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For my Carol







Prologue


I’m still here. I know I am because I can see them. But how come I can see them all at once when they’re in different places? That doesn’t make any sense.


I’m not …? Stop thinking that.


Can you hear me? Can you see me? I can’t see myself. I can’t breathe, I can’t scream. I want to scream. I must be dreaming, but I can’t wake up.


You’re not dreaming.


I can’t do anything. Yes, I can. Get a hold of yourself. At least I’m still with her. With Pamela.


No you’re not.


Yes I fucking am! But she can’t see me.


Hold on. It’s okay. It’s a dream.


Long fucking dream.


Of course it’s a dream! It’s definitely a dream. Okay. Thank God for that. What a crazy messed-up dream. Okay. Time to wake up now. I can always wake myself up from my dreams. Wake up now like a good man. Christ, that was scary. Wake up. Wake up, you bollocks! Wake the fuck up. Why am I not awake? And why am I still seeing him? I don’t want to look at him. Look at her instead. Look at my Pamela. He’s still here. Or I’m there. Look at someone else. Not him. My parents. No, they’re too sad. Back to Pamela. Oh Christ, please stop crying.


You can hear me, Pamela, can’t you? Except I know you can’t. Stop crying, baby.


My baby. My Robbie. My angel. My son. My life.


This isn’t a dream, is it?


It must be. The alternative is not meant to happen like this. Everything is supposed to just go black, right? Oblivion.


How do you know?


If not black, then heaven. God, angels and all that craic.


Hell?


Jesus, I wasn’t that bad! Don’t tell me I’ve landed in hell. No, if it was hell, she wouldn’t be here. It’s not hell, Pamela is here. And my baby boy, my Robbie. I’m with you, buddy. Don’t worry, I’m with you.


But I’m not, am I? So what? What the fuck happened? Don’t say it. Don’t admit it.


It will be okay. Focus. Get through to her.


She can’t hear you.


Someone else then.


None of them can hear you, you stupid dead bastard.


There. I said it.


Dead.


No, it’s not true; it can’t be.


So what then – you just obtained mystical powers?


Stranger things have happened.


They really haven’t.


So that’s it then?


That’s it, alright. Admit it.


No.


Just admit it.


I’m dead.


You’re dead.


Am I still me? I still feel like me. I still think like me. I’m alone, I know that much. But I’m still here. That’s got to be something, right? Not really – I don’t want to be here, not like this. But I am. I’ve got to deal with this somehow.


But how? Why?


You know how. You know why. Think about it.


I don’t want to think about it.


Admit it again then.


I don’t want to.


You have to.


I have to.


It’s the only thing you know for certain.


I’m dead.


Okay. I’ve admitted it. Now what?


Now it’s time to figure this whole thing out.


No, fuck that. I’m dreaming. Time to wake up.




Three Months Dead
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The funny thing about being dead is that you start to think about stuff you never thought of when you were alive. I mean, you’d think you wouldn’t have a care in the world after you die, but the truth – for me, anyway – is that I started caring about things a lot more.


Take those ads on TV, the ones for Concern or whatever. I watched those ads hundreds of times when I was alive but never cared enough to pick up the phone and make my seven euro a month donation. Seven euro, for fuck’s sake. ‘Earthquake in China’ – That’s a pity. ‘10,000 people homeless across Ireland’ – They really should do something about that. But did I really give a shit? Not really.


I don’t know if that makes me a bad guy. When I was alive I thought I was great – it’s only now I’m starting to re-evaluate things. A bit late, I guess.


Just to clear something up – the life flashing before your eyes thing is a load of bollocks. Truth is, you haven’t a clue what’s going on when it happens and the past thirty-five years, or however long you’ve lived, is the furthest thing from your mind. I was thinking of Clint Eastwood, for fuck’s sake. I thought I was going to be fine. Even after you’ve died you still assume that you’re going to be all right. Believe me, it takes a while for the realisation to land, but when it hits, it hits harder than anything you can possibly imagine. Try to think of the worst sinking feeling you’ve ever had. I bet you could see a way through, no matter how bad it was, whether it’s by throwing money at the problem, or even just waiting it out. But death? What the hell can you do to get out of that one? Your life starts passing before your eyes over the next few hours, weeks, months – but it doesn’t flash. It crawls.


***


Since my death I’ve been trying to think of one defining moment that proves I was a great person in life and I can’t come up with any. I’ve come up with plenty that, on paper, make me sound like a bad bastard, though. If I were in a romantic comedy I’d definitely be the asshole that everyone hopes doesn’t get the girl. Any time I watched those movies I’d even be rooting for the nerd guy, not realising that I was much more like the dickhead character.


I did do some nice things, of course. I loved my wife very much and was a good father. Was good to my parents and brothers. I participated in the odd fun run, did Movember each year. If any of my mates needed help moving house or anything like that I was always Johnny-on-the-spot to lend a hand. I had no problem making airport runs. If anyone needed a lift anywhere, for that matter, I was your man.


But I also cheated on my wife shortly after I proposed to her, broke my best friend’s nose for no reason, and when I was in school I bullied a kid named Simon so badly that he had to leave. I brushed thoughts of these acts aside when I was alive and focused instead on the kind, but relatively minor deeds that I’d done that gave me some sort of reward – never fully admitting that I only did them so people would think I was wonderful. In life, your regrets are things like missing a night out or never finishing college or some shit. When you’re dead the only regrets you have are the times where you let someone you care about down.


So, as if being dead isn’t depressing enough, I’m also beginning to see now that I was a bit of an asshole when I was alive. Tough to come to terms with, that one, because I can’t make it right. Not now. All I can do instead is wish that I could change things, wish I had been a better man, wish I had committed one truly selfless act. Wish that I hadn’t been so full of shit all the time.
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I miss chilling out and watching movies. It’s weird, but that’s one of the things I miss the most. Sounds kind of stupid, I guess. I miss my wife and family too, obviously, but I don’t want to think about that right now. It’s the small things that are getting to me at the moment. I can’t relax and stick on a film. I can’t have a pint. I’d love a pint.


Oh yeah, the other thing about being dead is that you are cold all – and I mean all – the time. It fucking sucks. I never exactly pictured the afterlife as me hanging around my old neighbourhood, freezing my balls off. I’ve got a chill deep in my body, except, of course, I can’t even see my body – I just know I’m here. Existing. It’s weird. Kind of hard to explain. All I can say is you’re not going to like it.


There’s not a lot about being dead that I like, to be honest. Life was so much better, so enjoy it while you can. This whole thing isn’t at all how I imagined it. I don’t mean to be all gloomy and morbid – you’re probably thinking what a miserable bastard I am, but Christ I can’t help it. The old me was happy-go-lucky. Well, maybe not happy-go-lucky exactly, but definitely not depressing. I was happyish most of the time. Some things used to piss me off but, by and large, I was pretty upbeat.


Now everything pisses me off. Even the things I used to love the most – in fact, especially the things I used to love the most. The people. Because I can’t do anything with them; I can’t hold them or talk to them, laugh with them. I can watch them, which is comforting, I guess, but then sometimes that makes me feel like a bit of a weirdo. I mean, they haven’t a clue that I’m there. But what the hell else am I supposed to do? I’ve got no life – literally.


The one positive in this whole shit state of affairs is that I’m kind of like a superhero. A completely useless superhero, but still. I can read minds; I hear people’s thoughts and memories, I know what they are feeling. I can go from place to place and time to time depending on what I’m focusing on. I can fly. I can walk through walls. I’m invisible. I can see things no one else can see. I can feel things. Not in the way I once did. Not to touch, but I can feel life grow and thrive everywhere. I can take hold of it and become part of the world around me. I can’t see myself but I know I’m here, existing in several places at once. I see what is happening with all the people I love all the time, the people who were affected by me. I’m with them, always.


Maybe this is what I’m supposed to do. When you’re dead you’re meant to watch over your loved ones, aren’t you? But am I watching over them or am I just watching them? I know for a fact that I’m not helping them, so I’m beginning to think this whole guardian angel stuff is a load of crap.
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Bullying that kid Simon was bad, I totally accept that, but to be perfectly honest with you, he was kind of a knob. He was one of those kids that even the teachers hated. He was on the slow side, always showing off and never knew when to shut up. He just rubbed me the wrong way and whipping the piss out of him was a happy pastime for me back then.


He had this bowler haircut, not the cool Oasis-style bowler, more of a lame Eight is Enough type thing. One day, I started chanting, ‘Bowler … bowler … bowler …’ at him in the classroom and pretty soon my chant had turned into a screaming mantra from the entire class. Simon kept his head down on the table, crying, while we all laid into him. My friend John was the only one who tried to stop it. He’d dished out as much as anyone at the start, but after a while he must have figured that enough was enough, so called out to start slagging one of the other oddballs in the class instead. But I stayed on Simon, like the asshole ringleader that I was. The more insulting I got, the worse language I used, the cooler I felt. I knew it was wrong, but, with the entire class behind me, there was no way I was stopping. When Mrs McGuire walked in we all went mute. She saw that Simon was crying, had heard the roar of the class, but didn’t give enough of a shit about him to do anything.


He left about two weeks later, and everyone knew it was down to me. I pretended to act like I didn’t give a bollocks, but deep down I felt a bit bad. I was only eleven – I had no big master plan to break this kid’s self-esteem and force him out of the school. He was just an annoying boy that I didn’t like, so I pushed him around.


I used to see him about from time to time after he left. He still lived in the same area. Every time he saw me he’d give me a big smile and an ‘Alright, mate.’


I never understood that.


‘Alright, Simon,’ I’d respond.


If someone treated me the way I’d treated him I’d sooner spit on them than say hello. What kind of a person was he, to greet me like we were old friends? Did he have such a low opinion of himself that he still wanted to be buds despite everything?


I had hoped that he’d get on better in his new school, but I heard that he ended up being as much of an outcast there as he ever was in Saint Michael’s. After a few years, though, I stopped seeing him around and he left my mind completely.


I don’t know why he’s back in my thoughts after all these years. Like I said, I’m thinking about all sorts of stuff that I never bothered with when I was alive. Life crawling before my eyes. Memory stops for a little while on Simon O’Donnell and then moves on again to something else, someone else.


I can remember things perfectly, not as if they happened yesterday but as if they’re happening now, right in front of me. Splashing around in a puddle with my dad when I was four is as clear to me as the day I passed my driving test, or the first time I was allowed to have a shower instead of a bath. There used to always be a fog obstructing these things. But now, for me, that fog has lifted and everything is crisp in my mind, allowing me to look back over my past with perfect clarity.


When I was still alive, I’d forgotten just how good my parents were to me – how much they truly loved me. I was one lucky bastard growing up – and all through my life, really. How well they treated me, how many things they did for me. The look on Dad’s face at my funeral, trying to console Mam – they will never be the same again and I can see that in them. The same way I can see it in other faces. They’ve both been so good to Pamela. Shit, I really let her down. But I’m going to make it up to you, baby. I’m going to protect you somehow, make sure you and Robbie will be okay, live happy lives. I’ll figure it out. I’m here for something, amn’t I? I have to be.


If I’m not here for that, then what am I here for? All the cool things that are supposed to happen after you die haven’t happened. I’m not playing hacky sack with Jesus on a bunch of fluffy clouds, or having beautiful angels feed me grapes while fanning me down.


Instead I have to concentrate on the good memories from my life to make the days bearable. Or focus on things I never truly noticed when I was alive. Like the sea. I lived beside the coast for most of my life, but I never really looked at the sea. It’s amazing, particularly given how I can watch it now – I can follow the waves as they race towards the strand; I can ride along with them, sense them lifting, struggling, then crashing down on the shore only for the cycle to begin again, the waves rising.


I want to rise again, to live again. I want to hold my wife, breathe air into my lungs, touch the sea – really touch it. I want to feel Robbie’s little hand in mine. I want to close my eyes and discover that this is all over; close my eyes and wake up beside Pamela. If I can’t do that then let me go; it’s too painful. Let me go, let me close my eyes and just disappear.
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Robbie’s my son. He’s two and a funny little fucker. I love watching him, that’s one thing I can’t get tired of. What he gets up to when no one is looking is the stuff I like the most. He enjoys making faces in the mirror; sticking out his tongue and laughing hysterically. Then when he hears Pamela approach he’ll stop and pretend he wasn’t doing anything. If he gets his hands on a skinny candle he’ll snap it in two. Pamela has them all over the gaff – to add atmosphere or something – so it’s easy for him to nab one, and when he does, the sound of the soft crack gives him a little rush before he strolls off, leaving shards of wax everywhere. I wish I could spend my whole day with him, but my thoughts are constantly being pulled to darker places – I don’t like those places and try to force myself back to sweet things, like Robbie and my Pamela.


Pamela. She looks different now – older. She’s only thirty-two but has bags under her eyes that weren’t there before. Her walk is different. She used to have such a springy step, bouncing all over the place. You’d hear the clack-clack-clack of her heels coming from halfway up the road. I could never figure out how someone who was only five feet five could generate such a loud noise just by taking a step. Whenever I was waiting for her on a busy street, the sound of her stride as she approached would rise above everything: heavy traffic, horns honking, passers-by. As soon as it reached my ears, my smile would stretch up towards them too, because I knew that the next thing I’d see would be her. Her march had been glorious. Not anymore. Now her walk is silent.


She was a great wife. I never really went out with anyone before her because most girls annoyed me after a short enough time. Or maybe I annoyed them. But not Pamela; I always had great fun with her and she laughed at every damn thing I said. She found me hilarious. Way funnier than I actually am. Was. Although she seemed to find a lot of things funny. She was always so ready to laugh. At her own jokes too. She’d be in stitches at her own gags, way louder than the people she would be cracking them to. When she’d tell a story that she found funny you could never understand the end of it because she’d be laughing so hard. She loved slagging people too and, like most Irish women, she was great with the insulting one-liners.


She’s still like that, at times. She’s just sadder now. But I love when she can forget about me for a minute and crack one of her gags, or smile at somebody telling a joke or at a funny ad on TV. It’s beginning to happen more and more now, though she’s still a far cry from her old self. Everyone is sound in the office where she works, but it’s still a grind for her to act normal. She’s doing her best to get on with things. To bury her grief and her fear of being left alone deep down, where it becomes numb.


Christ, the first month was unbearable. I have to hand it to her friend Orla for being there the whole time. I’d never liked her – not because she was a bad person or anything, just because I thought she was a bit of a muppet. She’s one of those people who would say things like, ‘I had every intention of walking that path but then life tapped me on the back and pointed me in another direction’, or ‘Thanks a thousand’ instead of ‘Thanks a million’. Head wrecking. But she really came up trumps for Pamela, so I’m grateful to her for that. I have no idea how the fuck she put up with all that crying for a full month. I wouldn’t have been able for it. Mind you, I wouldn’t have been able for Orla for a full month either.


It’s good that she has such a close friend. Pam is oblivious to Orla’s shit because she’s known her for so long. Same way that I am to John’s, I guess, and he is to mine. We’ve been friends since we were four – our first week at primary school, to be exact. The pair of us were kicked out of class for talking too much. Neither one of us gave a damn; we thought it was great – so much so that when the teacher came to get us we were nowhere to be found. We spent the next hour wandering around the corridors, nattering away, and have been best friends ever since. More like brothers, really.


I think he misses me almost as much as Pamela does. I’m with John a lot. He’s getting married in a few months and I was supposed to be the best man, but now that’s shot to shit. I feel bad because I’ve put a dampener on the whole thing; he’s lost all interest in it. His soon-to-be missus, Niamh, can’t help getting pissed off sometimes at his lack of enthusiasm and then he gets furious at her for being annoyed: ‘I just lost my best friend, for fuck’s sake. Sorry if I don’t give a shit about who sits where!’ So they’re fighting a fair bit now. I’m trying to send out positive energy in the hope that John will get more into the whole thing, but I’m so damned depressed I don’t think it’s working.


John’s a great guy, though; he’ll make it work. The poor bastard’s just so down. He works as a landscape gardener. He did our garden, put in mainly stone slates so I wouldn’t have to do much with the lawn mower. It looked the business. The part that did have grass was surrounded by flowers and then near the back wall he put in a water fountain. Pam wasn’t mad on that bit. She thought an angel pissing into a pond was too tacky, but I reckoned it was ironic or something. Plus, I figured Robbie would think it was gas when he got older.


I watch John at work now, the way he puts his back to anyone who might be around when he’s digging a hole or whatever, working hard, and I can see tears running down his face. It happens to him a couple of times a week. He seems to be okay when he’s working with someone else; it’s when he has to do something by himself that I see him welling up. It’s difficult watching the people you love be so upset, but as hard as that can be at least you know that you were loved, and there is a certain warmth in knowing that I am missed.


Still, when this happens with John, I try not to look. My attention moves to his shovel and down to the grass. I can feel the grass grow, which is another unexpected perk of being dead. Sounds boring, but it’s not; there’s something incredible about being able to feel life growing so slowly and continuously, to feel the wind around it, the moisture in the air grabbing hold of a single blade, forming tiny, almost invisible beads of water that run down till they hit the soil. That journey might take all day, but then, I’ve got nothing but time. Besides, I like it – to rest on a little drop of water and ride it as if it was the slowest roller coaster known to man. I always go back to my family and friends eventually, of course, but it’s nice to be alone too sometimes.


So this is how the day passes for me. Half the day, anyway. Watching Robbie stumble around. Waiting and hoping for Pamela to smile and loving every second that it lasts when she finally does. Checking in on John, or my folks and my two brothers, Tim and Brian.


They’re two gas men – I’ve always loved watching them bounce off one another. I’m nine years older than Brian, the older of the two, so I was never as close to them as they are to each other. That never overly bothered me, though. I loved how close they are and love it even more now. They still joke and laugh together – maybe not as much as they did before my death, but they’re still fun to watch. Tim in particular cracks me up; he’s a wild fucker, but he’s all heart. Total alcoholic, but he’s only twenty-four so he gets away with it. He’s a happy drunk, though; I saw a guy start on him once outside a pub, but instead of fighting back he wrapped your man in a hug and wouldn’t let go until he hugged him back. He’s a strong lad too, so it’s not like he was afraid – he just didn’t want to fight. He’s a great knack for sidestepping a fight no matter how imminent it might seem; he’d challenge opponents to blinking competitions, thumb wars, hug-offs. Anything to defuse a dodgy situation, which, to be fair, he often landed himself in in the first place. You just can’t stay mad at Tim, even if he vomited on your brand-new suede shoes. Which he actually did to me once, the little bollocks.


Brian’s a wonderful older brother to him; he’s always looked out for him and never treated him like a younger brother. Never. Even as kids, when a two-year age gap can seem like a lot, Brian included him in everything. He always took his side too, no matter how wrong Tim might have been. He still does, their dynamic hasn’t changed in the slightest from when they were four and six.


I was never like that with them. I preferred the idea of being the big brother, so much older and aloof. I tried to cultivate the image of being kind of an enigma who they’d have to look up to. It didn’t work. Tim looks up to Brian instead and – as an extra kick in the nuts – Brian actually looks up to Tim in return.


Apart from John, I don’t visit my pals as much as you’d think. They’re all getting on with their lives. I’ve sat with them at the pub once or twice but I never stay. They don’t talk about me enough and I’ve never enjoyed watching people get drunk when I wasn’t drinking anyway.


Besides, I have more important things to do, someone else to visit. The rest of my time is spent with a man named Danny Murray, a man I only met once.


The man who killed me.
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Danny Murray wakes every morning at 6.45 a.m. and presses the snooze button for half an hour. Once he reluctantly crawls out from under the covers, he doesn’t bother showering, he just suits up, scoffs a big bowl of oatmeal, then rides on the number 37 bus into his workplace in town where he sells mobile phones. What he doesn’t know is that I ride along with him. I can’t help it; I’m drawn to this bastard whether I like it or not and if it takes me the rest of his life I’m going to get back at him somehow. I’m dead, that makes me a ghost, so I should be able to haunt the person who killed me, right? I’m just not sure how I’m going to do it, exactly.


I do feel a connection with this guy more than anyone else, though; more than my son, even, which only gives me another reason to hate him. He’s the only person who might be aware that I’m around – although maybe it’s just his conscience at him – but I think it’s more than that.


I know he’s frightened.


When I say haunt, by the way, I don’t mean sneak up from behind and spook him with a ‘Wooooooo’. I want to really fuck with this guy’s head, make him suffer. He took everything from me, all that could ever be – my whole life, you son of a bitch. You walk into work acting like nothing happened, you know what you did and you’re going to pay, you prick. How can a person take another man’s life and then go into work pretending that everything is cool?


The only problem is I still don’t know how I’ll get back at him. I wish I had someone to help me, like the way Swayze in the movie Ghost had that ugly bastard ghost from the subway. But as far as I know I’m alone; I’m sure there are other poor pricks like me out there, but I can’t see them.


I have to figure this one out for myself. It’s a pain in the ass because I’d love to be slamming doors on him, knocking books off the shelf and all that to freak him out, but I’m a total fucking amateur and haven’t a clue where to begin. Although, I think he might sweat more when I focus on him. Also, the other day as I loomed over him, I could feel him shiver. No one else reacts to me like that. Maybe it’s the hatred I have for him that carries over – I don’t know.


I can’t stand the fact that I spend so much time with him. I’d rather spend it focusing entirely on my family, but I need to find out more about him. It helps that I can still keep an eye on them even when I’m with him – I’m always aware of what they’re doing the whole time. In the same way that I’m aware of what he’s doing all the time when I’m with Pamela or Robbie or John.


That need to know more about him is so strong within me that I won’t be ready to let go until we’re even. It’s funny. I do believe that I’m a better person now than when I was alive – or, at least, I’m starting to become one – but while I was alive I never had the urge to kill anyone.


And now I do.
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Danny’s girlfriend, Michelle, is the only one close to him who knows what he’s done and the crazy bitch doesn’t seem to mind too much. ‘I still love you, Danny … I’ll stick by you no matter what you’ve done.’ Scumbags.


Danny’s dad actually seems alright. Wait till he finds out what his shit-bag son is after doing. Danny will have to tell him sooner or later; everyone will have to find out.


You’re up in court, aren’t you, dipshit – and you’re fucking sweating it.


I have to laugh when I listen to Danny and his bird talking in bed, Danny crying like a baby, ‘What’s my dad going to say, he’ll hate me, won’t he?’ No mention of me, though, is there? What will my wife say? What will my boy say when he grows up? They’ll fucking hate you anyway. But you don’t give a shit about that, do you? All he talks about with Michelle is how is he going to tell his dad and how is he going to get off? Is there any way he can swing this without going to prison? No remorse, he’s just pissed off that he’s put himself in such a lousy position. He’s a big brute of a fucker and doesn’t look like the type of guy who’d be afraid of what his dad might say – can’t always judge a book by the cover, I suppose.


Danny has a beard. That’s another thing that pisses me off about him, because I had always liked a man who wore a beard. Hipsters took from them a bit, of course, but even with those knobs I’d always admired a good beard. When I was a kid my dad had a beard and I grew one when I was nineteen. Well, I grew what I could – which back then meant hairs sprouting in random tufts on my face. Danny has a good beard, I’ll give him that – kept short, the same length as his hair.


He fancies himself as a bit of a fashionista. Wore the skinny jeans before anyone else and got slagged off by his mates for wearing half a wet suit. Of course six months later they all had a pair. Danny’s mates are all dicks, just like him; each has a bigger mouth than the next. All talk about how many pints they had the night before, who puked where and who can stay up the latest – that kind of shit. They’re from the same middle-of-the-road-type background as me, everyday fools, but these tits act as if they’re street – starting fights the whole time and thinking it’s great, still acting like they did when they were eighteen. I mean, Danny’s twenty-eight now and still acting like a tosser. More than that, he’s a bad fucker, and I’m not just saying that because of what he did to me. He sits there with his mates, doesn’t shoot his mouth off as much as some of them, but just sits there, grinning. Knowing that no matter how many layers of bullshit they pile on top of each other, he is the toughest of the lot.


Why don’t you tell them, Danny? You fucking want to: ‘I killed a man.’ They’d all think you were the big swinging dick then, wouldn’t they? Not the nobody you are now.


He’s waking up a lot in the middle of the night. I often wonder if it’s because I’m there. I think it is. I hope it is.


I hang over him, willing him to wake, roaring at him, putting all my energy into brightening up the dark room as much as I can. Pitch-black night, but under his little eyelids I imagine it being as bright as the sun until he opens them. Slowly, just enough for me to know that he’s awake, just enough for me to believe I’ve disrupted his sleep. I can do this all night, Danny. Do you know I’m here looking at you? I think you do. You’re scared and you should be. I’m going to figure out this haunting thing sooner or later.




Six


Months Dead
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I remember the first time I knew for an absolute fact that Santa Claus was real. I was six years old and beginning to hear on the grapevine that the Santy thing was one big hoax. All I wanted for Christmas that year was a cowboy wagon complete with horses that I had seen in some obscure Spanish magazine my parents had brought home from our summer holidays. I thought it was the most badass thing ever. At about a foot and a half in length, it was a proper replica of an old frontier stagecoach, not a toy at all, but was instead intended for middle-aged nerd enthusiasts of the American Old West. Of course, I didn’t know that it wasn’t a toy; all I knew was that it had real canvas for the covering, a long stick brake for the wheel, a jockey box at the back and – my favourite of all – a holster for keeping the shotgun up front. Savage yoke altogether.


Looking back, I feel sorry for my mother because I was convinced Santy would get it for me. She of course (being Santy) knew for a fact that she could not. It was a real make or break Christmas – John had claimed that he saw his mam putting out the presents the year before. That cast a pretty big doubt in my head, but when I opened up my present on Christmas morning to find the exact – and I mean exact – wagon that I’d asked for, all my doubts went out the window. ‘See, Mam? I told you. Brilliant!’


All she did was smile. Turns out she’d been up North one weekend when she happened to walk past a shop window with the wagon on display. She almost started to believe in Santa Claus herself at the sight of it. The silly price to spend on a six-year-old didn’t matter – not if it meant keeping her boy believing in magic.


I was the oldest kid I knew who still believed in Santa – right up until I was twelve, for fuck’s sake. Granted, I kind of milked it the last year, but still. It was because my folks went all out each year. The best was when, one year, they got a pair of wellies and stuck their soles in the soot from the fire, then made footprints all the way from the fireplace to the Christmas tree – fading with each step. That kind of thing has caught on a bit now, but it was unheard of when I was a kid.


I had planned to continue the tradition by doing little tricks like that for Robbie. He was too young to know what the hell was going on the Christmases I had with him. Pamela’s family weren’t as into Christmas when she was growing up, so she wouldn’t have known about half the shit I was planning. Fuck, now that I think of it, who’s going to put up the lights this year? We had the best lights in the estate last year and I’d bought loads more in the January sale to make sure we were the best again this year. Bollocks, I suppose no one will. First Christmas without me, they’re probably going to keep it low key.




8


You know the way you hear that Christmas can be a sad time for a lot of people? I never really got that, or at least I’d never experienced it. I get it now, alright, because everyone I’m watching is having a shit time.


Pam had grown to love Christmas almost as much as I did, particularly after Robbie was born – but now she’s miserable. I was right about the lights too; the house looks fucking bleak. The only reason she even put up a tree was for Robbie – she would have preferred nothing. My folks are the same. In past years, Mam always went all out with the presents, giving us some from them and different ones from ‘Santa’. The first year me and Pam were married the lads gave us an awful slagging because the pair of us stayed over in my parents’ house Christmas Eve, and, in the morning, we ran down the stairs as if we were kids, rushing to open the presents under the tree along with my two brothers who were themselves in their twenties. We always got loads of deadly stuff. But this year my mam said, ‘Let’s just take it easier, okay? I really can’t face shopping for everyone.’ It’s gas because I could see that Tim was a bit disappointed. Obviously he totally understood, but he couldn’t help being a bit pissed off that he’s getting fuck all pressies this year.


Sorry, buddy.


***


Danny has bought his dad a phone for Christmas – what a crap present; he works in a phone shop. You’d think he’d put a bit of thought into it. Suppose all he can think about is the court case and how he will have to tell his old man what he’s done. The idea of prison sickens him. I love watching him get so stressed. I can feel the butterflies in his belly when I focus on him. Feel them weighing him down. He has them all the time, fluttering away, upsetting his stomach. Sometimes he can’t eat he’s so afraid. He’s been so cocky all his life, but now he’s shitting it. He knows he’s not a real tough guy, so how the hell is he going to manage in prison surrounded by fucking animals? He’s decided to hold off until the new year to tell his dad: ‘Happy New Year, Pop; I killed a dude.’ Should be good.


When his dad finds out he’ll be in bits. I can’t help feeling sorry for him. Like I said, he seems alright, he just raised an asshole. Danny’s mam died of cancer when he was seven, so it was only the pair of them in the house. They always got on very well, but Danny still acts like he resents his dad sometimes for turning into an alco after the wife died. He pulled himself out of it, though; he hasn’t drunk in, like, fifteen years.


Danny likes bitching to his girlfriend about his ‘tough upbringing’ whenever he’s in the bad books. It’s pathetic. He totally hams it all up. I think it was understandable – his dad losing it. If Pamela had died instead of me there is no way in hell I wouldn’t have drowned myself in whiskey. I wish I could hit the bottle now.


I always really liked getting pissed. I could be a stupid drunk, but I was a happy drunk too. I hadn’t been aggressive on the drink since I was a young lad – the time I broke John’s nose. We were at a twenty-first birthday party in a pub and I was basically showing off all night, drinking all sorts of mixers, acting crazy and pretending to be more pissed than I was. I was drinking gin, something I was never able to drink again after that night. If someone just said the word ‘gin’ for a good year after it I’d get goosebumps. It ended up getting me as locked as I had pretended to be earlier.


I was slagging John all night about not scoring with that many girls and stuff, telling him he should ‘come out’. I’d only really say things like that when other people were around. I thought I was being gas, but now thanks to my perfect memory I can see that everyone thought I was being a shithead.


Eventually John just told me to fuck off. He happened to say it in front of a girl I fancied, so I got all embarrassed and stormed out like a knob. Twenty minutes later, he found me half-asleep on a bus-stop bench up the road from the pub. He kept nudging and shaking me to get me up. With each prod, my anger grew. Finally, I just saw red, stood up and walloped him as hard as I could in the face. I didn’t floor him; he just took a little step backwards, though I felt his nose crack under my knuckles. I expected him to lunge at me. He should have at least punched me back. But he just looked at me. We were both in shock, at all the blood more than anything.


After a moment, I turned around and lay back down on the bench, a flood of guilt mixing with the drink in my stomach. I had to get away from it – from John and all the blood on his nice, chequered going-out top. I closed my eyes and pretended to fall asleep, waiting until I heard John leave before I stood up and staggered home.


I talked to him the next day on the phone and he was cool about what had happened; he just put it down to me being locked. Sound bastard. That made me feel even worse. His folks had to fork out for a cap on his tooth, but they never bothered straightening his nose. It wasn’t all wonky or anything, it just wasn’t quite as straight as it used to be.


He still looks good, though; he’s a handsome guy, John. He’s going to look great in his tuxedo.
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I’m glad Pamela is going to John’s wedding. I wasn’t super-pals with his bride-to-be, Niamh, but I liked her a lot. She’s extremely down to earth, could have a laugh with anybody. Her default facial expression is a smile and she never seems to have a bad word to say about anybody. Pam gets on well with her too, though she’d also be closer to John. At first, I wasn’t sure if Pam would go, but now she’s half-looking forward to it. Niamh made a special phone call, asking her to do her best to come and said that Pam could leave whenever she wanted. She probably would have gone, anyway, but it was nice of Niamh to make the call.


I’m raging that I’m missing it. When John asked me to be best man I’d been honoured. I mean, I’d expected it, but I was still honoured. I wanted to be the best best man ever, so I started on the speech straight away. I actually had the entire thing written, can you believe that? Spent ages on it too, getting it all worked out – when I’d be funny, when I’d be sincere. It was perfect. I’d even practised it in front of Pamela. I was so damned prepared. What a complete waste of time that turned out to be. I wouldn’t mind, but I’d been a last-minute man my whole life and the one time I got something done early I ended up dead before I got to use it.
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