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I once was lost, but now am found,

Was blind, but now I see.

John Newton, 1779




Chapter 1

Ezra

Lost cause, that’s me.

Heard it, know it, live it.

If there are sides, pick the other one. (Don’t whinge I didn’t warn you.)

A few years back – Evie would know exact – there was a winter we had these mad-religious foster parents. There’s been others like that who were grand, but these ones took no-rest-for-the-wicked real serious. Sunday? A day of rest my arse. As if school wasn’t bad enough Monday to Friday, on weekends we got Sunday School. Torture.

We’re born bad. All of us. That’s what they taught. No way is it everyone. But me? Yeah. The hat fits.

My real da taught me to own the darkness. Inside and out. Believe me – we were out in it most nights.

Other dads lift you to walk on walls. Lift your head with praise. Mine lifted me to windows, taught me to lift whatever I could get my hands on.

Lewis shuffles behind me on the grass in the back garden. I use a bench and the outside tap as footholds and reach the screwdriver into the slim gap between the frame and the upper kitchen window. I’ve already tried the door, but no joy. I’m not six now, I’m sixteen. No da, no darkness, just dusk. I cased the joint first obviously, checked the times of day the lights go off, the red SUV disappears from the driveway – at that kind of homework I’m an A grade.

Problem is, for Lewis, although he’s near eighteen, for him this is a whole new subject. I’m regretting agreeing to this before I even bust the clasp. His folk are Londonderry lawyer types, so he can’t exactly admit to them that he’s in debt to his dealers. I owe them too, but buttons compared to him. I’d have had it paid off ages ago except for their off-the-chart interest hikes. Our dealers, AKA loyalist thugs, will clear me if I skill Lewis to start clearing his debt, and since it’s the only currency I’ve got, it’s worth the one-time risk to get free of their tangle. I don’t even need to nick anything, but the winning ticket would be an iPad charger because Evie’s gone and lost hers somewhere and I haven’t the energy to face one of her meltdowns.

Social says we’re long past our last roll of the dice in getting adopted. Evie might’ve had a chance aged three, but I was nine, just like I was that night we left. Nine’s not cute. Nine screams damaged goods.

Now, I’m gone sixteen, but Evie’s only nine. She deserves a mam. A da’s a bonus. Whatever. Just family. Proper family, and more than just a headcase big brother.

The parents who have us at the minute are high-flying and distant, more skyrockets than helicopter type – but they’re better than a care home. Duvets. Food. Netflix. They even do ‘potato waffle Wednesdays’.

‘What’s keeping you?’

I glare down at Lewis and hold a finger to my lips.

‘Only asking.’ He’s chewing his glove, head cocked like a turkey two weeks before Christmas. He’s the type that could be cocking a gun someday with the dealers himself.

Swallowing any response, I focus on applying pressure to the screwdriver at the right angle. The extra length of it gives leverage – another thing well learned from Da ages before I was loosed on science teachers. Creep like a cat, he’d say. Only the real creep was him.

With a jolt, the clasp gives. Looping my arm through, I reach the handle on the larger window from the inside. Magic.

Creep like a cat, slither like a snake. Them days, he’d made it like a game. I’m not for arguing that the adrenalin kick isn’t still hot. Was then, is now and ever shall be. The slithering bit isn’t as fluid at five-foot-nine but the technique is branded into my DNA. Slide through the window at an angle, pull your feet behind across the draining board and use the angles of the kitchen tops to lower onto the tiles so your runners don’t squeak. Back then it was faded Spider-Man runners with worn-out Velcro tabs.

No bravado jumping. No sound. Just your heart pumping in your ears.

I’ve the kitchen cased before Lewis makes it through the window frame, snagging his crotch on the clasp and wincing like a wean. His designer trainers land louder on the tiles than clapped-out fakes.

The place isn’t as lush as I’d expected but still well beyond breadline. Quality fitted kitchen, wooden, an oak family-sized table at the far end topped with a bowl of mandarins. Everything feels specific, uncluttered. There’s an old landline phone in the corner. The hob dials have strange luminous glue dots by the numbers.

Now that we’re inside, Lewis has regained his swagger. He makes for the living room, but I grab his shoulder and put my hand up flat. Listen first. Move second. Use your senses. I sniff the air and glance at the back door. No water bowls. No cat smell or dog toys. A hint of musk and tea. One white, china mug, dry, upside down by a weird kettle contraption. Hob – cold. Clear.

Occasional birdsong from outside, car tyres passing on the front street at a normal speed, a creak of walls. No door slams. No running water. No footsteps. Clear. No click of light switches. No shadows moving in the gaps under doors. Clear. Final check. Close your eyes. Count to ten. Listen to your heart. Sense the feel of the place, the weight of the walls, the flow of air – are we alone? You feel it in your gut, son. In your bones. Clear.

When I open my eyes, Lewis has his mobile in my face.

‘What the . . .’ I make a grab for his phone, but he dodges. ‘Switch it off!’ I whisper.

He laughs. ‘Looked like you were about to crap yourself there. Class.’

‘Switch. It. Off.’

‘Calm down. I didn’t take photos. You think I’m thick?’

On my second attempt, I grab the phone and power it off before handing it back. ‘I told you not to bring it. You heard of location trackers?’

‘As if anyone will even care.’ He pockets the phone and gestures around. ‘Not like it’s a bank. What’s the plan now?’ I’m staring at his eyes, noticing for the first time the dilated pupils. Not good. There’s a darkness in Lewis I don’t want to challenge. Just this one job and I’m rid of him. It’s the key to clearing my final £75 payment. Get the loyalist paramilitaries off my back and I’ll breathe easier.

‘Your call,’ I say, voice low. ‘But keep the socks on your hands. Less touched the better.’

He raises an eyebrow. Sniffs the socks and wrinkles his nose. ‘Seriously? Gloves would’ve been way easier. Why not trash the place? What’s the point of breaking in if we don’t have a laugh?’

I grit my teeth. Get caught with gloves in July? Rookie error. And vandalizing this place? Not in my script. It’s something in me like in save-the-planet pensioner documentaries with indigenous tribes in betrayed forests. You gotta acknowledge the breath in the dying animal before plunging the blade. Something about respect, only in urban code.

I shrug. Considering he’s high, I’m walking on glass. ‘Best way to burgle is to leave no trace. It buys time for fencing. Slicker if you just pocket cash, or small shit, easy traded.’

‘Like five-star beach holidays,’ he says. ‘Take only photos, leave only footprints.’

I hesitate. ‘Guess it is.’

My breath is as wasted as him. As Lewis opens and closes drawers, fires stuff at his feet, I note the sparseness of the décor. Cushions and blankets, set tidy, a flattened seat in one velour armchair, but nothing on the mantelpiece except an Echo Dot speaker which seems too modern for the place. It’s the one thing I’d consider lifting. The scent from a vanilla reed diffuser is fresh. No half-melted candles, piles of paper or books. The fireplace has been replaced with an electric fire set flat into the wall, its switch, like the hob, has settings dotted with luminous glue. The place seems lived in, but differently. Not a family.

Lewis is back in my face. Pacing. ‘Nothing worth crap here. Upstairs?’

‘Yeah. Head up. I’ll check the kitchen for cash.’

He’s like a baby rhino up the stairs. I’m hoping he’ll just find something easy to fence then we can get gone. My heart’s not in this. I open cupboards. The jars are set with military precision in a line; re-labelled with white stickers and thick black letters. ‘H’ for Herbs. ‘S’ for Salt. ‘P’ for Pepper. The apricot jam in a bigger jar is the only thing not in the system. Same in the fridge. Just one or two things on each shelf set to the left or right. One fish pie ready meal – single portion. And, in the door, milk and ketchup.

I grin. Ketchup is a thing here. Keep it in the cupboard, you’re Catholic. Keep it in the fridge, you’re a Prod. Me and Evie have been in that many homes you get to know that some of that shit stacks up. Most of it’s bollocks. None of it matters. More often than not, we’re placed with Protestant foster families because the social says that’s how we started. Ulster loyalists, Brits, Prods – here, you get born with a T-shirt you wear for life. Often, I wear that red, white and blue proud, but other times I’m a grey hoodie. This place can judge you for how you got born. All it takes is to make the wrong choice on saying Derry or Londonderry. School uniforms label you too – they can be magnets for aggro in the wrong areas.

It’s when I open the cupboard under the stairs that I see it.

One simple white stick.

In a blink, the penny drops. My gut churns. Sparseness. Systems. Labels. Luminous markings on switches. A voice-activated Echo Dot.

I lift my chin and listen.

Upstairs, Lewis sounds like he’s rummaging through drawers in a back bedroom directly above. There must be four rooms up there. And now, there is a different reason why the driveway has no car. A different reason why lights might stay off, even at dusk, after sunset on a July night. I close my eyes. It’s a hunch, but yes, it’s there in my bones.

Then, upstairs: one. Smothered. Cough.

‘Get out!’ I speed up the hall and take the stairs in twos, but Lewis is across the landing above in a stride, slamming open a front bedroom door with force. There’s a scream and a thud – but before I can reach him, he’s in the room with both feet.

A groan. Kick.

Another. Kick.

Silence.

Kick.

I grab Lewis from behind, wrapping my arms across his chest and dragging him backwards, but he’s strong and writhes in my grip.

‘Get off me, Ez.’ He kicks his heel backwards hard into my shin.

I howl, and as my arms slacken, he’s back across the landing, banging the door back and forth. Thud. Thud. Rhythmic, like a kick-drum pedal, connecting with the thin body sprawled on the carpet. Thud. Thud. Thud.

‘STOP!’ No more whispering. I fire a punch of my own. It connects square between his shoulder blades so his back arches and he spins to face me. He blinks. No mistaking it this time – his pupils are wide, black. I grab the sides of his head in my hands and stare, our eyes level. ‘Stop. This is crazy. Stop.’

‘She saw us. She can identify us. I’m just making sure—’

‘She’s blind.’

Our chests heave. As we turn to look, a bubble of blood slides down her lip. Already the skin is bruising into purples and blacks around her cheekbones and eye sockets; her silver hair looks matted with blood from her mouth and nose. A puddle of red congeals in the carpet round a tangle of pink dressing gown. The worst thing is, she’s not even groaning.

I swallow, bile burning the back of my throat.

‘You sure?’

I nod.

‘Blind! Lucky break,’ he says. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

I pause, then look back to the old lady. She must be eighty. Pale blue granny-slippers and ankle socks. ‘We gotta call an ambulance.’

‘What?’

‘She’s in real bad shape.’

‘Exactly. Real bad taste in flowery wallpaper too, but I’m not hanging around to fix it. Let’s go.’

Lewis tugs at my hoodie sleeve but I’m frozen, absorbed by the slight flutter of breath still there in the sporadic lift and fall of her chest and I’m dragged back to another scene. A different floor, way back when—

Lewis bats the back of my head with his socks. ‘You want to sprout a conscience? Let five minutes screw up your future? Knock yourself out, but I was never here. Got it?’ I turn and we lock eyes. ‘Dare squeal on me, Ezra, and it won’t just be you I come after. It’ll be Evie.’ He grabs his crotch, pretend-slits his throat, then heads downstairs.

I listen as his steps fade. Stairs. Kitchen tiles. A fumbling with a key at the back door. Open. Close. Gone.

And then there is me.

And at my feet, an old lady, in a pink dressing gown who may die.

My bad.

For a moment, I hesitate. Lewis isn’t wrong about the shit that could spin off from this. Not that I’ve got much of a future to lose. Unlike him. His family are all four-car double-garage lawyers and business types.

Another flutter of her breath. I drag my sock-covered fingers backwards through my hair, then kneel. I whisper: ‘Hang in there. I’ll get help.’

My name is Ezra McGrath. I’m sixteen. Best-case scenario, it’s burglary. Mid-road outcome it’s something like accessory to assault or manslaughter. Worst? Murder.

Thing is, it’s not the first time.




Evie. About beginnings. iPad 37%

I was born in a bookshop. In the beginning there was me, and Ezra. Right in between a big smiley caterpillar book and an alien with wobble eyes. These were the colours: green, purple and three toes. Toes is not a colour, but I remember it.

Because we were born in a bookshop, we’ve a superpower. Reinvention, Ezra calls it. Just like caterpillars that make themselves into butterflies and go someplace else, anytime one story isn’t working out so good, we get to start a new chapter. One time Ezra said this: Remember that town with the preacher man? Always on about being born again? It’s like that, only not.

One time there was strawberry milkshakes and a high table with swingy stools and a nice mammy. Not a ‘for keeps’ one, but a nice one, and I told Ezra that I knew everybody had a mammy at the start (I was old enough to know) and he said this: Yeah, Evie. But really, the place that you can first remember, like when you dig through your brain with your eyes screwed tight and think hard and the earliest place you can remember pops up? Your earliest memory, that’s where you were really born.

And always, no matter how tight I squeeze my eyes and fists, it’s Ezra reading me about a bear and we’re on a red beanbag with his schoolbag at our feet in a bookshop.




Chapter 2

Ezra

I do voices for Evie all the time. Arsing about, making her smile. It comes easy winging an accent when you’ve been moved about. I opt for broad Belfast.

What emergency service do you require? Ambulance. Easy first question, but then it’s a bloody medical dispatcher lady looking for details. Address? Carn Mews. Fifteen. No, I don’t know the postcode. What’s the number of the phone you’re calling from?

I pause. I’m on the old doll’s landline. Clueless of the number. The tone in the dispatcher’s voice is changing. These days, with strikes and post-pandemic-government-broke stuff, ambulances can take hours, but the hospital is dead near. And the pensioner upstairs is near dead. How long have I got?

And what’s the problem? How did it happen? I got feckin’ born is the problem. Wrong place, wrong time. Just like now. I breathe deep and hold the air in my lungs. Crap. I’m gonna have to do this if pink-dressing-gown lady is to have any chance. ‘OK,’ I say. ‘Here’s the thing – she’s an old woman and I think she’s been beat up. Real bad. She’s lying on her bedroom floor. Upstairs. And her breathing is like . . . just about happening.’

I don’t have a watch. What’s it been? Two minutes? Three? I describe the bruising. The blood on her face. The angle she’s lying at. Her lack of response.

Thanks. What’s your name? The question catches me off guard. She repeats it. ‘Paul,’ I say, and cringe. Why would I even dredge up my actual real da’s name?

Right . . . Paul. Can you take the phone upstairs and stay on the line? The ambulance is on its way. I’ll need . . .

But I need too. I need to get gone. Only so much Good Samaritan I can dredge up.

Already, I can hear the siren curdling air up the street. So much for waiting times. I chuck the phone aside, race up the hall, grab a key off a wall peg and unlock the front door, leaving it a fraction open. Then, I charge out the back, ducking, diving over fences and through hedges in the half-light. I try to walk calm and measured any place public, hood up, pausing only to put on my socks. I choose the back alleys and underpasses anywhere possible, hugging buildings, avoiding corner shops with cameras, through the park, making like I’m a jogger, staying wide of streetlights, twisting my way home right to the other end of the Waterside. Maybe, just maybe . . .

But then I mind all the mistakes. The bloody liability of Lewis being the main one, but also a particular one of my own – the yellow-topped screwdriver – nicked from the toolbox in my foster parents’ garage and abandoned on a windowsill back there in Carn Mews. Aye, sure it walked its own way over there. Nothing to me. Except, when I took it out of the toolbox, back then? Fingers. I didn’t cover my fingers.

Last stretch and our house is in view. My head’s fried – firing thoughts round my skull like the lotto balls before they pick the numbers. Did the ambulance make it in time? I need a plan. Fast.

I’ll start with sidling in the back door. Phil and Margaret will be home from their long weekend in Santorini by now (say nothing to the social about leaving us behind). It’ll be bye-bye from Margaret’s sister babysitting and back to routine. Social says that’s what me and Evie need. Rou-Tine. Like it’s a medical script to keep us sane. Rou-Tine. A salvation pill to cure all ills. Rou-Tine. Driving me up the walls till I’m scratching my eyeballs. But for Evie? Yeah. I get the point. So, I try.

Trying is all I got, and what every adult says I am. Any wonder I tried drugs bored out of my skull in a pandemic? A few joints on credit to kick the 24/7 stress of Evie’s meltdown-madness the length of lockdown. So maybe it was more than a few, but I’ve kicked it since the world right-sided itself again. Judge me if you want, I’m used to it. With this screw-up of Lewis’s training, I’ve got more to worry about than judgement. I still owe the dealers, and they are not the kind of people I want to owe, or it’ll be me needing an ambulance. Feels like there’d be no place they wouldn’t find me in Northern Ireland.

I stand on the doorstep and scrabble around junk stuffed in pockets, realizing how bad my fingers are trembling. It felt huge, the day Phil and Margaret gave me the key to this place. Only one other set of foster parents ever did that. It’s like carrying the weight of a year’s undone homework in my pocket while walking through air.

It takes a few attempts to get the key in the lock. I swallow. Breathe. Breathe again. Still the pounding in my chest. My next steps gotta earn me an Oscar but the audience I most gotta convince won’t be Phil and Margaret, it’ll be Evie. She reads people different. With luck, she’s already in bed.

‘Hey,’ I say, closing the door behind me. ‘Sorry I’m late.’ The kitchen window is a mirror against nightfall outside. I pull off the hoodie and wipe my brow. Fix my mop of black hair, straighten my T-shirt and blink to try and get rid of the memories, the images, seared behind my eyelids. Then stroll to the living room. Margaret’s sister glances up from the sofa, pauses the chick-flick on the telly.

‘Where’ve you been?’

‘Out. Gaming at a friend’s house.’ I glance at the mantel clock. ‘It’s only just gone eleven. It is Friday and July.’ I plonk myself into the corner armchair and kick off my runners. Pull a cushion up over my hands to mask the shaking. Breathe. Settle my voice. ‘Evie upstairs asleep? What’s the story with Phil and Margaret? Weren’t they to be back?’

She nods. ‘Handlings at the airport. Forest fires causing chaos with that heatwave. Their flight got cancelled. Looking like tomorrow or Sunday before it’ll be rescheduled.’

‘So . . . what’s the plan?’

‘There isn’t one.’ She chews her lip. ‘And I’m on tills in the morning from eight.’

My calf muscles start to cramp. I look away to hide the grimace and try to stretch my toes. In my head, the lotto balls are still swirling, spinning. Focus. Breathe. I pick at a thread in my sock elastic. ‘I’m sixteen,’ I say. ‘It’d be fine for me and Evie just to sit tight here until they get back. A jammies day in front of the telly? We’d be OK to have cornflakes and toast? Raid the cupboards a bit, right?’ ‘S’ for Salt. ‘M’ for Murder. Blink.

She leans back onto the sofa cushions and eyes me. ‘Have you ever been allowed to do that before?’

‘Honestly?’ Breathe. Consciously, I turn and hold her gaze. ‘No. But then I’m only sixteen a few months. Want me to call our social worker?’ I pause. ‘Only it’s the weekend . . . and they always say don’t call at the weekend except for emergencies . . . and I’m not sure, you know with Phil and Margaret meant to be the ones fostering us, and them not here . . .’

She shuffles upright. The trembles shift from my fingers into my bones. If I don’t close this deal soon, I’ll fall apart. Channelling every fibre of concentration I’ve got into an illusion of calmness, I yawn. ‘Like, all I’m gonna do is sleep. If Evie’s out for the count and Phil and Margaret are back tomorrow . . . last thing you need’s the hassle of changing shifts . . .’

I stand and stretch. She juggles around in her handbag then sits cradling her mobile. ‘Right. I’ll text Margaret and—’

‘Will they want woke? Isn’t Greece a couple of hours ahead?’

Her fingers hover over the phone. ‘OK,’ she says. ‘Promise you’ll go to bed and just chill here tomorrow with Evie until they’re back?’ She narrows her eyes and studies me.

I play the ace. ‘Sure you don’t want me to call the social?’

Her eyes widen. ‘Don’t.’ She forces a smile. ‘No need. Just stay put. Anything happens, call me. Or Margaret.’

‘Perfect,’ I say, lifting my shoes from the carpet and making my way to the door. And it flipping is perfect. Despite the shakes, I do all the toothbrushing bathroom stuff like routine upstairs. Cough as I knock off the landing light. Then, in the darkness, I lie fully clothed under my duvet, listening as she locks the front door behind her, revs up the Nissan and reverses out of our drive and away. Only when the engine fades do I give in to the convulsions, diving out of bed and making it to the bin milliseconds before puking out my guts. I daren’t close my eyes. All I can see is a bloody tangle of pink dressing gown. That, and a scream of even older memories snaking under my skin.

I wipe my arm across my face and stare into the bin. Everything stinks. I stink. Think. I never got one of them brains for trigonometry or Shakespeare but I get life. This is serious. Can you do life at sixteen?

A siren wails down the Crescent Link with that bent sound tailing off into the distance, making hairs stand on my arms. They got sums, equations, for that type of sound. That crap I’m never gonna know, but I know I gotta go. A sitting duck is easy caught, and it won’t much matter whether it’s by police or paramilitaries. I need a place they don’t go.

I grit my teeth and force my feet to the bathroom. Flush the puke. Rinse the bin. Then it’s like my legs won’t hold me up. The bin clatters as I half sit, half fall onto the edge of the bath, and I’m rocking, staring into my own eyes in the mirror. Locked into the reality. And knowing. Knowing deep like a steel stab to my heart, a slicing at the only stuff that ever really mattered.

There is one place the cops and social workers don’t go and where the loyalist dealers likely won’t go. I can pack a bag.

Run for the border.

Complicate the odds.

But the sum for this is not 1+1. The only solution I got is for me. Alone. Evie doesn’t fit this equation.




Chapter 3

Ezra

Stars.

In the driveway, I allow myself a minute gazing upwards into the universe. Ninety minutes since . . . everything. I pick out the Pole Star. Find the saucepan in the sky – follow the two points opposite the handle upwards. Rob taught me that. He taught me to look up to get out of my own head. That one shining bright star is your north – and the North is what I need to escape.

One last look at the house. Top-left window. My eyes well up, but I won’t. I just won’t.

Tilting my head back, I swallow. I’m a liability, limiting her chances. Her life will be better without me. This, I gotta own. It’s the only way my feet will move.

Maybe, one day, I could call, or search for her on an app when she’s older . . . I step backwards, still watching the window, tied from my belly button with an invisible elastic I’m terrified to cut. Maybe it’ll bleed me out on the pavement.

She’ll cope – right? Our current social worker’s not the worst and Margaret and Phil, they’re good folk. I’ve posted their key through the letterbox. From their back bedroom, I could see across the River Foyle to the Donegal hills. Technically, another country. Republic of Ireland. Northern Ireland. Political bollocks that once, thirty, forty years back, had people pulling triggers and waging war. Some still do – at least in their heads – and since Brexit, the heads round here are hot. Close to being lost. Especially the mega-Brit loyalist lads crapping themselves thinking a united Ireland’s on the cards.

All the talk about borders and I’m thanking the lucky stars above there is one. What this border pure isn’t, is El Paso. No walls. No tolls. No passports. It’s my ticket to salvation. Cross it, and the cops here gotta call the guards there and the social workers get tied with tape and maybe, tangled in borders and bureaucracy, I can disappear. Most of my life, I’ve felt invisible. Now, I’ve got to make it happen for real.

Another siren cuts the night air. Fire-engine? The muscles in my chest tighten. Derry’s a city with more than just me up shit creek, but still . . . I sling my sports bag over my shoulder. I’ve crammed everything I now own, and probably not half of what I actually need, into it. Me and focus are polar opposites at the best of times – it wasn’t exactly a picnic to find it earlier, tiptoeing about under threat of a ticking clock and with barely a functioning brain cell.

I still whiff of puke despite spraying Lynx deodorant everywhere. When she wakes, Evie will freak from the smell, never mind finding me gone. My bones ache hollow. Steeling myself, I take one final glance back up to her bedroom window, touch my hand to my mouth real slow and blow a kiss. I imagine it dancing through the air like starlight, and then there’s a flicker of movement at her curtains. Two bright eyes. A quizzical look. Knuckles banging the double-glazing, louder and louder till I drop the bag and hand signal like a demented flight attendant. Evie! Shut The Flip Up!

Jogging back to the front door, I wait until she finds a key and lets me in. She has twenty billion questions. I have zero answers. Every hare-brained contortion of any escape plan I never really had is now bust.

Take two. Add forty-seven wrung-out, head-frying minutes. Me, stood in the kitchen, watching the oven clock blink, trying not to lose it, then stood upstairs in a fog of puke and deodorant reek. Evie, an interrogation machine gun of but why, Ezra, why?

I’m hoping among my nerves and her flapping and our hugs that she is still half-asleep because sometime, when her brain switches on, my bland reassurances, head nodding and stuck record techniques won’t cut it.

On the other side of the bathroom door, I hear her feet swinging off the toilet bowl as she thinks. Processes. Thinks some more. ‘You were proper leaving? Without me?’ Evie is a wail of tears and snatters.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Sorry. It’s . . . it’s not working out here with Phil and Margaret. I have to go.’

‘We have to go?’

‘Just me, Evie. I have to go. I can’t stay, but you should stay.’

‘I always stay with you.’

‘Not this time. I have to leave.’

‘We’re leaving?’

I kick my runner off the bathroom door-frame. Drum my fingers on my head, thinking of fingerprints, thinking did Lewis say my name?

Now she is out of the bathroom, tipping broken colouring pencils and sharpenings out of her Hello Kitty schoolbag and stuffing in her blue teddy.

‘Evie,’ I say. ‘Listen. This time, you can’t come with me.’

She blinks twice, then her face changes from wee sister to no-negotiation ballistic explosion imminent. Calm. Stay calm. She will scream down the door quicker than I can bolt. Unless I take her – but that’s mental. She keeps packing. Her iPad. Red earphones.

Evie’s name. Lewis definitely said that. He said he’d come for her if I caved. His hand gestures churn my insides. Suddenly I’m feeling faint, triggered, thinking about history taking a second swipe, thinking of the force of Lewis slamming door-on-skull and maybe, if Evie’s determined she should come with me, she should, at least until I’ve a better plan, because right now my brain is glitching between being sixteen and nine and I can’t even think—

‘Clothes,’ I say. ‘You need to pack clothes.’

Another blink. Her banshee look fades but now she’s holding up every individual sock, T-shirt and pair of pants for my nod of approval before jamming them into her bag.

‘We have to go now,’ I say. ‘We’re in a hurry.’

She races downstairs, school bag bumping behind her, and points up to the treat cupboard. ‘Fair point,’ I say, and squish a large bag of beef Monster Munch crisps and two bottles of Lipton’s peach iced tea into my sports bag. ‘Now, let’s go.’

Evie nosedives into the junk-under-stairs cloakroom and excavates her green scooter.

‘Seriously? The scooter? No.’

She’s unflinching. Hands on hips. No leaving the house without the bloody scooter. My head is squished banana. I try one final time. ‘If you stayed, you would still have everything. A mam and da, Netflix, potato waffles, a warm, snuggie bed . . . If you come with me there are no promises of anything and there is no scooter.’

Her face rearranges itself ballistic. ‘But if I stay, there is no you.’

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘I gotta go.’

‘Then,’ she says, ‘I’m coming and so is my scooter.’

‘Oooo-Kay.’ I give in, knowing that any other answer is meltdown. ‘Go do a final pee.’

In the porch, I inhale deep. When she comes downstairs, I kneel, hold my arms wide and wait until she hugs me. Only Evie ever hugs me. Well, Evie and Alannah, but that’s history.

‘It’s gonna be OK,’ I say, hugging back. And it will. For her I will find a way to make this OK because there’s no other choice. I’m not screwing up her life too.

‘But it’s not OK right now,’ she says. ‘Is it?’

‘Not exactly, but I’m working on it.’

‘Like a new story?’

‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘And for this bit the rules are take my hand, be quiet and walk with me, alright?’

‘Can’t I scoot? I can go quicker if I scoot.’

I close my eyes. Exhale. ‘Yeah. You can scoot. And you understand, there may not be a bed or a sleep tonight? We’re gonna be outside? And I don’t have answers. You could still choose to stay here and phone Margaret’s sister in the morning?’

‘But you wouldn’t be here.’

‘No.’

‘Didn’t you say we had to go fast?’

‘Yes.’

‘So why are we still here?’

I roll my eyes. ‘Let’s go.’

She puts in the red earphones as I lock the door and repost the key back through the letterbox. A pause. We smile. Reinvention. It’s something you get used to. It’s just that this time, I’m not sure I can spin it positive for her like normal. And normal is something Evie needs. Something neither of us quite manage to be.




Evie. About OK. iPad 32%

A thing I got taught this year in primary school was this: Write it down.

Writing is my best thing and ‘write it down’ is a help for when my brain is not OK about something, like now.

There are different kinds of OK and mainly, they don’t mean OK. My teacher also taught me this: Give examples.

My examples are:


	Someone asking ‘Are you OK?’ means their brain thinks you do not look OK.

	If you ask someone ‘How are you?’ and they say ‘OK’ it might mean they are not OK.

	If OK is said loud with flat hands facing the floor it means this: Shut up.

	If a teacher says a long Oh-Kay-Eh when you answer a question, it was the wrong answer.

	If a teacher says a smiley OK with one big hand clap, something fun is about to happen.

	If a grown-up does a hands-on-hips, deep-breath OK, there is a problem.

	OK OK OK OK OK loads of times by a grown-up means they are about to give in.

	When Ezra does a closed-eyes ‘OOOKAAAAAAY’ it means inside he is screaming, but he will do it.



Number 8 was the kind of OK that Ezra said to Lewis and an Ulster-Red-Hand-and-poppies-tattoo man two weeks ago. I was there. When we walked home after that OK, Ezra was quiet. Also, I think he was sick because at teatime he said this: Hey, Evie? You want my waffles? I’m not hungry.

In my whole life (nine years, three months and seventeen days) of knowing Ezra, he is never not hungry.

My final example of OK is when Ezra says this: It’s gonna be OK.

That means he understands my brain is finding something difficult, which is quite a lot, but in the end, Ezra will make it OK. My brain does not always believe other people saying this, but it believes Ezra. Always.




Chapter 4

Ezra

I take to side streets. Avoid everywhere there may be cameras. Belt Road, Mourne Drive, Irish Street. Skirt around Tesco and Matalan, cross Dungiven Road, head down, but then, seriously? It’s well gone midnight and I’ve a wee sister on a green scooter wheeling beside me. We blend in like sprout ice-cream. Evie can zoot quick on that thing which is a good job coz I’m jittery. Fast walking, half jogging. I steer us off the main road, into Clooney with its familiar terrace streets and past the crappy park, not the good one with the climbing frame. One time we lived here a while. I sigh at the memory. How far to the border? An hour? More? Good thing about loyalists is this – they love the border being there, but they don’t love crossing it. Not their territory. Same with police and social workers – don’t cross the line.

Evie is tiring, her right leg done out from kicking off concrete. We should make for the lower deck of the Craigavon Bridge – get that bit at least done in the dark. But would it be less conspicuous in daylight? Should we make for the Peace Bridge when there’s hordes of others crossing too for the Saturday cappuccinos? There’ll be cameras either way, but there’s no way of crossing the border without first crossing the river. It’s like bloody Moses and the promised land. Cops for Egyptians. And. I. Can’t. Think.

I’ve walked a good few minutes before it dawns. It’s gone quiet. No scooter wheels. When I turn, I can just about make out Evie’s shadow, squatting on a wall back by the park. Uh-oh. Sit-down-protest territory. This stuff I know. Barely twenty minutes and for tonight scooting is done. I close my eyes. Why am I even surprised? We’re light years beyond Rou-Tine.

As I drag my feet back up the street, I’m juking up at windows in the terraces. Mainly dark. One or two upstairs lights. Through a gap between curtains, I glimpse some late-night hostage movie. This estate could still use a lick of paint but people round here juggle pennies. It’s why we fitted in, back then. Evie is drooped over, pavement staring, rubbing her fingers raw off her thumbs. Think. Bloody think.

Reaching her, I sit. Look straight ahead. Don’t talk first. It never works that way. Setting my sports bag between my feet, I tilt my chin up and take in the stars. A Tippex of mist is blurring them. Stars are like freedom.

I glance down at Evie. It’s my fault she’s stressed. This whole thing is screwed. Maybe if they lock me up and chuck the key in the Foyle, Evie could have the best of lives. Maybe I should walk us back, tuck her tight under her duvet and turn myself in to the cops. Say I acted alone. Evie’d be safe. Loyalist dealers and Lewis would leave me alone if I took the fall and kept quiet.

But then I really would be alone. Rest of my life. Four walls. Three meals. Two visits a month. One night to regret. Forever. Already I fail spectacularly at containment in a classroom from 9 a.m. to 3.30 p.m. A cell? My feet twitch like a hanged man.

A taxi turns into the street. As it slows for speed bumps, the driver glances our direction, the thump of his muffled blues track fading as he turns left into Bonds Street. Evie shivers. Removes an earphone. Snuggles her head onto my shoulder. I swallow. Shit. I’ve some nerve doing this to her. It might be July, but with clear skies, the wind bites. Maybe I shouldn’t run. Ever since the first day at primary school when me and Alannah randomly got put at the same table, she had this mantra for when I got in bother. ‘Sorry works,’ she’d say. ‘Try it.’

But nicking a classmate’s crayon or breaktime apple is a different planet to murder.

In the puddle of streetlight, the swirls of mist ghost as the summer fog drifts up from the river. For a minute I’m transfixed, watching it dance, closing in like walls.

But sitting here all night is no option.

Beside me, a shuffle.

‘My big toe is sore,’ says Evie. ‘And my brain.’

‘Huh?’

She straightens her leg out and points to her purple trainer.

‘That’ll be from scooting,’ I say. ‘Or a wrinkle in your sock.’

‘I hate wrinkles.’

‘I know.’

‘My brain is wrinkled.’

Silence. I inhale. I can sense the busted-dam moment building.

‘Ezra?’

‘Yeah?’

‘I don’t get it. Like, my brain is wrinkled in real life but also wrinkled in questions, because I don’t think you actually proper said why we had to leave Phil and Margaret’s and, looking back on it, I think that might be on purpose because there was only one other time ever we did this – this leaving with schoolbags at night – and I only really remember it coz you told me, because otherwise it’s fuzz up until the bookshop like my brain was too little or sleepy or couldn’t be bothered, but this time I am remembering everything and I remember that you didn’t properly say why. So why? And also, I have a theory on why. I think you did the thing called screwing up. Otherwise it isn’t logical because you said Netflix, waffles and Phil and Margaret are good and on everything else you’re saying not too bad at all and doing rightly and because my toe is sore and my brain is sore and my bum is cold on this wall, I was trying the breathing thing and the emotions naming thing Mrs Daley says I should do and all my brain is thinking is that you are probably feeling the emotion that is called this: panic. Because otherwise why are we here?’

Suddenly, from deep in my belly, I’m laughing. Maybe it’s the nerves. Maybe it’s just that, well, there’s no flies on Evie.

‘Am I right?’ She turns to look at me for the first time in the conversation.

I grin. ‘Always.’

‘OK. Then the next thing I think is this: you need a plan.’

I bite my lip to stop the laughter. She despises not being taken seriously. ‘Got an idea?’

She nods. ‘First, Monster Munch. Monster Munch has spare big toes.’

‘Chancer,’ I say.

She giggles. ‘Second, we should do my idea that you always ignore.’

‘That being?’

‘I don’t know why you don’t know this already. It’s only two streets away. If we go there my toe will be better, we can have Rice Krispies for breakfast and there will be a toilet. Because . . .’ Evie rubs her hands on her thighs. ‘I really need to pee.’

I swallow. Not just because Evie and the needing to pee thing means I’ve got about five minutes until meltdown, but also because . . . Sarah and Rob. Evie’s right, we’re really close, but . . .

‘Sarah and Rob were soooooooo nice. I miss them. I wish we could have stayed.’ Evie stands. Hands me the scooter. ‘Carry this.’

It’s a knife to the gut, Evie’s reminder of yet another thing I messed up. That one-time chance we had with Sarah and Rob. Those memories. Good ones.

Standing, I hoist my sports bag over my shoulder, grab her scooter with my right hand and offer her my left. Confident isn’t the word. Desperate more like.

The mist is pure thick now, collaborating in our escape. Hiding. Haunting. Somehow, as we step forward together, I’m calmer. She has given me a plan. Leave her with someone else who gives a shit. I never burnt her bridges, just mine. Tonight, for Evie, I can face my ghosts. Tomorrow? Different story. Before she even wakes for Rice Krispies, I’ll be gone.
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