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            i‘A gorgeous YA debut from a stunning new talent. With a gripping mystery at its core, Tom Burne is a tender and deeply moving portrayal of grief, loss and mental health, told with humour, heart and that rare thing – a completely authentic teenage male voice. Whack it on your TBR pile now!’ 

            Simon James Green, author of Boy Like Me 

            
                

            

            ‘A touching, beautiful and wholly unique exploration of grief in this age of social media, that examines the stories we tell and what we leave behind of ourselves.’

            Margaret McDonald,

Carnegie Award-winning author of Glasgow Boys 

            
                

            

            ‘A gripping “why’d-he-do-it?” interwoven with an achingly tender exploration of grief and change. It had me hooked from the first page.’

            Marie-Louise Fitzpatrick, author of Sisters of the Moon

            
                

            

            ii‘Poignant and full of heart … really captures how technology has changed us – the way we grieve, the other selves we create, and the digital ghosts we leave behind.’

            Kel Menton, author of A Fix of Light 

            
                

            

            ‘The kind of book that stays with you long after you've finished the last page. Sharp, vulnerable, and impossible to ignore.’

            Anika Hussain, author of Heartbreaker 

            
                

            

            ‘Gripping, heartbreaking and funny, this debut novel – about life after grief – is written with great heart and insight. The main character, 17-year-old Jamie, will sneak into your heart and steal it. A fresh new voice in YA fiction. I can’t wait to see what he does next.’

            Ciara Geraghty, author of Late Learner 

            
                

            

            ‘A wonderful debut. Propulsive and moving in equal measure.’

            Hilary Fannin, author of The Weight of Love 

            
                

            

            ‘Clever, moving, and often disturbing – this is a terrific novel.’ Roddy Doyle,

            Booker Prize-winning author of Paddy Clarke Ha Ha Ha 
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            For Grandad Long.

Thanks for all the stories

and for giving the best hugs.
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            Author’s Note

         

         Dear Reader,

         This book contains mentions of suicide, online bullying of a sexual nature, suicidal ideation and depression as a response to grief. If those subjects are triggering for you, please take breaks when you need them. Some mental health support resources are listed below.

         Books are the best way I know to bridge the gaps between strangers, to make things that seem ‘other’ our friend. When I feel lost, I like to remember that, by reading, we are connecting not only to the writer, but to everybody who has ever read or will read that book. You are not alone.

         Take care, and thanks for being here.

         Seán

          

         Resources for mental health support:

              CAMHS

              Childline

              Mind

              NiteLine

              Pieta House

              Samaritans viii
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            ‘I know you will laugh at me,’ he replied, ‘but I really can’t exhibit it. I have put too much of myself into it.’

            Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Grayx
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         The morning of Tom Burne’s death I was eating the world’s worst scones. They were truly terrible – rock hard, with cream long past clotting and jam that bordered on congealed. I was sitting in a café with Mam who, as she kept reminding me, had taken time off her busy shifts on the wards for us to have a mature and frank discussion.

         The café was called Cliff Hanger – a little on the nose seeing as how it was built on an overhang of cliffs on Keening’s coastline, its floor-to-ceiling windows providing a panoramic view of the grey sea battering the rocks. We drove here because Mam and Dad used to take me to the beach as a toddler. Dad would take one arm, Mam the other, and on the count of three they’d hoist me into the air and swing me back and forth while I squealed with laughter.

         One … two … three … AWOOSHA!

         ‘So?’ Mam asked. ‘How do you feel?’

         ‘These scones are terrible.’

         ‘Not about the scones, Jamie,’ she tutted. ‘About the move.’

         I felt as if she had surgically removed my heart and 4stomped on it with stiletto heels until it was reduced to a pile of crimson-coloured confetti.

         Not that I was going to tell her that.

         ‘Grand, yeah. All good.’ I poked the scone with my knife. ‘What really blows my mind is that they thought it was okay to serve these things. Hockey pucks? Are those what Canadians use for that sport on the ice? You could use these as hockey pucks.’

         ‘Ice hockey.’

         ‘That’s the one.’

         ‘Listen,’ Mam sighed, exercising a chunk of willpower not to slip into her ‘doctor voice’ after I repeatedly told her how patronised it made me feel, ‘I understand the process will be difficult emotionally. But think of how much lighter we’ll feel after. Not having to drag all those memories around? It’ll be a fresh start. And you’ll get to spend time with your grandparents …’

         The last time I saw Mary and John O’Shaughnessy was just over a year ago, pre-Diagnosis, pre-Dad, pre-Everything Going to Shite. Originally from Kilkenny, Mam’s parents (and my sole surviving grandparents) had retired to Vancouver. They hadn’t been able to fly back for Dad’s cremation before Christmas because of health reasons but offered to put us up in their charming-if-a-little-ramshackle two-bedroom house for a year while Mam got settled in her fancy new job and I applied to colleges.

         ‘Totally hypothetical, of course,’ said Mam.

         Until it wasn’t.

         5‘We?’ I asked, pretending to study my knife.

         ‘Sorry?’

         ‘How much lighter we’ll feel? Or how much lighter you’ll feel?’

         The memories in our house were like an old blanket. Mam complained about how they made her feel stifled and suffocated. For me they were only comforting. The thought of that blanket getting ripped away, of being left shivering and exposed to the world, sent my fight-or-flight instincts into overdrive. I looked up to see an angry red splotch surfacing on the part of Mam’s chest that wasn’t covered by her blouse.

         Uh-oh, never a good sign.

         Instead of apologising, I refixed my eyes on my plate. ‘Can we order something else? It’s just, you told me to skip breakfast and I’m starving.’

         ‘I hardly think that’s fair,’ Mam said, ignoring my food question. ‘I understand it’s simpler to view me as the bad guy orchestrating this whole thing. But I’m not the one who can’t sleep. I’m not the one who nearly failed his mocks because his mood was too low to focus during class.’

         ‘On second thought, these scones aren’t half bad.’

         ‘JAMIE!’

         Plates clattered with the force of Mam’s hand on the table. Other customers looked up in alarm, their conversations petering out. Mam didn’t care. Her eyes swam with emotion.

         ‘For once can we have a serious conversation about 6this? Do you think we can do that? For once?’

         ‘Fine.’ I put the knife down and folded my arms. I was seventeen. It was unbecoming of someone my age to sulk. But I felt sulky. To compensate, I stared out the window. ‘Something bad happened.’

         ‘Really? Is this the new subject change now?’

         ‘No, Mam.’ I pointed. ‘Look.’

         Mam did look, and immediately stood. The café’s glass insulated us from any sound, but it was clear something bad had, indeed, happened: throngs of people were gathered on the cliff edge outside, hands clasped to their mouths in horror, and both an ambulance and a fire truck had materialised on the scene.

         ‘Stay here,’ Mam ordered, back in her doctor voice. ‘I’ll see if I can help.’

         She threw a twenty down on the table and marched through the double doors. Not listening, I grabbed my coat off the back of the chair and followed her.
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         As soon as I stepped outside, I got a face full of the elements. The wind whipped at me, wild and haunting, and storm clouds brewed overhead. I zipped up my jacket and hurried to the crowd. Mam was in the thick of it already, conferring with the EMTs, mirroring the grim sets of their mouths. I’d spent enough time in 7hospitals with Dad last year to know this type of inaction boded ill. Doctors issuing commands, nurses exploding into action, beds racing down corridors – all that meant there was a chance, even a negligible one, of survival.

         This was different.

         I side-stepped through the crowd, mumbling apologies as I made my way towards the cliff edge. Once there, I looked down at the long, steep drop. And, at the end, upon rocks being washed by waves.

         
            A white shirt, 

            Dark with wet, 

            And red – 

            Like spilt fingerpaint.

         

         Oh God. Someone had stood here, feet on the edge like the lip of a hotel pool, and leant forward to let gravity take care of the rest.

         One … two … three … AWOOSHA!

         OhGodOhGod.

         I was going to be sick. I elbowed my way through bodies and ran for the nearest bush. I didn’t make it. I fell on all fours and projectile-vomited on the grass, tasting curdled cream along with acid until my heaving stomach emptied and dark dots danced in the periphery of my vision. I groaned and pressed my forehead against the cool wetness of the grass, wishing to unsee, wishing to be anywhere else, just wishing—

         A buzzing caught my attention.

         8I raised my head and looked about. There! Under the bush: a pile of neatly folded clothes. I crawled over and saw it wasn’t a pile, per se, just a suit jacket folded on top of a pair of polished black dress shoes.

         Inside the jacket was the source of the buzzing.

         I gave my hands a quick wipe on my coat before reaching into the jacket pocket to find a phone. The moment I took it out, it stopped vibrating, and the screen came to life.

         
            11 missed calls from Dad (Work Phone)

         

         I dismissed the notification and saw the lockscreen: a tall, lanky, East Asian lad with short bleached-blond hair cheesed at the camera. He was around my age and stood in the middle of what must be his family: a White, stern-looking man in a suit; a woman in a purple dress; and two younger siblings – a boy and a girl. I felt a glimmer of recognition towards the lad before it was overridden by shock. Did this phone belong to …? Were these clothes …?

         No, the contradiction was too jarring. How could someone so smiley, so vivacious, how could they possibly—

         ‘Jamie?’

         I pocketed the phone on reflex and turned to see Mam rush towards me with concern plastered across her face. ‘Are you okay? I told you to stay in the café.’

         ‘I’m fine.’

         9I stood up, obviously not fine, legs wobbly and vomit caked on my chin.

         ‘Look at your jeans! They’re ruined.’ She studied my face and understood. ‘Oh, Jamie … what did you see?’

         ‘I’m fine,’ I repeated, my voice rough. ‘There’s some clothes here. I think they belonged to—’ Something wedged itself inside my throat, preventing me from finishing the sentence.

         ‘Shh, shh. It’s okay, baby.’ She pulled me into a hug, then held out her keys. ‘Here. Why don’t you go wait in the car?’

         She hadn’t called me ‘baby’ since Dad. A part of me resisted her coddling. Why did I get to be comforted, to retreat to the car’s promise of warmth and safety, while someone my age lay shattered on those rocks? I was too spooked to do anything but nod. I dumbly accepted the keys off Mam as she bundled up the clothes from under the bush and took them over to the paramedics.

         On the way to the car park, the phone rang again.
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         The blaring ringtone snapped me out of my fugue state.

         
            Incoming Call: Dad (Work Phone)

         

         What the fuck?

         What. The. Actual. Fuck?

         I stared down at the phone in confusion. Why was I holding it? What had possessed me to pick it up? It wasn’t too late to fix things. I could hand it over to Mam, cite shock, wipe the whole thing from memory, Men-In-Black-neuralyzer style.

         A sharp thought pawed at me.

         This is your only chance.

         To do what? Learn who this lad was? Tell Dad (Work Phone) what happened to his son?

         I only had a couple more rings to decide. I swiped Answer and held the phone to my ear.

         ‘Tom?’ The accent of the man’s voice was English, upper class, and the anger in his tone was propped up by a sense of deep relief. ‘Where the bloody hell have you been? Your mother’s worried sick. She’s fit to send out a search party.’

         11I started hyperventilating, which this man, Tom’s dad, misinterpreted as guilt.

         ‘Honestly,’ he continued, ‘the gall it takes. To run away like that without an explanation. And on Mother’s Day of all days? You certainly know how to pick your timings.’

         This was a mistake. This was a terrible mistake.

         ‘Hello? … Tom? … Do you have anything to say for yourself? Why are you breathing funny?’

         I ended the call and held the phone as far away from my body as humanly possible, as if it were radioactive and I had left my hazmat suit in the wash. An image forced entry into my mind: Tom’s dad after a pair of sombre-faced Gardaí show up on his doorstep. ‘No, no. You must be mistaken. I just spoke to Tom. He can’t be dead.’

         My actions had given him false hope.

         Because of me, he wouldn’t get closure. Because of me, his sadness, and the rest of his family’s sadness, would be compounded by confusion. Now not only would today be the worst day of their lives, but there’d be a sickening welter of what if s muddying the already-dark waters, suspending them in their grief.

         What if the Gardaí were wrong?

         What if it was someone else’s body?

         What if Tom is still out there, hiding somewhere?

         None of this would have happened if I hadn’t picked up this poxy phone. I wanted to destroy it – to smash, burn, or otherwise erase it from existence. I was 12going to. I dropped it on the ground and lifted my foot, ready to stomp it to smithereens. Right then, the screen lit up. Tom grinned up at me, like he was enjoying some private in-joke to which I wasn’t yet privy.

         I hesitated, my foot held aloft.

         What had Tom’s dad said? ‘And on Mother’s Day of all days …’

         I’d forgotten Mother’s Day was today. Apart from the shame of being a shitty son, a question niggled at me. Had something happened between Tom and his mam that drove him to the cliff edge? If so, his phone could be a repository of answers. More than that was the feeling of recognition that continued to creep up. I knew I knew Tom, but from where?

         Ireland was small, Dublin even smaller. Maybe we’d met at a gaff or sat next to each other on the train or bumped into each other in a coffee shop and did that awkward side-shuffle thing where we both kept accidentally going the same way.

         Whatever the connection, it felt premature to sever it.

         I dropped my foot to the ground when I realised I was no longer alone. The car park was filling with spectators – mammies in Dry Robes, conferring in hushed tones, their sea swims truncated by tragedy; screaming toddlers being yanked along by their parents; young couples leaning on each other for support as dogs cocked their legs on weeds, oblivious – everyone slowly migrating to their cars as the wind continued to wail.

         13It wouldn’t be long before Mam was back as well.

         I didn’t want to be caught out in the open like this. I decided to take the phone home with me so I could figure out what to do with it, unobserved. I bent down and pocketed it once more, jogging to the car just as the heavens opened and rain started to lash down.
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         On the way home, the silence was choked with everything left unsaid. Mam geared herself up to break it intermittently. At every traffic light, the car would stop, and she’d inhale as if to speak, but the words never came and, invariably, the lights would turn green, and the car would drive on. I could’ve given her a dig out, but I was bolloxed. The adrenaline had subsided, and Tom’s phone was a fishhook that snagged my every thought.

         Another red light. Another inhale.

         To spare us both, I leant forward and switched on the radio to Sunshine FM. We listened to Bob Marley telling us not to worry about a thing as the wipers squealed back and forth, trying in vain to fend off the rain.14

         Sunday 30 March

20:35

         
            Mail

Mother's Day plans? Click the link below to learn about our special offers!

         

         
            Duolingo

Tom, it's been four months! We miss you!

         

         
            Bank

Malahide Rail Services, Leap Card top-up: €10.00

         

         
            Bank

DéJà Vu Café Malahide: €3.65

         

         
            ReelLife

Over 80k people viewed your new post!

         

         
            ReelLife

196 new messages

         

         
            Tinder

Become a member of Tinder Gold today!

         

         
            24 missed calls from Dad (Work Phone)

         

         
            11 messages from Mum

Forget about today. Please come home …
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         Our silence held during dinner as we ate microwavable lasagne. My parents weren’t overly strict, but one of their non-negotiables was that we shared every meal together as a family. Growing up, I had no qualms. Dad loved cooking, despite being a crap chef, and some of my fondest memories were of him flipping burnt burgers while commanding our smart device to play Adele on max volume as smoke billowed up from the frying pan.

         Mam was in those memories too, whipping a tea towel overhead as the fire alarm raged, yelling at me to ‘Turn that jaysus robot off!’

         Now mealtimes were spent ignoring the empty seat at the table.

         Mam’s job was too hectic to allow her to invest any real time in cooking and, like Dad, I was culinarily challenged, so our weekly menus consisted of a rotating cast of pizzas, takeaways, and whatever we could throw in the oven that took less than twenty minutes.

         That night I ate quicker than usual, shovelling rocket salad and hot cheese in my mouth at an Olympic pace. Tom’s phone burnt a hole in my pocket, and I 16was desperate to escape to the privacy of my room and examine it.

         ‘That was gorgeous,’ I said, after no time, standing to bring my plate over. ‘Are you finished?’

         ‘Sorry?’ Mam asked, shaking her head. She’d been staring into the middle distance.

         ‘Eh, are you done?’ I nodded to the plate on which her food sat largely untouched.

         ‘Oh.’ She looked down as if noticing it for the first time. ‘Yes, thank you.’

         ‘Are you sure?’

         ‘I wasn’t that hungry.’

         ‘Right … Do you want tea?’

         ‘No, no. I’m grand, thanks.’

         I hovered, knowing I should probably say something but not knowing what, then piled everything into my arms and brought it over to the sink. I decided to go the extra mile and load the glasses into the dishwasher and scrape the food waste into the brown bin – the lasagne had cooled, its cheese adopting a shiny, plastic quality.

         ‘Goodnight,’ I said to Mam even though it was only 8 p.m. I paused, then added, ‘Happy Mother’s Day.’

         ‘Night, night,’ she replied in a sing-song voice, lost in her thoughts once more.
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         17I had outgrown my room, but it was still my sanctuary. Mam had offered to redecorate it many times over the years, but I always refused. I hated endings (I always skipped to watch the last ten minutes of movies first so I could emotionally prepare myself for what was coming), and my room bore testament to that fact. I could pinpoint each part of my childhood from its respective remnants: the glow-in-the-dark stars that didn’t glow any more, the ancient PC on my desk, the series of books stacked lovingly on shelves now peppered with dust, and, of course, my too-small bed in which I could no longer lie horizontally without buckling my knees and planting my feet flush to the frame.

         I was in bed now, knees buckled, having unplugged my phone to plug Tom’s in. The fact that his phone was in my room was trippy, like worlds colliding. It emanated a magnetic energy that both attracted and repelled me at the same time.

         While waiting for it to revive, I held mine next to it for comparison. My phone was worse for wear – its case was fairly scuffed, and it had a crack spider-webbing down its front from where I’d dropped it while running for the train. Tom’s was basically pristine: its shiny black cover had one of those pop-up thingmajigs with a Starry Night design, and the screen was unscathed. The phone’s flawlessness reminded me of the suit jacket and dress shoes, folded neatly under the bush. There had been so much going on that I hadn’t paid much attention to it. But, come on, it was a bit strange, right? 18Who would, on the precipice of something so dark, take time to do something conscientious like that? I never folded my clothes until Mam nagged me to do it, and even then it was fifty-fifty.

         Tom’s phone vibrated, scaring the shite out of me.

         The logo appeared and soon the screen was back to full brightness. I reflexively pinched it to zoom in but obviously couldn’t on a lockscreen. I held it closer to my face instead to study it.

         It was uncanny, having spoken to Tom’s dad, to match his voice to his appearance.

         I could definitely see the resemblance to Tom – same cheekbones, same slim build – but Tom’s happy-go-lucky disposition seemed totally at odds with his dad’s stern demeanour.

         To his right, Tom’s mam looked glamorous, if a little uptight. Judging by the intense way she stared down the barrel of the camera, she didn’t trust the photographer one bit. His siblings seemed cool: his brother couldn’t be more than three or four – his hair was a bird’s nest styled to look extra messy – and his sister wore a denim jacket over a summer dress and smiled self-consciously, lips sealed tight as if to hide braces.

         Tom was the one who stole the show.

         It wasn’t simply because he was in the centre of the picture. He just seemed so … alive.

         His bleached-blond hair reflected the sun like a traffic cone, and his smile didn’t just involve his eyes, rather it consumed his whole face – an inverse black 19hole, spewing out light. Recognition trilled in me once more but before I could place it, the screen buzzed with notifications: emails, bank transactions, messages – one after the other, as if the phone was possessed by a vibrator. I averted my gaze (notifications were private, after all), then scoffed at my illogic. Surely stealing the phone was the invasion of privacy that counted.

         I did a quick scroll-through and saw most were junk or likes on posts.

         80k views on ReelLife? Whoa, fair play.

         RL was the latest breakout social media app where every day you got an alert to make an up-to-one-minute video that automatically uploaded. The whole point was alerts went off at random times, forcing you to drop everything and record. The app’s algorithms prioritised streaks: Posters who maintained the longest unbroken streak gained popularity the quickest. Easier said than done, of course. Apart from granting a thirty-second heads-up after an alert, the app disallowed Posters from pre-recording or scheduling posts in advance.

         My ex-best friend Jacob was a Poster. Last year, he had a streak going for almost three months, then an alert went off at 2 a.m. and he fell back to square one.

         I accidentally held a notification for too long and Face ID popped up.

         For one, heart-rending moment, I thought it might magically grant me access, but then the phone shuddered and switched to Use Passcode. Using my Maths probability skills and my phone’s calculator, 20I figured out there were over 900,000 permutations of six-digit numbers. I did a quick search online to see how to break into someone’s phone without a passcode, which was a dead end. Basically, you could put it in recovery mode to access it, but that would wipe out any data that wasn’t backed up on the Cloud. You could also bring it to a chop shop or download some heavy-duty software to break in, but the former felt too close to criminality for comfort, and I was too technologically inept for the latter.

         For the craic, I tried a handful of the most obvious combinations – 111111, 123456, 000000 – but none of them worked, and I didn’t want to get locked out, so I pressed reset and continued to scroll. I deduced Tom’s death hadn’t been announced yet from the number of notifications. Don’t get me wrong, there were plenty – way more than I ever received – but very much in the normal range for anyone who participated in life a healthy amount.

         I stopped scrolling when I saw the missed calls: 24 Missed Calls from Dad (Work Phone) and 11 Messages from Mum, the most recent of which read, Forget about today. Please come home …

         My pulse tripped out. A lifetime of doomscrolling had taught me to divorce emotions from screens, but I had forgotten myself. This wasn’t my phone. This was real. Tom had died today, literally died, and here I was, picking through the digital carrion like some sort of virtual vulture.

         21Through that lens, everything adopted a grisly, macabre meaning.

         €3.65 in DéJà Vu Malahide – his last coffee.

         €10.00 Leap Card top-up – so he could afford his final train journey.

         I couldn’t look at them. I swiped to the left and selected Clear All and the notifications vanished, but fat globs of anxiety remained floating around my body like the insides of a lava lamp. Tom beamed up at me from the screen. But it wasn’t endearing any more; it felt downright ghastly – a maniacal grin from beyond the grave.

         A paranoid voice in my brain told me a SWAT team would come crashing through my window if I kept the phone out in the open any longer. I powered it off and tore it out of the charger, pinching it between my index finger and thumb like a smoking gun.

         Why hadn’t I just given it to Mam back at the cliffs? Scratch that, why had I picked it up in the first place? I never intended to steal the phone. Of course I didn’t. I wasn’t some weird gravedigging, tech-fetishising creep. I just had poor impulse control – a paltry defence, I was aware. I imagined saying it to a judge. I’m sorry, Your Honour, I didn’t mean to take it. You see, I got an intrusive thought, and the next thing you know …

         I wondered if I had gone temporarily batshit, like in that case Dad told me about where a man got the insanity plea after stabbing his wife because he was convinced she had transformed into a slice of bread. 22Or was there another reason, tucked away in the shadowy corners of my subconscious? I got out of bed and looked for somewhere to hide the phone, only to find I was at the same impasse as in the car park: I didn’t want to keep it, but I couldn’t bring myself to get rid of it either.

         Even if I couldn’t pinpoint why I took it originally, there were too many questions surrounding it now. What went down this morning? Did Tom’s family have big plans for Mother’s Day – plans that required a suit? What happened to derail those plans and cause him to run away? His dad had said that he had fled without an explanation. Did something specific trigger him, or was it more of a slow-build-up-of-problems-that-snowballed kind of situation?

         All of those questions were dwarfed by the biggest mysteries of all: who was Tom? And why did he do what he did?

         I had to keep the phone if I was going to parse his motivations.

         I considered stuffing it under my pillow, as if some sort of mob-boss version of the tooth fairy would fly in and trade the incriminating evidence for cash. But there was no way I could sleep with it in such close proximity. I settled on putting it in the safe on the last shelf of my bookcase. My parents bought it from Smyths for my thirteenth birthday. ‘So you’ll have somewhere to hide your teenage secrets,’ Dad had said to me, before sharing a conspiratorial wink with Mam.

         23Back then, the idea of keeping any secrets from my parents appalled me, but I soon became obsessed with squirrelling odd bits away. Over the years, the novelty wore off and the safe was relegated to be a handy place to keep things I didn’t want Mam to find when she came in to hoover my room. Which admittedly wasn’t much. Even at peak rebellion mode, I only used it to house the end of a joint Jacob told me to get rid of at a gaff, and some sex stuff that turned out to be more aspirational than functional.

         I opened the Sex Safe now, baulking slightly at the smell of weed and lube, and took everything out, placing Tom’s phone at the very back before reloading everything in and turning the lock with an exaggerated ker-clunk.

         It was very much a toy safe. You could crack it open by applying enough force or dropping it from any sort of height. Still, having the physical barrier alleviated my anxiety to no end.

         The day’s events caught up to me then – the cliffs, the phone, not to mention the mental effort required to keep the Pandora’s box of memories labelled DAD sealed.

         Normally I was the king of compartmentalisation but today had tested my limits.

         Exhaustion swooped down and landed heavily on my shoulders. I got into bed though it wasn’t even 9 p.m. and closed my eyes, willing myself to fall asleep.

         Downstairs, the TV was on. No doubt Mam would be glued to RTÉ’s headlines to see if they mentioned 24anything about Tom. I got up and shut the door and went back to bed, wrapping the pillow around my head to block out the world.

         When I finally slept, I dreamt of falling.25

         
            ReelLife upload

            3 January, 10:14

            Poster: SisyphusRex

            Streak: 3 days

            Chance Encounter with a Local Celeb!!

            
                

            

            We’re in a park on a sunny day. Tom’s voice narrates offscreen.

            ‘Just out for a lovely walk here and – OH MY GOD! A LOCAL CELEBRITY!’

            We whip around to see a squirrel at the base of a tree, its tail twitching. We race towards it, shaky-cam style, as the squirrel darts up to safety.

            ‘Sir! Sir! Please! If I could just have a moment of your time. I swear, just a couple of questions. SIR! WHERE DID YOU BURY THE BODY?!’

            After falling to the ground, we’re left to watch Tom’s chino-clad ass as he unsuccessfully tries to clamber up the tree in hot pursuit.26

         

         
            ReelLife upload

            14 February, 21:46

            Poster: SisyphusRex

            Streak: 410 Days

            Come On a Date With Me xx

            
                

            

            Tom is shirtless apart from an ill-fitting brown suit jacket and wearing Christmas-themed pyjama bottoms. He sets us down on the kitchen table and races around to get everything ready: knocks off the kitchen lights, puts an unlit candle between us, and jumps into the chair, panting slightly.

            He says in a faux-suggestive voice, ‘Hey Google. Play “Careless Whisper”.’

            Google: ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t quite hear that.’

            Tom, turning his head to the right. ‘HEY GOOGLE! PLAY “CARELESS WHISPER” ON MAX VOLUME!’

            ‘I’m sorry, I—’

            ‘Never mind … HEY GOOGLE, SHUT UP!’

            Tom rolls his eyes and does a get-a-load-of-this-guy gesture, then reaches a hand across the table towards us and fixes us with a gooey-eyed expression. ‘Now, where were we?’

            Without warning, he dives across the table, head tilted, mouth open as if to kiss us.
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         Tom’s funeral was today. The most notable thing about the days succeeding the cliffs was how un-notable they were. It was the same way with Dad. When something so monumentally, mind-bogglingly huge happens, you expect the Earth to freeze on its axis overnight.

         But it keeps on spinning, just to spite you.

         After some deft Googling the day after the cliffs, I found an article in Fingal Independent that mentioned a life lost on Keening’s cliffs. But it refused to release the name until all family members had been informed. The next day I checked RIP.ie (basically social media for grannies – it lets you know who died in Ireland and when their funeral was).

         I put ‘Tom’ and ‘Malahide’ into the search bar and, sure enough, up came:

         
            BURNE, Tom (17, Malahide) – 30 March (suddenly). Sadly missed by his loving parents, Brian and Mei Burne; younger siblings, Erica and Alex; grandparents, aunts, uncles and friends. May He Rest In Peace.

         

         28Below were details of the funeral and the option to livestream the Mass.

         Burne. That was Tom’s second name. The way it was capitalised at the beginning of the sentence made it feel instructional, as if he were being condemned. Nothing outright said it was a suicide, apart from the word ‘suddenly’, and the link to Pieta – an Irish suicide and self-harm prevention charity – at the bottom of the page. It enraged me that suicide was such a taboo. A Sixth-Year girl in my school died of it a few years ago and, in response, all of us on the student council voted to organise an awareness campaign. When Principal Hogan caught wind of it, he made us stop and banned the word outright.

         As if it were contagious. Or some sort of disease.

         Mam must’ve found the RIP.ie notice as well, because she woke me up this morning to tell me she was going to attend the service before work and asked if I wanted to join.

         ‘It’ll be nice to support his family and leave that day behind us. What do you reckon?’

         I shook my head no and turned my back to her, counting down the seconds until she took the hint and left, shutting my bedroom door softly behind her. I felt guilty for stonewalling her but, honestly, what did she expect? Dad’s cremation before Christmas had shipwrecked me: the dry handshakes, the probing eye contact from strangers, the priest guilt-tripping us by saying how he couldn’t help but notice how people only 29seemed to come to church for weddings and funerals these days. Worst of all was the coffin: seeing it push through the crematorium’s cream-coloured curtains had been so stark, so final—

         Not a hope I was going to do it all over again so soon.

         Also, I secretly harboured the fear that Tom’s dad (Brian Burne, according to RIP.ie) would recognise me from our call. He’d shout, ‘I object!’, wave at the priest to halt the proceedings, rise from his pew and, with a trembling finger, point me out as a criminal and a thief, and everyone would form an angry mob and throw me in the coffin with Tom to BURY. ME. ALIVE!

         Yes, ‘I object’ was only for weddings.

         Yes, I knew Brian hadn’t heard or seen me and I was being irrational.

         Whatever. The point was I didn’t go.

         Instead, I spent the morning watching Tom’s RL backlog. It turned out that ‘Burne’ was the keyword. Searching it had led me to a Poster’s public profile called SisyphusRex, with a selfie of Tom wearing goggles in the shower, cheeks puffed out like a fish, and a bio that read, Burne baby burnnnee! along with emoji flags for the UK and Hong Kong.

         As indicated by the 80k views, Tom had a more-than-decent Follower count of 113k, which was kind of the Goldilocks amount – big enough to be taken seriously, but not so big that you have to deal with the incumbent pressures of being a main player on the RL stage.

         30A fun by-product of being chronically online was that my memory has atrophied to shit over the years – I’d go to like a video or reel or whatever only to realise that Past Jamie had already done so. That said, RL was definitely where I recognised Tom from.

         Like in his Interviews with Inanimate Objects series where he asks the Molly Malone statue if she feels objectified (204k views), or the one entitled Invasion of the Phone Snatchers where he was in a classroom, camera on his lap tilted up to show his guilty face as we hear the teach rant, ‘If I hear one more alert or see one more of you on Reel Time or whatever it’s feckin’ called, that’ll be it! I’ll start snatching phones!’ (99k views.)

         Tom’s niche seemed to be a mix of lol-random, pun-y videos (like the Sex in Space series where he expounded the potential pitfalls of interstellar intercourse, complete with its own theme song), and bonkers, slapstick physical comedy (as in one of his first videos when he pretended to be paparazzi for a squirrel and chased it up a tree). He also poked fun at other Posters, as in videos titled Killer 5 a.m. Morning Routine where he recorded himself asleep, spread-eagled in his boxers, or in the video where he lowers a passport photo of himself into a poorly drawn vat of acid with a cartoon smiley-face titled, Warning: Toxic Positivity!

         Tom kept posting up until 29 March – the day before he died – but I couldn’t stomach watching the final week’s worth of videos knowing where they led. 31Thankfully there was more than enough content to keep me going. Not all of them were diamonds. Many tipped into the realm of cringe, which was probably inevitable given the length of his streak (454 days!). But, owing to how most of his videos were well-crafted without taking themselves too seriously, Tom had a surprisingly high number of hits.

         Also, fine, it helped that he was good-looking. Not gobsmackingly, gird-your-loins gorgeous or anything, but yes, objectively, he was very handsome. Which was conflicting. For obvious reasons. I sighed and closed RL, resolving to get up and make something of the day.

         
            [image: ]

         

         ‘Make something of the day’ consisted of me rattling around the house procrastinating studying for the Leaving Cert. My end-of-school exams loomed on the horizon – the first paper was on 4 June, exactly two months away – and, though I publicly professed to not give a shite, pressure was beginning to mount.

         Mam hadn’t been kidding back in the café: my mocks had been a bellyflop.

         One of the perks of Dad peace-outing 17 December was that nobody gave me a hard time about my academic underperformance (although it did hurt my ego to see the teachers who once pegged Robin and me as the 32contenders for top of the year have their faith in me slowly eroded away), but the Leaving Cert was anonymised, and, as Mam was quick to point out, examiners weren’t about to start doling out special treatment just for me. Our plan – i.e. Mam’s plan – was for me to take a gap year after school to work part-time and figure out where to study in Canada. I wanted to do Law and follow in my dad’s footsteps, and to get accepted into a halfway decent university then, I needed to get my shit together now, otherwise I’d have to repeat the year, which would be a whole other type of hellscape.

         But try telling that to my limbic system. I took a shower, got dressed and assumed my default position (bed rot, scrolling), then cleaned the kitchen, made coffee, cleaned the coffee machine, until finally I had to own up to the fact that there was nothing left to do but sit at my desk and power-up my PC.

         The loud whirring of its fan made me imagine it was begging to be put out of its misery (Jamie … please … pull my plug …), but it was going to have to struggle on a while longer.

         The PC had belonged to Dad. I’d requisitioned it after I’d gone with Mam to clear out his work desk at the solicitor’s office. She had wanted to bin it – she even offered to buy me a new laptop even though we both knew she couldn’t afford one (money was tight, another reason why the Canada job was such a runner), but I’d insisted on taking the hulking monstrosity home with us.

         33If I hated endings before Dad, I was positively allergic to them after he died.

         The search engine finally loaded, and I checked RIP.ie for the time of the service – kicking off in ten minutes – then opened a new tab and fetched a past Chemistry paper of examinations.ie.

         
            Question One 

            The ions that cause hardness (represented by M2+) react with edta (represented by H2Y2) according to the following balanced equation: M2++ H2Y2–→ MY2–+ 2H+

            (i) Identify the two ions (represented by M2+) that most commonly cause hardness when dissolved in water. 

            (ii) Explain the term total hardness.

            (iii) Name a suitable indicator for this titration.

         

         It was no use. I couldn’t concentrate. The words blurred on the screen and my eyes kept flicking to the tab with Tom’s death notice. I opened a new tab and brought up his RL account, searching for the particular video that kept drawing me back. It was recorded on Valentine’s Day, post-hair-bleaching. In it, Tom haphazardly threw everything together for a ‘dinner date’. Why was this the video that had such a strong gravitational pull on me?

         Sure, it had Tom’s winning two-punch formula: endearingly chaotic energy with a surprise-joke ending. 34But there was something else at play that I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

         Could it be the fact he also had a temperamental smart device in his kitchen? Or was it the outfit? The timestamp was 21:46. Had Tom waited all of Valentine’s Day with the suit jacket at the ready, like a knight banneret waiting for his call to action? Ridiculous, but, strictly going off the vibe of his other content, I wouldn’t put it past him.

         Re-watching the video, part of the appeal might also have something to do with his shirtlessness. My gayness was incidental – forever suspected, confirmed by Matt Damon in Good Will Hunting, accepted by my parents without the bat of an eye – but my love life was a barren wasteland, complete with crickets and tumbleweeds.

         I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t paying close attention to Tom’s naked torso.

         
            (ii) Explain the term total hardness.

         

         I x-ed out of the video, flushed with shame.

         At what point, in all of human history, could you toggle between someone’s thirst traps and a livestream of their funeral? The thought ratcheted up my guilt even more and I powered off the computer, letting out a shaky breath, glancing over at the Sex Safe. I hadn’t opened it since the night of the cliffs. Not that I wasn’t tempted. I kept vacillating between checking to make sure the phone was still there and leaving it untouched 35forever. I was Schrödinger, Tom’s phone was my cat; as long as it was in the safe, our connection remained simultaneously alive and dead.

         But why did I want to be connected to a stranger?

         I wandered over to my bed and picked up my phone, getting up Tom’s RL and searching for the same video. It wasn’t only the shirtlessness, I realised, or even the kiss at the end.

         I replayed it, waiting for the moment to pause until – there! Tom, frozen in time, hand outstretched across the table, gazing adoringly at the viewer.

         Valentine’s Day was a trashy, capitalistic non-holiday. I had spent it alone, watching friends’ reels and stories featuring pics of overpriced dinners from Ramen Bar or Token. But to find out Tom was also by himself, a few train stops away, setting up a dinner table for two …

         I knew the whole thing was a performance designed to mock the cheesy, clichéd romance it purported to perpetuate. And yet, staring at Tom’s infectious smile and the glint of mischief in his eyes, a part of me wanted to suspend disbelief for one lingering moment.

         The video was titled Come On a Date With Me xx

         A pang of something, loneliness mixed with longing, resounded deep in my core.36

         
            ReelLife upload

            12 January, 23:45

            Poster: SisyphusRex

            Streak: 12 days

            @Beethoven

            
                

            

            Tom sets us at a vantage point in his bedroom and rushes to a keyboard. He looks over to us, splays his fingers and takes a big breath, as if to psych himself up for a grand performance.

            He bellows while smashing the keys at random, ‘SEX IN SPACE, SEX IN SPACE, LIKE REGULAR SEX BUT IT’S SET IN SPAAAAACE!’

            He turns to address us. ‘Hi, it’s your humble host Tom here, answering your burning, extra-terrestrial, erotic questions. Today’s question: does microgravity affect erections? Answer: no!’37
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