes and shook her head. “Finn, please. I invited him. If he couldn’t come, I understand, but I wanted—I needed us all to be here.”

“He’s in the hotel buying cigarettes,” Daphne said. “And I’m just going to warn you now, if you’ve brought him here to crucify him, he’ll turn around and leave before he lets you take the nails out of your pocket. He came down in good faith, because despite it all, he loves you, Leonie. He’s actually just walking out the hotel doors behind you now.”

She felt bold speaking so frankly to the cousins, especially in their grief. They turned, and Ronan walked towards them, a pint of water in one hand and two boxes of cigarettes in the other. He all but waded through the thick, tense air between them, taking slow, long steps. Daphne couldn’t see the expression on Leonie’s face, but watched her shoulders start to shake with sorrow. She strode across the car park and took Ronan in her arms, and he let her. They had known one another since they were in their infancy. Shared first days at school, shared a childminder. Shared a life.

Their long, tender history made Ronan’s transgression worse, Daphne knew, but it also made the twelve-year chasm between them god-awful. For a second, they were just two old friends holding each other on a sad and terrible day, context washed out with the tide.

Finn watched them, his hands on his hips. He’d the same lifelong history with Ronan, but he seemed to have evolved into the kind of man who wouldn’t be one for hugging in public. He held himself as though he was much older, Daphne considered. Conservative looking. Uncomfortable in his skin. Maybe that much death passing through your hands did that to a man.

Away from the picnic benches, out of earshot, Leonie and Ronan broke apart and spoke in hushed tones for a minute or two. Daphne couldn’t gather what they were saying, but it seemed to be a sort of quiet truce. She preferred to study them and try and decode their chat over making small talk with Finn. They both nodded firmly after the other spoke, almost businesslike now that their embrace had broken. They ended their tiny conference with a handshake, then turned to walk back to Finn and Daphne, a silent audience of two. Leonie and Ronan were more relaxed now. He even offered her the open box of smokes. She shook her head, and removed a tiny pink vape from her handbag.

As though activated like a sleeper agent, Finn produced his own large, grey vape from his breast pocket and huffed an enormous plume of vapor from it. It smelled sweet, slightly tropical, and the vape looked a little like a gun. Daphne winced at the artificial, dense aroma, and Ronan must have noticed because he launched the spare box of smokes at her, which she caught, reflexes quick, well used to him throwing objects at her rather than handing them like a normal person.

They were four chimneys there outside the pub. Daphne found it unthinkable that they had once played so freely together, had once shared a rich and complex private language and world—yes, it had been plundered and yes, it had ended in a kind of violence and yes, it cast an ugly shadow, but they had, for many years of their lives prior to the disaster, been so easy together.

This was anything but easy. Leonie cleared her throat. “Right. Aside from the death of my father, I asked you two to come down here for a reason.”

“Are we all going to kiss, at last?” Ronan asked, bold as he always was, and Daphne elbowed him. “Ronan!”

“I think that kind of talk isn’t going to get you anywhere good today, Quaid,” said Finn, through a cloud of sickly sweet vapor.

“Get fucked, Finn,” Ronan spat.

“Boys—” Leonie clipped, settling into her matronly role, just like the old days. “Stop yourselves. Please. I don’t like this any more than any of you, and I—we never talked about it, we never sorted it out, any of it, we just walked away from the fucking building and locked the door, and I couldn’t fucking live with myself, with the guilt, so I’ve been keeping watch over the place, over him.”

Him.

There it was again, the refusal to say his name. Leonie’s voice had become wobbly at the end, there, with what Daphne registered as desperation. She was holding her vape so tightly that her knuckles were white.

“I thought he was … far away from here, or something,” Daphne managed. “So how can you—”

“He’s not far away literally. He’s far away sort of physically. He’s in there, you know—just, somewhere else, too. The Starcade is the door. It’s just been locked. And I called you here to open it, with me.”

Finn, who had obviously been briefed on this already, said, “Right. Tell them how we’re going to get it open so,” as though he were talking about the door of a barn, or a Ford Fiesta.

“What about the thing that was helping him, the thing that put him in there instead of me and Daphne? The fish?” Ronan asked. “Because I’m not going to lie to you, Leonora. There’s been plenty of nights I’ve woken up in the dark and felt the eyes of it on me. Like once we’d dealt with it, it would still be following us all our lives, no matter what we did or how hard we worked to move on. I will tell you this—I believe he deserved worse than what he got for what he wanted to do to us. I believe he deserved to be forgotten—did you know that the fuckers in the bar think he’s in there, waiting for you? I heard his name mentioned three times when I was waiting for change for the smoke machine.”

Leonie was well prepared for this. “I believe that the fate you two chose for him is a fate worse than death, Ronan. If you overheard his name, you also must have overheard that they think we’re together, the islanders. They see him with me. They see him come in and out of my house, as well as going about his daily life. They believe that I am not, in fact, a single woman caring for her elderly father and managing the artistic fucking estate of her dead mother. They believe I have somebody to be with in the world. He chose this, in fact every day he chooses his memory’s connection to me. It is the life he dreams of, out here. While he waits and waits and waits.”

“How do you … know that?” Daphne asked, sitting down on the bench. Her legs felt boneless. To any passerby, these four people looked as though they were just a quartet of sane, straitlaced adults. Not a drop of blood on their hands, no great psychic cruelty on their consciences, no crimes committed between them.

“I know because he tells me. I see him. I go up to the Starcade at night and I go inside and I sit at the mirror and I talk to him. That’s how,” Leonie said, frank and flat. “And frankly, I am worried that if we don’t let him out, she’s going to kill him for real. Not just kill him in the way we—you two—killed him.”

Daphne took a sharp breath in at that. Killed didn’t come into it. That was the fact of it; that was what she and Ronan knew to be the truth. She had told Shell, her sole confidante outside of Ronan, that it was safer to have Arturo imprisoned rather than have him out in the world, wielding whatever kind of fucked magic the Revelator had given him. Shell had agreed, and soothed her.

She felt a flash of anger, then. After all this time suppressing and attempting to cobble together an ordinary, safe life and she was here, snared again and drawn back to the island. She wasn’t only there to pay respects to Leonie’s dead father. She’d known it was time to come back, but she still didn’t appreciate Leonie’s telling of the story. She was clutching for power.

“We didn’t kill him,” Ronan said, and Daphne was glad he did. “Though he would have liked to kill us, just to be clear. I mean, not you, Leonie. Not you, Finn. Just me and Daphne. It was just us he hated, just me and her. So please forgive me if I’m not as worried about how he’s handling his relationship with … her, the fish, or whatever.”

Ronan knew exactly what she was, but playing a little dumb about it was part of how this had to work. Unless Big Eyes had been working with her prisoner. Unless that prisoner, had then let Leonie in on the situation, too. They might have been rumbled before anything even really began.

Leonie paused, drew a low breath, and said, “Ronan, you owe this to me.” The silence that followed was metallic. Daphne put her face in her hands, unable to take it. She just listened, her palms pressed into her eye sockets. Their civility had expired so quickly, the brief tenderness of their hug. It didn’t last in the air, oxidized, rotted quick. How long had Leonie been waiting to play that card? Ronan audibly lit another cigarette, the click, click, hiss of the lighter ugly to hear, bad punctuation.

“Right. It’s like that, so,” he said, his tone arctic.

“It is,” Leonie replied.

“What has the man in the mirror been telegraphing to you, then, about the situation with the Revelator?” All of his playfulness was gone now. “How exactly has she said that we’re to unlock this door in the Starcade?”

He knew exactly how. It was clear that he just needed Leonie to say it first.

“You should know that better than anyone, Ronan. Wasn’t it you who decided the terms of the imprisonment? He told me everything that you hadn’t the nerve to. Why don’t you say it?” Leonie sneered, and it was just like they were kids again, suddenly. Leonie telling Ronan off, Ronan rising and rising to her. Daphne wondered for a second if they had actually ever truly loved the bones of each other, or if circumstances had just put them in each other’s lives at such proximity that they had no choice. Routine, neighborhood, the island—maybe those things built something that felt like love, but was actually kind of a prison in itself. Ronan was letting Leonie’s question hang in the air so long that Daphne snapped the answer he was not able to give. They could spar forever, dancing around it. So she stepped into their duel and said the unsayable.

“One of us has to go in so he can come out,” she said. “It was either him, or us, and she took him on the condition that we swapped places when she decided the time was right.”

“Twelve years,” said Finn, pulling another plume of vapor. “Long enough.”

“Were you ever going to tell me?” Leonie asked, still only looking at Ronan. It was two questions.

“No, I wasn’t,” Ronan said, and that was the answer to both. He barely waited a second for this to land before he began to rattle off at his usual pace, “But it’s too late and long in it now. Let’s go up to the fucking scene of the crime, shall we? Let’s just have it out. Get your boyfriend out of his jail. I’m sure he’ll be absolutely delighted, maybe start maligning and plotting the disappearances of some other unsuspecting acquaintances of his.”

He began to walk away, and gestured to Daphne to come with him. She hopped down off the bench and took his arm and leant into his ear and said, “I know that didn’t go … the way we’d hoped, but we’re sticking to the rest of the plan, aren’t we?” and he whispered back, “Oh, we are, yes. But hold fast. If I surprise you, please trust me.”

Daphne squeezed him. “I trust you.”

“You might need to forgive me a little, too,” he said, after a moment.

“I will,” said Daphne, hoping against hope that it wouldn’t be hard to, if it came to it.

The four of them walked away from the hotel, and up the familiar and winding road past Boston’s and the Goat on the Boat and the shop. Daphne was astounded by how little had changed, how there was a sort of time lock in place. The stickers advertising ice cream in the summer that plastered the window of the shop were just as faded as they ever had been. The holy water font outside the pub still offered patrons a splash for their sins. The goat still stood, stoic, on his landlocked boat. This time Ronan did not pass remark on the goat, or the pub, or anything at all. The four of them were quiet. This was as far from play as they ever had been as long as they had known one another. Long gone were their capers with naggins and spliffs and bottles of wine up the edge of the fields. When they passed the ruin of the church that had once been a diving point into the grass below, Daphne felt a sorrow roosting under her ribs, wings black and long as the crows that were still, somehow, generation on generation, mobbing the churchyard.

The Starcade sat low and grim on the hillside, the sign off. Neon without the light has the look of a decayed thing, utterly opposite to what it was supposed to do. It looked somehow sadder, worse than it would if the word had just been painted up there. That pain inside of Daphne rolled at the sight of it. How she had raced here, how this had been the nerve center of the happiest seasons of her life. How this was the place that she learned to imagine, and became the place where the things she had imagined became real, and awful. There was a part of her that had never truly left the Starcade that night, and in silence, she was walking back to collect her. To scoop up the drunken girl who couldn’t eat, the girl for whom there was no amount of therapy that would make a dent in whatever was wrong with her. The angriest girl in the world, teeth aching in her mouth from the sugar of so much to drink and not enough nutrition.

Daphne could not find it in herself here at almost forty to be cruel to the mid-twenties spectre of herself that still lurked the hillside. She didn’t want to be well, then. She didn’t want happiness, or answers, or anything of the sort. That girl wanted the void, and she found it, big eyes and teeth in the dark and all, skin of a wolf on her back.

Daphne would not let her stay in that hole. She would go back into the room of broken glass and the ghosts of a thousand tiny fish, and she would take that girl out of there, for good. She still couldn’t rescue the ghost of herself wielding a fist full of broken glass, rattling around the internet, a blurry meme. That kid was trapped in there forever. But she could do right by the other one.

The walk up was steeper than Daphne remembered. She had more body than she once had, sure, but enough of it was muscle. She was much stronger than she had been from long hikes with Shell, and from the endless standing through shifts at the library, the hauling of books. She had rarely done this trek sober since she was a kid. Ronan, however, strode up it like it was nothing to him, pulling a little ahead of her. When they got up the hill to the building, the pair of them waited outside the now-rusted shutter, the keypad which had once been an affront now took on a glint of irony. Someone who had once wanted a locked door sure had gotten one.

Leonie and Finn trailed behind. Nobody was talking. Ronan and Daphne smoked an entire cigarette between them, waiting for the cousins. Daphne supposed they were taking their time, given they weren’t certain who was going to walk out into the fresh air of the island, and who was going to go somewhere else.

Leonie didn’t even pause to acknowledge the place. She had nothing to take in: it wasn’t unusual to her, warped and nostalgic the way it was to Daphne. Leonie simply strode up to the shutter, knelt briefly to unlock it, flung it skyward with a terrible creak, then jammed a code into the pin pad. It was clear that this was something she did often. An easy choreography with the locks. She pushed the door open and Finn, Ronan, and Daphne followed her into the wreckage.

Inside, the ruin of the once-beautiful mirror trap lay desolate. Not all of the lights worked, so the shadows were long and strange. The cracked fish tanks had a menacing quality, giving the impression that something had escaped with violence from where it had once been held. The previously impressive mirrors were still standing, but wounded, their fractures cobwebbing out and corrupting anything they reflected back into fractals. Their beloved table, that gorgeous map, still lay against the wall. Legs gone off it. It was still frozen in that god-awful heavy plastic, which, though hideous, at least preserved the thing well. Daphne had a sense memory of Finn throwing it, though she wasn’t sure she’d seen him do it directly. There were, mercifully, no glasses or cups or other things they had touched that last night. No papers, no dice. No tiny skeletons of long-deceased fish. The carpet was suspiciously clean—on further inspection, near the repaired window Daphne had absconded from that night, there was a fat, squat dehumidifier. It didn’t even smell like cigarette smoke, let alone sitting water. Leonie had been making sure the place didn’t turn to rot. She’d cleaned it. Hoovered. Swept. Hauled up there with a set of black plastic bags and cleared the relics and waste. Disposed of the evidence.

Daphne noticed, by an intact stretch of mirror, there was a large cushion on the ground. Square, soft, the kind of piece that looked as though it had been liberated from a sofa. A plaid blanket was folded neatly on one side, and a little pile of books, and a digital tablet, too. Ronan pointed. “You been taking some online classes up here, then, Leonora?” Attempting levity, anything to puncture the tension blooming thick and foul in the air. He couldn’t help himself, really.

“That’s where we spend time together,” Leonie replied, flat. “He comes to me through the mirror. I sit with him, and we read, or watch shows on my laptop. Then he goes away, back to his house on the other island, and I go home, and everyone thinks he’s beside me, always. My dad thought so, too. So at least when I told him I was going out to see my partner in the evenings, I wasn’t lying to him.”

Daphne felt a pang of relief at this. He’d at least had a visitor. He’d at least seen another living person. The confinement wasn’t totally solitary, in the end.

“Is he just, here but … backwards?” Daphne felt stupid even asking, walking towards the mirrors with trepidation.

Leonie shook her head. “No, he’s not. Whatever’s out there is the island, but it’s stranger than that. He tells me about it. He writes it all down on anything paper-ish that he can find. I help him, sometimes, too. There’s no sea. The land is the same, the houses, the church. No crows, no livestock. The hotel is there. No sky, exactly. It’s mostly kind of nightfall, all the time. He tells me Big Eyes moves across what should be the sky sometimes, like a sun with a pair of eyes and a mouth. Like in Wonder Wonder, almost. You know, the temple he wrote is there. The fountain. I’d like to see it, to be honest with you. But I’d like to be able to leave, after I did.” She was softening, as she spoke. There was real fondness there. Real curiosity, too. It was easy to forget, in the horror of what they’d done, that they had in fact stumbled upon a great and strange magic. That magic was, as they had all silently prayed in their childhoods, real and everywhere. Daphne found herself thinking that perhaps under different circumstances, this would have been a gorgeous adventure. Another island, just past their own, hanging in a skyless space. A night world, on the bright island. A place they had dreamed up as children. How cruel that the only ticket was one-way. The price was the door locking behind them.

“If that’s you volunteering, you’d want to be clear enough about it,” Finn remarked. His nervousness was making him seem angry. It sounded like a command. Leonie shot him a dagger of a look—the kind she usually reserved for Ronan—and said, “I didn’t volunteer myself for anything. Make no mistake, Finn.”

“So,” Ronan said, walking over to where the tabletop leant up against the wall, “do we say her name three times, or what? Big Eyes, Big Eyes, Big Eyes?” He pulled at the table, sliding it flat, the old map looking up at the ceiling from its resin case. The colours were just as vivid, there under the solid plastic, as they once had been. The island, their animals at the points of the compass, all the tiny stars and, unmistakable, the big eyes in the dark. Ronan had, before all this began, agreed with Daphne that they should steal it. Take it home. Eat dinner off it, roll spliffs on it. Daphne wouldn’t take it out of the Starcade now, not if you paid her. It felt cursed. How it had gone from a holy relic in their lives to a weapon used against them. Worse, a torture instrument. A site of pain extraction.

“I think we have to play,” Leonie said, softly.

“Play … what?” Finn asked, as if he hadn’t been a captain of the sky. As if he hadn’t had a rich inner life, as if he hadn’t in turns been the crow and the fox and the cat and the wolf, too.

“Cop on to yourself, Finn. We’re not that old. We’re not gone out of ourselves, yet,” Ronan said, sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of the flat of the table, at the top right-hand corner, just above the fox. He pointed at the floor to the south on the map. “Your seat, crow.”

Finn tutted audibly and hunched up his shoulders, as though he were being forced through a humiliation ritual. How had he aged with such density? All the boyishness dead in him. Daphne found this the worst shock, somehow. Perhaps it would have been worse if he’d been just like she remembered.

Leonie picked up her cushion and the blanket, and stepped across to the table. She laid the blanket down for Daphne to sit on, beside her. The cat and the wolf. They were quiet, the four cardinal points, for a beat. Nobody sure who was going to be the storyteller. Where they were going to pick up. They used to take it in turns, when they were children, in a seamless and easy overlap of narration.

“I think it’s probably only right that you open, Leonora, but I’ll tell you what. As a gesture. Let’s play the parts we played last. I’ll be the droid. You be the doctor. You be the bard. You be the pilot. We should be us but also them, a little, too,” Ronan said, pointing to everyone in turn.

Leonie nodded. “Right. I’m going to start by saying that we should just bring it back to where we were, once. Where we left our heroes, though I’m not sure if they were heroes, at all.”

“I think they were just a bunch of people in a bad situation,” Daphne said. “They hadn’t been exactly qualified when they were called to adventure, had they. They’d found themselves in a rough scene, face-to-face with a terrible trap, punished for having tried to survive the disaster that hit their ship.”

“Right,” Leonie said, “and their judge, for their awful sins—though not all of them had sins, I think, more—their judge for what they did to survive, was in collusion with the ship of the Scorpio Wonder itself.”

“The ground they walked on wasn’t safe. The halls were full of eyes. There was no paradise promised to them that wouldn’t come at a terrible cost,” Ronan offered.

“I had imagined that the Daphne on the Wonder had shattered the great ceiling above the statues, you know. Had sacrificed everyone to the void,” Daphne admitted. “But think about this instead—if you picture that ballroom, right, decaying in the blackness of space, if you walk us in there, not as the characters that were built for us, but as ourselves. Our actual whole selves. What do you think it looks like, now?”

Daphne closed her eyes, then, after noticing that the others had, too. It was as though they were conducting a séance in the bleak afternoon light. She searched herself for that feeling that she used to get at the table that winter. A flicker of opal, anywhere. There was no softening of her perception with substances anymore. It was just her, her old friends, and the promise she and Ronan had to keep, at any cost. A plan they had to carry out, too.

She wasn’t sure anything was going to happen, until she felt that old familiar dissolving. That warping thing. In the dark of her closed eyes, an opal, then two, then six, then fifteen, then twenty, and then a kaleidoscope of them, infinite and turning. She wasn’t afraid. She had gone up against the Revelator before and had come back again, older and wiser. Now, she and Ronan had a plan.

The ballroom was showing signs of age. The Eye of the Wonder was still a splendor, sure, still a dome of glass holding the infinity of space above it, like a parasol. But the white and jet marbled floor had cracked, and through those deep fissures grew impossible, thick green vines. Given long enough, the plants that had decorated the rest of the ship had simply grown to fill the emptiness. Moss spilt out here and there, like nature had insisted itself, against all odds, on the architecture of the place. The last living things in the ship had been given free rein and had made almost a jungle of it. During the original design and decoration of the Wonder, the plants had been genetically modified to thrive in an artificial, unearthly environment, and thrive they had. The great floating hotel had quite literally gone to seed, and four mourners stood in the doorway, staring out over the wreckage. Four grown adult human beings dressed in black, for grief. Their least sensible, most formal shoes.

Or at least, if you were to observe them from a distance, they would have just looked like grown adult human beings. The shortest, a woman with thick inky hair, when she raised an arm above her head to touch one of the errant vines that hung from the archway, revealed a wing of black feathers spanning from the tip of her pointer finger all the way down to her side. The woman beside her, blonde with tired eyes, hid her claws, long and curved, as her hands were tucked politely into her slim felt coat. The tall, thin man had clear bolting marks on his neck, his head, his wrists. Marionette joints from his mouth to his jaw. If you looked closely, you could see his pupils change shape in the light. Hearts, slits, stars, triangles. The last guest was broader, sturdier, and no amount of close examination could find anything further about him than simple, plain humanity. He was just a man. No interference, no mutation, no monstrosity. No magic.

Before them, waiting, stood four titanic statues. Some had lost limbs, fallen to the ground. They, too, had been mauled by the green growth coming up from the floor. They looked as though they had been decayed by hundreds of years, not a simple dozen. But something worse had happened to them than the gnawing of the new forest: The Mary that had held the dogs was bleeding from her nose. The stitches on the mouth of the Mary with the paintbrushes had come loose, and from her mouth came a steady pulse of red water. The Mary with the crown of eyes had lost them, her own eyes gone, too, her mouth. There was no face there at all, but her cup ran over with that same staining crimson fluid. And last of all, the Mary that had been emptying from her womb stood thin now, tears of what could have been blood gushing down her hollow cheeks. Each sculpture a terrible fountain now, and a shallow pool of this bodily-looking water kept the plants that crawled through the floor well fed.

“Things have changed,” Ronan said, softly. “Aren’t we ruined, in a way, now, by all of this?”

Leonie nodded. “I think we were ruined when we came here first. I think we thought we were doing a good job of hiding it.”

“I think it’s not to be called hiding if what’s going on isn’t anybody else’s business, but fair enough,” said Finn. “I don’t feel ruined.”

Daphne regarded him again. So far from the dashing young captain he once had been. As though doubling, tripling down on his sins had stolen his vitality. She didn’t have anything to say; she just scoured the heavens above, waiting for the eyes in the dark to appear. Willing them to. The feel of this realm was bad. Haunted, in its way, though not by ghosts. Just by who they used to be. The mistakes they had made, and tried, in their own ways, to reconcile or outgrow. It occurred to her suddenly then that it was somewhat haunted by their old gamesmaster, too. Had he had access to this place from where he lived? How soft were the limits of his reality, now? Where did the bars to his prison actually lie? She didn’t suppose he’d want to tell her, or anyone. She supposed he’d just want to see Leonie, who would have by now been his wife, for better or worse. She’d keep the secrets of his imprisonment. His dark adventure.

On the other side of the glass dome then, as though she had willed their arrival, one gargantuan celestial eye blinked open, then another. Pupils terrible to look into, not the colour of the night sky, not the colour of anything other than perhaps nausea, or madness. Yet the four travelers were fixated on her, the Revelator. Big Eyes. They had come before her court again, on purpose this time. For Leonie’s heart. For what they owed her.

Well, she said, it is such a delight to see you all together again, children of the island, voyagers through realities of your own making, sinners, sinners all. I see you have come to pay the price of your freedom.

“In fairness, I think you probably would have found a way to drag us back here against our will if we hadn’t come, and I prefer by far to travel the world on my own terms,” Ronan said, chest out. “So yes. We’re here to pay the fare, and to take that bastard back. I hope you cured him of that rancid streak, Big Eyes. You had him long enough. Give him back to the stupid girl who loves him, then.”

The gift Ronan had in this life was that his charm could elicit a laugh from anyone, even a monster, even a god, even a great hungry thing like the anglerfish in the sky. She gave a laugh so true it was almost warm. Ronan, a court jester to the end.

I will. But first, you must place a penny in the fountain. Which shining child will come with me, so that the first may return? Who have you selected?

“We’re going to play a game, to work it out,” Finn said. “Though this doesn’t really feel like the time for playing.”

Is that so? The Revelator laughed again, all the warmth gone out of it. Daphne remembered that sound, her whole body responding to it. She clenched her fists.

“Well, yeah”—Finn was getting angry now—“isn’t that what we were going to do? Roll the dice?”

I believe there are ways to play that do not involve instruments and rules. Surely you are playing now, purely by visiting this space at all. The act of play is already in motion. Who wins, who loses, that has already been decided, has it not? From the dark beyond the great and terrible eyes, those old familiar arches of teeth, geometric and endless in the depths of space. The scale of her mouth was dizzying, and Daphne got down a little, squatting close to the ground for purchase. The floor was wet—at some point, the flow of blood-water from the sculptures had intensified. A bad flood was coming.

“It has,” Leonie said. “I made the decision. If we’re talking in terms of winning and losing in the grand pictures of our lives, it’s me who has lost the most. It’s me who gains something from his return. So, these two made the choice last time, without my knowledge. But now, it’s my turn.”

Daphne was glad she was already low down, because Leonie’s confidence all but took the air out of her lungs. She and Ronan had a plan and, regardless of what Leonie was scheming, it was their plan that had to happen. They had talked it to death, over and over. In the cold mornings together, sitting at the kitchen table, on the balcony, walking by Salthill, who deserved it, who had earned a punishment. They had always been on the same page. And now, Leonie was suddenly in charge?

“Leonie, can you please be reasonable,” she said. “There’s four of us here. Surely at least a majority vote should be the basis of who goes this time.”

This time. There it was. This departure was just one season of an endless trade-off. A roulette wheel made from seasons of their lives.

“I think I’m fine with Leonie making the call, Daphne.” Ronan’s voice was gentle, suddenly. Noble, almost. Daphne was struck with a bolt of terror, remembering him asking her to trust him, back home, back on the island, back at the end of their lives as they knew them. “Ronan, don’t tell me—”

He looked down at her then, eyes flashing. Hearts, diamonds, clubs, spades. Triangles. Stars. He winked.

He’d had a secret this entire time. A plan of his own.

“If you’re putting yourself forward, Quaid,” Finn said, formal and a little brusque, “don’t be coy about it. You’ve caused enough pain on this island for a lifetime. Aren’t you due a stint to think about what you’ve done?”

Ronan turned away from the Revelator’s gaze and towards Finn, suddenly, a thin, hard smile spreading across his face. “That’s so funny you should say that, Finn,” Leonie said and turned to face her cousin then, too. “You and I know well that it wouldn’t be Ronan who has dealt out the most suffering. Not by a long stretch. Not even by my own measure. You enact pain every single day, and I have begged you to stop, and you will not so I am stopping you here, before the animals aren’t enough, and I know, and you know, that that time will come. If it hasn’t come already. I feel it. I know you.” Her brow was furrowed and her eyes were bright and her claws were long and over the edge of her bitten, wine painted lips, two slim fangs protruded.

Like a choir, the high wailing of dogs rose up from the marble. The rivers of red water were flowing thicker and faster. Daphne had to stand as the water was rising and making it hard to balance herself low. Her legs were weak at the noise, a symphony of untimely death played back. Were all of these sounds Finn had heard? He was blanched, almost grey with fear, frozen in place.

“Big Eyes,” Ronan called, almost sweetly, “the parliament of three has come to a unanimous decision on who should go this time. Finn Mulvey will take the next season, out there.”

I want to hear the girl say it, the Revelator said.

Daphne couldn’t speak for a second, paralyzed with the pressure of it. Leonie seemed to mistake this silence for indecision, and said, sharp as a knife, “You know it was Finn who sent Arturo that video after the party, Daphne. He thought it was funny. Did you know that he thought it was funny? That a fun joke between lads was worth more than your dignity? Well, now you do. Now you know. So say what you need to say.”

Daphne looked at Finn then, remembering fucking him, how gentle he had been with her, his insecurity and desire to become a couple immediately after. The ease with which he had lied. It felt like almost nothing now, the key to the grand mystery of her youth, so far was she from the video being released into the world. But still, it was Finn who had put the bait on the hook that caught her. He had been instrumental to the plan Arturo had forged. An architect of her shame.

“Finn has to go,” she gasped. “The video doesn’t matter. It’s not the video. We decided, me and Ronan, we talked it out, over and over and over. He has to go.”

Daphne and Ronan had agreed themselves long ago that when the time came it would have to be Finn, and that the barrier in their way would be Leonie, but here, having agreed with Ronan elsewhere herself, Leonie had offered her own family up for the sacrifice. What had she had to deal with for the last twelve years, on the island with Finn? It must have been enough to make her collude with Ronan. Leonie even reached out a second and took Ronan’s hand, their truce fulfilled. Daphne took her other hand. This alliance was all they had.

Ah, you do feel ashamed, don’t you? You and I will have a good time together, Finn Mulvey, purred the god above the window, and the red liquid that was now up to their calves—Daphne’s knees—began to flow tidally away from them, and towards Finn, who was roaring protest, who was cursing Daphne out, who was naming Ronan terrible things, telling Leonie she deserved the end of her life to be dealt to her by Arturo so she could join her wretch mother and her lying, coward father, and he could scream all he wanted, really. The red fluid crawled up his limbs, hungry, staining his white shirt, filling his pockets and sleeves, drinking him up, holding fast against his neck, his mouth, his nose and eyes, and then it consumed him completely. Then, in a blink, the water regained its weight and fell in a sharp breath back to the floor. The shallow pool that had been encroaching began to drain, leaving Leonie’s, Ronan’s, and Daphne’s legs wet, and stained. Finn was nowhere to be seen.

“Now, where is Arturo?” Leonie shouted up to Big Eyes, without even taking a second to acknowledge the act of grotesque consumption that had just removed her cousin from the room and the world and the plane of reality they were supposed to be sharing. She was almost feral. “You bring him back right now. We did what you wanted!”

Daphne hadn’t heard Arturo’s name in so long that it was almost as though the word itself was the key to his release.

The Revelator blinked heavily once, twice, three times, then kept her eyes shut. Her mouth closed, disappeared into the darkness. Her voice answered Leonie’s fervor, Oh, he’s waiting for you. See you next time, and then, her presence was gone, a close oppression leaving the air. The three travelers looked at one another, and Daphne cast a last gaze around the ballroom—silently and without ceremony: Finn’s Mary, the Mary with the dogs, had vanished. A shallow crater was all that was left on the tiles in the place of the titanic monument. Eventually, one by one all of their markers would go. Then what? In their old age would they have to find more people, more sacrifices? Daphne couldn’t comprehend it, playing mock trial after mock trial for the hunger of a god.

Leonie was suddenly gone, then, and it was just Daphne and Ronan, holding hands in the wreck.

“Stop,” he said to her. “I can see you worrying. We’re alright. We made it out. We’ll stick together, right? We’ll survive it. For now, we just—go home.”

Daphne nodded, thinking of Shell waiting for her in their little flat, thinking of her mother. She thought about getting a hot breakfast in the bakery at the end of Shop Street, about the taste of fat and salt. She thought about the roses that grew on her balcony, relentless even in winter, crimson and hungry. She closed her eyes and when she opened them, she was back at the table. The Starcade as it was, full of broken mirrors. Her legs, somehow still wet and red, Ronan still holding her hand, and standing across the room was Leonie, and Arturo, still half his body in the mirror, the other half holding on to the woman who had loved him despite everything he was, everything he had planned, everything he had done. Exiting the other world, returning home before their eyes, one foot in each place. It was not an illusion: Daphne was witnessing the breaking of reality. The opening of a door. A portal. A cut.

Arturo looked older, thinner. Hair silvering around his temples. It fell long past his shoulders, now. His beard was neat, and still bore the flash of scar where Daphne had landed that bottle home all those years ago. His clothes were worn, but clean. His shoes a little scuffed. He had been living on just the other side of things, not out in the wilderness. He did not look like a man who had not had a roof, a bath, a pair of scissors. He didn’t even glance at Ronan and Daphne, eyes only for Leonie. They kissed, tender and sudden, and Daphne turned her head away from the shock of it.

She stared down at the table, legless on the floor. The island’s portrait out in front of them, a beautiful map of the dreams they had once had. The wolf gazed up at Daphne, and she ran her thumb over the animal’s tiny face. Down at the bottom of the painted world, the pair of eyes in the dark was gone.






ANOTHER WINTER


It always took Daphne far longer than anyone else to screw up her nerve and just get into the ocean. Ronan and Shell and some of Shell’s friends who had come to spend the weekend were already in, unafraid of the late November freeze, braced and laughing in the cold. A young, silly corgi waddled around her feet on a long harness, giving tiny awoos of enthusiasm. Hardly a wolf, but doing her best.

Before Leonie and Arturo had left for the mainland that night to deliver Malachy to the crematorium, Leonie had knocked on the door of the Tugboat and quietly passed the dog to Daphne. She had a lot of dogs to home, now, she said. From the Mulvey farm. Her aunt said that Finn had decided to stop breeding. Had said Finn was out for the night, but he was around here somewhere, maybe in the barn, maybe in one of the sheds. She’d only just seen him, she said, but it would be a great favour to him if Leonie could home a couple of the dogs.

Leonie had promised to absolutely find every single one of the dogs somewhere safe to live, as a favour to Finn, and her aunt thanked her. They all just had their hands full, didn’t they? Leonie was always so sensible. Such a helper.

Arturo hadn’t gotten out of the car, or looked at either of them. Daphne didn’t blame him and took the wriggling pup in her arms and held her close. She and Ronan spent the night awake, watching the animal breathe shallow, baby breaths, her tiny heart alive, alive. The fate she had been spared, and all her sisters and brothers and their future puppies, too. They decided, unanimously, to call her Mary. Mary Scorpio Quaid-McSharry. Of both their houses. Double barrel, in a tender gentle nod to Arturo Corbett-Keene, and Leonie Duff-Corbett-Keene.

They were to share custody of her. Ronan went to work in the club at night, and the dog slept at Daphne and Shell’s place, and was picked up ceremonially in the morning when Daphne went to the library and Shell went to work in the flower shop. The dog, so far, was poised to have a life that was more than just safe. Downright opulent.

Hand on handTheir prayerWas answered

They generally tried not to talk about any of it, any of it, but sometimes Ronan would call Daphne in the early hours when she was blearily waking up. Shell would be going off to work at four, and they’d have a privacy between them then to sit in the cold morning light and talk about the island. The ship. The dancing robot, the crow, the man they had sacrificed to the big fish in the sky. What other rooms had there been on the great Scorpio Wonder? What other secrets had the planet of Valen3A held? Some mornings in this unpacking, it almost felt like they were playing again.

Daphne stood at the end of the pier, hugging herself in her togs, a little woolly hat on her head, skin gooseflesh. Despite her discomfort and terror at what was coming, she knew she’d be the last to want to get out.

“Come on!” Ronan called, and Shell echoed this invitation. Daphne took a deep breath, two or three steps back, a little run to the edge, holding her nose with one hand, and then woosh, a clumsy leap into the deep blue. When her body made contact with the element, she felt as though she was exploding from the cold and the rush, all the blood in her body flooding to the surface, her lungs seizing against the change in temperature. All her senses and cells alive and roaring, she went down, and the thunder of water in her ears was deafening, and then she was up again, buoyant, gasping for air, her brain silent, her body screaming. When she could hear the world and not the water again, Ronan and Shell were cheering for her, and Shell’s friends who swam in a little triad nearby cheered, too. Shell paddled over to them, and Daphne stayed with Ronan, using his arms to steady herself as her body adjusted to the cold.

“I hate this,” she said, still gasping for air, hating it less and less each second.

“The cold is good for you. Makes you live longer,” said Ronan, giving her a splash.

For a second, she imagined him, older again, letting the Revelator take him away. She imagined spending the decade between her fifty and sixty, or her sixty and seventy, in the silent annex of whatever lay beyond the boundaries of those mirrors in the Starcade.

It was a dream she had had almost every night since they got back. Veins on her hands risen by age, fingernails ridged, skin dappled with deep marks from time, but still the prey of the big fish, still waiting to serve out her sentence. She too would step through that mirror someday.

And when the flower bloomed,It had two terrible eyes

“Ronan, if you go next,” Daphne said, quietly, between deep breaths, not that the others were listening, “I want to tell you, I’ll go with you. That way we’ll get it all … done, while we’re still hale and hearty.”

Ronan’s mouth fell open, and he was rendered speechless for a second.

“I know it’s a while away. But I think we could do it, together. I think we could make it into an adventure. What if she doesn’t get to punish us? What if we serve out our time side by side—then maybe she won’t want any more from the others.”

“Tell you what,” Ronan said to her, thoughtful and low, “let’s cross that bridge when we come to it. Let’s try and work out if there’s a way to push back against her. We have time. But if the day dawns when we have to go, we’ll stick together, alright? Until then, maybe we can work out another way to appease her, without going into that other place ourselves. Leonie’ll never do it, so maybe we can find other people to play with, too. Maybe it doesn’t just have to be us, or nothing.”

Daphne nodded, locking eyes with him. For a second, she could have sworn she saw his pupils flicker. Not to the black star, or heart, or diamond. Just to triangles. Just for a second. She turned then, in their quiet agreement, to swim towards her wife and the tiny collection of people from her life. New friends. She wondered if they liked games. Below them, in the rich blue chill, Daphne knew there was another pair of eyes. A mouth, too, wide and smiling.






ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


This novel took just about ten years to transform from a handwritten manuscript through draft on draft on untold draft into, at last, the book you are holding in your hands. In writing these acknowledgements I was faced with the scale of a decade. I began this project one person and ended it another—and pulled myself through this story to get there. It was a gauntlet. I could talk about it for pages and pages, but to paraphrase David Lynch, the book is the talking. A vast galaxy of people stood by, or helped, or held my hand, as I made my way from there to here.

First, thank you to Miriam Weinberg, who acquired this novel in a vastly different form back in early 2022. Thank you for your passion, for spearheading the transformation of this story, and for championing me at every turn. You have made me a better writer. Thank you to everyone at Tor, especially Katie J. Klimowicz for your beautiful cover work in collaboration with the artist, Ana Miminoshvili. Thank you both for encapsulating this story so clearly through the image, and for the eye on the dice. Thank you to DongWon Song, for advocating for this book first, when it was something very different altogether.

Thank you to Cath Trechman and everyone at Titan—Kabriya Coghlan especially. Titan has been my home for four novels, and has always made me feel like I belonged. Thank you to Davi Lancett, too, who acquired this novel during his time at Titan, for taking a chance on me.

Thank you, thank you, thank you to Kat Howard. You will never pay for a drink again in my company.

Thank you to Jeffrey Cranor and Joseph Fink for their generosity in letting me borrow a line from Welcome to Night Vale for the epigraph; it is a privilege to borrow a slice of that world to set the tone for this one. Thank you, also, to John Darnielle for permission to use a lyric from “Younger.” I listened to a lot of The Mountain Goats throughout the years this novel took, so it is a real honour to include a piece of one of the songs I returned to, time and time again.

Thank you to Bryony Woods, who stood over this novel with me and shepherded me through the last two years of completing it. Who, during one particularly hard evening, on the phone called this book beautiful with such sincerity that I found my way back to believing in it again. “Thank you” will simply never cover it, all of it, Bryony.

Thank you to Dr. Ray O’Neill, who has been in conversation with me for just about as long as I have been writing this book. Thank you for the space, guidance, and patience, and for helping me grow. Thank you for the room in my head.

This was not always a book about friendship, but my god, it is now. So thank you to my friends and to my community. To Lisa C., to Caro, to L and V. To Cathy. To Helena. To Kate Mac and to Anna C. To Tynan and Mike. To Sarah R-B. To Susie. To D Sullivan. To Jeffrey. To Jess, for showing me what a true neighbour could look like and swinging your doors open. To L & S for sitting under the full moon as I worked out what I wanted to do with my career. All of you in some way, shape, or form have listened to me talk about this novel, or cry about it, or find my way back to marveling at it again. I promise I’ll be more normal about the next one.

With my whole heart, I would like to thank Christina Duff, and Paula and Paul Duff. Chrissie, a friend who I stole from a house party in my early twenties, brought me down to Valentia Island for a handful of very important weeks over a good few years. She welcomed me into the site of her childhood, and her gorgeous parents, Paul and Paula, always made me feel at home in the house that is the inspiration for the Tugboat. I wrote much of the first baby bones of this book in that building, watching the swallows dance over the evening light, eating Paula’s incredible cooking. I still think about those crab claws. The Valentia Island in this novel is highly, highly fictionalized, but the love I have for it is real, real. Christina, thank you for the mischief over the years and for loaning me this location. I think often of sitting on sun loungers in big jackets, smoking and staring up at the stars outside the house with you, and I think that feeling is what I was trying to bottle in this novel. All those stars, and all that strange light, and us there in appreciation of it, drinking white wine out of mugs, together. And you’re marrying D! This very year!

Thank you always to the constellation of my family. My Nana Sheila and the whole brood that came from under her tender and musical roof. Thank you to my mother, who this book is dedicated to. During the stretch of completing this work, in the first year of my child’s life, my family rallied around me. My mother made sure I was never worried, though I was often heartbroken, to have to turn to the laptop while she tended to the baby. Watching your and her relationship blossom has been amongst the greatest joys of my life, Mam. To my dad, from whom I am pretty sure I inherited this whole storyteller bit from. To K, my sibling to whom I owe a lot of my cop-on.

I am notoriously covert about my drafts, and don’t usually show anyone anything of my process. However, sometime in 2020, I sent a version of this book to S, S, E, and Susie. Thank you all for looking at it: Only some of it is still here, in this volume. Thank you especially to Susie for overnighting me a printed copy, with your handwritten notes and paperclips, tied with a ribbon.

There is some mention of violence towards animals in this work. I have a rescue dog, Weaver, who came from a rainy roadside in the depths of winter to the soft and silly life she has here with us. I would like to thank Madra, who found her, for all the work they do rescuing and homing animals, especially border collies. It is here that I cannot go without mentioning my beloved old cat who is now a ghost, Big Mo, who was with me for almost all of the writing of this book, except the last leg. He, like Weaver, was also a rescue, though like anyone who works with abandoned animals will tell you, the question of who saved who always remains up for interpretation.

This novel was written in many locations, but it was also written between literary residencies. Maynooth University, Dun Laoghaire Library, and most recently, Trinity College. It also received, in its fledgling form, a bursary from the Arts Council of Ireland. Over the years of trying to finish it, and home it, and get it over the line to bookshelves, the Arts Council granted me further bursaries for other projects, which kept me both fiscally and emotionally afloat. Their faith in my work, as well as the faith of the aforementioned universities and library, has been absolutely life sustaining. Thank you especially to Sarah Bannon, who keeps the light on for many of us writers in Ireland.

And here in the final breath in this big, old book, thank you Ceri Bevan. I love you so much. Thank you for loving me through every iteration of this story, and for your unyielding faith and patience. Thank you for our life, for our daughter. And now that you are actually here, L, thank you and I love you. You have blown my mind every single day since I met you. Hat! Up! Bye! Bye!




TOR BOOKS BY SARAH MARIA GRIFFIN

Eat the Ones You Love






ABOUT THE AUTHOR


[image: ]

SARAH MARIA GRIFFIN is from Dublin, Ireland. She is the author of the novels Spare and Found Parts and Other Words for Smoke, which won an Irish Book Award in 2019. She writes about video games for The Guardian, and her nonfiction has appeared in The Irish Times, Winter Papers, and The Stinging Fly, amongst other places. She also makes zines. She posts on Instagram @sarahgriffski. You can sign up for email updates here.



 

Thank you for buying this

Tor Publishing Group ebook.

 

To receive special offers, bonus content,

and info on new releases and other great reads,

sign up for our newsletters.

 

[image: signup][image: signup]

Or visit us online at

us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup

 

For email updates on the author, click here.



[image: reactor magazine advertisement]





CONTENTS



	Title Page

	Copyright Notice

	Dedication

	Epigraphs

	Part One

	One More Summer

	A Summer, Long Before

	Another Summer

	Another Summer

	Another Summer

	The Last Summer for Quite Some Time

	Part Two

	The First Winter, Five Years Later

	Wonder Wonder

	The Next Afternoon

	Wonder Wonder

	The Third Day

	That Night

	Wonder Wonder

	Afterwards

	Part Three

	One More Summer

	Another Winter

	Acknowledgements

	Tor Books by Sarah Maria Griffin

	About the Author

	Copyright






This is a work of fiction. All of the names, characters, organizations, places, and events portrayed in this work are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously.

STRANGE IS THE LIGHT

Copyright © 2026 Sarah Maria Griffin

All rights reserved.

Cover art by Ana Miminoshvili

Cover design by Katie Klimowicz

Excerpt from Welcome to Night Vale reprinted with permission of Jeffrey Cranor and Joseph Fink.

Excerpt from “Younger” reprinted with permission of John Darnielle.

A Tor Book

Published by Tom Doherty Associates / Tor Publishing Group

120 Broadway

New York, NY 10271

www.torpublishinggroup.com

Tor® is a registered trademark of Macmillan Publishing Group, LLC.

The Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available upon request.

ISBN 978-1-250-91088-2 (hardcover)

ISBN 978-1-250-91089-9 (ebook)

eISBN 9781250910899

The publisher of this ebook does not authorize the use or reproduction of any part of this ebook in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. The publisher of this ebook expressly reserves this ebook from the Text and Data Mining exception in accordance with Article 4(3) of the European Union Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790.

Our ebooks may be purchased in bulk for promotional, business, educational, and specialty retail/wholesale use. Please contact MacmillanSpecialMarkets@macmillan.com.

First Edition: 2026


cover.jpeg
RS DS i ORI

e

They might be done '
with the game

STR

but it isn't done l
with them

Sarah Maria Griffin ]'\





OEBPS/images/backad.jpg
REACTOR =

Science fiction. Fantasy. The universe.

And related subjects.

*

Reactor is a premiere award-winning magazine
publishing short fiction from sci-fi to horror to fantasy,
and genre authors both established and new.
While you're there, you can also check out book

reviews, essay, rereads, and more. Visit the magazine

today and join the conversation yourself!





OEBPS/images/NewsletterSignup.jpg
Sign Up





OEBPS/images/author.jpg
ueaotlo(],O PHd -4P=40)
v





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
STRANGE
1S
THE
LIGHT

SARAH MARIA GRIFFIN

OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO
NNNNNNN





OEBPS/images/asterisks.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/cover.xhtml



[image: Cover: Strange is the Light by Sarah Maria Griffin]




