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DELILAH S. DAWSON, New York Times bestselling author of Bloom and Monstera







Also by Sarah Maria Griffin
and available from Titan Books

Spare and Found Parts

Other Words for Smoke

Eat the Ones You Love







[image: Strange is the Light by Sarah Maria Griffin and Published by Titan Books]






LEAVE US A REVIEW

We hope you enjoy this book – if you did we would really appreciate it if you can write a short review. Your ratings really make a difference for the authors, helping the books you love reach more people.

You can rate this book, or leave a short review here:

Amazon.co.uk,


Goodreads,


Waterstones,

or your preferred retailer.







Strange is the Light

Print edition ISBN: 9781803366784

E-book edition ISBN: 9781803366791

Published by Titan Books

A division of Titan Publishing Group Ltd

144 Southwark Street, London SE1 0UP

www.titanbooks.com

First edition: September 2026

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead (except for satirical purposes), is entirely coincidental.

© Sarah Maria Griffin 2026.

Grateful acknowledgement is made to Jeffrey Cranor and Joseph Fink, for permission to reprint an excerpt from Welcome to Night Vale.

Grateful acknowledgement is made to John Darnielle, for permission to reprint an excerpt from “Younger”.

Sarah Maria Griffin asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.

EU RP (for authorities only)
eucomply OÜ, Pärnu mnt. 139b-14, 11317 Tallinn, Estonia
hello@eucompliancepartner.com, +3375690241

Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. Titan Books also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

Designed and typeset in Adobe Garamond Pro by Richard Mason.







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
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