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CHAPTER 1—FIONA—JUNE 21
ST

, 2011—MADISON, WISCONSIN 

 

One more equation on my Pre-Calculus final and summer would begin.  

Sin
2
Ɵ+Ɵ=0 for 0≤ Ɵ≤2π 

The clock over the white board said it was five past three. Ten minutes left to finish. I 

couldn’t stop thinking about Mom. She had a mammogram last week and the doctor found a 

lump in her breast. Today she had an appointment to find out what it was. Mom kept telling 

me it was probably nothing, but what if it was breast cancer?  

Sweat ran down my back. It was another ninety degree day in Madison and Memorial 

High School didn’t have air conditioning. I fidgeted with the stack of rainbow-colored, 

rubber bracelets on my wrist as I stared at one of Coach Fallon’s many posters: “I’ll do 

algebra, I’ll do trig, but graphing is where I draw the line.” 

I had to get an A on that final to maintain my 4.0 GPA and keep my spot as 

valedictorian.  

Focus Fiona, I told myself. Trigonometric equations, easy. 

Then the answer came to me.  

 I scrawled it down, Ɵ=
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It was right, I knew it. I couldn’t contain my elated giggle. The Charlie Carter glanced 

at me. He had wavy, brown hair, olive skin, and these soft, brown eyes that were adorable in 

ways I couldn’t even quantify. My face grew hot. Charlie pushed up his black-plastic-framed 

glasses and turned back to his test. 

I shoved my graphing calculator and pencil into my purple messenger bag. The 

Mumford and Sons, Flogging Molly, and Dropkick Murphys pins rattled as I picked it up. I 

followed Zion up to Coach Fallon’s desk. Zion had pulled his shoulder-length, black 

dreadlocks back into a thick mass, held with a rubber band. 

“How’d it go, Fi?” he whispered over his shoulder as we walked past Grace and 

Alejandro frantically writing equations. “I bet you aced it.” 

“I don’t have half the college football scouts in the nation lining up to recruit me,” I 

whispered back. “Valedictorian’s my best shot at a full ride to UW-Madison.” 

I handed Coach Fallon my final with both hands, a triumphant grin on my face. Junior 

year was officially over. 

“Looking forward to teaching you in AP Calc next year, Fitzpatrick,” Coach Fallon 

said. “Make sure you’re running at least thirty miles a week, under seven minute miles, and 

you could make State next year in cross country.” 

“Really? You think so?” I asked. 

“Know so.” Coach Fallon looked past me to Charlie who was suddenly right behind 

me. “Make sure you’re training, too, Carter. I may make you both team captains.” 

 “Cool,” Charlie said as he turned in his final. We walked out of Coach Fallon’s class 

together. His 510 skinny jeans were tight in all the right places. 

“We done with Pre-calc. Hecky yeah,” Zion pindropped down and spun back up. 

“Dang, when you gonna to teach me to do that?” Charlie asked. 

“Ask Fi, she pretty good for a white girl.” Zion elbowed me. 
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“Zion,” I protested. 

“I gotta see this,” Charlie said.  

Now I had to. Crap. 

I lifted my messenger bag off and handed it to Zion. I did a few steps of the Reject, 

which was just skipping backward, tucked my foot behind my knee, dropped, then spun on 

the ball of my foot as I got back up.  

“Oh!” They both yelled. 

“Dang, girl!” Charlie clapped, laughing. He looked me up and down. “Never thought 

I’d see quiet, straight A Fiona bust a move like that.” 

“So, yeah,” I said, breathless from laughter. I grabbed my messenger bag from Zion. 

The three of us walked back to our lockers together. We were all in Fox 

neighborhood, had been since freshman year. Zion walked in between me and Charlie, the 

loose laces of his black combat boots clicking on the tile with each step. Zion was hot, too, 

but my best friend Nevaeh had had a crush on him since kindergarten, so he was off limits. 

She still wouldn’t let me talk to him about her though. 

I pulled my cell phone out of my messenger bag. One missed call from Mom less than 

a minute ago. My heart sped up. I only got one bar in the cinder block bunker that was 

Memorial. I’d call when I got outside.  

 “What did you guys think of the final?” Charlie asked as he pulled on his leather 

backpack straps. 

“It was a beast, but I think I did all right,” Zion said. 

Charlie shoved his hands in his pockets. “I think I failed it. All that crap about rational 

equations and rates of change? Totally forgot it. My parents’ll kill me if I don’t get at least a 

B in that class.” 
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“I dunno, Charlie,” I said as I glanced at him. I loved his lips. They were a bit fuller 

than most other guys. “You nailed that question on rational expressions during our in-class 

review last week.” 

Crap, now he knew I mentally catalogued every time he talked in class. 

Charlie looked at me. “Thanks, Fi, that means a lot coming from a brain like yours.” 

“Um, thanks.” We kept walking. I needed something smart, something un-Fiona to 

say. Quick. “You know, I’m more than a brain and a pair of running legs.” 

All the months and years I’d imagined dancing with him at Prom and wondered what 

those lips tasted like, and that’s the best I could say?  

Charlie chuckled. “I can see that. First those hot dance moves, now that sassy 

comment.” 

I knew I had a fit body from running, but did he notice that while I was busting a 

move? The three of us walked past kids emptying their lockers into recycling bins. All the 

posters advertising clubs and fundraisers had been removed, leaving the 1970’s-style red 

brick walls sadly bare. Shouts and laughter echoed through the long corridors.  

I checked my phone again. Still only one bar. Mom’s grandmother died of breast 

cancer. What would I do if Mom had cancer? She was all I had.  

“So Zion, what’re you doing this summer?” Charlie asked. 

Zion shrugged. “Football.” 

Principal Morgan speed-walked past us, red faced with pit stains bleeding through his 

blue dress shirt. “Go home and make good choices!” He bellowed to no one in particular.  

“How bout you, Fiona?” asked Charlie. 

I’d be reading most of next year’s Advanced Placement English Lit curriculum so that 

I could focus on AP Calc and Physics. Lamest summer ever. “Um, nothing too exciting. 

You?” 
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“Hey Charlsies,” Kenzie said. She peeled a selfie of her varsity basketball cheerleader 

snob squad from inside her locker. “You going to Jansen’s party? His parents are out of town 

and they have a massive liquor collection.”  

Charlie leaned against the locker next to hers. “Might make an appearance.” 

“How bout you, Zion?” Kenzie twirled a strand of blond hair around her finger. She 

was beautiful—blue eyes and a tan. My brunette curls, hazel eyes, and freckled skin look 

drab in comparison. 

“Nope,” Zion said. He hated alcohol. Nevaeh and I never got invited to parties.  

Kenzie looked over my jean shorts, loose-fitting Owl tank top from Target, and faded 

red Converse I’d had for the past two years. Her upper lip curled ever-so-slightly.  

Zion glanced at me. “I gotta get going,” he said.  

“See ya later Zion.” Kenzie flashed her perfect smile. I hated my crooked teeth. “And 

Zion, I’ll be watching you at football practice this summer.” 

Zion rolled his eyes as we walked away.  

Charlie jogged up to us. This time he walked by my side. “Anyway. We’re going to 

France. The Louvre and all that touristy crap.” 

“I’d like to go there. I ain’t never even been on a plane,” Zion said. I knew what he 

was thinking, there’s Charlie bragging about being rich again. 

“Really? Never met someone who hasn’t flown,” Charlie said. His cheeks flushed. 

“Shit, that sounded elitist, didn’t it?” 

“You’ve been on one, right Fi?” Zion shot me a sidelong smile. 

“Um, no?” I narrowed my eyes at him. What was he up to? 

“When you first came to Madison with your mom,” Zion said, his dark eyes widening 

at me. 

Charlie raised an eyebrow. “You’re not from Madison?”  
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“I am from Madison, but I was born in Belfast.” 

“You were born where?” Charlie asked as he pushed his glasses up.  

And that was the reaction I got pretty much every time I told anyone where I was 

born, sometimes even from teachers. Then the teachers usually wanted to grill me about the 

Troubles and it was just annoying.  

I sighed and launched into my usual explanation, “It’s in Northern Ireland and it’s 

part of the United Kingdom even though it’s on the island of Ireland. And Zion, I was two 

and I don’t remember any of it, so that doesn’t count.” 

“That’s so cool,” Charlie said as he grinned at me. I loved the way his lips parted to 

reveal his nice teeth. Butterflies fluttered in my stomach. 

A group of boys ran down the hallway past us, chased by a dude holding up his 

sagging jeans but not well enough to hide his plaid boxers. A blue bandana dangled from his 

pocket—he was a gangbanging Young Fella. He threw up what must have been half a pack of 

loose leaf paper in the air. “Make it rain, bitches!” The sheets wafted down like snow. 

“Punks,” Zion muttered. 

“Go home and make good choices!” Mr. Morgan’s voice boomed through the halls 

again. 

We reached my locker first. I put in my combo and popped it open. I grabbed my 

notebooks and shoved them in my bag.  

Charlie snatched my yearbook off the locker shelf. “I don’t think I’ve signed this yet.” 

He pulled a pen out of his pocket and opened to the back cover.  

I texted Nevaeh: get to my locker asap. Hanging out with 

Charlie and Zion. 

Nevaeh: OMGGGGG 2 sec 
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That missed called from Mom. The test results. My heart started racing again. I closed 

my locker and snapped the padlock. 

Charlie handed my yearbook back. “Promise you won’t read it til you get home.” 

“Hey y’all.” Nevaeh glanced at Zion, biting her glossy lip. She’d totally touched that 

up on her run over. Her afro was held in place with pink and neon green headbands which 

matched her off-the shoulder striped tee. She wore her hair natural, didn’t believe in weaves 

or relaxers. 

Zion grinned at her. “Hey, Nevaeh.” 

“You guys want a ride home?” Charlie asked, looking at me. 

My heart skipped a beat. I almost died. Play it cool, Fiona. 

“Of course we do! The city bus is rachet.” Nevaeh flashed her wide, beautiful smile.  

“Nah, man, I can walk.” Zion shifted his backpack to the other shoulder. 

“All right, let’s go,” Charlie said. 

We walked out the door to the parking lot. Bright afternoon sun reflected off the car 

windshields. Bass-heavy rap rattled out of a rusty Cadillac. Thick gray clouds bubbled up 

high from the horizon—it looked like we might get another crazy June thunderstorm. We 

passed the massive Memorial Way rock, which had been painted green with “Class of 2011” 

in silver letters. Every senior had signed it in black permanent marker.  

“Can you believe that next year we’ll be signing that?” Nevaeh asked. She tucked her 

arm through mine. Her mocha skin was so much darker than my freckled pastiness. I loved 

the smell of her coconut hair grease. 

“Class of 2012, what what!” Zion said. “We fixing to be the kings of Memorial.” 

“And queens,” I said as we walked next to Mansfield Stadium. The silver bleachers 

rose high above us.  

My phone vibrated. I pulled it out.  
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Mom: call me 

The butterflies in my stomach died.  

“Um, mind if I make a phone call quick?” I asked Charlie.  

“Sure.” 

Nevaeh’s eyebrows puckered. She knew about Mom’s test. She grabbed my hand and 

squeezed. 

I went and stood under a maple tree next to the stadium and speed-dialed Mom. I held 

my breath. The phone rang. Charlie and Zion talked. Nevaeh watched me, hands knotted in 

front of her.  

“Hey Fiona,” Mom said. 

“Is, is everything okay?” I asked, my voice shaking. 

“Everything’s going to be all right, love. Doctors said it was just a cyst. No cancer. 

I’ve an appointment to get it removed next week.” 

Tears of relief choked my throat. “Okay.” 

“I’m on my way home. I’ll make my Chicken and Leek pie and we’ll have our wee 

Girly Night, watch Day of the Triffids. I got purple nail varnish, too. And perhaps I can 

finally get that hair cut I’ve been asking after for the past three weeks.” 

I wiped the moisture from my eyes. “Sure.”  

I was too overjoyed by the fact that Mom wasn’t dying to complain about cutting her 

crazy red curls.  

“Okay, I’d better focus on driving. Another traffic jam on the Beltline.” 

“Kay. See you soon.” I hung up. 

Nevaeh met me halfway. “Everything okay with Momma Fitzpatrick?” 

I grinned. “Yup.” 
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“Thank the Lord.” She linked arms with me as we walked back to Charlie and Zion. 

She had a bunch of rubber bracelets on her wrist, too. We’d been collecting and trading since 

sophomore year. “We’re riding in Charlie’s car!”  

“Ready?” Charlie asked, his eyes on me. A smile played on his lips. What had he 

written in my yearbook?  

Zion draped an arm around my shoulder. He smelled like ocean-scented Old Spice. 

“Fi, I’ll prolly see you in the field house when football and cross country starts.” 

I tucked an arm around his broad, thick-muscled shoulder. “See you.” 

Nevaeh smiled at Zion as she rolled her toe back and forth. “Later Zion.” 

Zion hugged her. “See ya, Nevaeh.” 

Nevaeh grinned at me over his shoulder.  

“Load up.” Charlie said as he clicked on his keyfob. The back lights of a Toyota Prius 

lit up. It had a Mumford and Sons sticker on the back bumper, same picture as the pin on my 

messenger bag. “Not the coolest car in the world, I know. I inherited it from my mom for my 

sixteenth birthday.”  

Nevaeh winked at me and climbed into the back seat.  

“I think it’s nice,” I said as I got in the passenger side.  

Mom and I shared the Red Snail, a 1998 Ford Focus that did zero to sixty in about 

sixty seconds. Mom almost got rid of it two months ago, said all the repairs were getting too 

expensive and we could just ride buses, but I’d just gotten my driver’s license and that was 

just cruel and unusual punishment so I argued until she gave in. 

Charlie started his car. The engine purred, not like the rattle-roar of the Red Snail. The 

Decemberists poured out of his speakers.  

I felt like the coolest girl on Earth. Senior year would be different. Maybe I’d even get 

my first boyfriend. I was seventeen. It was about time. 
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Traffic was slow so I got to spend twenty minutes in Charlie’s car. He put on 

Mumford and Sons and we got all the way to “Lover of the Light.” I had Charlie drop me off 

at Nevaeh’s pretty blue two story house over on Dorsett. I didn’t want him seeing the crappy 

brown ranch me and Mom lived in. Nevaeh climbed out. I opened my door. 

“Hey, want to run together some this summer?” Charlie asked, his chocolate brown 

eyes in mine.  

“Sure.” 

He pulled out his iPhone. “What’s your number?” 

I rattled it off and he programmed it in his phone.  

“Cool, I’ll text you when I’m back from France in the beginning of July.” 

“Cool.” I tried to smile coyly but probably looked like an idiot. “Bye.” 

“Bye, Fi.” 

I closed my door. Charlie popped a U-turn and drove away. 

Nevaeh squealed and grabbed my arm. “Oh my God, Zion hugged me! And Charlie 

gave us a ride home? I totally think he’s into you.” 

“All he said was he wanted to train with me. That doesn’t mean he likes me. Anyway, 

I better get home. Another Girly Night with Mom.” I rolled my eyes. 

“All right girl, America’s Next Top Model tomorrow, right?” 

“And Battlestar Galactica. One for one, that’s the deal.” Mom got me into it, and I 

hated to admit that I loved it. 

“See ya!” Nevaeh said. 

I walked the two blocks to my street. It was the perfect day. Mom didn’t have cancer, 

school was over, and Charlie gave me a ride home. The wall of dark clouds had overtaken the 

sky. I could smell the rain coming. I picked up the pace. As I headed down my tree-lined 
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street, I dug out my yearbook, green and white with Bruce the Spartan’s head on it. I worked 

up the courage to open up to the back cover. 

You’re pretty. Charlie. 

I had to read at least ten more times for it to sink into my brain. This had to be a 

dream. 

I actually skipped the rest of the way to my house. 

Two police officers stood on my front stoop. A squad car sat in the driveway where 

the Red Snail should have been.  

I stopped. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. I forced myself to walk even 

though I was shaking so bad my knees almost gave out. I was watching a movie of myself 

walking down that empty, quiet street lined with trees.  

A long rolling peal of thunder.  

I froze by our mailbox. One police officer had glasses and the other had a shaved 

head. My heart pounded against my sternum. 

If I talked to them, everything would change.  

 “Hello, is this the residence of Susan Fitzpatrick?” The one with glasses asked. He 

stepped off our stoop and walked down our marigold-lined sidewalk toward me. 

“Yes,” I said. 

“I’m Officer Washington and this is Officer Schultz,” said the bald officer as he 

approached, too. “What’s your name, young lady?” 

There was sadness in Officer Washington’s dark eyes.  

No. 

“Fiona. I’m her daughter.” 

“Are there any other adults here that we might speak to?” Officer Schultz asked 

gently. “Or any other family in Madison?” 
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I hadn’t seen or spoken to my Dad and two older brothers since I was two. Raindrops 

left random dark splotches on our cement driveway unsheltered by the squad car. The wind 

whipped through my hair. I brushed the strands from my face.  

“Where’s Mom?” 

The policemen exchanged a glance. “May we come in?” 

“Okay.”  

I followed them to my front door. I dug the keys out of my bag. They slipped through 

my fingers and clattered on the stoop. Officer Washington picked them up and handed them 

to me. It took a few tries to get the key in the lock. I opened the door. Mom’s faded, leather 

purse that she’d had since I was in fourth grade wasn’t sitting on the end table. 

I sat on our plaid love seat and the cops sat on the green couch. The clouds burst. Rain 

pounded against our front window.  

“We’re sorry to come here under these circumstances,” Officer Washington said, his 

voice somber, “but your mom—she passed away.” 

The world slammed to a stop. Tears ran cold down my cheeks. They kept talking, but 

I only heard a few words: Car accident, died instantly, sorry. 

“Fiona.” 

I sucked in my first breath. 

“Where’s your dad? The rest of your family?” 

“Um, Belfast.” 

The police officers exchanged a glance. The one with glasses said, “Like in Ireland?” 

I nodded. It felt like I was under water. There was nothing to breathe. 

“Who can we call, Fiona?” 

I found Nevaeh’s number in my phone. Pressed call. Handed it to them. It fell from 

my shaking hands. 
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It had to be a nightmare. 
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CHAPTER 2—DANNY—1
ST

 JULY, 2011—BELFAST, NORTHERN IRELAND 

 

Today was my last day of school. 

My drunk arse Da had said I was stupid for choosing to continue on with Sixth Form 

this year when I could’ve been done after Fifth Form. I’d a plan, but as of last night, it was 

ruined. 

No point bothering with Sixth Form anymore. 

Da could hardly stand to look at me most days because I had Mum’s blue eyes and 

blond hair. She’d been so beautiful. What she saw in Da, I’ll never know. 

My head was banging and the bright strip lights made it worse. I watched the rain lash 

against the window through the slats in the vertical blinds. The rivulets distorted the gray 

world outside. 

Mr. O’Neill paced at the front of the class, wearing a suit and tie like always. He went 

on about the West Bank conflict. My eyes got heavier. People were always up late getting 

pissed up in the Shankill while we got the bonfire ready, and yesterday was my birthday. Da 

and my older brother Billy got me completely wrote off. 

I felt a bit bad for nodding off on my last day, especially with that arse-kissing 

teacher’s pet Mark sitting in front of me. He scrawled down everything Mr. O’Neill said like 
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he’d get strung up for missing one word. He’d been top of the class since First Form, but I 

knew I could beat him if I tried. 

Mark’s red, curly mop partially blocked my view of the interactive white board. Mr. 

O’Neill had one thing written up on it: “An eye for an eye makes the whole world blind.” He 

was always on about that. 

Even though he was from the Shankill, too, Mark acted like he was above everyone 

with his swanky maroon prefect jacket with gold buttons and all. He was one of those lads 

that never ran about or drank, even at the bonfire. Like most of the other boys in class, 

Mark’s mum and dad made sure he stayed clear of the paramilitaries and the likes of Marty 

Campbell. 

A face-splitting yawn slipped out. 

“Are you with me, Mr. Stewart?” Mr. O’Neill tapped me on the arm as he walked 

between the rows of tables. 

Pain seared though my tender skin. I flinched. 

Mr. O’Neill eyeballed me over his glasses. “We’ll have ourselves a wee talk later.” 

Anto sitting next to me sniggered. He’d been mangled last night, too. How was he so 

chirpy? I wanted to rip that gaudy gold chain off his neck. How many times did the 

headmaster have to eat his head off about that thing? He’d wee strands of hair gelled to his 

forehead like a fringe. Maybe if he worried more about washing his face, he’d not have so 

many pimples. I still hadn’t a clue how that eejit even made it to Sixth Form. 

I drummed on my thigh. Mr. O’Neill shot me another look. I ran my hand through my 

hair—it was too long. I should’ve got it cut after Anto called me a poof last week, but I just 

couldn’t be bothered. 

Someone grabbed my collar. I was up, ready to swing, until I saw it was just Mr. 

O’Neill. “My office, Danny Boy.” 
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Mr. O’Neill’s office was barely big enough for his desk and a book shelf. “Happy 

birthday.” He didn’t sound very happy about it. “Turned seventeen, yeah?” 

“Aye.” 

Mr. O’Neill grabbed something from the mess of papers covering his desk. It was the 

handwritten essay I’d turned in two days late. 

“Ach, you’ll not read it, will you?” I could handle a lecture but not that. I’d been in a 

real funny mood when I wrote it, thinking about my birthday and getting the tattoo that would 

ruin everything. 

Mr. O’Neill read, “ ‘The Israel West Bank Barrier I think won’t fix the problems. 

We’ve loads of walls in Belfast. One goes right in front of my house to separate us from the 

Catholics in the Falls so we can be safe, but we still get in fights and have riots, especially 

after Rangers–Celtic matches. Sometimes I wonder if we’d be safer if maybe we got to know 

each other and learnt to maybe talk or something. The walls divide us and keep us thinking 

we’re so different that we couldn’t get along. Maybe we can’t, but I don’t know about that. 

Maybe it’s the same for Israel and Palestine and the West Bank Barrier.’ ” 

Da would not be amused by that essay. He’d say we needed those walls to protect us 

and our Protestant culture. Da lived through the Troubles. He knew how bad it could be. 

Security checkpoints, soldiers on the streets, bars getting shot up, bombs blowing people up 

and throwing shoes and hats and blood into the street, he said. IRA wrecking the place. Not 

like our wee riots and those occasional RA shenanigans now. 

“Are you listening to me?” Mr. O’Neill asked. 

“Told you I paid attention in class.” 

“So what’s wrong with your arm there?” His eyes pierced my soul. He knew. 

I gritted my teeth. 
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“Dammit. I’d hoped I was wrong.” Mr. O’Neill collapsed into his chair and buried his 

head in his hand. “You had a choice. You still do.” 

Something pinched inside my chest. “No, I don’t. All the best.” 

I threw open the door and slammed it shut so hard the wall shuddered. I wished I’d 

broken it. The halls were empty. The rest of the lads were at their next classes. I grabbed my 

jacket and left the school. 

There was only one more day of classes, but I’d not be back next year. As I walked 

out of Belfast Boys’ Model School for the last time, it felt like a knife stabbed me in the 

chest. I’d thought joining the British Army would be serving God and Ulster, but Da’s 

definition was a bit different. He said we needed protection in our backyard, not Afghanistan. 

And I did want to do my bit to protect my culture. 

Mum would have been disappointed. 

I pulled Da’s huge leather jacket on over my black school blazer. He was a fat ogre. 

As the slow motion rain pummeled my scalp, I wished Da’d been smart enough to buy 

something with a hood. We lived in Belfast. It rained almost every day, for Christ’s sake. I 

wrapped the coat tighter. Even the lashing rain couldn’t get rid of the stale stench of Da’s 

cigarettes. 

I walked through the gate in the fence round the school and into a massive puddle. 

Billy’s old school uniform trousers were too short for me, so they didn’t get wet. One 

advantage of shooting up three more inches since March. I was now six foot two. Pretty soon 

Da might have to spend actual money on clothes for me instead of giving me Billy’s trousers 

like they were some kind of Stewart inheritance legacy. 

I caught the 11A home. I pulled off my tie and shoved it in my coat pocket. I’d never 

wear another one of those, so that was something to be glad about. It was just me and some 

biddies with scarves round their blue hairdos; decent people under the age of sixty were in 
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school or working. They looked me over like they knew I was now Ulster Volunteer Force B 

Company Brigade. I stared at my scuffed, black shoes. I’d thought about running away before 

they inked me, but where would I go? The only family I had was that beast Uncle Jim and he 

was UVF, too. 

Jon waited for me by the gate to the Falls on Howard Street. He’d a number one crop 

and his face was so covered with freckles that he almost looked tanned. “All right mucker? 

Dunno why it took you so long. Sure it’s no fun going to school.” 

I shrugged.  

Jon took one last drag from his cigarette and threw it toward the ten-foot-tall gate 

leading to the Falls, open for the moment. It had spikes on top and barbed wire over that. If 

you stood just right, you could see a sign on one of the industrial buildings: “There’s more in 

common than divides.” It had pictures from both areas of kids smiling, boys boxing, and 

churches. A crane hoisted up a girder to the top of some new building. From the Falls side, 

they’d see the boarded-up shops and a graffiti-covered, crumbling brick wall that looked like 

it belonged in a war zone. We never got anything new. Catholics got everything. 

Four closed circuit television cameras sat on top of a tall pole. The Police Service of 

Northern Ireland claimed it was always recording but that was a lie. Last year me and Jon 

were walking home from school and got beat by five Taigs from the Falls. They nicked our 

rucksacks. Da was raging that he had to replace my school books so he went to the PSNI. I 

even told them one of them had bright red hair. They claimed the cameras caught nothing. 

We walked along the Cupar Way peace wall toward our homes. The wall was half 

mile long with fourteen feet of concrete, twelve feet of green sheet metal, topped with 

eighteen feet of mesh. It was meant to stop us fighting and throwing things at each other like 

rocks, paint bombs, and petrol bombs, but those Taigs still found their way round. 
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Belfast City Council had brought in artists to tart it up. I ran my hand along the wall, 

slick with rain. It was a crazy design with letters that looked like all kinds of creatures, but 

someone had painted “It’s time to kill all Republicans” over it in massive gold letters. A 

mattress soaked in the wasteland across the street. Row after row of run-down red brick 

terraces stretched toward Black Mountain to the west. 

A bark resounded off the wall. Mutley trotted toward me. The dog had black and 

white fur and one ear. He always smiled when he saw me. 

“Unwashed mutt!” Jon grabbed a bottle from the kerb. 

I grabbed his arm. “Bang out of order, mate.” 

Jon laughed. “Forgot he’s your adopted rat like.” 

“Come here, boy.” I crouched down and held out my hand. Mutley slid to a stop in 

front of me, his tail wagging. I rubbed his sopping head. His fur stuck to my hand. “It’s not 

your fault you haven’t got a home.” 

I pulled out a dog treat I nicked from the Tesco last week. I’d a stash hidden under my 

mattress. Mutley devoured it in one bite and licked my hand clean. 

Jon slipped a cigarette out of his pack and stuck it in his mouth. He used a hand to 

shield it from the rain and lit up. “You better change your nappies before tonight, mate. 

We’re to work the boney. Taigs have been running about starting things.” 

“I’ll do my duty to God and Ulster.” 

This year, Lanark Way would have the biggest Eleventh Night bonfire in all Belfast, 

bigger than Oldpark and Sandy Row, no joke. Maybe it would burn down my shite estate, 

burn through the peace wall, and burn down the Falls on the other side. 

 


