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PRAISE FOR THE LAST DEATH POET

‘A refreshing new voice in YA, Stephen Daly daringly mixes northern Irish history, a tender coming out story, and dark magic to produce something big-hearted, clear-eyed and deeply touching. You’ll fall in love with The Last Death Poet.’

Patrick Ness

‘Combining myth, magic and modernity, The Last Death Poet marks the launch of a sparkling and necessary new voice in queer fantasy writing.’

Melinda Salisbury, author of Her Dark Wings

‘Heartfelt, tender and quietly beautiful, this story haunts you in the best possible way, reminding us how the past is inexorably linked to our present and the importance of keeping those stories alive. A stunning debut which I very much loved.’

Simon James Green, author of Boy Like Me

‘Electric, strange in all the best ways, and full of heart – The Last Death Poet captures the ache of growing up and the ghosts that never quite leave us. Stephen Daly’s voice is fierce, poetic, and utterly original.’

Josh Silver, author of TraumaLand

‘A deft, tender, poignant, utterly captivating novel. I cannot say enough about The Last Death Poet. One of the most assured debuts I have ever read.’

William Hussey, author of The Boy I Love

‘I loved this book so much, I read it in two sittings. The second sitting was 300 pages long because I wouldn’t go to bed until I finished it.’

Patrice Lawrence, author of Orangeboy

‘The Last Death Poet executes the paranormal in my favourite way. With a voice so easy to connect with that the characters felt like old friends. Funny, original, page-turning, and utterly, beautifully, Belfast.’

Jenny Ireland, author of The First Move

‘Tenderness and Trauma, Art and Murder, The Last Death Poet is a clear-eyed and confident exploration of stories told and untold, and what it means to come of age in liminal spaces... A deft and propulsive exploration of identity, myth and legacy.’

Deirdre Sullivan, author of Wise Creatures

‘A stunning coming-of-age novel exploring Belfast’s rich history through a clever supernatural twist – this one has something for every reader! Loved it.’

Melissa Welliver, author of To the Death

‘The history is handled beautifully and respectfully, the writing is utterly charming, the mythology is fricking terrifying... It’s such a fun read and heartbreaking at the same time. I can’t say enough good things about this book.’

Kelly McCaughrain author of Little Bang

‘The perfect blend of teen drama, great ensemble cast, and supernatural imagery, along with a fascinating dive into Northern Irish history.’

Nathanael Lessore, author of King of Nothing

‘A completely original, fiercely witty and genuinely chilling debut – a major new storytelling voice has arrived.’

Piers Torday, author of The Midnight Treasure

‘Michael might be the last of the death poets, but I think this is the first in a long line of books that we will see from Stephen Daly whose writing is sleek, immediate and powerful.’

Annaliese Avery author of The Wycherleys

‘A brilliant debut that blends family turmoil, personal history, and self-discovery into a witty and uplifting story. A striking new voice – Stephen is definitely one to watch!’

Alison Weatherby, author of The Secrets Act

‘Shows life, death, art and memory in vivid detail. Stephen Daly superimposes a past and present Belfast in double exposure; a compelling and engrossing story about how the here-and-now is never far from history.’

Clara Kumagai, author of Catfish Rolling

‘A very special story about what on earth we do with our particular tangle of history in Northern Ireland... Full of warmth and humour, and humanity. I really loved it.’

Shirley-Anne McMillan, author of Grapefruit Moon

‘Daly shines the otherworldly light of fantasy and mythology onto thorny questions of truth, memory and the legacy of the Troubles. The result is beautiful, unique and utterly unforgettable.’

Máire Zepf, author of The Cloud Kingdom

‘A welcome new voice bringing diversity to YA writing from the north of Ireland. The Last Death Poet blends Irish myth, paranormal and contemporary Belfast. And crows. Lots of crows.’

Sue Divin, author of Guard Your Heart and Truth Be Told

‘Explores the legacy of the Troubles in Belfast with sensitivity and a supernatural slant... A wonderful must-read debut from a fabulous new talent.’

Sue H. Cunningham, author of Cloud Nine

‘With a cast of charming, nuanced characters, intriguing magic and chilling horror alongside romance and friendship, this book is not to be missed.’

Amy Clarkin, author of What Walks These Walls

‘A poignant exploration of identity and history, cleverly wrapped in mystery with dark mythological nods. I enjoyed it immensely!’

Ashley Thorpe, author of Spirit Warriors

‘This deft, heartfelt exploration of how the past acts on the present was a joy to read.’

Dave Rudden, author of Knights of the Borrowed Dark

‘A wonderfully propulsive and addictive coming of age mystery that examines our history and our heritage, how these things shape and define us and how we can honour them.’

Margaret McDonald, author of Glasgow Boys

‘A timely and poignant novel that explores history and identity... Daly manages to delve into heavy, emotive themes with sensitivity and compassion... Deftly weaving serious subjects with a riveting mystery and complex characters, this novel will have mature readers laughing one moment and gasping the next.’

Inis Magazine
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For Imogen, our North Star.


Author’s Note

This novel takes place in Belfast, and aside from a few invented street names I have tried to capture the city as it is at the time of writing. Belfast and the rest of Northern Ireland is famous for the ‘Troubles’ - a period of civil unrest and fighting that took place over three decades in the twentieth century. It‘s well known for a few other things as well, and many of those will also come up in the book.

This is not a historical novel and I am not a history writer and the main character, Michael, knows little about the city he is moving to, or its past. I therefore would say that you don‘t need to worry about not having a good knowledge of this part of the world, though a little search on the internet will provide you with the basics.

Thank you,

Stephen Daly

December 2025


Chapter One

The ferry lurches and I grip my camera, searching for a glimpse of the city beyond the clouds. A seagull bursts through the mist with a cry. I flick my hair from my eyes as the gull hovers effortlessly on the brisk wind, a bright eye trained on me. Presumably to see if I have any food, but I also feel like she (this bird is giving ‘she’) wants me to photograph her.

‘Sorry, not interested.’

She’s persistent though. A natural model. She flaps her wings, arched like an angel in an old painting: magical and majestic. She’s a vivid force of life against the drab clouds hanging above the Irish Sea. She stares at me. Challenging me to not find her stunning.

Fine.

I focus on her beak, yellow with a lipstick smudge of red. My finger hovers over the shutter-release. Then she shifts in the wind and lets out a high-pitched shriek that slices through my head. I blink away the pain as she shrieks again and flaps her wings. I steady myself and take a pic.

It’s not bad. There’s a black mark in the top right corner of the shot, but I can edit that out later. The seagull cries out once more and disappears into the clouds.

Drama queen.

‘You look just like him, Michael.’ Mum appears behind me on the deck, hugging her arms in her long cardigan. Her eyes flicker to my head and she frowns. This could be because my hair (red like hers, but straight like Dad’s) is blown beyond what you might describe as windswept. More likely, though, she’s pissed I didn’t take her advice to wear a beanie. I shrug. I don’t want to discuss either option. I hate hats and I’m not in the mood to talk about my similarity to Dad.

‘You see that seagull?’ I say, changing the subject.

The corners of her mouth twitch as she shakes her head. It’s her in-between happy and sad smile. As she tucks a curl into her own beanie I spot a tear sparkling in the corner of her eye and a numbness seeps into my fingers that has nothing to do with the chill coming off the Irish Sea.

‘Can I have a hot chocolate, please?’ I wiggle my fingers with a smirk. ‘For the frostbite.’

She lets out one of her short, snorty laughs that always seem to take her by surprise. ‘Of course.’
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The ferry from Cairnryan is weirdly busy. Like, why are all these people travelling to Belfast on a Tuesday morning? The cafe area’s rammed, but I eventually find us a table between a man with a thick grey beard eating a greasy-smelling fry-up that makes me both hungry and nauseous, and a guy a bit older than me slumped over a table. Dead or hungover, it’s not clear.

‘Michael,’ Mum calls from the counter, ‘would you like a wee muffin, love?’

My face erupts with the heat of a thousand burning stars and I shake my head.

The slumped guy sniggers. Not dead then. Good for you.

Mum shrugs and turns back to the counter. I take a deep breath, sit back and reread Ben’s message, just in case it’s somehow changed in the last twenty minutes.

I’m going to miss you

My stomach flutters at the directness of the message. He didn’t even put ‘mate’ at the end. He’s going to miss me. Does that mean…? I don’t know. But maybe…

Before I can stop myself, I start to type a reply.

I’ll miss you too!

What am I doing? He never wanted anything serious. Plus, I’m leaving. I’ve left. I delete it.

I check the photograph of the seagull. It’s actually pretty good. Feathers spread, eyes glinting. I’ve caught the angle well. That black thing though. What is it? I zoom in and –

Oh!

It’s a feather. A jet-black feather caught in the wind, its tip glimmering silver. Did I use a flash?

I remember the screech of the seagull and shiver. I zoom in on the bird. Her gaze is focused upward at something out of shot, beyond the feather. Her beak is open, eyes wide. She looks…frightened?

Sharp needles of heat prickle the base of my neck as I zoom out to see the whole image again.

The sound of wind and wings fills my ears and a desire to relive that moment draws me closer to the screen.

There’s something special there.

I dismiss the thought. It’s just a photo. A cool one though.

Dad would’ve loved it.

I think of nine-year-old me running to show him my photo of a honeybee. He plants a rough kiss on the top of my head. ‘That’s brilliant, son. Proud of you.’ He smells like coffee and his black pepper shower gel.

Where did you go?

I drum my fingers on the table as Mum arrives with hot chocolates and a muffin. No, two muffins. I frown.

She smiles, sitting opposite me. ‘I got you one anyway.’

‘But I—’

‘Well, if you don’t want it now, you can have it later.’ Her voice tremors slightly.

My fists clench under the table. I want to explain that while I appreciate the gesture of the muffin, I specifically said I didn’t want one. I want to tell her that I’m not a child. That I don’t need hats and pastries. I want to ask why she won’t listen to me and trust that I know what I need.

But I don’t say any of that because it’s only a muffin and I’m not a total dick.

Instead, I mumble a thank you and pick up the drink. It warms my hands. I take a sip of it then watch it swirl about the inside of the mug, remembering a childhood fantasy of swimming in a pool of chocolate.

Would be a nightmare to clean up.

I set the mug down and I’m met with Mum’s pale blue eyes. ‘Enjoying that?’

I force a grin. ‘Yep.’

‘You OK?’

I shrug and a familiar hum of guilt settles in the silence between us.

She checks her phone and I pick up my camera. I study the seagull. The fear in her eyes. I imagine her heart racing, the adrenaline pumping through muscles as she twists in the frigid air.

What could she see? I hope I didn’t miss a cormorant or something while photographing a seagull!

‘Can I see the picture, please?’

I grip the camera, wanting to hide it from Mum. Why am I being like this?

I pass it over.

‘Looks good. You happy with it?’

‘It’s all right.’

I can’t shake off the feeling of annoyance. Even when she’s done nothing wrong, like asking to see a photo, she gets right under my skin. She’s sad and hurting, and for some reason she wants me to be sad and hurting with her. But we aren’t in the same place because one of us is hiding something.

I take the camera back and the silence returns, which I kind of prefer because for six months she’s changed the subject whenever I ask what happened to Dad. I’ve learned to avoid pushing for answers because I know she’ll get upset. She’s tried to get me into counselling, saying I should talk about my feelings. But all I want to know are the facts. And now she’s taking me away from everything I’ve known because she can’t handle being in our home without Dad, living the life they used to share. She –

I dig my nails into my palms. Stop being selfish! She’s in pain.

After saying goodbye to Ben, I spent my last day in London helping her pack. The delivery company arrived in the morning to collect everything that’s going into storage in Belfast while we find somewhere to live. All that was left were our clothes, a few essentials and a single cardboard box.

The box was full of Dad’s clothes – the ones he hadn’t taken with him. Shirts, trousers and an old REM hoodie that was pretty much falling apart. It had been Mum’s idea to give his things away, but when the woman from the charity shop arrived to collect them, Mum gripped the box. She let out a little gasp when she eventually let go. After the woman left, I saw Mum holding the hoodie behind her back.

‘What’s on your mind?’ she asks, eyebrows knitted as she takes another sip of her hot chocolate.

‘Nothing. Just thinking about stuff.’

‘Want to talk about it?’ A hopeful smile flickers.

I squirm in my seat. There was a time when I would tell her everything. When I was hurt, when I got picked on. No matter how big the problem was, I could tell her.

I shake my head. ‘Just thinking about exam results.’

Mum sighs. ‘OK, love. I’m sure you’ve done well in them.’ She knows I’m lying. She always does. She takes my hand. Her skin is soft and warm, and mine relaxes in hers like it used to when I was little. ‘I know this is hard. You’re nearly seventeen and this is a big move. I know what you’re leaving behind.’ She squeezes my hand. ‘Who you’re leaving behind. Your friends… Ben.’

I flinch.

‘He can come visit any time…’

My ears burn.

‘And if you need to tell me anything…’

A lash of pain whips across my forehead.

I jerk my hand away and stand so quickly I nearly knock over my mug. ‘I’m going to go and take a few more photos.’

Another lie.

Before she can say anything else, I pick up my camera and head back out to the deck.
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The wind has dropped but it’s still chilly.

It’s literally July!

Two men walk towards me. ‘We’ll be docking soon, son,’ says the older one in a warm Belfast accent.

‘Yep, thanks.’

As I walk to the rail, I’m relieved to hear the door close behind them. I’ve got the deck to myself.

The sun has decided to make an appearance and throws sparkles of silver and blue across the rolling black water of Belfast lough. Ahead is the city itself; a narrow strip of grey buildings surrounded by velvet green mountains.

I wrap my arms around myself and take in my new home.

My new start.

The city where Mum and Dad grew up, then left for uni and never went back except for short trips. Belfast: land of the Troubles and the Titanic.

Growing up, the Troubles – those thirty years of bloodshed – were never talked about. Mum and Dad told me the bare minimum about the conflict between Catholic and Protestant communities that killed so many. They’d moved to get away from all that, and on our visits they made me promise not to ask questions.

‘People don’t like to be reminded of it,’ said Dad to a tenyear- old me from the front of the car as we drove past a mural of a masked gunman.

Mum has mentioned that there’s been some trouble this summer. The annual marches of the Orange Order have always been points of tension, but this year there were a few riots following ‘anti-immigration’ protests. She assured me it was nothing to worry about, although we did wait until after the twelfth of July – the biggest day of the marches – to move over. I’ve never been there for the Twelfth, so I know as little about that as I do the Troubles.

The Titanic, on the other hand, came up in my childhood. A lot.

Memories of rainy childhood holidays with Nanny Bet come rushing back. She told me stories of my great-greatgreat- great (too many greats?) grandfather Patrick who worked on it. ‘It was unusual for a Catholic to be working at the docks back then,’ she’d said proudly.

Patrick left on the ship, wanting to start a new life in America. And, well, we all know how that ended.

I’ve promised my nan we’ll go to the Titanic museum to learn more. I love spending time with her. She’s funny and smart and used to be a writer – her first book of poetry is in my suitcase. And I’m not going to lie, there are upsides to being someone’s only grandchild.

‘She spoils you,’ Dad slurred, clutching his wine when a £100 gift card arrived on my last birthday.

Yeah, well, at least I talk to her, I’d wanted to say. But didn’t. As always, there was no point trying to talk about anything when Dad was drinking.

I wonder for the millionth time where he is, but the chugging of the ferry’s engine offers no answer. He’s out there somewhere, dealing with his problems, while we leave ours (and him) behind.

My head aches from the cold. I should get back to Mum and see if she has any painkillers. The pain prickles in my neck as a light flashes above the city.

A ray shines down and hits the sea, and the pins and needles in my forehead intensify. The column of sunlight blazes in the morning sky like a spotlight in front of a curtain of grey. The squat buildings of the dock shimmer and sway.

The light gets brighter and pain blooms behind my eyes but I can’t look away. Like smoke flowing into a glass pipe, the buildings mist over until I can’t see them any more.

I grip the railing and gulp in the salted air, laced with a woody, metallic scent.

The swirling column of light burns fierce and bright, and a shape emerges. The giant, towering outline of an ocean liner – and it’s heading straight for us.

I’m about to shout a warning. Tell the captain of the ferry we’re going to be smashed to pieces by a luxury cruiser. But then I recognise the boat.

It can’t be. The impossible word forms in my mind.

Titanic.

My vision flickers. There are people lined along the top deck. Men and women in old-fashioned clothes.

My hands shake as I take out my camera, raise it and aim at the ship. Snap.

A foghorn blares and the people on the boat cheer.

This is incredible, I—

A woman’s scream fills the air.

It slices through me and my hands fly to my ears as ice flows through my body. Burning me within. Dragging me down.

The camera clatters on the deck as I fall to my knees.

A pressure on my chest like I’m trapped underwater. I can’t breathe.

A shadow crosses my gaze and there’s a shimmering image of a man beside me, surrounded by the same blazing light as the ship. He’s wearing a brown leather jacket and clutching something. A little wooden box – it’s some sort of old-style camera. He shakes his hair from his eyes and aims it at the ship.

‘Dad?’ I say, my voice strangled. I reach forward. ‘What’re you—’

Light surges behind the ship and blinds me.

Voices cry out.

Crows screech.

A woman laughs.

Everything goes dark.


Chapter Two

A sharp pain in my collarbone pulls me from the blackness. Someone is pinching me.

‘Ow!’

‘Michael, are you OK?’

My head swims as I sit up. Mum is kneeling beside me on the deck, eyes alert as she scans me.

‘I’m fine.’

Am I?

She kisses my cheek. ‘What happened?’

A memory hovers in my head but I can’t catch it. As I try to pin it down, it slips from my grasp.

‘I don’t know,’ I murmur. ‘I think I fainted.’ Mum frowns so I force a smile. ‘Should’ve eaten that muffin.’

She’s not convinced.

A gruff male voice calls out behind her. ‘Is the wee fella OK? Does he need first aid?’

Crap!

I notice the small crowd of people huddled behind Mum. Every atom of my being screams with mortification as I rally my muscles to get up.

‘Easy, Michael.’

‘Mum, I’m fine,’ I mumble as I stand.

The people start to shuffle away, but a few carry on gawking at me as a member of staff arrives, clutching a first-aid kit. ‘I heard someone collapsed. Is everything OK?’

‘I fainted. Didn’t have enough breakfast,’ I say before Mum can jump in.

He purses his lips. ‘Have you any existing conditions that could’ve caused this?’

I shake my head. ‘I just feel a bit shaky.’ I turn to Mum. ‘Can I get something to eat?’

She nods and rifles through her bag. ‘Let’s get you to the car. We’re docking soon.’ She has that look on her face like she knows I’m keeping something from her. She’s right, but even I don’t know what it is.

I take the muffin from Mum and follow her and the first aider. Before stepping off the deck, I glance back at the cloudy skies, dull sea and grey buildings of Belfast port.

Wait.

There’s a flicker of a memory. I had a headache then I saw something…

‘Michael?’

It snuffs out.

‘Sorry, coming.’

I lift my camera, trying to stop my hands from shaking. I take a photo of the approaching port, and as the shutter clicks a shiver runs through me.

What the hell just happened?
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My headache returns as we drive off the ferry. A burst of light hits the docks through the rain, revealing some tourists huddled under an umbrella. Among them is a teenage girl in a yellow T-shirt, holding a Polaroid camera. I strain to look back as we drive on.

Rain peppers the window as we move along the carriageway and into the west of the city. We pass murals of gunmen, Irish and Palestinian flags and of Bobby Sands and other portraits of young men with the dates of their death. Ghostly faces painted on gable walls.

Every few minutes Mum asks how I’m doing.

‘Fine. Loads better.’

And I kind of am. I devoured the muffin as well as a protein bar she had in her bag and am feeling less shaky now, though I’m still spooked by the whole thing. I fainted once or twice when I was younger, but this feels different. I remember stepping onto the deck, but everything after that is a blur. Not like a total blackout. More like it’s been deleted.

Did something bad happen? I saw someone…

Stop! Reel it in.

I’m fine. I didn’t eat, that’s all.

Maybe I’m nervous about the move.

Maybe I’m sad.

Maybe I’m angry.

I sigh.

Mum opens her mouth to say something then stops. I know there are a lot of things we should be talking about, but I don’t have the energy right now. If she won’t talk about Dad then I’m not ready to talk about the move. I cringe as I recall the rest of our chat on the ferry. I’m definitely not ready to talk to her about Ben. Like everything else, my sexuality is not something we discuss.

She knows though. I’m sure of it. We’ll have to talk about it some day, but not today. How would I even begin to explain the situation with Ben?

Shit. His message!

He misses me. He’s going to miss me. I don’t care if he misses me as a friend or something more – it’s enough to be missed. That he cares enough to miss me. My stomach thrills at the thought of his dopey smile, his shaved head and his arms. Those arms!

Ben Taylor misses me and that makes me happy.

I decide to keep my reply simple.

I’ll miss you too. Come visit soon?
X

Sent.

Sent without thinking.

So caught up in the thought of those biceps that I put an X.

You idiot.

We can kiss in private, but stating it in a message feels as if it crosses the boundaries of whatever it is we are.

A cold sweat breaks out around my collar as two ticks appear. I picture Ben opening it. He’s somewhere public, maybe chatting to a girl. He gets embarrassed and deletes the message immediately. Or worse, archives it. Archives me. Hiding me away like a guilty little secret.

You ruin everything.

I gaze out of the window, searching for a suitable distraction, and take in Belfast.

The city is in a valley, surrounded by mountains. Mum and Dad both grew up on the same estate at the bottom of the Black Mountain. Uncle Tommy still lives in the house he and Mum grew up in, which they got when Granny and Granda McCutcheon died. Nanny Bet lives round the corner. Family everywhere!

‘This place has changed so much,’ Mum says. She always says this when we visit, but even I can see the differences this time. There are new buildings on familiar streets, new estates popping up on stretches of green. Mum points out one as we drive past.

‘There used to be a Roma community living there. That whole stretch was full of caravans.’

‘Where are they now?’ I ask, trying to imagine caravans in place of the identical red-brick houses.

Mum shrugs. ‘No idea.’

A flash of sunlight hits something in the estate and my headache flares.

I rub my temple. ‘I’m fine,’ I say before Mum can ask.
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‘Well, sure, would you look at the size of you. Proper wee heartbreaker!’ says Aunt Sheila, planting a kiss on my cheek. ‘You’ve shot up. Hasn’t he, Tommy?’

Uncle Tommy grips me in a bear hug. ‘He surely has. How’re you keeping, Micheál?’ He always pronounces my name ‘mee-haul’, the Irish way. I don’t know why but it feels like a dig. Maybe because although I say some words with a Belfast twang (Ben always teases me about how I say towel – ‘toy-yull’), my accent is very English.

‘Yeah, good, thanks. How’re you?’

‘Happy to have my unofficial godson in the house.’ He speak-shouts with a slap on my back. I was never christened so this feels like another dig.

I glance at Mum, who rolls her eyes. ‘Give over, you.’ She gives her brother a big hug. ‘Thanks again for having us.’

‘Of course. Sure, where else would you stay?’ Aunt Sheila gives her a kiss. She points at the suitcases in the car boot. ‘Is that all you’ve brought?’

It’s a pathetically small amount of belongings, considering we’ve moved to a different country (kind of).

Mum lifts her bag. ‘The rest is getting sent to a storage place.’

‘Amount of stuff you and Jack had, it’d probably fill our whole house,’ says Tommy with a smirk.

We all freeze at the mention of Dad.

Sheila tuts, breaking the silence. ‘Shut you up and make yourself useful with those bags. Aoife, let’s get the kettle on and leave these strong men to the hard work. Cormac,’ she calls, ‘come help!’ She pulls Mum towards the house.

Tommy appraises my arms. ‘I’ll take this big one. Can you manage your wee suitcase, Micheál?’

I ignore the dig and give a thumbs up as Tommy carries Mum’s suitcase into the house.

‘All right, cuz?’ Cormac swings round the gate with a grin. He’s a little taller than me, with the standard McCutcheon ginger hair, cropped short. We have an awkward hug and then he steps back to take in my clothes. Skinny jeans, oversized green jumper and battered Doc Martens.

‘Is this how they dress in London then? You look like you’re in a Netflix show! Well fancy.’

‘Thanks. I’m taking that as a compliment.’

He laughs, a loud bark of a laugh. ‘Right, let’s get you in. My da bought you an inflatable bed. Had a go on it myself. It’s class. Like sleeping on a bouncy castle.’

‘That’s the dream!’

Cormac slaps me on the back. ‘Exactly! Nothing but the best for you.’

We take the suitcase and remaining bags from the boot. As we walk towards the house, my headache flares again. I make a grab for the gate.

There’s a flash behind me and pain prickles my neck. I rub my eyes, and when I take my hands away the whole street is filled with a shimmering light. I drop my bag, staggering back from the gate and into Cormac.

‘Michael?’

I squeeze my eyes shut.

Cormac holds my elbow. ‘What’s going on?’

‘I’m fine. It’s only a headache,’ I say through gritted teeth. The pain is like a hot needle in the middle of my forehead as orange and red blooms behind my closed eyes.

I fight the urge to open them. This is what happened on the ferry. I saw something. In the light. What was it?

‘I’m getting your ma!’

‘No, please. I’m fine,’ I wheeze.

A bird flies somewhere above me, its wingbeats matching my heart.

The light surges against my eyelids, like a wave crashing against the side of a ship. Then it fades.

I open my eyes and everything is as it was before.

Cormac’s eyebrows are practically on top of his head. ‘D’fuck was that? You want me to get Auntie Aoife?’

‘No. Just been feeling a bit dizzy today. Don’t tell her. I don’t need a lecture.’

Cormac frowns. ‘All right, if you’re sure? I don’t want to get in trouble with your mummy.’

People here say mummy no matter how old they are.

‘I’m sure.’

He smiles. ‘If you wanted me to carry your stuff you should’ve said. No need for the dramas. This is West Belfast, not the West End, daahling.’ He lifts my suitcase and heads into the house.

I make a mental note to google ‘seeing flashes of light’.

No. Actually, I won’t be doing that.

Whatever the hell is going on, I’m not going down a Dr Internet rabbit hole. What if it comes up with something serious? What if there’s something wrong with me? What if I’m like Dad?

I shake that thought from my head. I am nothing like Dad.

‘Michael, love, how do you take your tea?’ Sheila calls from inside.

I roll back my shoulders and head into my new home.

[image: ]

After the first cup of tea of the day – I know from experience there will be many more – Cormac and I are sent up to unpack. Tommy and Sheila’s house is a three-bed. I’m staying in Cormac’s room and Mum is in with my little cousin Fiona.

I definitely got the better deal. TV and PS5 opposite the bed. Small desk, with a handful of books and an impressive Lego castle set, complete with dragon, on the shelf above it. My admittedly very comfortable-looking inflatable bed is propped against the wall.

Cormac leaves me to put my clothes away and Fiona uses this as the opportunity to grill me. Last time I saw her she was a shy five-year-old. Now she’s nine and four foot nothing with ginger curly hair, but with the energy of a forty-year-old coffee-fuelled journalist trying to crack her next big story.

‘Why are you living here now?’

‘We’re house-hunting.’

‘You going to the same school as Cormac?’

‘Yes, for my A levels.’

‘Do you have a girlfriend?’

‘No.’

‘Why do you talk funny?’

‘My accent? That’s because I come from London. We’ve met before, you know.’

‘OK. Where’s Uncle Jack?’

‘He’s still in England.’ I think.

‘Are you poor now?’

‘FIONA!’ Sheila swoops in. ‘Go and help Aunty Aoife unpack.’

Fiona narrows her eyes, letting me know that this interrogation is far from over. She stomps into her room and starts directing Mum.

‘Right, now,’ says Sheila. ‘Do you have everything you need – jammies, toothbrush, deodorant? You’ll have to make up the bed later. Do you know how?’

‘Yep.’

‘Of course you do. Sorry, I have to remember you’re not a wean. Well, Cormac can give you anything else you need. Lunch will be ready in twenty minutes. Get yourself settled.’ She gives me a hug. ‘And welcome home, son. Glad to have you.’

I hug her back, her lily perfume unchanged from when I was a kid. ‘Thank you.’

She leaves the room and shouts at Fiona to stop telling Mum where to put her clothes.

I sit on Cormac’s bed. I need to get settled but I don’t want to, not really. I don’t want to live here, but I don’t want to go back to London either, because living in a house full of memories was becoming unbearable. I want everything to change and nothing to change.

Breathe.

Dad is gone, Mum is sad and I’m all she has. She moved us here because she wants to be near family and to give us some security. She’s got a job teaching at a university and she’s promised we’ll have our own place soon. She’s doing her best.

I check my phone. Unsurprisingly, there’s still nothing from Ben. Why did I put that kiss at the end of the message?

He’s already moved on. He wasn’t even into you anyway. You’re ugly, just an easy lay.

A knock on the door. ‘Can I come in?’

‘Sure.’

Mum steps inside and looks around. ‘How’re you doing?’

I shrug. ‘Fine.’

She sits and nudges me with her knee. An old move, which gets a smile. ‘Mad day, isn’t it?’

‘Yeah.’

‘It’s only for a while.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘I do know how big a change this is for you, you know?’

‘Thanks, Mum.’ And I mean that. ‘Sorry I’ve been in a mood. It’s just—’

‘I get it.’ She squeezes my hand.

We sit for a minute, holding hands. There are a million things I want to say, but I can’t find the words. I don’t know how to speak to her in that way any more. My stomach is heavy as I slowly move my hand from hers.

Mum blinks. ‘Lunch?’

‘Yeah.’

Sheila makes the most incredible Irish stew. It’s a bit of a tradition for her to cook it when we first arrive and my mouth waters as the smell pulls me down the stairs. Lamb, carrots, potatoes and a thick warm gravy, served with Belfast baps and loads of butter.

It’s a fairly typical McCutcheon family lunch. We talk about our journey over (though we leave out the fainting), Mum’s new job and how I’m feeling about my GCSE results (a constant low-level panic, but I say I’m fine). Tommy has a new apprentice, ‘Absolutely useless.’ Sheila fills Mum in on which neighbours have died. Cormac throws me endless smirks, like he used to when we were younger before he’d suggest a game that would get us into trouble. And throughout it all, Fiona watches me with the focus of an assassin.

We’re nearly finished our mint Viennetta (classic dessert here) when Tommy asks Mum if we’d seen any trouble on the drive over. I set down my spoon and lean in.

Mum glances at me. ‘No, why? Is there still stuff happening? Thought they’d quietened down?’

Tommy grunts. ‘Some chance. Sure, they were rioting for days.’

‘For days?’ I say.

Sheila nods. ‘Aye, love. Bloody disgrace they are.’

Mum’s cheeks flush. ‘Sorry, been distracted with the move, but I saw it on the news.’

I frown as she didn’t mention anything to me. ‘What’s been happening?’

‘So-called protests about immigrants,’ says Tommy. ‘Just idiots looking for the chance to kick off.’

‘I heard that it was both sides taking part, wasn’t it?’ says Mum.

‘Like, Protestants and Catholics?’ I ask. My face burns as everyone turns to me. I don’t really know what I’m talking about.

Sheila tuts. ‘Aye, it really bonded the racists on both side of the community. Would break your heart. Those poor people, burned out of their houses, and…’ She looks at Fiona, whose eyes are wide. ‘Well, anyway. Don’t want to worry you. Just a load of eejits spoiling for a fight. Takes nothing to be nice, right, love?’

Fiona nods. ‘Yeah, you gotta be nice.’ She narrows her eyes at me and I frown.

What is up with this kid?

Tommy changes the subject to talk about the garden and how me and Cormac can help. I agree immediately and Cormac groans.

‘That was all gorgeous, thank you,’ I say. ‘Can I wash up?’

Sheila beams. ‘Well, now, I could get used to this. Hear that, Cormac?’

Cormac dead-eyes me. ‘Nice one, cuz. That’s me doomed.’ He smiles broadly at his mum and adopts an awful cockney accent. ‘M’lady, would you be so kind as to pass your plate so we may take it to the scullery?’ He offers a little bow.

Tommy shakes his head. ‘You’re away in the head.’

Cormac curtsies. ‘So sorry, m’lord. Please don’t lock me in the coal shed again. It’s ever so cold and the rats nip me bits.’

Fiona cackles and both mums laugh. Tommy doesn’t.

‘Right, let’s go, wench.’ Cormac taps my shoulder. ‘Got to show you how to scrub the pots and not catch scurvy!’

I can’t help grinning as we take the stuff to the kitchen. It smells of stew and tea and home. There are jars of pasta and rice on the wooden counters and a tin bread bin where I know the chocolate biscuits are kept.

The scent of lemon infuses the air as Cormac fills the sink and I scrape plates. ‘Feeling better?’ he asks.

I was hoping this wouldn’t come up again. ‘Oh, what, earlier? Yeah, was tired, I think.’

‘I was worried maybe you do actually have scurvy – though I’m not sure what the symptoms are.’

I snort. ‘Me neither.’

He starts washing the bowls and I grab a tea towel from the handle of the oven.

‘So, what’re you doing today?’

I take a bowl from him. ‘Nothing. You?’

‘Going to my mate Paul’s house. His parents are away for a few weeks so we’re having a barbecue and a cheeky wee…’ He mimes a drink. ‘Wanna come? It’s just round the corner, number 87.’

My shoulders tense as they always do when drinking is mentioned. ‘Maybe.’

‘Come on, they’re all sound. Can be, like, your big welcome to the estate.’ He looks over. ‘It’d be good to hang out, and I want you to meet someone. There’s this girl, Meg.’

My stomach takes an ice bath. I’ve been dreading this. Absolutely dreading this. ‘Oh?’

‘Yeah, she’s like you. Into books and art and stuff.’

That’s my thing, is it?

‘She’s kinda hot too.’

I focus on drying the bowl, removing every piece of moisture from its atoms. ‘Oh, right. I’m not really looking for anything right now.’

‘Okaaaay.’ He glances over and smirks. ‘Well, you know, I have some good-looking guy friends too.’

I twist the tea towel. ‘What?’

He shrugs. ‘Just saying. Like, if you’re into fellas it’s totally—’

‘I’m not!’

Cormac lets out a breath. ‘All right, all right, sorry.’

I swallow at the shame caught in my throat. ‘No, I’m sorry.’

‘So, I can introduce you to Meg then?’

Fuck off, Cormac.

‘Sure, whatever.’

‘Sweet.’

My mind is roaring. I’m sick of lying about this. ‘Actually, I’m pretty tired, to be honest. Should probably take it easy after what happened earlier.’

Cormac frowns for a moment then shrugs. ‘Fair enough.’

We wash the rest of the dishes in silence.


Chapter Three

Cormac changes into a shirt and heads out. I turn on the kettle. I know Mum, Tommy and Sheila will want another cup of tea, but I head back to ask for orders anyway. I pause outside the living-room door as Mum raises her voice.

‘Leave it, Tommy!’

I grip the handle.

‘I know, I know. But, Aoife, what’s he playing at?’

‘It’s not my business any more. I can’t deal with him.’

‘There was always something wrong with him. I told you not to marry him. We—’

‘Tommy!’ Sheila snaps. ‘Not the time.’ Her voice softens. ‘Do you even know where he is?’ No reply. Sheila sighs. ‘What happened? Why can’t you tell us?’

There’s a pause. I lean in, pressing my ear against the door. I jump back as it creaks open, but they already know I’m there. Chairs shift. Mum turns away, rubbing her throat, and Sheila’s smile is way too big.

I force my mouth to work. ‘Tea?’

‘Yes, please,’ says Sheila.

‘Aye,’ says Tommy, his face red. ‘And here, maybe a few biscuits from the bread bin. The fancy ones. Treat yourself.’ He laughs a bit too loudly.

Mum is blinking rapidly.

‘Coming up.’ I close the door behind me and rush back to the kitchen.

I clutch the edge of the counter until my knuckles turn white. I try to breathe away the simmering anger as the kettle boils. I should demand she tell me what she knows. I’m pissed at him too, but he’s my dad. I have a right to know what’s happened.

Ugh.

Maybe she’s right. Maybe it’s best I don’t.

Dad left us. He’s gone. He chose to leave.

I have to move on.

The kettle clicks and I make the tea. I smile politely as I bring it in. The adults are now talking about house prices.

‘Want to join us, love?’ Sheila asks.

And join their grinning, fake faces?

‘No, thanks.’

‘Maybe you should get some rest,’ Mum says. ‘It’s been a long day.’

A little surge of rebellion heats my chest. ‘Actually, I’m going out with Cormac. He’s invited me to a party.’

‘Oh, are you sure that’s a good—’

‘See you later.’

I walk out before she can stop me.

[image: ]

By the time I get to the party, I’ve either missed the food or nobody can be bothered working out how to turn on the elaborate barbecue in the back garden.

The sugary smell of cider and soft drinks hangs in the air. Cormac gives me a hug and walks me around the garden, introducing me to people as he goes.

‘This is Michael. Aye, the one from England. Nah, nah, he’s all right.’

My cheeks burn and I shake off the impulse to apologise for being part English.

Cormac grabs a can of beer from a bucket and offers it to me.

‘Oh, no, thanks.’
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