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 The saddest of all evils is that which one has brought upon oneself

 

 

Oedipus 
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

 

On Structure and Inspiration

 

This book owes an enormous debt to Vince Gilligan’s Breaking 

Bad. The first draft—written when I was thirteen—followed the 

structure of the show’s first two seasons almost scene-for-scene, 

substituting illegal fireworks for methamphetamine and 

transplanting Walter White’s Albuquerque to Maastricht.

I typed out 400 pages mapping every beat: the chemistry 

teacher turned manufacturer, the partnership with a younger 

accomplice, the family complications, the escalating danger. Then I 

rewrote it entirely in my own voice, with my own characters, set in 

my own country during the upcoming Dutch fireworks ban.

Breaking Bad gave me the blueprint. What I built on it—Paco’s 

autism, his relationship with his mother’s suicide, the circular 

structure, the onomatopoeia chapter titles, Miguel as half-brother 

instead of former student—is mine. Or as Picasso said: “Good 

artists copy; great artists steal.”

I’m not a great artist. I’m now fifteen. But I learned from the 

best.

If Bryan Cranston ever reads this: thank you. I hope Paco Ezra 

does justice to your legacy.

 

 

Huis in ’t Veld, Amsterdam, January 2026
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1.  Oops

 

 

 



A

nd of all his actions, Paco knows this fleeting moment 

will join the infinite list of human stupidities. It’s a thud. 

A big bang echoing through fragments of space debris. 

Limburg shudders in its deepest marl joints. From atop the 

highest hills, Paco overlooks all of Maastricht. The trees stand in 

silence, witnessing the crime scene. Perhaps they stay quiet to 

protect the impulsive consciences of Paco and Miguel.

Will he be with his mother soon? Will he, according to old 

Germanic tradition, see and embrace her again? Even more 

joyful: he’ll stand at the Pearly Gates beside her, and Saint Peter 

will approach him, solemnly handing over—as a reward for the 

effort of being a good person—that giant cardboard Ikea moving 

box. And when he looks inside, which he surely will, he’ll find 

them all: a jumble of scents from across his entire life, every 

single one of his hundred lost boy-socks.
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2.   Joh

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



J

ust you wait, this guy’s about to eat dirt,’ Uncle Gerd 

chuckles on this chilly December Friday, his Overijssel 

accent thick and rich. Paco Ezra’s face lights up—today is his 

18th birthday. Uncle Gerd and his wife, Marie, are slouched 

on the couch, glued to a boring equestrian show. The wait is 

worth it. An amateur attempts to ride a feisty horse; it takes off, 

sending the poor rider crashing face-first into the mud. Gerd, a 

burly man in his fifties sporting a dress shirt, erupts with 

asthmatic laughter.

‘What’s so hilarious about that?’ Marie interjects, her brows 

furrowed. ‘It’s miserable for both the rider and the horse. It just 

puts me in a bad mood.' 

Gerd coughs through his chuckles. ‘If you don’t find this 

funny, there’s definitely something off with your brain.’

Marie shoots him a glare. 
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‘If you find it so irritating, why are you still sitting here? Get up 

and help with the table, start slicing Paco’s mocha cake.’

Paco, listening from the sidelines, catches a glimpse of his tall, 

skinny frame and round head reflected in the frosty living room 

window. He stares at the big TV his mother has left him; the rider, 

with a crooked black cap, takes another spill, even more 

awkwardly into the mud. Uncle Gerd howls with laughter. Marie 

stands up, making her way to the guest of honor, Paco Ezra, who 

is quietly munching on some sour brawn. He knows he too often 

overthinks things, but today it feels oddly comforting, and that 

skewed perspective of his is quite useful. Leaning against the back 

of a recycled wooden chair, which is decorated as pale and dull as 

litmus paper, he notices his girlfriend Josephine, who used to be 

friends with his mom. She has a crush on him, or so he thinks, 

because he reminds her of that actor from Breaking Bad.

Josephine sighs and proudly places the cake on the table. 

‘Here it is.’

‘Caramel?’

‘Yep, special just for you. Cost a thirty euros, which we can’t 

really spare, but I snagged it at Albert Heijn. Look, eighteen 

candles! They barely fit.’

‘Gerd,’ Marie calls, ‘come sit with us for a minute, will you?’

Uncle Gerd grumbles, tosses the remote onto an armchair, and 

joins them at the table.

‘We’re all set—right, Paco?’

‘For what?’ Marie replies, irritation creeping in.

‘Well, as the genius birthday boy, he’s got to blow out all 

eighteen candles to snag some luck and blessings for the next 
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year, right?’

‘Oh, right,’ Marie sighs.

Paco shoots a glance that clearly says he isn’t keen on this—or 

in any hurry for it—but he figures outright refusal would be 

pushing it. He takes a breath and blows. A cloud of smoke curls 

above the old dining table of Mrs. Ezra. Despite his efforts, two 

stubborn candles remain lit. 

‘Oof!’ Marie exclaims. ‘Well, that’s not going to bode well for 

the year ahead.’

‘Come on,’ Gerd teases. ‘You’ve already messed up your first 

attempt. If you’re going to be a loser, at least be the best loser, 

which is second.’

Paco blows again, this time with more force. One flame flickers 

but holds its ground. Staring at the defiant little flame, he feels a 

mix of horror and frustration; ‘Well, for crying out loud.’

Gerd is in stitches. Paco realises: this is just typical of this stage 

in his life. Everything is unfolding just as Uncle Gerd hopes. 

Taking a deep breath, he blows with all his might until he thinks 

he might burst. The pressure finally extinguishes the flame, but it 

leans left and stubbornly bounces back upright, as if blessed by 

some divine force.

Paco, fuming, steps away from the table, while the rest of the 

room freezes. He peers out the window and sees a troublemaker 

in a shiny black SUV tossing out a loud Chinese firecracker mat, 

hollering from the driver’s seat: ‘Available at Sjaak’s for a buck—

listen up, people!’

 ‘Come on, don’t let a thirty-euro cake ruin the party,’ 

Josephine urges hoarsely. ‘Give it another shot.’
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Paco walks back to the table, quickly licks two fingers, reaches 

for the flickering candle, and decisively pinches the wick with his 

thumb and forefinger. Silence falls. He shoots a pointed look at 

the three adults and begins to sing in a slightly awkward baritone: 

‘Long may he—‘

Just then, the doorbell rings.

‘Oh, what now?’ Marie groans.

‘Calm down,’ Gerd calls out.

‘I think that’s for me. I’ll check it out.’

But Josephine, like a greyhound, darts past everyone, heading 

straight for the front door.

From the hallway comes a startled cry, followed by a blast of 

cold air and the scent of charred black tacos. ‘Miguel?!’

Josephine stumbles back into the room, followed by a familiar 

little brat and an uninvited guest. The teenager scans the room 

with dark, calculating eyes; Paco knows he is always on the hunt 

for firecrackers—the very things he has promised Josephine he 

would steer clear of.

‘With that black hair and those grand ideas, do you have Greek 

ancestors or something?’ Gerd grins.

‘Yeah, I know,’ Miguel answers brusquely, eyeing the four 

spectators. ‘Sorry for being a nuisance. But my criminal dad, 

Sjaak, tossed me out of the car along with the fireworks. I’ve been 

outside for three and a half hours and I don’t even have a key.’

‘Oh,’ Josephine says. ‘How awful in this icy weather.’ She 

hesitates, looking at the shivering boy in the doorway. ‘Well, right 

now it’s the birthday of your friend, and mine. I don’t really know 

what I can do for you. Do you have any close friends you haven’t 
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fought with, whose doorbell you could ring?’

‘I don’t have any.’

‘What,’ Josephine says, shivering in her beige cardigan.

‘Uh—other friends I haven’t fought with. Or they’re on 

vacation.’

‘Oh, um.’ Josephine turns abruptly to Gerd and Marie. The 

latter immediately asks the obvious. ‘What’s going on?’

‘It’s Miguel, Paco’s friend—or rather, former friend, because 

they’re feuding—but his father kicked him out.’

‘Let me tell you,’ Marie says, superior yet caring, ‘before I was 

allowed to enjoy my pension and was still struggling for the 

Maastricht child protection services, my thought process was 

always: something isn’t right in that semi-criminal Sjaak’s little 

family. But do we really not have a mattress available?’

‘Ah, what a shame,’ Gerd says, scratching his round chin. ‘I 

really thought it was for me. I’ve got something in store, quite a 

surprise for you all!’

‘Not again,’ Marie sighs.

Josephine poses like a fashion model whose assignments are 

drying up, deep in thought. ‘Fine,’ she says, her voice even 

hoarser than before. ‘He’s just a kid, we can’t just leave him 

outside in the cold, right? I’ll look upstairs to see if there’s a wool 

blanket left from Mrs. Ezra’s belongings.’

‘Don’t worry, boy,’ Marie says. ‘Besides, there’s bound to be 

something for you up there—what’s the name?’

‘Miguel.’

‘Remarkable. Well Gerd, you’ll just have to keep that surprise 

in your hollow tooth, or just shove it where the sun doesn’t shine 
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for later.’

Gerd is apparently feeling merciful; he holds a jovial thumb 

up. Paco watches. Josephine is clearly less at ease. ‘But listen, 

everyone, shouldn’t we eat this expensive mocha cake before it 

goes bad?’

‘Look, girl,’ Marie says, ‘let Gerd gorge himself for a moment 

and that thirty euros will be gone in a heartbeat.’ Marie 

straightens her shabby floral skirt and nods to those staying 

behind. ‘See you in a bit, men.’ And to Miguel: ‘Ni Hao.’

‘What,’ Gerd asks gruffly.

‘That means “Hello” in Chinese,’ Paco Ezra answers, acting 

like the man of the house.

The ladies clatter upstairs. Finally, it’s quiet for a moment. But 

Paco notices that because of Miguel pacing around the room, a 

freezing draft is coming in; the living room door is still open and 

their cat, Maru, slips into the hall and trots outside.

‘Oh god, the beast has a fear of heights,’ Miguel mocks, ‘and 

hasn’t been out on the prowl for years.’

‘True,’ Gerd calls out. ‘That Maru of the Ezras has lived away 

from other pussy-cats for so long that, just like my wife and the 

rest here, he doesn’t know how the hell to deal with the world 

anymore.’

Josephine and Marie are stomping around upstairs, Paco 

notices, giving him a slight headache. The cat slinks back in and 

purrs against Gerd’s leg, and she receives a nasty kick to her 

presumably unsuspecting limb.

Paco Ezra glares at his uncle.

‘What’s your problem,’ Gerd lets him know. ‘It’s good for him. 
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He’s just making up for his lost, introverted years—sort of like 

you.’

‘It’s a she,’ little Miguel says.

‘Doesn’t matter. All the same.’

Josephine comes back from upstairs with a blue strip of an air 

mattress. ‘Look, I have a mattress. But there’s a small tear in it.’

‘Great. Then Paco can get back to blowing,’ Gerd yells, 

hiccuping with laughter.

‘Stop it, you. And that’s not all, there’s also a yellow stain on 

it,’ Marie says, panting as she returns. ‘Someone pissed on it.’

‘Well, that must be—it couldn’t be anyone else—that broken 

Maru,’ Gerd coughs. ‘What a stench. Ah, disgusting!’

‘You’re one to talk. After all these months of staying here, 

Gerd lost his way to the toilet again last night.’

Gerd takes a break. He smacks his lips. His cheeks are stuffed 

with cake, Paco notices with disgust. The rest quickly take a piece 

too. Saucers clatter on the oval table, still smelling of the musty 

living room air of Mother Ezra.

‘Now boys, can you finally open yourselves up to it a bit,’ Gerd 

says.

‘To what?’

‘What I said earlier. Have you forgotten already? I mean the big 

surprise.’

‘Are you pregnant,’ Marie grins.

Josephine looks down and Paco sees her unmistakably turn 

red. The group hesitates, pause mid-bite. A slightly expectant 

silence takes hold of the company as they look at Gerd.

‘And,’ Marie says, ‘where is it? Are we getting it today?’
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Her husband is clearly enjoying the situation, drumming a 

restless soldier’s march with his thick fingers. It irritates the 

birthday boy immensely—until, and it seems louder to Paco—the 

doorbell rings again.

‘What in God’s name now?’ Marie groans.

‘Go check it, Jo,’ Gerd says.

Josephine returns with a man dressed entirely in blue. His 

head looks like a Neanderthal’s, Paco Ezra thinks, but socially and 

professionally speaking, he is indeed a police team leader from 

Maastricht.

‘Um, hello everyone, may I ask, is a Mr. Gerd Nijenhuis 

present?’

‘Right here,’ Gerd says. He identifies himself with a finger in 

the air and stands up.

‘Are you finally going to show us the surprise,’ Marie yells.

Gerd and the officer shake hands.

‘I’m Van Veenhuizen, originally from Gelderland. I’m here to 

confirm there’s a bit of a problem between two of our colleagues, 

meaning one of them has to be transferred. We’re asking you if 

you’d like to join our anti-fireworks team and, subsequently 

catching illegal manufacturers, become my patrolling colleague.’

Gerd shoots a piercing look at his wife Marie and winks at 

Paco.

‘Here’s your badge, Nijenhuis. And your helping hand will be 

sorely needed after the State ban; we recently busted a massive 

underground stash of heavy fireworks.’

‘Nothing to be proud of. Policeman,’ Marie says, the corners of 

her mouth turned down.
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‘Paco’s starting tomorrow as a substitute chemistry teacher,’ 

Josephine says, not wanting to be outdone. ‘And that’s going to be 

wonderful, isn’t it Paco?’

‘Oh yeah,’ Gerd says. ‘How many do you have to kick out when 

you start tomorrow?’

‘Four,’ Paco answers dryly.

‘Yeah, and three of them being the same troublemaker—I bet?’
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3.  Wow

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



P

aco parks his Decathlon folding bike—his daily chariot—

right in front of the school, functioning as a chemistry 

teacher for the very first time. He can’t deny feeling more 

intensely watched than Jaws in the first-ever blockbuster movie. 

Spielberg fireworks: compressed air popping in that chewing 

shark’s maw. Not real fireworks, yet delightful. Stepping inside, 

he barely manages to ignore his nerves, despite his best efforts in 

a rented suit that’s at least one size too small. He says hello to a 

few people, giving them entirely different names than the ones 

they actually possess: Johan from Biology becomes Piet, and he 

calls Christa from Geography 'Loes'. A red glow settles on his 

round face. Off-balance, he reaches his assigned chemistry lab, 

which spiritually—and literally—smells of methylated spirits.

‘Hello, everyone!’

Nobody greets him back. He sets his bag down next to a long 
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desk. Squeaking chalk scratches both his names onto the board, 

just as it has for billions of starting teachers before him. Paco 

Ezra. Giggles. A murmur rises, even though Marie claims he 

descends from a famous writer. Not a chance. What a ridiculous 

jumble of vowels, upon second thought. Luckily, the ordered 

chemicals are waiting on the lab table. A hissing gas flame. A 

drugstore bag with its contents. Paco narrows his eyes like a 

Native American—or so he admiringly thinks of himself—and 

scouts the restless, rowdy rows of students. He freezes in his 

survey. What is he doing here in Year 3? And is that—thanks to 

that leaking air mattress—Miguel, fast asleep right there? But 

eighteen-year-old substitute Paco refuses to budge; he won’t 

deviate from his plans. He’s going to orate as orderly as former 

President Obama. First, address the students on the left, then 

peek smilingly down at his cheat sheet (which he brought solely 

for this purpose), and then deliver text to the students on the 

right. Though he timidly realises the content—starting the lesson 

like his late mother’s dull old moped—is much more George Bush. 

Come on.

‘Listen up, especially those of you currently napping. We’re 

going to do something interesting today. Wild, even. And with the 

upcoming legal ban on fireworks for New Year’s, I’m sure this will 

hold your interest and attention. Pay attention. Although we 

know from a certain factory complex in Enschede that it’s not 

without risk; it can become so dangerous that we run the risk—

which many of you would love to see, of course—that shortly the 

entire school community, much like the warship Van Spijk, will 

go flying into the winter grey, foundation and all. Summarised in 
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the words of pop singer Alice Cooper: School’s out forever! But 

you can manufacture half a kilo of your own gunpowder in the 

blink of an eye.’

‘Wow,’ says a girl in the third row with a fashionable topknot.

‘Wait a minute. You won’t have a firecracker yet. A 

blunderbuss. Heavenly blossom. Screaming kitchen maid. Cherry 

bomb. Sweet William. Firecracker. Ground flower. But you will 

have the contents. In short, a pound of the gunpowder invented 

by accident in 1280 by the monk and alchemist Albertus Magnus—

let’s call him Big Bert.’

A hit. The class laughs. Except for Miguel Jansen. Pacing back 

and forth behind the improvised experimental setup, Paco 

continues, his voice still carrying a pubescent bass. ‘Look! 

Chemistry is the study of matter, but I prefer to see it as the study 

of radical change. The structural formula of gunpowder. What do 

you need? Well? Come on.’ Paco pauses, looks around, but feels 

not an ounce of willingness, let alone from the dozing and now 

softly snoring Miguel, and then says, quickly meeting the fickle 

crowd halfway: ‘How about Potassium Nitrate or Saltpeter? And 

then Sulphur, right? Exceptionally, these periodic table elements 

are no longer available for festive joy since the State blockade 

went into effect and the ban was legalized by that sinister Minister 

Van der Pap. And, mind you, with the consent of the population, 

due to the increasing and unaffordable healthcare costs from 

limbs being ripped off—’

Paco makes an unexpected turn in his instruction, cultivating 

a silence that descends over the class deeper than his most 

successful precipitation since he received a chemistry set from his 
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mother at age seven.

‘Now, regarding loss, what do you think—yes, you tell us, Mr. 

Miguel!’

The intruding houseguest groans. ‘Huh?’

‘"Huh?" is that what you say—Miguel Jansen? Where is your 

head at?’

‘Well, Mr. Ezra, I spent a very long time last night looking at 

the material in the workbook, didn’t I?’

‘Fine. Then you surely know, if you make a chemical error and 

it explodes too early, statistically which limb or appendage the 

amateur alchemist loses first—’

‘Eh.’

‘A part that is therefore no longer covered by insurance 

policies.’

‘Eh,’ Miguel mutters, ‘Mr. Ezra, your own eyes, maybe?’

‘No! Jansen, your dick. Pecker. Penis. Whistle. Genitals. Tool.

The classroom windows vibrate, perhaps for the first time in 

years, from the shared schadenfreude.

‘That brings us immediately to the ingredient garnishing our 

main dish. Who knows?’

Before Miguel can say anything, Paco already shouts: ‘Wrong 

there, Mr. Jansen; charcoal!’

The small student, grotesquely enlarged by wearing a quilted 

light-green jacket, calls out: ‘Mix it well then, surely?’

‘Add alcohol, indeed.’ Quickly taken from the drugstore bag, 

Paco flamboyantly throws a handful of gunpowder into the 

yellow-blue gas.

Whoosh!
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‘Holy shit,’ says the girl with the topknot in row three. Miguel 

shatters Paco’s success and loudly slides his stool next to that girl 

to flirt with her.

‘What’s wrong with your own table—Jansen?’ Paco fiddles with 

a pipette, which in a remarkable way finds an upward draft in the 

room and, although unguided, thanks to his pique, manages to 

reach with a certain precision the blue-swollen neck of little 

Miguel. Teacher Paco startles out of his inward-looking fantasies. 

He dictates sternly: ‘Homework: Ionic bonds. Dismissed.’
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4.   Halp

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



T

he car wash is located, as the crow flies—and thanks to 

the rapid expansion of Maastricht, much like any Dutch 

metropolis—all the way on the other side of the city near 

the ring road. He cycles, crunching over frozen tire tracks that 

look like sharp, shattered glass spines, stopping at exactly twenty 

traffic lights. Occasionally, vague acquaintances and vagabonds 
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