
  
  
      
        
          The Sound of You

          
		      
          Simon Doyle

        

        
          
          SD Press

        

      

    


  
  
SD Press


1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2


Copyright © Simon Doyle, 2024


The right of Simon Doyle to be identified as the author of this Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988


All rights reserved


FIRST EDITION


First published in 2025 by SD Press


Unit 1A Heatherview Business Park, Athlone Road SSC8117, Longford, Co Longford N39KD82, Ireland


Hardcover ISBN 978-1-917539-00-5


Paperback ISBN 978-1-917539-01-2





This publication may not be used, reproduced, stored or transmitted in any way, in whole or in part, without the express written permission of the author. Nor may it be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it has been published and without a similar condition imposed on subsequent users or purchasers


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any similarity to real persons, alive or dead, is coincidental





Cover design by SD Press


A CIP catalogue record of this book


is available from the British Library and the


Library of Trinity College Dublin










  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dedication
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter 11
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter 12
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter 13
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter 14
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter 15
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter 16
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter 17
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter 18
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter 19
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter 20
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter 21
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter 22
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter 23
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Chapter 24
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Chapter 25
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Chapter 26
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Chapter 27
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Chapter 28
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Chapter 29
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Chapter 30
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Chapter 31
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Chapter 32
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        33.
        
        Chapter 33
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        34.
        
        Chapter 34
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        35.
        
        Chapter 35
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        36.
        
        Chapter 36
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        37.
        
        Chapter 37
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by Simon Doyle
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
For Grandad Tommy.


And for everyone who listens with their heart.










  
  

[image: ]

Chapter 1




Tommy McDaid had been standing up. And then he wasn’t. That’s how quickly his death came. 

There was life, and then there was nothing. And it didn’t matter how you tried to explain it—he was old, it was inevitable—it didn’t make a difference. Not to me. He was gone, and that was all that mattered. Mum would tell you I was the one to find him, but that’s not strictly true. I didn’t find him dead, I watched him die. That’s a huge distinction.

We’d been standing in the kitchen, a stack of my half-finished pencil sketches spread across the table and Grandad’s art supplies on the countertop, a smear of crimson paint on the back of his knuckles, the tube still in his other fist. And he pulled a face, like he wanted to cough, just for a second, before his body went limp. He didn’t fall back or forward—he just slumped to the floor in a heap with half of an unfinished sigh.

And Tommy McDaid was gone.

I knew it even when he fell, when I shook him but he wouldn’t open his eyes. I got him onto his back and checked for a pulse, pressed my cheek against his mouth to feel for his breath, and then I put my hands together on his chest and pumped until my arms ached.

The paramedics pulled me off him, twenty minutes or two hours later.

Mum told me I wasn’t crying. My face was set with determination. But the grief hit me when the ambulance crew carried him away on a stretcher with a sheet pulled over his face. I stood on the grass that I’d cut the day before while he’d watched from the porch and said, “You missed a bit,” and my legs buckled from under me. I knelt in the fresh cuttings that hadn’t been raked and no amount of coaxing from my mum or stepdad would get me to move, not until my friend, Ryan, came over and gripped my face in his hands, forcing me to look at him. Forcing me to stand up.

He led me inside, walked me up the stairs to my bedroom, and helped me onto the bed where he sat on the floor beside me until it was dark out and darker inside.

We didn’t speak, and at some point, my tears stopped, dried and crusty around my swollen eyes. I stared at the wallpaper, knowing Ryan was there but not really caring.

Not until he said, “I need to go home. Will you be all right?”

I didn’t answer him. He patted my leg, hauled himself off the floor where he’d been sitting for hours, and I heard him go downstairs, heard him say something to my mother. “I’ll tell the teachers. Don’t worry about school.”

Mum tried to give him money, he told me later. I’m not sure why. I don’t even think she knew why. But friends are there for each other. That’s what they do.

He was there for me at the funeral, too, staring at me while I had to get up and recite a poem. Something about the end. Something about beginnings. Before we went into the church, he said, “Just look at me. Imagine nobody else is there.”

I’d nodded. Tried to say something snide to make him laugh. But the words wouldn’t come out. And I couldn’t look at him while I stood at the lectern and read the lines on the page. I couldn’t look at anyone.

After the funeral, everybody came back to the house for tea and sandwiches—except there were more wine glasses and beer bottles than teacups. Ryan stood by my side, fielding condolences, saying, “I know. Such a shame,” when people kept saying, “I can’t believe it,” or “He’s in a better place now.”

But the ground wasn’t a better place. How could it be?

Later, when everyone had gone home and the house smelled like perfume and cigarettes, I sat at the kitchen table, staring at the spot where Grandad Tommy had been just a few days ago. Ryan walked across the room, right where Tommy should have been, and he scraped out the chair beside me, sitting down heavily. His tie had been loosened and his suit jacket was off. I’d seen him in a maroon school blazer for years, but in a black funeral suit he looked different. Older.

He said, “You good?”

I twisted my hands in my lap. I knew what he’d said, but it didn’t register as a question. He had to ask it again before I nodded.

There was an open bottle of whiskey on the countertop and Ryan reached for it, sniffed the neck, and then held it towards me.

“Piss off,” I said.

“Nobody’s watching. And you could be doing with it.”

“I’m all right.”

He took a quick swig from the bottle, wiped the back of his hand across his lips, and then smeared it on my jacket sleeve. “You smell like booze now; you might as well take a drink.”

So I did. It burned on the way down and threatened to come back up, but I sealed my lips until the feeling passed.

“Better?” he asked.

I shook my head. What was better supposed to feel like?

Ryan drummed his fingers on the polished wood of the table, then he tilted his head, angling it into my view. “Owen,” he said. “O when the saints go marching.” Owen the Saint, that’s what he called me. But I felt far from it.

“I’m all right,” I told him.

“You don’t have to be,” he said.

I looked at him then. We’d been friends for more than eight years, but every time I looked at him, I saw a different Ryan. I used to say he was made of playdough—he had a face for every occasion. Not in a two-faced way, but in a way that slotted neatly into whatever situation he found himself in. Sad Ryan, happy Ryan, enthusiastic Ryan. He’d shift his mouth, mould his eyes, and there’d be a new Ryan, ready to step up.

“It’s okay not to be,” he said. Motivational Ryan. Like a poster on a classroom wall.

I pushed the bottle of whiskey away from me just as Mum came into the kitchen, still wearing her black dress but with her heels removed. She looked tired. More than usual.

She smiled, briefly, flicked the kettle on and stood by the window, facing away from us.

And Ryan put his hand on top of mine, warm fingers full of sympathy. “I better get going.”

“See you,” I said.

He touched Mum’s shoulder for a second when he passed her, and her smile returned, just for a moment, until we were alone. Then she stared through the window at the darkness of the garden, listening to the marquee flapping in the cool breeze. The funeral home had brought it, a rental. I didn’t know when they’d remove it. Tomorrow, probably, along with every shred of evidence that Grandad Tommy was ever here.

“Where’s Mick?” I asked, but I could see the glow of my stepdad’s cigarette under the marquee outside.

“He only smokes when he drinks,” Mum said. “Don’t ever start,” she told me.

“I’ve grown attached to my lungs. I don’t think I’d get along well with somebody else’s.”

She nodded. “Don’t let Mick hear you say that or he’ll be asking for one of yours soon.”

Grandad Tommy used to smoke, I was told, but I’d never seen him with a cigarette. It wasn’t lung cancer that killed him, it was a subarachnoid haemorrhage. Nothing to do with spiders, apparently.

“Where’s Tommy Two?” I asked. The kettle boiled and the switch flicked off. Nobody called Mum’s older brother Junior the way they do on TV when you’re named after your father. They called him Tommy Two because Grandad was always number one.

Mum didn’t pick the kettle up, didn’t grab a mug. She leaned against the counter and stared through the window at the dark, at the pull of Mick’s cigarette. “He’s sleeping it off on the sofa. He’ll have an awful headache in the morning.”

I looked at the whiskey bottle on the table and wondered how strong the smell was. If I kissed Mum’s cheek, would she know I’d had a sip?

“Go on up to bed,” she said.

I looked at the spot on the floor where Tommy had fallen and when I stood up, I walked the other way around the table, avoiding the weight of the emptiness.

Mum rubbed my back on the way out of the kitchen. She said, “Hang your suit jacket up. I’ll wash your shirt in the morning.”

“I’m not going to school,” I said, unprovoked. Tomorrow was Friday.

Mum shook her head. “You’ve missed all week. One more day won’t hurt.”

At the top of the stairs, I stopped. Tommy’s bedroom door was opposite mine, the door ajar, a black ribbon pinned to it. Anyone who ventured upstairs during the wake, while his body had been on display in the living room for the previous three days, would have known not to open the door. You don’t enter the sanctuary of the dead. But the door was open now, just a crack.

I hesitated. I’m not sure if I wanted to go in or just close the door properly, but when I put my hand on the brass doorhandle, instinct made me push it wide. It smelled like Grandad inside. Paint and woodsmoke. Distinctive.

The room was dark, the curtains drawn, and the mirror on the wall had been covered with a dark sheet. Tommy’s collection of easels was propped against the side of the wardrobe where they always were, blank canvases stacked beside them. His paints would be in a purpose-built chest of drawers at the other side of the room, behind a combination lock that only two people knew the code to—Grandad and me. The lock was there to stop my younger cousins from getting at them and either smearing them on the walls or eating them the way kids always do with stuff they’re not supposed to.

I pushed the door wider and stepped over the threshold. There was a single black shoe at the bottom of the bed. Not one of Grandad’s. When I stepped around the door, I stopped. Tommy Two was sprawled across the bed, lying on his stomach, one shoe on, suit jacket buckling at the shoulders where he’d pushed one hand under his cheek. There was a glass of dark amber whiskey on the nightstand beside the large-print novel Grandad would never finish reading.

I crept across the floor. He was drunk, drooling, and his breathing was heavy and wet. I took the glass to the bathroom, poured it down the sink and filled it with water before returning it to the nightstand beside him. He didn’t wake, but I heard him whimper as I pulled the door closed behind me.

I couldn’t sleep that night. I lay in bed, staring at the ceiling, listening to Tommy Two’s noisy snores and Mum’s whispered voice from her bedroom with Mick. And then I sat up, propping the pillows behind me, and looked at the collection of sketches on the floor in the corner of my room, the ones that had been on the table the day Grandad Tommy had fallen down and didn’t get back up.

Art was his life. He wasn’t famous, but he sold enough paintings over the years to be able to afford new supplies when he needed them. In the nineties, way before I was born, one of the smaller galleries in Dublin had displayed a dozen of his landscapes.

Watercolours weren’t my thing. Paint wasn’t my thing, to be honest, no matter how often he tried to convince me to give it a go. I was better with a pencil or charcoal. When I was six, he took me to the cemetery—the same one he was spending the night in now—and he beat down the bracken by the older gravestones, the ones from the 1800s. We held sheets of paper against the stones and rubbed charcoal over them and then he bought me ice cream. Because morbidity loves dessert.

I still had those rubbings, somewhere in the attic, rolled up and tied with string.

There were a million sketchbooks at the bottom of my wardrobe, filled with anime characters and Lamborghinis and trees with no leaves, twisting branches sprawling across the pages. By the time I hit high school, I had gone through a phase of drawing fruit with no outlines, just shadows made by holding my pencil at an acute angle to the paper, sweeping into circles of apples or the stretch of a banana.

And there was a spiralbound book filled almost entirely with half-finished sketches of Ryan—his face, his eyes, his smile, back when we were fourteen. A Frankenstein collection of body parts on different pages. I kept meaning to throw it away, but I never did.

Maybe I never would.

A car turned at the end of the street, headlights playing across my ceiling, and when the room went dark again, I shuffled back down the bed, burying my head in the pillows where I could muffle the drone of Tommy Two.

Mum and Mick had gone quiet, and I couldn’t tell if they were asleep or if they were staring at their ceiling the way I was staring at mine. Most kids get two grandads and only one dad. I only ever had one grandad, and Mick was a second father. Not that he ever asked me to call him that.

But now I had no grandad.

And an ache where he used to be.

The sketches in the corner of the room were silent, and they remained that way until morning when the sunlight brightened the corner, catching the edge of the paper in a way that made them glow.

At nine-fifteen, I got a message from Ryan. A link to an American high school band on a football field, trumpeting out a terrible rendition of “Oh When the Saints Go Marching In”.

Then a follow-up text. If you provide the fish and chips, I’ll bring your homework tonight. Mr Madden misses you and sends you sloppy kisses.

I left him on read, like I’d been doing all week. Not because I didn’t want to reply, but because I didn’t know what to say. And Ryan understood that.

A few minutes later, he sent a new text. I see you peeking. Go back to sleep. That’s an order.

And then another. Seriously. If I have to come over there and bop you on the head to knock you out, I will.

He would, too. So I swiped the final notification away and I closed my eyes.

But sleep never came.
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Chapter 2




Nobody got out of bed on Friday until eleven. I slept in short bursts, jolting awake for no reason, knowing I’d nodded off but not really feeling it, and eventually I heard somebody shuffling around in the bathroom and going downstairs. 

I sat on the edge of my bed, feeling the chill of a spring morning against my legs. It was that time of year when the central heating had been shut off, but the mornings were still lacking. I pulled on yesterday’s socks, just because they were right there, and when I was done in the bathroom, I crept downstairs in my dressing gown, expecting to see Mum making toast or clearing up what was left of yesterday’s post-funeral party. The rest of the world might call it a celebration of life. In Ireland, it’s most definitely a party. Alcohol and music and somebody’s awful singing. A solitary voice letting an old folk song into the room that made everyone else fall silent to listen and applaud and ask for another.

Another song.

Another drink.

In the kitchen, it wasn’t Mum or Mick. It was Tommy Two, still in yesterday’s suit. He stood with his back to the fridge, a cold glass of water pressed against his forehead, and his tie was hooked up around his shoulder like it didn’t want to be there. His hair—dark with slender fingers of grey—stood up in clumps like lazy sentries.

“Morning,” he croaked.

I nodded. “Headache?”

The cold glass was sweating against his skin, and he rolled it across his forehead before drinking from it. “What time is it?” he asked. I could hear the sickness in his voice.

“Eleven.”

“Jesus,” he said. He pulled out a chair at the table and slumped into it, scratching the stubble at his cheek. He was divorced, living alone in a small flat on the south side of Dublin, thirty minutes away, but he would swing by the house to see Grandad about once a week. They used to go fishing together. Or at least Tommy Two would fish while Grandad would set up an easel and wash green paint across his canvas as if he was mocking the murky brown of the bay out at Bull Island.

I filled the kettle and switched it on. My stomach wasn’t ready for food and Tommy looked like he might hurl if I mentioned toast or eggs. I stood by the counter, looking at the floor, remembering the slump of Grandad Tommy’s body, and my uncle pressed his elbows into the table and covered his face with his hands.

I made him a milky tea, just the way he liked it, but instead of two sugars, I dropped in a third. That was good for hangovers, wasn’t it?

He took it without a word and when I sat opposite him, he stared at me as if he wasn’t really seeing me.

I didn’t know what to say.

Tommy Two swallowed his tea and I heard the noise of it going down in the stillness of late morning. There was a creak of floorboards above us. Mum or Mick was getting up.

Behind me, the door to the living room was closed. That’s where the coffin had been for three days, and I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to go in there again. How could I watch TV, knowing that Grandad Tommy’s remains had been laid out where the sofa usually sat? It had been pushed against the far wall for the duration of the wake, and somebody had moved it back yesterday once the coffin had been carried out to the hearse. Funeral fairies, cleaning up after the dead.

When Mum came into the kitchen, she touched the back of my head, a greeting, and then leaned across the table and kissed her brother’s cheek. She switched the kettle on even after I told her it was just boiled, and then she said, “You stink of booze.”

I thought she meant me, that single sip of whiskey Ryan had made me drink, but Tommy Two said, “So be it,” which was his way of telling her to mind her own business.

I looked at him, then her. Mornings weren’t always this awkward.

Mum said, “You all right?”

I nodded. Shook my head. I wasn’t sure. “I don’t know what to do today,” I told her. I didn’t really know what to do with my hands, never mind the rest of the day. I picked up a coaster and flipped it in my fingers. Sat it down. Slid it across the table. Pushed my hands into the pockets of my dressing gown. Both of my legs were bouncing with restlessness.

“Go for a walk,” Mum said.

“Paint the fence,” Tommy Two said.

Mum got a mug and dropped a teabag into it. “Mick painted the fence two months ago. What’s wrong with it?”

But Tommy Two only shook his head and then finished his tea. He stood up, wobbled, and said, “I should go.”

“You can’t drive home like that,” Mum told him.

And I left them to their argument while I showered and crawled back into bed.

There was an absence of sound from Grandad. It wasn’t just him missing but all the noises that went with him. The soft stamp of his cane on the tiled floor of the kitchen or his coughing in the bathroom. The classical radio station that would probably never be switched on again. The scrape of heavy plant pots in the greenhouse as he rotated his tomato plants and strawberries. And the slap of his three-inch paint brushes on the side of his easel when he cleaned them.

For the whole weekend, the only thing there was absence.

When Monday barged into the back end of Sunday, I was grateful for the change at last. I didn’t want to go to school, but it was better than sitting at home doing nothing, listening to the silence that filled the gap between Mum and Mick, eating dinner without words because a mouth full of food meant not having to speak, and not speaking was easier than stuffing the void with emptiness.

Nothing was any different than before—the bus ride, the school gates, the packed hallways and dented lockers. The smell of disinfectant that failed to cover the stench of mildew and the sweat of teenage boys that had seeped into the woodwork over the course of a hundred and fifty years. When you breathed in, you were inhaling the memory of a million boys since the school opened in 1874. It used to be a Christian Brothers school, where monks would beat the crap out of you if you got your sums wrong. It became a state school forty years ago. But the smells never changed.

The only thing that was different was the looks that people gave me, at least the people that knew me. Grandparents died, I knew. People die all the time and nobody bats an eyelid. Andrew McGovern’s grandad had passed away at the start of the year and he took two weeks off, and when he came back, he acted as though nothing was different. Like life just carries on regardless.

“Hey,” Gavin O’Neill said in the corridor. I sat beside him in maths class.

I nodded.

Gavin’s smile was tilted and nervous, like it always was. “Heard about your Grandad. Sorry, man.”

“Yeah.”

“You okay?”

I nodded because the question didn’t deserve a true answer. I carried on down the hall, hoping the bell would ring soon, but it didn’t, and Gavin kept walking with me.

“Was he old?”

I stared at him.

“I mean, did he have a long life?”

I adjusted the weight of my backpack and shifted my sketchbook from under one arm to the other. It was too big to fit in my schoolbag. The bell broke into the crowded hallway and Gavin was watching me until the ringing stopped.

“Not long enough,” I said. And Gavin lowered his gaze, his smile gone. He slipped into his classroom and I watched him go. When the hallway was empty, I turned, wondered if I should go to the office to explain my few days off last week, but thought better of it. Mum had probably spoken to them days ago, before the funeral.

I stood there, in the empty hallway, listening to the murmur of kids in classrooms, the scrape of chairs and the quiet noise of chalk on boards. And then I had to think about what day it was, what class I should be in. I checked my phone to make sure. Monday. English.

I could cope with that.

I took the stairs to the next floor and kept my head down as I slipped into class. The teacher said, “Thanks for joining us, Mr Kelly.”

I shrugged and took my seat beside Ryan, who nudged his elbow against my arm and smiled one of those dimpled grins that I used to love but didn’t enjoy this morning.

“You good?” he whispered. Somebody needs to write a book on what to say to people after their grandad dies that isn’t just you good?

I smiled at him. I didn’t really want to say it out loud. And Ryan put his hand on top of mine, as tactile as ever, filling the space between us with normality. He used to say, “No homo,” when he did it, back when we were twelve. But now he threw himself around my body like he belonged there, even though he was straight. He was comfortable like that, knew who he was before most people did. And I admired him for that.

“It’s Bolognese for lunch,” Ryan whispered, as the teacher wrote something on the board about Hamlet.

“How do you know?”

“I’m not at liberty to say.”

“Your mum?” I asked. It wasn’t a yo-mamma joke—Ryan’s mum worked in the canteen—but Ryan always took it that way.

“Your mum,” he said, stamping on my foot to trip me. “But seriously. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“I mean about your grandad, not the Bolognese.”

I smiled, couldn’t help it. Then I let it slip away when the teacher said, “O that this too, too solid flesh would melt.” He could quote Shakespeare at you until your ears bled.

Ryan muttered, “That’s what she said.”

But I was done smiling for the day. I’d let one escape me. There wouldn’t be another.

At lunchtime, we sat together at a table near the window, and I watched Ryan roll spaghetti onto his fork and chase after a meatball that refused to be speared. The Bolognese was claggy and cold, but Ryan would eat anything if he had enough salt to cover it with.

“Are you getting the bus after school?”

I had my sketchbook on the table, a brand new one that I’d bought two weeks ago, its pages still empty except for a smudge of charcoal on the cover near the spiral binding, and I pushed the food around my tray without eating it. “I’m going to head to the art room after class.”

“What are you working on?” Ryan asked. He wiped sauce from his chin with the back of his hand, picked up my sketchbook, and flipped through the empty pages. He glanced at me over the top of it, then back at the book. “Is this your minimalism phase?” He turned the page, twisted the book so it was landscape. “What do you call this one?” Then he flipped the page again, held it out like it was a centrefold pin-up, and he whistled, low and seductive. “Gorgeous,” he said. “You should frame this one.” He turned it so I could see and pointed at the corner. “You forgot to sign it.”

“My bad,” I told him. The blank page mocked me. “I never know how to start a new book.”

Ryan closed it and put it back on the table. “Start where you always start: with me.” He tilted his head, fingers under his chin like he was posing, and the light from the window caught him in a way that used to make my chest ache. In a way that would look amazing on paper.

“I’m good,” I said, turning my attention back to the tray of stodgy food.

“Fine,” Ryan complained. “I’ll pose naked for you. Just once. Still life. But you’ve got to make me look good. Everywhere.”

“Piss off,” I said. There wasn’t a smile.

“Is that a smile?”

“No.”

Ryan leaned across the table. “Are you sure? That’s totally a smile.”

“Are you done?” I asked. And Ryan sat back, finally speared that wayward meatball, and chewed it with a frown. His teasing came naturally and usually I liked it. It never came in anger, always love.

“I’m an ally,” Ryan had told me once, when we were thirteen.

“A what?”

“An ally. I’m here for the people.”

“What people?”

“All the people. The LGBTQ+ community.”

“Okay,” I said. We hadn’t been talking about that when Ryan brought it up out of the blue.

“I’m just saying,” Ryan said. “It’s important that people know.”

“What people?” I asked again.

And Ryan had smiled. “All the people. Anyway. That’s all I’m saying. I’m an ally. Okay?”

“Okay,” I said. And I sort of didn’t say I was gay but sort of didn’t say I wasn’t, either. And Ryan went to Dublin Pride with me that summer.

After lunch, I sat through my classes in a quiet numbness that hadn’t left me since last week. If I thought hard enough, I could drown out the swell of voices. I didn’t have a lot of classes with Ryan any longer—he was in the advanced sets for most subjects because cool people can study too—and when the final bell sounded, I packed up my things and headed to the art department.

Ryan was at the end of the corridor under the strip-light that was yellowing with age and when I approached, he waved.

“I’m not sketching you,” I said.

“Spoilsport,” Ryan said. “I’m just checking on you. Making sure you’re still with us.”

“Where else would I be?”

Ryan threw his arm around my neck, half a headlock, half a hug, and said, “Want me to wait for you? We can walk into town together and get pizza. My treat.”

“Why are you always thinking about your stomach?”

“Somebody has to.”

I shook my head. “I’m all right. See you tomorrow?”

When I was alone, I went into the art room, spoke to Mr Madden briefly, and then sat at the back of the room with my sketchbook for as long as Mr Madden would allow me. The art teacher was grading Year 7 projects, the scratch of his pen interrupting the silence, and I opened my sketchbook to the first page. I really did hate a brand new book that had no essence of anything inside it.

I pulled out a 2B pencil and sharpened it with a craft knife. Mr Madden said using a mechanical sharpener was like grating cheese with a tennis racquet—it gets the job done but there’s no passion in it. And art wasn’t art if there was no passion.

When I finally put the pencil to the paper, I closed my eyes. I didn’t know what I was going to draw, but I slid the lead across the page with purpose. The first stroke was done. Whatever came next would happen or it wouldn’t. That was art.

As the pencil bled onto the thick paper, I kept the momentum going. A bird. A tree. Abstract in the long strokes. Just shapes and textures and motion. The faint twisting of jagged branches and the hoot of an owl lost somewhere in the dark of the pencil marks.

My strokes were harder now than they used to be, less delicate, more deliberate than they needed. But the weight was in the detail, because the pencil was crying where I couldn’t. I knew that in a way that I shouldn’t.

And when I paused, wiping a smudge from the side of my hand, I saw Grandad Tommy in the rough texture of the shadows. And again on the previous page. Faceless and featureless but there.

I closed the book.

Mr Madden said, “You finished? I’m about to lock up.”

I hadn’t realised I’d been sitting there for ninety minutes. I packed up my things and when I got to the door, Mr Madden cleared his throat.

“I’m sorry for your loss.” Teachers always knew these things, like there was a weekly email blast or something.

“Thanks,” I said. Had said it a thousand times today.

“You can put it in your art,” Mr Madden said.

“Sorry?”

His beard was an art piece, like something from a Dali painting, angled and untameable. He eased his hand over it now before saying, “I don’t mean to insinuate myself into your grief, but what better way to let it out than in your art? Art is driven by emotion—I’ve been telling my students this for years.”

“I don’t know how,” I said, but I knew I was already doing it, finding Tommy’s shadow in the darkness between strokes. “What if it doesn’t help?”

“Why wouldn’t it?”

I didn’t have an answer to that. So I nodded, slipped out of the classroom ahead of Mr Madden, and stood outside the school gates at the bus stop, long after everyone else had gone home and the spring sunlight had cooled and turned from gold to grey.

At home, I ate dinner in my room. Mum tried to convince me to sit downstairs with her and Mick, but I told her I had a lot of homework to get through. I had a week to catch up on, so it wasn’t a lie.

She checked on me twice that evening to make sure I’d eaten, while I sat at the desk in the fading light, reading Hamlet and not recognising a single word. Finding recurring decimals out of fractions. Ignoring my sketchbook.

Because ignoring it was better than seeing Grandad again.

Anything was better than that.
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Chapter 3




Last night, my dreams were filled with texture. Light and shade, but with an absence of colour. I’m not sure what that meant. I heard a dog barking but I couldn’t find it and when I turned my head, everything was dark. In the opposite direction, there was only light. And in my terror, I walked towards the darkness, groping blindly in front of me and calling the dog’s name. I heard him barking and I clapped my hands. 

But I was alone.

I woke before dawn, shivering, with my quilt on the floor, and there was an actual dog barking somewhere outside. I got out of bed and pulled the curtains wide to look, but the street was too dim to see much, yellow puddles of light under the streetlamps that lit up nothing but the pavement and the bins that had been put out the night before.

The dog barked again, lonely and pitiful, and then it was silent.

I couldn’t get back to sleep, waiting as the sun rose, inching across my carpet like ants pulling the sunlight behind them, and I buried my face in the blankets until my alarm broke the silence. I snoozed it, and snoozed it again, and finally got out of bed, more tired than when I got into it last night. I wanted to have the flu, a cough, anything that would get me out of going to school, and when I looked in the bathroom mirror, I was certain my eyes were bloodshot and my cheeks were burning.

But downstairs, Mum pressed the back of her hand to my forehead and said, “You’re all right.”

I tried to cough.

“Owen,” she said. “I know you’re sad. You’re allowed to be. But you’ll have to be sad at school. You can’t miss any more pop quizzes.”

“You sound like a teacher,” I told her.

“I sound like your mother,” she said. She pushed my fringe off my forehead and tapped it twice with her finger. Mum’s rules.

So I stood at the bus stop and I stood at the school gate and I stood at my locker that had the faded remains of some long-past graffiti that discoloured the grey paintwork. I pressed my head against the metal and waited for the second bell to ring, the one that meant get the hell into your classroom or you’ll be sorry.

And I felt Ryan step into the space behind me, his breath on my neck, and he whispered, “Rise and shine, Clementine.”

I stood up straight. Looked at him.

And he said, “What’s wrong?”

Was I that transparent? I shrugged. “Nothing,” I said. And then the bell sounded, glaring above our heads. Lockers were slammed and classroom doors were shut.

And Ryan caught my arm to stop me from walking away. When the hallway was empty, he said, “Shall we welch it?”

That was our code to take an unsanctioned mental health day. A Raquel Welch day. Ryan came up with it after we’d watched Shawshank Redemption where Andy escaped from prison behind a Raquel Welch poster.

I nodded, and Ryan pulled my sketchpad out of my locker, gripped it under his arm, and nudged me towards the end of the hall where it opened into the offices and school reception. We hovered at the corner until Maisie the receptionist turned from the desk to photocopy something, and then we made a break for it, dashing through the doors, down the slope of the wheelchair access, and around the side of the building into the carpark.

“Boys!” somebody shouted from behind us.

We stopped. Turned. We hadn’t even made it as far as the gate.

“Did you not hear the bell?” Mr McLaughlin said. “What are your names?”

Ryan waved my sketchbook above his head. “Art project, sir. We’re drawing cars.”

Mr McLaughlin looked at his watch. “Does Mr Madden know you’re out here?”

“Yes, sir.”

He looked like he was about to haul us inside by the ear, but then he said, “You’re the Kelly boy, aren’t you?”

I nodded. “Yes, sir. Owen Kelly.”

“You won the art award last year?”

“First place.”

Mr McLaughlin checked his watch again. I could see in his face that he knew about my grandad. “Make sure you don’t leave the school grounds,” he said. “I’ll be watching.”

We smiled. Ryan opened the sketchbook and looked around the carpark. And when Mr McLaughlin had gone inside, we ducked between cars and slipped through the gate onto the street.

“I knew your art would come in handy one day,” Ryan said.

I shook my head. “Having a dead grandad did that, not my art. Didn’t you see his face?”

Ryan shrugged and handed the sketchbook to me before we jumped on a bus and headed into town, making sure our jackets were zipped up so any undercover truancy officers wouldn’t see our school crests and know which school we’d escaped from. “Welch Day,” Ryan said, offering me a fist to bump.

We had breakfast at a tiny café in a narrow street on the north side of the river, and while Ryan was shovelling a mountain of baked beans onto a slice of dark toast, I said, “It’s Tuesday, isn’t it?”

He nodded and licked his fingers.

“Your mum works Tuesdays, doesn’t she?”

“Balls,” he said. He tapped his phone screen as if it would lie to him and tell him it was any other day but Tuesday. “I’ll have to go back for lunch. If I don’t wave at her in the lunch queue she’ll know we made a break for it.”

“So much for Welch Day,” I said.

“A half day will have to do.”

After breakfast, Ryan bought snacks—the only time he wasn’t eating was when he was sleeping, and even then he was probably dreaming about food—and we headed into the back streets towards the west side of the city, where the shops gave way to houses and the roads narrowed. We slipped down an alleyway and crossed a wasteland area that smelled like a sheep had died there recently among the upturned shopping trolleys and busted footballs, and then we skidded down a grassy slope where a wide stream trickled along a rocky bed.

It used to be a river, Ryan told me once, but I didn’t believe him. “Industrialisation,” he said. “We take from the land and give nothing back.”

“Since when have you been an ecowarrior?” I laughed.

We sat on the rocks at the back of the stream and Ryan shared his bag of snacks, and when the sun was high enough to breach the nearby trees, it shimmered in the gurgling water, coins of light spilling among the stones. I opened my sketchbook and got the tin of charcoal sticks from the bottom of my bag, then I mimicked the flow of the stream on my page, swooping around rocks and over pebbles, tufts of grass and the spread of moss.

Ryan chugged on a can of Fanta and I flipped the page, drawing in the side of his face, his hand, the drink’s can.

“You’re doing it again,” he said.

“Doing what?”

“Staring.”

I looked away from him. “You said ‘sketching’ wrong.”

“Let me see,” he said. When I held it up, he smiled. “Is my ear really that small?”

“I drew it bigger so you don’t get a complex about it.”

Ryan covered his ears with his hands. He said, “You know what they say about a guy with small ears.”

“What?”

“Anything they want—he can’t hear them.” He threw a stone, unwrapped another sweet, and then said, “How’s your mum?” he moulded his face to become Caring Ryan. When he looked at me, I saw the compassion in his eyes, like he actually cared. Not the false pity I saw in everybody else.

I shrugged and closed my sketchbook. “Sometimes she’s normal. Sometimes she’s not. She burnt the spuds last night.”

“How do you burn spuds?”

“No idea, but she did it. I still ate them, though. Didn’t have the heart to say anything.”

Ryan crunched his sweet and waited until he was finished with it before speaking again. He picked up a pebble, rubbed it between his thumb and finger, and then dropped it into the stream where the water was running too slowly to splash. He said, “It’ll take time. She’ll be all right soon enough.”

“Mr Madden says I should put my grief into my art,” I told him.

“How do you do that?”

I shrugged again. “Cry on the paper? I don’t know.”

“Will you draw Tommy?” Ryan asked.

I remembered the shadows of him in the sketches I drew yesterday, the curve of his back and the wave of his hand. “Maybe,” I said, because those shadows hadn’t been intentional and if I tried I’d probably fail to capture him right.

Ryan stood up. “We should head back to school now before the dinner bell. And you,” he said, “should paint.”

“Paint what?” I asked, packing up my charcoal sticks and licking my fingers to wipe the dust off my hands.

“Whatever you want,” Ryan said.

“I’m no good with paints. You know that.”

He turned to me. “You don’t have to be good. You just have to do it.” He picked up his discarded sweet wrappers and stuffed them into his pockets. “For Tommy,” he said. “For G-Dawg.” Ryan was the only person in the world who could get away with calling Grandad G-Dawg. Tommy would beam with pride when Ryan said it. He was everybody’s grandad, not just mine.

When we got back to the bus stop, I had the idea that maybe Ryan was right. I wasn’t any good at sketching with pencils when I started. Why should it be any different with paint? I didn’t have to be good at it. I just had to do it, like he said.

The bus pulled up and Ryan got on ahead of me, but I stayed on the pavement under the shadow of the bus shelter. Ryan turned, looking out at me, and I said, “You go.”

“What about lunch?” he asked.

“I’m going to paint,” I told him.

“Now?”

I shrugged. “Why not?”

And he nodded. “Make sure you draw a car,” he said, “in case Mr McLaughlin checks up on us.” And then he waved and I crossed the street to catch a bus in the opposite direction.

At home, I slipped in the back door and announced loudly that I was home, just in case anyone was there, but the house was empty. I dropped my bag and sketchbook in my room and then stood on the landing, hovering outside Grandad Tommy’s room, breathing into the shallow of sadness and apprehension.

I pushed his door open. The curtains were still closed, and I don’t think anybody had been in there since Tommy Two on Friday morning. I didn’t turn the light on. I went to the far wall, to Tommy’s tall chest of drawers, and I twisted the wheels on the combination lock to open it.

Oils. Acrylics. Watercolours.

Brushes that ranged from narrow points to four-inch blocks. Palette knives and masking fluid. Everything was meticulously organised, even the paint tubes, from light to dark, colours chasing into each other towards Mars Black, like me chasing dogs in my dreams.

I returned to the watercolour drawer and picked out a handful of tubes in colours that I figured would be enough, and then I took one of his unused canvases and a small easel, and I looked around his room as if he was standing behind me, encouraging me, before I closed his door and carried everything down to the park.

We’d had an unusually warm week—“Tommy’s doing,” Mick had said, pointing at the sky like Grandad was up there pulling cranks and levers to bring the sun out—and some of the spring flowers were beginning to open. Yellows and oranges and blues. Leaves were budding on the trees that hung over the path from the wide gate to the duck pond and I heard the coo of pigeons on the hunt for food from passing strangers.

I found an empty bench near the pond, one that Tommy and I would sit on years ago while he painted and I sketched the ducks, and I erected the easel in front of me, which was easier to set up than it looked. I locked the canvas into place with the top screw, and I didn’t care that people were watching me. They would stand by Grandad Tommy’s easel and stare while he talked to them about the weather or the ducks or his painting techniques and say, “No, it’s not for sale,” when some businesswoman in a pantsuit would offer to buy one of his landscapes.

I sat my bag of supplies on the bench beside me and pulled out an empty jam jar that Tommy would use for water. I didn’t dare leave everything sitting there unattended to grab a bottle of water from the kiosk near the entrance of the park, so instead, I dipped the jar into the murky pond. The water was grainy but it wasn’t dirty so I didn’t mind too much. Besides, I wasn’t here to create a masterpiece, just a piece.

I squeezed a variety of paint colours onto a plastic palette, selected a brush, and then I stared at the blank canvas.

At the pond.

At the trees.

And all of my inspiration left me. What the hell was I doing? I was never any good with paints. I knew that. Mr Madden knew that. Grandad Tommy knew that. But still, Ryan’s words were echoing in my head. You don’t have to be good.

I mixed some blue paint together with red and yellow, making a dirty brown colour, and I added some white to lighten it before sweeping my brush across the canvas. It was a duck pond. Sort of.

But at least it was something.

I filled it in, added some green around the edge, and then washed the brush in my jar of water before painting in a blue-white sky above the pond, fading towards the white canvas. But when I looked at my creation with a critical eye, there was something missing. A focal point. I looked around. It didn’t matter what was in front of me, what mattered was what I could put on the canvas that felt natural, as though it belonged. A tree, a person. Anything. But nothing felt right. Or maybe the painting was all wrong. The water was too brown, the sky too blue.

“It doesn’t matter,” Tommy would have said. “You did it, that’s what counts.”

I did it. But it looked terrible. Like Constable if Constable had been a turf-cutter instead of an artist.

I cleaned the brush in the dirty water jar, wiped the bristles on my jeans, and decided I wasn’t going to sign the canvas. It didn’t deserve it.

When I stood, I almost knocked the jar over as I pushed the easel aside and the brush fell between the slats of the bench. I stooped to pick it up, bumping the easel, and it collapsed behind me. Grit from the path exploded across the painting and, for a second, I just stared at it, too shocked to react. And then I laughed, because the grit put some texture on the canvas that had been lacking.

“Thanks, Tommy,” I muttered, and as I picked up the jar of dirty water from the bench, I imagined him saying, “You’re welcome.”

I turned, leaving the canvas on the ground, jar in hand to rinse it in the pond, and walked straight into somebody.

The water sloshed out of the jar.

And I jumped back to avoid it, brown liquid coating my hands.

I looked up. “Sorry,” I said, an automatic impulse.

And the boy in front of me stood there with his arms wide, his mouth open in shock.

Brown water dripping from his cream sweater.

“Shit,” I said. “I’m so sorry.” I tried to wipe his sweater with my fingers but he stepped back. When I looked up, his eyes—so brown they could have been black—stared at me. He was Asian, dark hair parted off-centre, a perfectly straight nose—straighter than Ryan’s—and his lips were pink and parted, like half of a scream that never came.

The brown paint-water soaked into the wool of his sweater and dripped onto his shoes.

I held the jar up. “It’ll wash out. Or I can pay—for the drycleaning or whatever.”

He looked at me. I couldn’t read his expression. Then he stared at the half-empty jar in my hands, at the fallen canvas on the ground that looked like a child had crapped all over it.

And then he made a gesture with his hands.

Like he was cursing me out without words.
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