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I see death nearly every day. Mr Feeney always told me that winter was the worst time, he said that’s when most people die. My granny died in January; she was ninety-two.

Young people too.

‘Young men,’ tutted Mr Feeney one frosty morning as he wheeled a body bag past me on a gurney, ‘young men in the winter.’

There was a young man who lived at the other end of our estate; his body was found in a lake one November. Suicide. But somebody, I can’t remember who, said it might not have been suicide. Sometimes I wish we just knew the truth about things and that people would be more honest. I think it’s important to be honest because things are hard enough as a teenager without worrying if people are lying to you or not. I think if you’re lying to everyone all the time it’s almost like you’re trying to be lots of different people living lots of different lives.

 I don’t think it counts as lying but I used to make up stories about why I couldn’t do things with friends on weekends because I didn’t want them to know that I worked at a funeral home. It wasn’t long until they stopped inviting me altogether and then I didn’t have any friends at all except one: Ronan.

Ronan and me never spent time together outside school, I don’t know why, that’s just the way we were, but that didn’t change the fact that he was absolutely my best friend. It was August and I hadn’t seen him since June when school broke for the summer holidays. It would be September before I saw him again.

I was thinking about him one Saturday afternoon as I was cleaning the front windscreen of the hearse in the yard because a song came on the radio that Ronan always sang, ‘Drops of Jupiter’, and it made me smile.

The smile must have dropped off my face in an instant though because Kevin Sherry, a boy from my school, was standing in the yard staring at me. We weren’t friends but not exactly enemies either. I think he just thought I was weird. But when he saw me sitting in the front of a hearse outside Feeney’s Funeral Home that Saturday afternoon he must have thought I was even weirder. I’d never seen him look the way he did then because in school he was so confident and cocky, surrounded by his group of football teammates and usually holding hands with his girlfriend, Leanne. I’d definitely never seen him look sad before. He seemed so small. He had the same look a lot of people have when they come to the funeral home, but his expression morphed into a mix of confusion and a strange anger when he saw me; I was a boy from his school sitting in the front of a hearse surrounded by browning petals with my hand frozen to the cloth on the window as the radio continued to play Ronan’s favourite song.

We locked eyes.

It was my secret that I worked at Feeney’s every weekend and during the holidays. I didn’t want anyone at school to know. I didn’t want to scare everyone away from me or for them to think that I was even weirder than they already thought. They’d think that because I spent so much time close to death that it would somehow bring them close to it too if they were near me, even though I never worked the funerals or touched a dead body, I only washed the cars.

Kevin’s granda had died that morning and I think the last thing Kevin wanted was for someone from his school seeing him the way none of us had ever seen him look before. He wasn’t the captain of the football team that Saturday afternoon, he was scared standing there with his mum. She was in tears behind him with her hand on his shoulder. Maybe he’d been crying too. I sat looking at him through the windscreen of the hearse that his granda would eventually travel in. He didn’t say anything to me. He only shook his head with a snap as if to warn me not to breathe a word, to keep my mouth shut, as if to silently agree that I didn’t see him, he was never there. His mum made brief eye contact with me and then leaned down to guide Kevin by the arm; he shook her hand away with his elbow and she stepped back. With one last glare at me Kevin turned and strode away with his mum following slowly behind towards the front door of the funeral home where arrangements would be made with Mr Feeney.

I sat for a while on the front seat. My hand, still on the window, fell and landed on my lap. I felt confused about the way Kevin had looked at me. Even if I was someone he barely spoke to in school and even if I was the last person he expected to see that day, the sad thing was that I became the last person he wanted to see every day since. It was sad because, two days after I saw Kevin, I had that hearse absolutely gleaming for his granda.
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In winter, the frozen ground makes tough work for the grave diggers. When my granny died it was one of the coldest Januaries there had ever been. After the funeral my mum gave the grave diggers a twenty-pound note for their trouble.

I was glad it was summer because when I wash the funeral cars in winter the cold air cracks and splits the skin on my knuckles with thin lines of red that sometimes trickle blood. It was always in the winter that my hands looked like old people’s hands. But after three winters of working at Feeney’s Funeral Home I was used to it.

My mum would catch sight of my hands during dinner, the cracks and the little red spots of dried blood across my knuckles. She’d tell me to stay at the table while Dad washed the dishes and she’d rub Vaseline into my hands. She’d do the same at night, sitting on the edge of my bed just before sleep. But she hadn’t done that in a long time.

After Granny died Mum seemed to go into a world of her own. Then when she started back to work just two weeks after the funeral she’d asked to work the night shifts at the nursing home, which meant she slept all the daylight hours in the spare bed up in the roof space. She used to wake up around lunchtime when she did night shifts and spend most of the afternoon with Dad and me. But after Granny died she slept right up until 7 p.m. so that there was only an hour until she had to leave for the night shift again. Even on her days off she spent most of her time up in the roof space. I think she was sleeping then too because my bedroom is right below and I never heard a creak of movement when I sat on my bed and listened hard, wondering. She was like a ghost in our house that I rarely saw and was a little bit scared of the times I did. That January really was so cold and I needed Mum to see my hands more than ever, but she didn’t eat dinner with us anymore and she didn’t come to see me before bed. I was glad when summer came because I didn’t need to worry about my hands cracking open and I didn’t need someone to take care of them.

I don’t really have an interest in cars, not like the way my old primary school friend Jonathan did; his bedroom was filled with hundreds of toy ones. I loved cleaning them, though. It started with my dad’s green Honda Accord. I’d give it the full works every week, sometimes twice a week, inside and out, all year round. The men down at dad’s workshop asked him how he managed to find time to keep his car so spruce and Dad told them it was all down to me. So it wasn’t long until his workmates asked if I would do their cars too.

The more cars I cleaned, the more word spread about town until Gerry Feeney, Funeral Director, heard about me. He had two hearses, two cars for mourners, his own personal BMW, his wife’s family estate car and there was also his brother Matty’s fleet of six large people-carrier vehicles that could hold up to eight with the seats installed or four wheelchairs if the seats were removed. Matty and his drivers did school runs for children with special needs during the week, but on weekends the vehicles were used for transporting partygoers to nights out. When Mr Feeney offered me the job and said it would keep me busy, he wasn’t joking. It was only a fifteen-minute cycle from my house to the funeral home. No matter the weather I cycled there to clean as many of those vehicles as I could.

 Every day I was there, death arrived in some form or another, whether it was a body in a bag on its way to the mortuary at the back of the funeral home to be embalmed, or a family coming to choose a coffin, or on the day of a funeral when the bereaved gathered at the chapel of rest to see their loved one for the last time before the coffin was put into the hearse I’d just cleaned.

I was never involved with the actual funerals so I didn’t really think much about death, except maybe in the times that I got my ‘vivid life moments’. That’s what I call them and I don’t know if anyone else experiences the same kind of thing or not but I’d be going about my day at home, in school or at the funeral home, and everything would be completely normal until I got ambushed by thoughts. They collapsed on me. I don’t even know what the thoughts specifically were. Ask me now and I wouldn’t be able to tell you. All I know is how they made me feel. They swept under me like a cold current in a warm sea. It was like my spine was a long icicle but my chest was a furnace. The thoughts made me feel hopeless and scared for a few breaths before they faded and were gone and I couldn’t bring them up again even if I wanted to. I had no control over those vivid life moments. They used to not happen very often but I’d been getting them more and more during that summer.

There was a barley field miles from where I lived, I’d never been there, I’d only heard about it, but when the summer ended I couldn’t stop seeing it in my dreams.
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September; the gateway into autumn.

It’s when Mr Feeney stocked up his coffin room for the busy months to come.

It was also the time that I would go through a reverse metamorphosis. All summer I was free, being my own boss in the yard at Feeney’s Funeral Home right up until the end of August when I’d start to feel myself cocooning. The new school term was about to begin and that meant uniforms, orderly lines, rules, timetables, homework. I was awkward in those first weeks back at school, as if my free-form self of the summer had to crust over with a layer of tougher skin. I needed that tougher skin that year more than any other because it was our fifth and final one, which meant exams and the great unknown at the end of it all when we would leave school forever and be out there on our own. But probably it wouldn’t feel so different than normal because even in school surrounded by hundreds of others I always felt alone.

I hadn’t told anyone about that loneliness except for my best friend Ronan. I was always honest with him so he knew a lot of things about me that no one else did. He was the only person in school who knew I worked at Feeney’s Funeral Home and he never told anyone. Ronan and me had been in the same form class since first year. Mrs O’Neill was our form teacher, her main subject was Religious Education. I liked her more than any other teacher in our school. I don’t mean how most boys liked Miss Hackett the Music teacher – boys said all kinds of things about her and her boobs – I mean, I liked Mrs O’Neill because she was a genuinely nice person, like one of those characters from a Roald Dahl book who you wished was your teacher in real life, and I felt lucky that Mrs O’Neill was that kind of teacher for me right from when I saw her on our first day of school.

It was the same with Ronan in a way. On that very first day in our new secondary school Ronan and me were seated beside each other at a double desk at the front of the class. We hadn’t even said ‘hello’ before our year head, Ms Toner, started giving us the ‘welcome to your new school’ speech.

‘Boys and girls,’ she projected (she was also head of the English department and seemed to enjoy the sound of her own voice even if none of us did), ‘welcome to your new school. You will have plenty of questions, I’m sure, but we will have specific question time allotted at the end, so please save any questions until then. Understood?’

‘Yes, Ms Toner,’ we singsonged.

It was at that moment that my nose started to bleed. This happened to me quite a lot for no apparent reason. I put my hand up.

‘What did I just say?’ said Ms Toner, not taking her eyes off the horizon, only seeing my hand in her periphery and not my bloody face, ‘no questions until the end. Hand down.’

I put my hand down and up to my nose. The blood began dripping through my fingers and onto my new white shirt.

I put my hand up again.

‘I said hands down until the end, please!’ she spat again without looking at me.

I put my hand down again.

My nose was really bleeding a lot. Ronan, a stranger to me then, turned to look at me for the first time. Without a second’s thought he interrupted Ms Toner mid-sentence:

‘Miss! His nose is bleeding!’

Then she looked. Then she saw.

‘My goodness, are you alright? What’s your name?’

‘Brendan.’

‘And you?

‘Ronan. Ronan McCoy.’

‘Alright, take him to the nurse, it’s next door to the reception where you came in this morning. Do you know where that is from here?’

‘Yes, Miss,’ said Ronan and we got up to leave, Ronan leading the way and opening the door for me to follow with my dripping face.

Outside in the hallway I told Ronan I didn’t need to go to the nurse, I got nosebleeds all the time, I just hadn’t had one in school before. I said we should just go to the toilets and get some toilet roll and wait for it to stop.

In the toilets, Ronan peed while I stood in front of the mirror with my head tilted back, holding a blood-soaked wad of toilet roll stuffed up my nostrils.

‘How often does it happen?’ Ronan asked, standing at the urinals and twisting his head over his shoulder to look at me. I was standing over the sinks looking back at him through the reflection in the mirror.

‘Quite a lot. Usually in my sleep, though, so I wake up with my face stuck to a bloody pillow.’

‘Ha! Messed up, so weird.’

‘Ha, I know,’ I said because I supposed it was weird.

Ronan zipped up and came to join me by the sinks.

‘I’m Ronan, by the way, officially and all that.’ He was about to shake my hand but then he hit the tap and ran one hand under the cold water for two seconds, grabbed a green paper towel from the dispenser, scrunched it up one-handed, crumpled it into a damp ball, launched it into the air and kicked it with his foot towards the wire bin; it missed by a centimetre.

‘Oo! Close!’ I said.

 Then he held his hand out to me again, but I held up my bloody hand. He didn’t care, he just shrugged and shook it anyway.

‘Do you play football?’ I asked him.

‘Yeah, love it, who do you support?’

‘Man U.’

But I didn’t support Manchester United, I don’t even like football. I only said Man U because in primary school we went on a school trip to Manchester and we saw a football match at Old Trafford, I think it was Man U v Newcastle. All the boys in my class had Manchester United scarves and I asked for one for Christmas that year. I’d kept it and still wore it sometimes because it made me feel like other boys my age even though I didn’t feel like any of them at all.

‘Really? I support Liverpool,’ he said, looking at me as if he wasn’t sure he could really trust me based on the football team I had lied about supporting.

I checked my nose in the mirror. It had stopped bleeding and had dried all crusty around the outside and clotted on the inside with a few globules that I blew out.

‘Has it stopped?’ Ronan asked, crouching down low to gaze up my nostrils as if calling into a cave and expecting to hear an echo back.

‘It’s stopped,’ I said, looking down at him.

There was a moment standing there where I wanted to say:

‘But maybe we should stay here for a bit longer just to make sure,’ because there’s something about being out of class when everyone else is in class that has a special kind of excitement to it. Maybe it’s because all the corridors that are usually packed are now vast stretches of free runway that only exist in that time when all classes are in progress. The playground was the same; at a time like that Ronan and me could have gone and stood in the middle and felt like we were in some kind of time freeze. There was a new feeling of bravery in me for the first time in my life at that moment and I wanted to do something with it and I wanted to do it with Ronan. But instead I said:

‘Let’s go back before Ms Toner notices we’ve been gone too long.’

‘Hardly likely when she didn’t notice all the blood pouring out of your face,’ he said, and we both fell into hysterics as we made our way back to the classroom.

It was hard to believe that was four years ago, as I stood at the front gates waiting eagerly for Ronan to arrive. That’s how every morning began; me waiting at the gates to see Ronan’s beaming face bounding out of his parents’ car and running towards me. And when it was the first day of a new school year and we hadn’t spoken in weeks I was even more excited to see him and hear all about his summer adventures. Laughing together, my sides aching, I’d realise I hadn’t laughed like that in weeks. My day didn’t begin, not without Ronan.
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I used to wonder if other people got the same kinds of feelings as me, but I wasn’t brave enough to ask anyone, not even Ronan. As well as ‘vivid life moments’ I also got ‘the dark feeling’. I’d feel it sitting at the bottom of my stomach. It was impossible to ignore. But if other people did experience the same thing I could understand if they did ignore it because it was scary to acknowledge it was there.

In January, when Granny was in hospital, I visited her a lot with Mum. The snow was falling heavily one night as we sat by her bedside. She was drifting in and out of consciousness. On one of her drift-ins she opened her eyes and tried to reach for the bedside locker. On top of the locker was a jug of water, a plastic tumbler, a poinsettia plant, a book of crossword puzzles, a copy of January’s Reader’s Digest, her watch which she couldn’t wear anymore because her wrists had swollen up too much, her glasses which the nurses had to take off because the oxygen mask was pressing on them, and her pouch of rosary beads. It was the beads she seemed to be reaching for.

‘Do you want your beads, Granny?’ I said and she nodded. They were the ones she always prayed with, they were wooden and painted a rose colour inside a black leather pouch with ‘My Rosary’ printed in cracked gold lettering on it. When I put the rosary pouch into her hands she pressed it back into mine with a gentle force. She said something that was muffled inside the oxygen mask but I knew what it was.

‘I love you too, Granny,’ I said back.

She took a few hard breaths behind the mask, storing up enough force to say,

‘I love you all.’

I told her I loved her again; I told her that everyone loved her, would always love her.

Then the dark feeling came.

‘I’ll see you tomorrow, Granny.’

The feeling lurked as I walked away down the corridor leaving Granny and Mum behind. It was growing deeper as Dad met me in the reception and we walked out into the snow and got into the car. We drove in silence but I could hear my last words to Granny over and over in my head. I said I’d see her tomorrow as if I didn’t know she’d die in the night. As if the dark feeling wasn’t inside me, telling me to stay, not to walk out into the snowy night and make sleety footprints I could never take back.

But I did.

When the phone rang after 5 a.m. I didn’t need to know what was said on the other end. I knew Granny had died. And when Mum was crying in the hospital with Granny on the other side of the sheet, and when she asked Dad what took us so long to come back to the hospital and why she had to be there on her own for hours after she’d phoned us, and when Dad looked at me not knowing what to say because he knew it was my fault we were delayed, I swore I’d never ignore the dark feeling ever again.

That September morning, standing at the school gates waiting for Ronan, the dark feeling was beginning to form.
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Since Ronan and me only saw each other in school we hadn’t been to each other’s houses or met each other’s parents properly, but my mum and dad said I talked so much about him that they felt like they knew him already. I wondered if Ronan was any different in the real world outside school. It was only on non-uniform days twice a year that I got to see him in his normal clothes: usually a sports T-shirt and tracksuit bottoms that had stripes down the side and white trainers. He would give the same annoyed speech every non-uniform day that he couldn’t wear his Liverpool jersey because the school didn’t allow football colours to be worn. Ronan not only looked the part of the star sportsman, he acted it too. He won the Best Sportsman of the Year Award four years running on Prize Day.

On weekends Ronan played football with non-school friends and I worked at the funeral home, but every Saturday and Sunday night we talked for hours on the phone until one of our parents forced us off. The longest time we’d go without speaking was the summer holidays because Ronan went to Boston with his parents to spend time with family who lived there and didn’t come back until the end of August. So on the first day of term back at school there was loads for us to catch up on. If you added up the time we got to spend together it was probably quite a lot – six hours a day in school, five days a week for nearly ten months, for four years: that’s what amounted to a friendship; our friendship, at least.

In all that time there’s one thing that was guaranteed: Ronan was always in school no matter what. Whatever the weather, even if he was sick or there was bad traffic on the way to school, he was always there. Along with the Best Sportsman Award he also got the One Hundred Per Cent Attendance Award four years running and I knew he was going for the full five-year record.

I got the bus into school every morning and Ronan was dropped off by his mum or dad usually five minutes after I’d arrived. But on that September morning of our final year I was still waiting for him when the bell rang for assembly and the streams of students started to flow past me like I was a boulder in a river. Ronan had never been that late before, he’d never missed assembly. I didn’t want to walk away with all the other students, but I had no choice when Miss Hackett ushered me along. I glanced back at the gates but there was no sign of Ronan.

In the assembly hall we stood in lines according to year group. Now that we were in fifth year, the oldest, we stood at the back. The people in my year I stood with felt like strangers to me when I didn’t have my best friend beside me. Even after four years I felt like I didn’t know any of them and they definitely didn’t know me.

 Kevin Sherry, who I last saw at Feeney’s Funeral Home in the summer, was standing with his girlfriend Leanne further along the line. I could hear him laughing loudly. When I leaned forward to look up the line he caught my eye, his face dropped and he gave me that same hard look he had given me at Feeney’s yard. Except this time he didn’t look weak or small because he was in school, acting his over-confident self again. I felt bad that I didn’t get to say to him that I was sorry for his loss, but something about the way he looked at me said I better not even try or else he’d tell everyone that I was a weirdo who worked with dead bodies, even if that wasn’t true.

The rumble of voices was silenced by Principal Pickereen appearing on-stage at the front. He began talking, something about welcoming all the new faces and something about all the old faces, but I wasn’t hearing him properly, I was only thinking about where Ronan could be. As Principal Pickereen continued speaking, Mrs O’Neill silently walked down the line, ticking off her register as she came to each face she knew so well. She ticked and ticked as she came along and when she came to me she paused with a look in her eyes I had never seen before; it was hard to place but I knew when she ticked me present that the next mark she made was for Ronan, marking him absent.

When assembly ended the noise erupted once again with everyone spilling towards the double doors. I stood on tiptoes to see Mrs O’Neill at the side of the hall by the climbing rungs talking with a few other teachers. I was wading my way towards her when I got shoulder barged.

‘All on your own?’ said Kevin Sherry, not linked to Leanne’s arm for once. ‘No one to talk to?’ I just looked at him with my eyes screwed up like I couldn’t make sense of him, which I couldn’t, not him or anyone else in my year except for Ronan. I was about to say I was sorry about his granda’s passing but he stopped me.

‘Don’t,’ he said with his fist at my chest, ‘alright? Don’t.’ He stared at me and then walked off to join his group of football friends, laughing and roughing each other in headlocks. Groups like that were a mystery to me. I was never in one, having just one really good friend was enough for me and it was enough for Ronan too. We didn’t need anyone else. But if I did have a group of friends like that, I’d like to think I’d trust them enough to tell them that my granda had died over the summer and that they’d be good enough friends to support me. That’s what Ronan did for me when Granny died. But it was clear that Kevin didn’t want his friends to know. I was glad I didn’t have friends like that, I bet it’s even more lonely than having no friends at all.

I switched my focus back to Mrs O’Neill now that the crowd had cleared and I headed straight for her.

‘Mrs O’Neill.’ She turned to look at me. ‘Ronan isn’t here today,’ I said. She excused herself from talking to Mr Maxwell and took a few steps along the wall towards me.

‘No, Brendan, unfortunately not,’ she said. Her voice had a natural kindness to it and it sounded even kinder that morning, which, combined with her hazel eyes in her perfect oval face, relaxed me just a fraction because of how comforting she was to be around.

‘Will he be coming in later, Miss?’

‘Have you not been speaking to his parents at all, Brendan?’

‘No, Miss … because …’ I felt embarrassed because I thought I didn’t need to explain anything to Mrs O’Neill, I thought she knew everything about me and Ronan and the type of friends we were. My heart sank when I realised that I probably wasn’t as known by her as I thought I was. She looked at me with that sympathetic gaze.

‘I think you’d better get to class, Brendan.’

It wasn’t like her to be so distant. I was too confused to push any further, so I wandered off to my first class of the year, Maths with Mr Wilson.

All through class I kept thinking about the last time I saw Ronan; it was the end of June when we broke for the summer holidays and I knew I wouldn’t see him again for eight long weeks. On that last day of school I watched him running towards his mum’s car with his backpack straps over both shoulders, his blazer pulled up over the top of his head so that when he put his arms out straight like airplane wings he looked like some sort of superhero in schoolboy form running towards his summer.

The next time I saw him wasn’t the 1st of September like I’d expected, it wouldn’t even be in October. The next time I saw Ronan was in November.

‘November,’ Mr Feeney always said, ‘is the beginning of the busy season.’
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Oak.

Mr Feeney says oak is the most popular wood.

Coffins made from great tall oaks.

I think I’d choose oak.

Out there, somewhere in the world, there’s a tree and it’s growing.

It’s growing for me.
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Ronan could really play football, not as well as Kevin Sherry, but definitely better than me. Not only was I bad, I had absolutely no interest in getting good. When we had football for PE I hated it; it meant I’d have to go through the embarrassment of the captains picking their teams. Kevin was almost always captain and never picked me. But when Ronan was captain he picked me first and positioned me in defence because he said that was where I was strongest, but I knew he was just being kind. It worked, though. I probably played better because of that, or if not better then at least happier.

Running was more my sport and Ronan was good at that too. Cross-country was where he excelled, whereas I was more suited to short distance. So it was Ronan’s encouragement that kept me going through the muddy fields on those rainy cross-country PE lessons. Kevin Sherry wasn’t a good runner. Ronan and me loved that there was a physical activity we could both beat him at easily. The thing about Ronan, though, was that he didn’t care about winning, he just loved the challenge and doing the best he could. He usually did finish first, but the times he finished second or third didn’t seem to bother him at all.

It was the same in lessons, he was the top of his class in most subjects even though he didn’t seem to study much. He wrote imaginative stories in English. He had a good head for numbers. He loved all the sciences and his French sounded fluent to my ear, especially since French was my weakest subject and I found it hard to speak without my Northern Irish accent underneath.

In third year there was a ski trip to Bulgaria. I couldn’t go because it was too expensive but I wasn’t surprised when Ronan came back with stories of his trips down the toughest slopes. He went on ski holidays with his family over Christmas most years too, and I’d imagine him like he was in one of those old James Bond films that were set in the Alps or somewhere like that.

Was there anything Ronan wasn’t good at? Probably not, he was just that kind of boy. I often wondered why he was friends with me because I definitely wasn’t that kind of boy. But Ronan never made me feel like I was different because he was the one who picked me first in football, who gave me answers to maths questions, who read my stories in English and said they were really good, who teamed up with me as lab partner in Chemistry and sat beside me on the bus when we went on a school trip to the planetarium and shared a packet of space ice cream on the way back, who once did my French homework for me and, when we got found out, had to do detention and never told our parents, who made me laugh, who made me feel like a good friend, a good person, a better me, who ran with me and made me run faster, who ran towards his mum’s car on the last day of June, who disappeared, who never came back.
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They told me Ronan would be coming back to school the first week of November.

But it wasn’t him.

How could it possibly be him?

Ronan runs.

You can’t run if you’re in a wheelchair. It wasn’t him.

They told me that he wouldn’t be the same as he had been when I last saw him. The same as what? The same as himself? Then who would he be?

Whoever they wheeled into Mrs O’Neill’s room that day wasn’t Ronan, I knew that.

Ronan could talk.

This one in the wheelchair had its head all lopsided, causing the right side of its face to bunch up, pressing in to its right shoulder. Its eyes wandered in a baby-like gaze but didn’t seem to hold focus on any one thing. Its mouth was drooped and wet from a tongue that slithered over lips that lay loose at first and then stretched as its jaw unhinged in slow openings, closings and half-circle grindings. It didn’t speak a language I could understand; a broken moaning yodel gurgling from its throat. Sometimes the mouth would pucker up tight and the face would crinkle and redden like an infant’s on the verge of bawling, except it didn’t burst into a bawl, it made the noise a weightlifter might make when lifting a barbell. It hissed the air out of its flared nostrils and the face drained of its redness and a trickle of pasty gloop came snailing out its nose and onto its upper lip – it made no effort to wipe the gloop away. In fact, its hands looked withered and cramped, as if it couldn’t grip anything but it might be able to swing the whole arm if it wanted to. Better not get too close.

No. This was not Ronan.

They said he would recognise me, but how could I believe anything they told me when this obviously wasn’t him?

And yet its eyes.

They settled on me.

And the mouth; it moved into a smile.

Smiling at me.

Smiling because he knew it was me.

And me?

I didn’t smile back.

I couldn’t.

I couldn’t because I knew it was him.
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There is a type of insect called the emerald cockroach wasp. It is absolutely nothing like the wasps of the yellow and black kind. The emerald cockroach wasp is the green colour its name suggests. It’s also venomous. It doesn’t use its venom on humans but, again as its name suggests, on cockroaches.

First, when it attacks, it injects its venom into the front legs of the cockroach, disabling it, so it can’t run.

The cockroach is immobilised. Phase one complete.

The wasp then injects a second serving of venom through the cockroach’s head into its brain.

The cockroach cannot think. Phase two complete.

Then, for reasons unknown to science, the cockroach begins to groom itself mindlessly, as if making itself as beautiful as it can for its master.

Then the wasp, like a band captain, leads the cockroach and the cockroach follows because it can no longer act independently now or ever again.

Onward they march to the wasps’ burrow and down underground. Once there the wasp lays an egg right on top of the zombie-like cockroach.

One single egg.

The wasp exits the burrow and seals the cockroach inside. A living entombment.

When the egg eventually hatches on top of the paralysed-but-still-living cockroach, the squirmy wasp larva begins to feast. A live meal for the newborn.

By the time the larva has finished its meal over many days it is practically fully grown. It digs its way out of the burrow and comes out into the world all shiny and emerald green.

It has an immediate need.

It must do what it was born to do. It must complete its life’s work.

Without delay, ruthlessly and determinedly, it begins looking for a cockroach.
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Sometimes when bad things happen people won’t talk about it. When Granny got sick nobody told me until she got taken into hospital.

Not knowing the truth can make things worse. I have a vivid imagination, so if I don’t know the truth I’ll imagine the worst possible scenario.

‘It was an accident’ is all anyone would tell me. But I didn’t know what ‘an accident’ meant, it could mean anything. ‘A traumatic brain injury,’ they said. I didn’t know what that meant either. I just wanted the truth. What happened to my friend Ronan?

We were in Mrs O’Neill’s form room; Ronan in his wheelchair, his mum and dad, Mrs O’Neill and me. No one was being honest with me. Mr and Mrs McCoy looked haunted standing there. Silent like their son. Of course they knew what had happened to Ronan, but I could see it was too painful for them to squeeze words out. Mrs O’Neill must have known too but was holding back.

I looked up at them. I’m not an angry person but I felt angry then.

‘It’s OK,’ I said, ‘you don’t need to tell me what happened.’

Maybe I thought that would break their silence, that they’d see the unfairness and include me in the truth. But no. They nodded as if excluding me was the right thing to do. I was just a boy, after all, what business had I in knowing what horrific thing had happened to my only friend in the world?

With air that felt like fire as it passed my lips I said:

‘I don’t want to hear it from you. I want to hear it from Ronan and he’ll tell me when he’s ready.’

Mrs O’Neill raised her eyebrows. I was supposed to be the boy who never spoke up for himself. I was the boy who was the best friend of Ronan. Ronan the leader. Me the follower. But in that moment, in that room, with Ronan in front of me and nothing making sense, I put all my focus on my friend and not on the people who wouldn’t, or couldn’t, tell me the truth. I knew what they were thinking; how could I possibly imagine this boy, their son, Mrs O’Neill’s student, my friend, would ever be capable of speech again? But I knew Ronan. I knew him better than they did. And Ronan was always honest with me. He knew what had happened to him, even if his brain was injured like they said. He trusted me. I trusted him. If anyone were to tell me the truth I needed it to be him. He just wasn’t able to tell me yet.

‘Brendan …’ began Mrs McCoy.

‘I’ll wait for however long it takes,’ I said, not taking my eyes off Ronan.

Because, to me, every word of a person’s own story is like a beat of their own heart.

I could even picture the scene somewhere in the future; I would be sitting opposite Ronan and he would be telling me his story from across the room. And years later, in our old age, still the best of friends, we’d reminisce about the time I let no one speak for him until he could speak for himself and I’d be absolutely convinced, as I thought back over the years, that with every word Ronan spoke when he told his story for the first time, I could hear the beat of his heart.

‘It’s his story,’ I said, ‘I want him to tell it.’
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In December the snow lay in chunks around the edges of the school; on the grass it had been churned into mucky curdles from snowball fights and the tarmac pathways had been salted into brown wet gravel by the caretaker.

It was Ronan’s first day back at school. I hadn’t seen him since his parents brought him into Mrs O’Neill’s room at the beginning of November. The McCoys had said that if all went to plan Ronan would be coming back before Christmas but they hadn’t said what day it would be. In the meantime, Dad had offered to drive me to Ronan’s house to visit, but I told him Ronan and me only knew what it was like to be friends in school, we didn’t know what it was like to be friends anywhere else, our friendship didn’t need to change more than it already had. Dad looked at me like he knew it was a bad excuse, but said that I knew best and that Mum and him were there to help if I needed. Mum nodded along with him, but with the way she was it was hard to tell if she was aware of anything going on outside her own head. And Dad wasn’t very good at talking about anything. I used to confide in Ronan about my dad, how much he didn’t talk to me or seem interested in anything I did. Ronan said it was a generational thing; he said our parents grew up in a time when our area was a dangerous place and keeping yourself to yourself was the safest thing to do, and that maybe they just got used to keeping a bit too much of themselves to themselves for a bit too long.

‘Is your dad like that as well then?’ I asked him.

‘He used to be.’

‘What changed?’

‘Dunno,’ he said, ‘Ma said he used to be all quiet and stuff, and then …’

‘Then what?’

‘Then I came along,’ he said with a wink.

We started laughing.

‘Want to come along to my house then?’ I said. ‘Maybe my dad would talk to you.’

‘And you can go to my house, you’d probably want my da to shut up!’

The McCoys had sent a book to school for me to read that they said might help me understand how Ronan would be different and how people could help. I had never heard of a traumatic brain injury before. The book had lots of pictures and cartoons and the writing was a font size that reminded me of books I used to read in primary school. It explained how the brain can get rerouted after a traumatic injury, how the brain is like a road map and when it gets damaged some of the roads get closed off and new routes have to be taken, usually old routes that the brain first used when it was developing. My dad had been teaching me to drive during the summer so Ronan’s rerouted brain pathways described as rerouted roads felt familiar in an unsettling kind of way. But it wasn’t just Ronan’s brain that was different. When I saw him in November he looked different too, his face was almost a different shape. He couldn’t walk and wouldn’t be able to do all the sports he used to do. He couldn’t talk and wouldn’t be able to read aloud the stories he used to write. There was so much that Ronan did.

I was nervous as I stood at the school gates waiting for him to arrive. Since Ronan hadn’t been there for the first three months of term I’d gotten used to walking straight through those gates on my own. Everyone at school had heard something had happened to Ronan and the rumours were flying around.

‘So he’s basically back from the dead, right?’ Kevin Sherry said to me when he heard Ronan was coming back that morning. ‘I heard he was dead when they found him.’ I ignored him, but he grabbed me and, right up to my ear, said, ‘Bet you had the hearse all ready for him and everything, ya wee sicko.’

‘Wasn’t such a sicko for your granda’s funeral, was I?’ I answered back. I never answer back. I used to be so good at ignoring bullies.

He slapped me across the face. He actually slapped me, not even a punch, but it hurt. His friends in the distance started laughing. One of them shouted:

‘Punch the wee gaylord!’

Kevin looked over at them, holding me by the front of my shirt; he leaned into my ear and spat into it and then shoved my head off to the side with the flat of his hand over my ear with all his spit inside so that it made a sucking sound when he pushed on it, then he pulled me back up to his face with his fingers hooked around my shirt collar and, with his back to his friends, hissed into my face:

‘Say anything about my granda again and I’ll fuckin’ kill you, ya wee prick.’

I was going to say nothing, but it seemed that I wasn’t as quiet as I used to be when I had Ronan by my side. No one bullied me when he was there.

‘Before you kill me, Kevin, would you mind giving me a bit of notice, would you?’ I said. ‘I’ll need to get the hearse gleaming for my own funeral, can’t exactly do it after I’m dead, can I?’

Kevin turned red. One of his friends shouted over:

‘What’s the wee dickhead saying?’

Kevin kept staring at me.

‘Want me to tell them about you, do ya?’

I didn’t.

‘Do ya?!’ he said, pulling me closer.

I really didn’t. Working at the funeral home was something I was proud of when I was there but ashamed of anywhere else and I didn’t have a good reason for feeling that way, I just did. But Kevin could spot a weakness and unfortunately he’d found mine.

I just stared at him.

‘Didn’t think so.’ He let go. ‘Say hello to Zombie Ronan when you see him, will ya? Maybe you can get some tips from him about being raised from the dead, you might need it down the line if you don’t keep your mouth shut.’

I wanted to ask him why he was so concerned about me seeing him upset at Feeney’s for his granda’s funeral arrangements and why it mattered. It didn’t make sense to me.

He walked back to his gang and I stood watching them go, laughing at me.

That particular rumour about Ronan coming back from the dead felt a little too close to the truth for me to handle; it didn’t seem as silly as some of the others. There’d been an article in the Gazette, it didn’t mention Ronan by name but everyone in school said it was him. My dad didn’t buy that edition of the paper because he knew I didn’t want to hear about it, and maybe he didn’t want to talk about it with me anyway, even if he had the ability to. Mum actually engaged with us on one rare dinner time together and mentioned the article. Even though I was surprised at her awareness of things in the real world I told her that I didn’t want to talk about it because I knew those printed words belonged to some reporter who didn’t know what they were talking about. It made me angry and I felt bad for shouting at her. I know Mum was only trying to connect with me but I wanted to put an end to those kinds of questions at home. Unfortunately, it didn’t stop the questions at school. Everyone knew Ronan and me were best friends so they kept coming to me for details, but I put my head down and didn’t talk to any of them.

On that frosty December morning, after shaking off the run-in with Kevin, I saw a familiar vehicle arriving. It was driven by Matty, Mr Feeney’s brother. The eight-seater Matty was driving that morning was one I had cleaned after a hen party had been in it on Saturday night. It didn’t even cross my mind when I was cleaning it on Sunday that Ronan’s parents might have arranged school transportation with the Feeneys.

Slushy mud had skited up around the sides of it, undoing the work I’d done just the day before, but when I saw Mrs McCoy in the front seat beside Matty and knew Ronan was in the back, it made all the cleaning seem like a stupid thing to care about. Why was I thinking about that when all I should have been thinking about was Ronan? Although I had done nothing but think about him for weeks, trying to adjust to his absence. But now he was here and my day could begin like it always used to: with him.

Matty drove past me and came to a stop further along the road at the front of the school. He hadn’t seen me, maybe I should have waved. I wasn’t sure how I felt about Matty driving Ronan because Matty made me feel a bit uncomfortable any time he came to the yard at the funeral home when I was cleaning his vehicles. Sometimes he left dirty magazines on the back seats knowing I would come across them and then he’d says things like:

‘Hope you weren’t lookin’ at none of them there boobies, ye wee perv ye.’ And laugh his hacking smoker’s laugh, with his wispy ginger hair sticking out as if it was statically charged and his nose filled with bristles twitching above his higgled yellow teeth. But he had a different manner that day as he got out to help Mrs McCoy wheel Ronan out the back doors and onto the electric ramp to lower him down onto the tarmac. Instead of the mousey smirk Matty’s face usually wore he had a gentle quality more like his brother when conducting a funeral.

‘Ah there’s the man himself,’ Matty said as he spotted me approaching, saluting me like an officer, ‘over to you, young Brendan.’ He climbed back into the driver’s seat.

As Mrs McCoy turned Ronan round in his wheelchair she saw me and pushed him forwards. I’d only ever seen Ronan arrive to school like he was an Olympic sprinter approaching the finish line. But that morning he was bundled up in fluffy blankets, gliding along like a husky sleigh rider.

‘Morning, Brendan,’ said Mrs McCoy. ‘Thanks, Matty,’ she called over her shoulder.

‘See yiz at home time!’ he said, pulling off with a burble of country music on the radio.

Mrs McCoy looked different from when I had seen her last; less gaunt, even a little bright with her blue eyes shining in her cold-blushed face. She scrunched her shoulders up and down to shiver off the chill as she came closer to me with a smile.

‘Morning, Mrs McCoy,’ I said, and tried to smile back, but it didn’t feel like I was really smiling, not because it was cold and my face was a bit numb, but because smiling had a different meaning now, or at least the one we shared did; it meant we knew how hard this was but here we were, the day had arrived, we were at the beginning of a whole new journey. ‘Is Ronan ready for his first day back?’

I felt my face thaw hearing myself talk about Ronan as if he wasn’t in front of me. I hadn’t properly looked at him or made eye contact with him and I saw a flicker in his mum’s eyes recognising my embarrassment. My awkwardness. My mistake in not speaking directly to Ronan. We’d only just begun and already I was getting it wrong.

‘He certainly is, aren’t you, Ronan?’ she said, leaning down and curling her head round into his vision. His eyes slid over to meet hers and then his head turned a fraction as if it was difficult for him to do. He glanced at her briefly before his eyes circled up and away from her again, it was hard to tell if he had heard her or not. His nose started to run and his mum pulled out a packet of tissues and wiped it for him. It came away a green colour. His eyes circled as she folded it over and went back for another wipe. Ronan’s eyes settled on me. A very direct gaze that he held the whole time she was wiping his nose, and I had to look away. When I looked back he was still staring at me. I tried to keep my face neutral, but Ronan could always tell what I was thinking. If he still could then he’d know I was thinking that I’d have hated for someone to have to do something like that for me and I was hating that someone was having to do that for him, especially as other students were filing past sneaking glances. I didn’t like feeling it but I felt embarrassed for him. If I’m honest, I think I felt disgusted. It was something a mother did for a toddler, not a sixteen-year-old boy. And if I’m really honest, I was worried that if I was left alone with Ronan I might have to do the same thing and I didn’t know if I could.

Glances from other students didn’t stop as we made our way to the assembly hall.
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