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For Ethan








Chapter 1. Day.


AIDAN.
Thursday, 16 June 2016.


It was more miraculous than the virgin birth, me finishing sixth form. Not that I believe in holy miracles. Miraculous like the magic millisecond a girl says ‘Yes’, and you blurt, ‘Really?’ It was the kind of historic day you only have a handful of in a lifetime. Days that start out all innocent but end up life-changing, for good or bad. Ones that sneak up on you like an unexpected kiss or a kick in the teeth. To be honest, I’d already had my fill of them, mainly the bad kind, but this day was different. My last day of school. Ever.


One last politics exam. Four rows of chairs. Fourteen pupils. Thirteen pages of my black-ink scrawl on lined paper. One varnished assembly-hall floor. Seven years of grammar-school education. Three minutes left. Three minutes till freedom, or something. Mindlessly, I flicked through the exam paper, but my concentration was gone. I chewed my thoughts and my pen lid, gazing round at the wood panelling that gave the room its scent of musty polish. Dust danced in the shafts of sunlight – moving, changing, just out of reach.


Two minutes. Two Nobel Prize winners had escaped from these walls. Mr Seamus Heaney, the famous Irish poet – hope and healing wells and all that – and Mr John Hume, the famous peacemaker politician from that Good Friday in 1998 when the north of Ireland finally brokered a peace deal. The exact day I’d been born. No pressure, like.


Please God I haven’t messed up the A levels as badly as the GCSEs in my nuclear meltdown two years previously. Ironic that maybe I’d transformed my own ‘Troubles’ quicker than the country. Then again, I hadn’t had four centuries of being screwed over. Just eighteen years.


‘One minute.’ The supervisor yawned and shuffled in her chair. It was my last day in the black blazer, white shirt and striped tie. Last day tagged with the dove of Columba and the oakleaf of Doire, Derry, my city. Quaerite Primum Regnum Dei read the motto – Seek Ye First the Kingdom of God. Yet another thing I’d screwed up with flying colours. ‘Guard your heart,’ Ma had always said. ‘Guard your heart, Aidan.’ It had been her favourite Bible verse. I hadn’t understood it enough at the time. I twirled her ring in my pocket, smoothing my fingertips over the jet stone set in Santiago silver. My lucky charm, my memory. She would have been there, I know, standing by the red kettle in the kitchen with a pack of chocolate digestives and a coffee to ask me how it went, how I felt. Her youngest, all grown up and finished school. For once, she’d have been proud. Maybe she still was, somewhere. God knows.


‘Pens down, gentlemen.’


Conal grinned, handsignalling a drink. I smiled. It took a month of Mondays for the papers to be collected and then, then it was finished. The squeak and scrape of chairs, the thud of the heavy doors on the old hinges and, finally, the sunshine. My luck it would have been lashing, but no, there were blue skies, and the scent of cut grass wafting in the warm air tasted of hope, freedom and endless possibilities.


Like football highlights on a hungover Sunday, most of the post-exam commentary washed over me without sticking.


‘That’s really it.’ Conal slapped my shoulders.


I yanked off my tie, scrunched it up with the exam questions and lobbed it into the nearest bin.


‘We getting pissed then?’ I grinned.


‘Like there’s no tomorrow.’


The tidal wave of boys with bags poured out the doors in the race to the buses before the bell even stopped ringing.


‘Hennessey!’


I spun towards the unmistakeable voice of my Irish teacher.


‘Knew you’d turn out all right in the end!’


‘Bye, sir. Thanks.’ I waved. End of an era. He’d never lost faith in me; even when I had.


The bus back to Creggan seemed surreal. For the first time amidst the banter and clash of raised voices, I felt out of place, like a Celtic fan in a Rangers stand. Staring blankly through the fingerprint-smeared window, I tuned out from the hum of traffic and the stops and starts of congestion. My shoulders relaxed. The endless studying was over.


I smiled at the loud banging on the windows as a handful of St Mary’s girls swanned past in short skirts. My phone bleeped. Conal. An address for the party.


C U there.


Stuff the future and all its What next?s. There were no uncertainties or unknowns about tonight – that choice was crystal. We’d be getting hammered.


The daily uphill trek past the Rathmór shops, the cemetery and the chapel to the rows of terrace houses, was a routine trudge; rain, hail or shine. An Creagán, ‘the stony place’ in its Irish translation, was more of a brick-and-cement place really. Like everything else working class, it still wore its coloured tattoos with pride. Green. White. Gold. Tattered tricolours on lamp posts; misspelled dissident graffiti. I grinned noticing the fresh lick of paint – some wisecrack overnight had changed ‘Join the IRA’ to ‘Join the LIbRAry’ on our gable wall. So maybe I couldn’t blag like the oul’ farts about growing up in the Troubles, but I’d have needed to be tapping a white stick to not see their shadow, especially in a family like mine.


One of the better things about Creggan was the view – like a balcony over the city. From every street corner, I was high above the walls, the cathedrals, the bridges and the River Foyle sweeping out into the Lough and on to the Atlantic. I liked where I was reared; it was home. Doesn’t mean I wouldn’t kill for a ticket out of the place. It isn’t exactly a paradise of prospects.


Seán was out, so the house was empty. Would he ever wash his breakfast dishes before supper? My own room wasn’t so chronic. It smelled of sport deodorant and a hint of cheese and onion rather than the stale cigarette smoke of downstairs. I tipped out my blazer pockets onto the bedside table – bus pass, phone, couple of black biros, loose change, house key and Ma’s ring. Worth going for a run? I toyed with the idea but, remembering the smell of hot dust radiating off the concrete, grabbed my green T-shirt and ripped blue jeans rather than joggers as I stripped off my uniform. I could ditch it now.


Flopping onto the bed, hands behind my head, I stretched and zoned out. Christ, I was wrecked. Three exams in the one week had been draining. I had no idea what was next for me, but right now I didn’t care. My phone vibrated.


Hey wee bro. Exam go well? Party time?


My sister Saoirse was somewhere in deepest, or maybe highest, Bolivia. I imagined her in a chilled-out cafe in the Andes drinking coca tea. I was glad for her. When it had all happened, she’d shouldered the responsibility of getting me back on planet earth before heading to explore it herself.


All good. Out later. Skype sometime?


Voices and the barbecue smell drifting from next door’s backyard woke me. I’d been out for the count. The phone, still by my hand, showed 18.47, plus missed calls and a message from Shannon.


Take it you’re going the night? CU there.


Sitting up too quick, my head went dizzy. I messaged, scooping up keys and money.


There by 7.


Though still early on a Thursday night, many of my mates were already hammered when I arrived at the end-of-term house party. Summer had started; music and atmosphere spilling into the street. My phone buzzed. Conal.


Can’t make it. Family stuff. Catch you over weekend.


I had my head down in the hallway texting back, No worries, when I felt her arm draping smoothly round my shoulder.


‘Hey, Shannon. What’s the craic?’


‘Missed you.’ She smiled, running her fingers down my back. I let her take my phone and slide it into my pocket. She looked stunning. I warmed inside; tiredness flooded by testosterone.


Derry girls are like black magic. They transform at dusk. On Saturday mornings they sneak out to corner shops in onesies and house shoes, but by the time the evening game-shows hit the telly, they’re glammed up with fake eyelashes, high heels and skirts the length of belts. You could make a mint here as a hospital frostbite technician, not that I’m complaining – never mind the temperatures, the view sucks my breath away. Shannon smelled of musky perfume and tasted of something unidentifiably sweet and alcoholic as we kissed.


‘You’re sober.’ She pouted.


‘Easy fixed.’ I smiled, accepting the drink she offered. The unexpected strength of it hit the back of my throat and she laughed as I coughed. ‘You trying to lead me astray?’


‘Don’t see you objecting.’ She winked.


People were crammed into the two-bedroom house and the mood, or perhaps more than just the mood, was high. The living room was simultaneously blaring music and Euro football commentary – Northern Ireland versus Ukraine. The banter was edgy. Both Irish teams through to a major tournament. There was a time Ukrainian flags would have clattered Creggan, but things were changing and opinions were split. So what if the north gave a good show? Grand, so long as Ireland did better, or, specifically, that England failed spectacularly – frustrated BBC commentary was a definite highlight of any championship.


The kitchen hosted the biggest crowd. Bottles and cans were jammed everywhere: varying shapes, sizes, colours, empty and full, like the teenagers and ashtrays. We aren’t exactly a city known for sobriety. Fluency in the language of drink is part of the dialect. ‘I’m not drinking tonight’ translates as ‘I’m driving’ or ‘I’m on an antibiotic’ or just that I’m not really drinking, like only having a couple of pints. Not that a ‘couple’ of pints or ‘a few’ necessarily means two or three, either.


Regardless, I was drinking like a drowned fish. I didn’t care. It had been my last exam in my last year of school and I was fast approaching the point of being beyond listening to anything rational. Shannon was in my arms. Time, sanity and morality vanished in the fog of sweet smoke, and every movement, every touch, fired me from the inside with the constant beat of dance music.


Her lips smoothed my neck.


‘Fancy finding somewhere more private?’ she whispered.


I nodded, breathing heavy, trying to read her. We clasped fingertips, weaving upstairs through the jam of people. I clicked the bathroom lock.


My body was hotwired; T-shirt off, skin on skin. An echo stabbed my conscience. Heat. Breath. Hands. I toyed with buttons as the echo persisted. We’re both up for this, right? Being. Wanting. Think. I couldn’t even tell which of us was tugging at jeans. But Christ. Instead of tiles, the memories of rough fences; bathroom swapped for back alleys; the burned-out shell of me fired up with girls, tabs and recklessness for the smothering of grief … Jesus. The murder of shame after, the pregnancy risks … Was I still that mental? Shouldn’t we talk protection?


With a sudden jerk of my arms, I shoved Shannon away and, as I tripped backwards from the force of it, I heard her scream, muffled by the loud music. In slow motion I saw every single detail of how she fell backwards, the shower head crashing down from its metal fixture and slamming into her left cheek bone. As I reached to help her, she glared, punching me in the stomach as a trickle of blood flowed from her nose. The scene jarred a childhood memory. My heart raced, blood pulsing through the tangle of limbs, and yet I was on the floor in a cold sweat when I should’ve felt hot and I couldn’t see straight or even feel my way through the blur of emotions. When I tried to speak to her, to see if she was OK, the slurred words wouldn’t come out right. It wasn’t me, not even a drunk me. My head pounded. I knew what it was. I’d been there before but why was I there now? I couldn’t think straight for blackness and light and sound and my heart pummelling my chest. I pulled my T-shirt back over my head as she stepped across me.


‘Shannon!’ I finally managed to speak, but she’d unlocked the door and was gone in a wave of rage and humiliation. Faces peered round the doorpost. I felt sick, not just from the drink.


Even in the riot of the party I sensed the whispers, the eyes, as she moved through the hall into the late evening air. Stares burned my back as I meandered drunkenly, trying to melt into the faded wallpaper. My heart was in my dry mouth, racing. What the hell just happened? There was laughter too and light-hearted punches from some of the lads. I tried to shake it off like there was no issue. The music melted my brain. Shut up! I need air! I need to think. Spinning. My mind was spinning. She’d fled the street. I turned every direction to find her, so light-headed I wanted to throw up. The moon, high and bright over the city, caught my focus. Dogs barked. She was gone.


‘Shannon?’ I shouted half-heartedly, my voice deeper than it should be, and then I shut up and kicked the pavement. As the mess of it all hit me, I shook, like that night in our childhood kitchen when everything changed. Am I just him? Is this the way I’m going to be too?


I was at the grave, Ma’s grave, not even quite knowing how I’d got there. Sat dry-eyed in shock. Bloody loser. Spark never falls far from the fire. My concentration was shot, flitting from one sound to the next as my head throbbed. Had I taken something more than drink? I pulled my knees up to my chin. My soul felt black. Guilt, cold and sharp like the gravel in the grass. Ma would’ve been ashamed of me. Again.


I dropped my head into my hands. What the hell is happening to me? Whatever was in my system overwhelmed my senses. Relentless as conscience. My T-shirt smelled of perfume and I still ached for Shannon.


I heard my voice chattering about nothing as my footsteps drifted down the hill winding through Bogside streets to where moonlight graced the flowing water.


I found myself standing at the Peace Bridge, its white overlapping triangles like a handshake across the river. It was a snake, a ribbon, twisting between the Guildhall and the former Ebrington barracks. My head was killing me. How bad does pain get before you pass out? My heartbeat smashed my eardrums like a bass amp about to explode. Past and present blurred as my sweat dripped. Hallucinations. It was a Saturday in June when they opened the bridge – crowds, choirs, symbolic pageantry. I was thirteen. Ma was happy then. The good times in between had been short. Three golden years with Da gone and Ma still here. What was that mad riddle again? Aye, when I was twelve you were exactly three times my age so what age will I be when you are double mine? I was back at our old kitchen table as we laughed, struggling with the mental maths; then as suddenly as it came, the picture vanished into the cool breeze like a ghost brushing my cheek. You never made it, Ma.


Darkness was closing in. Dizzy, I hit my palm against my head, trying to focus. Call yourself a man? You hurt Shannon. I spun around, expecting a troupe of condemning eyes. The deserted bridge mocked me; empty silence except for the sound of water flowing black below my feet. Fate merged nightmare with rose-tinted memories of the day the four of us had jostled in the crowds, walking the bridge together and absorbing the infectious atmosphere of hope in the city. A bridge to help heal the divides of the past; to span the gap between the Protestant Waterside and the Catholic Cityside. Peace in concrete.


My phone buzzed notifications, my head confused, struggling to connect sound to meaning. The bridge was drifting, like when the barges had towed its jigsaw pieces up the river to slot them into place. Everyone had predicted suicides and riots; a bridge from nowhere for no one to cross. A truck banged in a pothole behind me and I jolted, seeing Shannon collapse, over and over. The shock. The crack.


‘Away!’ I shouted at the mental images fused with haunting childhood memories.


My phone still vibrated and finally my brain clicked, but my co-ordination melted and the mobile dodged my fingers, clattering on the pavement. I fell over my feet to reach it, palms slippery with cold sweat. The Guildhall clock pealed the hour like an alarm buried deep in my skull. Finally I trapped the phone, and the horror of social media slammed me.


Shape of him … U C her eye? … Heard her scream … A shootin’s too good … All lads … She OK? … No denying it … His da too … Toul ye … Deserves a hammering … Waster … Torrents of notifications slayed me – gossip and scandal – lies morphing into accepted truth, trending my crisis and embarrassment publicly. I couldn’t breathe. Sweat soaked my T-shirt, hot sweat now, and my heart raced unevenly as I ripped off my jacket and trailed it after me. I need water. My eyes wouldn’t focus, but they’d read enough. I gripped the cold rail, staring hypnotized by the dark swirls of rushing water below. Lost – mentally, physically and emotionally. Blackness encased me, hemming me into a limbo of hopelessness.


Seconds, minutes, maybe hours – there was no concept of time left, just dizziness, heat and a crazy agitation gnawing my thoughts. Then a shout and the drone of an outboard engine in the current below snapped me back like a starter’s gun and I ran in blind panic across the bridge to anonymity amongst trees in St Columb’s Park. Running, racing – my energy was back but I couldn’t see through the sweat, and I was tripping with the dizziness, tripping over my own shoelaces as the white light of pain blasted my head.


There were voices in the darkness of this park. Are they real? They were muffled, distant at first. I was jogging in a furnace: no chill left, just searing heat burning my body from the inside out. Hennessey. You’re dead on your bloody feet. Get help. I was still legging it, for no real reason, trying to grip my phone enough to find my brother on speed dial. ‘Seán. Jesus. Seán. Cabhair liom.’ My vision was so blurred I couldn’t even read the screen and then suddenly I was surrounded by people. Initially I didn’t even know if they were real or hallucinations, and then, sweet Jesus, mother of God, for that split-second my world stopped spinning and I realized the danger just before all hell broke loose.


The first blow caught me hard on the chin and I spun off balance, tripping over the empty beer cans as the green, navy and white of the Northern Ireland tops blurred past me. A kick in the groin and a knee in my back followed as swiftly as the abuse.


‘Fenian bastard!’


Is ‘Catholic’ tattooed on my head? How did they know?


Other shouts echoed confusion, uncertainty. In the pause, I found my balance and somehow deflected the uppercut I barely saw coming through the blazing sweat dripping down my face. The next blow to the gut winded me, and though I was wildly swinging my arms to keep them off, there was no real hope. I used to have a good right hook but hit by hit, kick by muddy kick, the pain was mixing with my own blood and sweat, tasting salty and warm in my mouth. Male and female voices, laughing, goading, shouting, but protesting too. Discord on the touchline as my feet were kicked from under me and I fell hard onto my knees on the tarmac path, my hands slamming the ground as the boots to my ribs and limbs flew in. I don’t want to die. There was a football boot on my head. Hail Mary, mother of God … A kick in the face jarred my eye socket. I curled in a ball, arms and elbows round my head like a cage, knees pulled tight to my chest. Sustained blows rained from different directions; jeers, taunts, screams, and then a shout.


‘Stop it! Now! This is live – I’m filming.’


The voice was a terrified female voice, shaking, trying to hold an air of authority in the madness. A pause. Attention shifted aggressively from me to her and then from nowhere there were lights, new voices, racing steps pounding tarmac in different directions. The pain and the heat were blinding, overwhelming me as I drifted in and out of consciousness on the hard, black path, slippery with sweat, blood and dew from the cooling summer air. People, hands around me, steady voices – and then I was gone. Blackness.





Chapter 2. Night.


AIDAN.
Friday 17 June.


The nurse was kind, answering my questions without judgement in her Filipino accent as I phased back into consciousness. Yes, I was in Altnagelvin Hospital. No, I could not leave; I was still under observation and attached to a drip. No, it wasn’t a nightmare, it was real – fragmented memories of the assault; flashes of whitewashed walls and fluorescent lights; tubes stuffed in my nose and throat; stomach pumping; retching; police uniforms. Apparently, I’d been there hours, though at first I remembered only random minutes.


‘Know your name?’ she asked.


‘Aidan. Aidan Hennessey.’


‘Grand. Age?’


‘Eighteen.’ My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth.


‘Good man. What year is it?’


‘For real? 2016.’ Please God, I haven’t been out for years like in the movies.


‘Day?’


‘Thursday? Maybe Friday?’


‘Wee hours of Friday morning. You’re doing fine. Anyone we could contact for you? Your mum or dad?’


‘Seán. My brother.’


‘Sure. Know his number?’


I hesitated. ‘Mobile’s in my jacket pocket. Seán Hennessey.’


‘You’ve no phone. We checked for ID on admission.’


My brain was fuzz. I couldn’t get past the 077 … ‘Please. I think it’s the left pocket.’


She gave me that teacher smile, like when you lie about your homework. ‘Date of birth? I can check your hospital records for a contact.’


I was slow to react, confused and starting to feel pain through my limbs. The groan was involuntary as I reached my right hand up to touch my eyebrow and realized two of my fingers were taped together in white bandage. ‘April ’98. 10th April. Where are my clothes?’ I felt like a charity case in the cheap cotton trousers they’d on me.


‘The police bagged your T-shirt, jeans and shoes. It’s standard forensics procedure.’


‘Forensics?’ My head swam. ‘They’re investigating me? Did I talk?’ My head conjured a blurred image of a young officer, notebook in hand.


She shook her head. ‘Relax. You’re the victim of an assault. In a day or two you’ll want to report it properly. If not, you’ll get your property back. You weren’t wearing the jacket during the attack,’ she added, ‘so they left it here.’


‘Bloody generous.’


‘Calm yourself. I’ll be back in a minute.’


I was weak. Everything ached. The ceiling was white and the lights too bright, even for closed eyes, a feat which my right eye was managing all by itself with the swelling. Papery curtains on rails round the beds pretended at privacy but every sound could be heard in the bays around me – whispers, reassurances, shoe squeaks; intense conversations of medical staff, patients and family members. Nothing quiet or relaxing about Accident and Emergency. Everyone was stressed or busy, needing attention or wanting it. Anxiety whirred around me; a repressed panic mixed with the smell of industrial cleaning fluid and human sweat. Like waiting outside the principal’s office, isolation and vulnerability hovered around me, as my mind picked through the bits it remembered and pieced them together again.


My bloody fate – screw up, get screwed right back. The cops had even traded my only decent runners for nursery school plimsolls. The metal curtain rings scraped the rail. Same nurse.


‘Your brother’s listed as your next of kin. We’ve contacted him. If your temperature remains normal, you can be discharged, providing you answer a few questions. Will you do that?’


Adults thrived on coffee-cream questions, sweet on the outside but impossible to swallow. ‘Mm,’ I said. Like I have a choice.


‘If it’s too much, tell me. Because you are eighteen and because of the way you arrived here, I need to ask how you are feeling.’ She paused for my answer, but my mind hadn’t grasped the question. ‘Are you feeling OK, Aidan?’


‘Yes. No. Are my fingers broke?’ I tentatively lifted my hand.


She flicked through medical sheets. ‘Remember Dr Mullan talking to you a couple of hours ago?’


I shook my head, wincing.


She read my injuries like a shopping list, ‘Right-hand little finger fractured … extensive bruising on limbs, left leg, arms … right eye gashed, four sutures … significant swelling … knees, left torso badly grazed … rib X-rays clear …’ A pause. ‘Alcohol levels, blood toxins, chemicals … Aidan, your temperature was dangerously high. Luckily your organs weren’t damaged. Whatever you took was worse than the assault.’ Her matron-like tone was mixed with sympathy. ‘Anyway,’ she continued, ‘Foyle Search and Rescue observed you on the bridge and found you in the park. What do you remember?’


‘The bridge, the park …’ It was flooding back, even the bits I would have happily forgotten. Jesus, Shannon …


‘There are support services if you need to talk. Are you feeling suicidal?’


Christ. Was I? I struggled to sit up, staring at the white sheet. I’d been seriously messed up before, low, high – though I was tight on talking about it. ‘You’re a typical Derry man, Aidan!’ Ma had said once in exasperation. ‘You bottle it all up. Promise – when I’m gone …’ The words had caught in her throat as she’d looked at me with her warm brown eyes, mirrors of mine, and touched my hand. ‘When I’m gone, promise me you’ll let yourself cry, even once, with no one looking. Cry for me, for us, and then remember me with smiles and laughter. Live like the world is your oyster, Aidan, like hope and dreams are possible.’


I crinkled my eyes tight.


‘You OK, son?’ the nurse said.


‘Bloody golden,’ I replied. Shit. Had I been suicidal? Shouldn’t watching someone else have to fight for every last minute on the planet hardwire you against that, of all things? I stared at the floor, like I had at the water. My body tensed as my thoughts skipped back there, then further. Christ. Shannon’s face. I’d never be able to show mine again in public. Breathing deep, I tried to look the nurse straight in the eye. ‘I’m fine, honest.’ Get off my case.


Her eyebrows raised. ‘Just in case …’ She set leaflets by my jacket. ‘I also need to ask about substance abuse, if that’s good with you?’


Depends on your definition of ‘good’. I was too sore to shrug.


‘You had significant levels of alcohol and drugs in your system. From your records, this isn’t the first time. Want to talk?’


Like a hole in the head. I blinked. What was significant was I couldn’t even bloody remember taking drugs. Not this time. That truly was a first. For sure, there was no denying the serious high or the hellish mental anguish before the low, a low I was still battling along with the pain soaking gradually through the medication. Mentally retracing my footsteps, the events of the night before were a clear series of snapshots. Alcohol? Guilty. Illegal highs? Blank. Ripe that drugs could wipe the bits you wanted and frame the memories you’d ditch. Invent tabs that do the opposite and you’d go viral. I sighed. ‘I just want to go home. Can I leave?’


‘Yes. Once your brother’s here and the doctor signs the discharge.’ She smiled before drifting beyond the paper curtain.


‘You feckin’ eejit!’ The most comforting words I’d heard in half a century as the curtains parted and Seán appeared, grinning. ‘Bloody hell! What’d you do this time? Pick a fight with a lamp post? What’s with the prison-issue rig-out? Come on. You’re good to go, and I never paid the car park so we’re out of here.’


‘Since when do you’ve a car?’


‘Since yesterday.’


My brother was twenty-one and held the world record for stringing swear words into single sentences. We’d always been love–hate, but he had my blood and my back and I’d do time for him if it came to it. Despite the banter, he’d paled looking at me. Later we might talk. Right then, though, he knew I needed home and a locked door to shut out the rest of the world.


He parked on the street, opening the passenger door like a butler as I grimaced, hauling myself onto my feet and over the threshold.


‘Hungry?’ he asked.


‘Uh. No. Just wrecked. Still feel sick. I’ll try and catch some sleep.’


‘Fadhb ar bith. No worries. Shout if you need anything.’


Wedging off plimsolls was shit with broken fingers. It ached as I leaned to take my socks off and the muscles in my legs spasmed as I dragged my feet out of the trousers and sat slowly onto the unmade bed. It took three efforts to get my arms out of the jacket. Feck’s sake, Hennessey. I looked at the blue-black bruising, cuts and swelling. I couldn’t face a mirror. Lifting my jacket, I turfed out my pockets. Chewing gum and two coins. Nothing else. I re-checked, trawling the fluff at the seams. It wasn’t just the phone gone. The emotional blow hit like a brick, stabbing deep where I didn’t think I could feel any more. I froze, palpitations rioting in my ribcage and then, when I knew I hadn’t the strength to fight it anymore, I fell face down on the bed and let the hot tears flow silently, soaking the pillow. The ring, her silver and black ring, was gone.





Chapter 3. Dawn.


IONA.
Friday 17 June.


We shouldn’t have run. I jolted upright in bed, my brow damp with sweat from the nightmare. Except it wasn’t a nightmare – it was real. That animal look of hatred they’d flashed before shouting ‘Fenian bastard!’. The crack of the first punch. I flinched. It’ll all be better in the morning is one of our parents’ biggest lies.


Malala, Mandela and Beyoncé glared down at me from the posters on my wall. So much for my own courage under fire. Some people are born epic, others leg it when the opportunity to make a difference is staring them in the face. I pulled the duvet over my head and breathed through the cotton. Was he still breathing?


When we’d sneaked home in the wee hours there’d been the initial wave of relief. No hand on the shoulder. No sirens. Nothing. Unfortunately, conscience was a real bummer, mine in particular. I stared at the threads weaving a random pattern over my eyes. If only I were more confident. That, or less honest. It was going to kill me to drop it and say nothing, like Andy wanted. Turning, I wedged my face into the wall, willing the burning in my throat to vanish. Something, anything, had to be better than doing nothing.


We’d learned the word in school – one of a string of isms and phobias straight from citizenship and history textbooks; exactly where it belonged. Sectarianism. No amount of praying was going to make it jump back into the pages. I balled my fists into my stomach as it churned, my mind reliving that split-second choice to run. ‘Stand,’ my conscience had said, but fear and a tug from Andy had fired my feet. I kicked the duvet into a tangle. There’d been two adults in high-visibility jackets kneeling over him. A third person radioing for help as we’d scarpered in different directions.


About one thing, Andy was right – we couldn’t tell our parents. Dad would rage. It’d trigger an off year, never mind an off day, and I couldn’t put Mum, or any of us, through that. Dad would insist on reporting it. Grand day out, like, me and Andy in a courtroom dock, with John just joined the police and Dad frowning and shaking his head with former colleagues. Could they jail me for withholding evidence? I groaned at the thought.


‘Give me your phone!’ Dylan had demanded as we caught our breath in an alley off Bonds Street. ‘Call yourselves Protestants? Traitors. Pair of bloody Lundies.’ As he’d squared up to me, I’d traded a glance with my brother, only to see him look away, kicking at broken glass. His bravery from the instant had fled. It was something about Dylan’s glare at me, pupils dilated, that assumption that he was the big man and I was some wee girl. Behind my back, I pressed my hand flat against the wall to hide my shaking and stared back.


‘So you’d hit a girl, like?’ I said, stalling, conscience drilling my brain.


‘No,’ he said, ‘but I’d give your brother a kicking for interfering.’ Andy looked up, eyes pleading. Reluctantly, I’d handed over my mobile. He’d scoured the photos, hissing slurred questions. ‘You lying? Nothing’s recorded. It wasn’t live, was it?’ With deliberate effort, I’d relaxed my shoulders and looked him straight in the eyes.


‘I was only kidding.’ I’d shrugged and held out my palm for the phone.


‘One word of this and you’re both dead,’ he said, pulling up to his full height. Like bandsmen marching back from the field, there was a definite sway to his step as he strutted off to find Luke. Alone with Andy, I slid down the wall as my knees gave way.


We’d walked in silence through Kilfennan housing estate. Only at our door did I notice my brother’s face, whipped whiter than ice cream. ‘Say nothing,’ he whispered. ‘Promise? They’d only dish out the same on me.’


Should I show him the phone? The one with the cracked screen and criminal evidence stashed amongst its photos? The one I’d quickly switched off because of the notifications buzzing? It was his phone, whoever he was. Not mine. Clutching it tightly under my pillow, I drifted back into a restless sleep, just when I’d given up trying.


Mid-morning. The sound of some talk show drifted through the floorboards. My fingers still curled loosely round his mobile. This was not the way the rest of my life was supposed to start. Fourteen years of schooling and I was still clueless about what to do. I flung the back of my hand over my eyes. God, if you feel like showing up, now would be good timing. The more my mind and heart raced, the more intently I prayed, letting the words flow out of me in a rambling mess – worth a shot when there was nowhere else to go for answers. Reluctantly, I levered myself off the warm mattress and sat on the pillow, staring at my reflection in the phone. The image would have made the worst selfie ever. Switching it on, I buried it under the covers as a series of missed notifications pinged loudly. It wasn’t locked. A smear of dried blood caked the edge of the glass. I grabbed my mouth as the thought of watching the video brought bile into my throat. Not yet. No. Who was he? Scrolling the contact list of Irish names, some of which I couldn’t even pronounce, one thing was obvious. Definitely Catholic.


It wasn’t that I wanted to think old-school, them and us, it was just there. By nursery I knew my ‘good’ and ‘bad’ colours. At primary school, I learned my letters – ‘aitch’ not ‘haitch’, my numbers – ‘three’ not ‘tree’. Everyone was tattooed under their skin. ‘What school are you at?’ people asked. Answer ‘Saint’ anything and it was dead cert you were Catholic. ‘Where are you from?’ The killer question. I usually bit my tongue and said, ‘The city.’ Tourists thought it mad our two communities still couldn’t agree on the name after eighteen years of peace. Derry and Londonderry. Same place. Different worlds. Catholic and Protestant. Irish and British. Nationalist and Unionist. Even if we didn’t care about it anymore, somehow we still needed to know. Especially in my family.


I flicked into his photos. Group selfies. Lads in a school uniform – St Columb’s College across the river. Was he the one grinning at the front, dark hair and brown eyes? A head-and-shoulder shot in a suit with a girl in a red dress. Definitely him. Mischievous, wavy hair on top, short at the sides. He was well fit – tie loosened; top button open. She was blonde, her hair styled in loosely held curls falling beautifully round her face, framing her made-up eyes and bright lipstick. School formal, I guessed, sighing. The cleavage in my own formal dress had been two inches higher, the stilettos two inches lower, yet still I’d felt exposed and wobbly. My night with Kyle had probably finished a lot earlier with fewer smiles. Did this lad have a one-track mind too? I cringed at my own thought process. Maybe his brain was too pulped to think now. Maybe his girlfriend was crying through boxes of tissues. My gut heaved.


Switching back to the home screen, I paused. Facebook. The app fired up a stream of posts, but I clicked to his profile. Aidan Hennessey. Bingo. Lives: Derry, Ireland. St Columb’s College. Birthday: 10th April 1998. I nearly choked. We were the same age. To the day. I’d never met anyone else born on exactly the same day – the Good Friday they signed the Peace Agreement. If it hadn’t felt like trespassing, I’d have delved in-depth through his profile. How could I contact him if I had his phone? With that question, I realized I’d already made my decision. Contact him. Return the phone. Assure myself he wasn’t laid out like a sleeping vampire.


Chat show over, Andy’s footsteps were shuffling below. Before he would have a chance to change my mind, my fingers tapped the Facebook search into my own phone:


A-I-D-A-N H-E-N-N-E-S-S-E-Y.


There – seventh down, same profile pic.


Hi. Hope you’re OK? I have your phone. Message me. I was there. Sorry. A second’s hesitation. Send.


‘Why does everyone in our stupid family want to play detective?’


When I told him about the phone and the video, Andy was less than impressed. Way less. When I told him about the message, he freaked.


‘You what?’ he asked for the third time, looking grim. ‘For real? Can you delete it?’


‘It’s my call! Anyway no, I don’t think you can.’


‘Has he seen it?’


‘No. Think that means anything?’


‘Like what?’ He paced the living-room carpet.


‘Is he hurt really bad? Dead?’ The thought had festered since the instant I’d hit send. For ten minutes I’d been a statue, praying for an immediate reply. Neither God nor the phone responded.


‘Wouldn’t it be all over social media if he was dead? Like dissident punishment attacks and stuff?’ asked Andy. ‘Could’ve looked worse than it was …’


Though he’d already grown taller than me, somehow he looked small. ‘Sorry. I didn’t see it coming,’ he whispered. ‘I don’t often hang out with Dylan and Luke since they left the band.’ He slumped back onto the sofa, arms folded, fists balled into his armpits.


‘No one’s blaming you,’ I said, sitting beside him. ‘You did what you could.’


‘Really?’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘I think you’re the only one with a clean conscience.’


‘I ran too.’


‘For God’s sake, Iona – cut yourself some slack! If we’d stayed, we’d be held in Her Majesty’s custody. Dad would’ve gone ballistic. It’d be us would need post-trauma counselling shite. Bloody pulp if we’d reported it, too. We’d be sunk quicker than the Titanic.’


The TV blethered. Some granny had found an antique worth billions in her attic. She was off to the Maldives.


‘I’ve to get to work,’ I said.


Andy stood, shoulders squared more defiantly. ‘Swear,’ he said. ‘If he replies, do nothing until we talk. Right? Not a word.’


‘Fine,’ I replied. He wasn’t going to get the last say, though. ‘Never drink with them again,’ I said. ‘Better still, wise up and cut your links. Those guys are cavemen. We’re supposed to be done with hate. My school’s mixed and I’ve Catholic friends. What if it’d been one of them? We wouldn’t even be having this conversation. Fact. Just because we didn’t know him …’


He eyeballed me, then stared out the window. ‘So what are you going to do if he does answer?’


It dawned on me then. I hadn’t a clue.





Chapter 4. Aftermath.


AIDAN.
Saturday 18 June.


I’d become a temporary recluse. Yesterday I’d hardly left my room, which wasn’t that difficult since I’d slept until tea-time anyway, when the painkillers wore off. Pain jabbed in places I hadn’t known could be painful – behind my eye socket, under fingernails – never mind my ribs, head and legs. Pain that makes you moan out loud even when there’s no one listening. Seán had been scarily attentive. The moment he’d heard the creak of the bed and the thud of my feet on the floor, he’d bolted up the stairs and tapped on the door.


‘You look like shit!’ he said reassuringly.


When I didn’t reply, he hunkered down in front of me, bigbrother–little-brother style, like when I was five and he was eight and the age difference had seemed an era of maturity.


‘You OK? Can I get you anything?’


I was slow to speak. The pain was distracting.


‘Have we any painkillers?’


‘I’ll get them. Hospital gave you some. You’re overdue a dose but I didn’t want to wake you.’


‘Wait!’ Embarrassed, I realized I was struggling to stand. ‘G’on, help me,’ I whispered.


‘Jesus. You took a right kicking.’


He asked no questions, just hoisted me up, hooking my arm round his shoulders and resting one under my armpit to support me across the landing to the bathroom.


‘I’m grand now. Away and get those tablets.’ I stared at the scuffed vinyl floor, avoiding eye contact. He closed the door and I stood alone, gripping the sink and staring at the plughole. My fingers messed with water droplets in the basin, then toyed with the tap as I killed time, not wanting to look into the mirror I was leaning my head on. I pulled a thread from the bandage binding my fingers. When I did look, it was with a morbid fascination. I remembered the nurse mentioning stitches above my right eye somewhere under the gauze, but I hadn’t anticipated being bruised like a car-crashed panda. The swelling had my eye half-closed. Dried blood caked my nose and teeth. I’d have given Frankenstein’s monster a run for his money with the cuts around my hairline, and my ear looked like it had lost a run-in with a cheese grater.


‘You decent?’ Seán nudged the bathroom door.


‘Mm. Am I ever? Not sure if that’s a good description right now.’ The attempt at humour dropped quicker than a fart in the school corridor.


‘Your tabs, sir,’ he said, meeting my eyes in the cabinet mirror as he handed me a pint glass of water and two large white painkillers.


‘You were right.’ Even my voice was hoarse.


‘About what?’


‘I look like shit.’


‘I wouldn’t disagree.’ He grinned, and just like that it became one of those moments where you have to laugh, because if you don’t, you’ll cry. Laughing hurt my ribs, which made Seán crack up even more, despite his efforts to be sympathetic. The air was blue with my swearing in laughter and pain, but I didn’t care: if anything, it helped.


After, he sat by my bed like Ma did when I was wee and feeling under the weather, chatting about nothing; taking my mind off it until the painkillers kicked in.


‘You should eat something,’ he said, then disappeared downstairs. He rattled round the kitchen, returning minutes later with toast, the melted butter soaking into it. ‘Meds are crap on an empty stomach. How come you’re not starving? You normally eat like a horse!’ I nibbled the crust till he stopped watching. When you puke there’s always carrot; when you’re ill, there’s always toast.


‘So, what’s the story?’ he asked.


‘They jumped me on the Waterside.’


‘Who? Why?’


‘They called me “Fenian”. How’d they bloody know?’


‘Did you catch names?’ He leaned forward.


‘Just let me sleep, would you?’


Saturday morning and my stomach’s realization that I was ravenous dawned simultaneously. I tested my body as I lay there, twitching each limb in turn and deducing that although I still felt like I’d been run over by a tank, it wasn’t quite as bad as twenty-four hours ago. Mentally I was clearer too, though part of me wished I wasn’t. Shannon. I’d no phone to know if she’d tried to get in touch. It would take ages to save for a decent mobile again. I hoped my brother had kept his gob shut about what had happened, I couldn’t face company. Even with my stomach growling, it took forty minutes to find the motivation to angle myself onto a pillow propped against the wall; longer still to read the dosage on the painkillers to suss it was safe to swallow another couple. My head throbbed. The patter of summer rain on the window was already draining the colour out of the day as I recycled my thoughts around everything that might’ve happened differently. Snores through the wall. I’d been left to my own defences – Seán was dead to the world.


When we were younger, Da hammered us if we cried. ‘It’ll toughen ye!’ he’d yell, ignoring Ma’s protests. With Saoirse, he was different, but with us boys, tears meant he’d grab our chin, forcing us to meet his eyes and man up. His message hit as hard as the slaps – no whinging, no grassing. Take a punch? Throw one! In the end he did shape us, despite Ma’s efforts to nurture it out. As I grappled with the dark cloud of emotion hanging over me, it was difficult to judge if he’d done me a favour. I can deal with shit, I just can’t talk about it.


Eventually a busting bladder and hunger won. I edged out of bed, testing my feet on the carpet. It was a long and not unpainful process, in slow, single sideways steps, to get downstairs to the kitchen, never mind the struggle to carry toast and coffee and manoeuvre myself stiffly onto the living-room sofa – so much so that I hadn’t moved off it two hours later when Seán emerged, yawning.


‘How’s the head?’


‘Pounding.’ I didn’t want to talk, and he had exhausted most of his limited reserves of supportive brotherliness the day before. The fresh coffee he offered was welcome, though, as we both vegetated in front of Irish TV’s Euros highlights and match analysis. Ireland were to play Belgium next. A win was as essential as it was unlikely. We’d need a miracle against Italy later in the week and the Vatican was sure to be biased – but it was in the blood, we rose to a challenge. Any mention of the Northern Ireland soccer team still triggered a stampede of blurred images, sounds and panic. I curled onto a cushion.
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