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For Lois. For Tal. For Jon

For those who love their friends






funeral for a friend

Louis, I can’t make up my mind how I want to remember you; the smiling face when you walked up to me in the park, or the boy I saw dancing, so happy and carefree, on my TV. Who knew when we agreed to write our story, that those points would be the bookends of our lives and the pages what we shared in between.

I hope you may read it one day, wherever you may be – in that box, hiding behind that red curtain, sitting cross-legged with your keyboard on that conveyor belt.

I would die laughing.

I would die crying.

But you already are.

Louis, I am here, I promise. You would see me if you could open your eyes one last time. You said I was the quiet one. Jonas the Writer. Jonas sitting in a night club, writing, or reading books under the light of his torch. Out of the way, if not out of sight. That is why I am where I am now, at the back of the crematorium, staring at the backs of heads of strangers.

You would love what your dad just said; that he could always tell when you were home, because he’d hear your keyboard whenever he came through the front door, and you singing along, or shouting out your lines from Macbeth, or some other play he’d not heard of. He’s glad he has the videos of you. He’s going to play one, now.

They’ve connected a VCR to the crematorium’s TV screen.

He’s got the tape here somewhere. Should have put it into the player before, shouldn’t he.

He had it here, ready, in its box.

He’s sorry. He’s very sorry, now searching behind the lectern, asking your mum.

It’s in his bag. In his bag on the floor.

And now he’s reached down and can’t get it out for shaking.

Says he’s a mess – Louis would usually do these things.

He just handed the tape to someone I don’t know in a black suit.

I think I heard a bird sing, or was it the whine of the VCR, because there you are, up there on the TV, microphone in your hand, sitting on the edge of the bath.

It looks weird, but it was the best room for acoustics.

You nod at the camera, mouth, ‘Ready?’

There’s no reply, just your smile partially hidden behind the mic.

‘This is a song. This is a song me and Jonas wrote together. I should just sing it, shouldn’t I?’

A metronome clicks, you nod to the time, then start singing, reading lyrics written on a sheet of paper out of shot.

No one else knows that. No one knows that piece of paper is there. Except me, because I wrote them, and I’m the one holding the camera.

Louis, we didn’t write that song to make anyone cry. But they are. Between the black and grey coats, your dad is now in the front row with his arms around your mum and Caroline.

The heads are nodding. I know you’d love it if they started tapping their feet or dancing. I’m sure they are enjoying it, but they have no idea what the song is about. They don’t know it’s about a girlfriend neither of us ever had. That I wrote it waiting for you one lunchtime in the college canteen.

We recorded it on a Tascam Portastudio.

So good our friends asked us for copies, said we would make it.

It was just us having fun, not trying to be famous.

But it’s your death that makes you famous, Louis.

On this TV.

In this room.

And at college. So many pictures of you. On the noticeboard, in the corridors, and on the common room walls.

No one throws darts at you.

No one draws a moustache.

Just people saying they knew you, met you, can remember the exact time, like I’ve heard people say about when Neil Armstrong walked on the moon. It’s okay, they can think that if they like, that they knew you, if it makes them feel better. Even if it doesn’t work for me.

Louis, the video is nearing the end, you’ve gone, just wriggly lines and then a blank screen.

Someone just coughed.

And a girl just screamed your name.

Liam and Freddie are here, Chloe too. I can’t work out if I’m not speaking to them or if they aren’t speaking to me.

Silence.

Still silent. The VCR player just clicked and people are looking at each other like no one knows what is supposed to happen next.

Or they don’t want it to happen.

There’s a shuffle of feet. I think I hear wheels squeak, or was it another bird?

Curtain opens.

Is that it, over?

Your life.

You only touched eighteen.

Barely remembered seventeen.

But there’s a difference in the way we feel and touch.

You loved those lines I wrote.

But they weren’t supposed to be about you.

Do you want me to stand up and say them? Before you go. Before they wheel you away?

You know I’d hate the attention – Jonas the Writer. Jonas the boy sat on his own in the college canteen. Jonas, the boy who was so alone until he met you.

But I would. If you wanted. Anything. Shit, Louis, of all the things, we never talked about this. We just loved the song. ‘Funeral for a friend’. We never actually thought there would be one.

Ha, you’d like that line. Some of the best ones are accidents, that you know.

Louis, it’s still not too late, I could make a run for the front, I could stand there by your box, and put faces to some of these strangers.

I can’t, but in my mind I am.

And I’m telling them.

I’m telling them this –

That I loved the way you ran out of college at the end of summer term.

I loved the way you jumped off the wall, and shouted, ‘Freedom!’

I loved the way you waved to me across the street.

I loved the way you sat with me and read lyrics on the park bench.

I loved the way your face scrunched up when you laughed.

I loved the way your eyes watered when you stopped.

I loved the way you would say my name even when it was obvious it was me you were talking to.

I loved the way you were good at everything, but still spoke to everyone.

I loved the way you didn’t have to fight.

I loved the way you didn’t have to swear.

I loved all these things. I loved everything.

All this love, but still I’m here. Rooted to the spot.

I can’t walk, can’t think, can’t talk. But I so want to. I want to go up to your mum and Caroline, I want to tell them I’m sorry. I want to help them. But I can’t. Can’t look at them in the street. Can’t look at your tower block, let alone climb the flights of stairs that lead to your door. Some people might think that’s selfish, but I’m only telling the truth. Because the reason I can’t speak to them is that every time I see them, I see pieces of you.






the rules

‘Write a book, Jonas,’ you said at the end of summer before you left. ‘Things we’ve done. Things we dream of doing. Just write stuff and maybe send it to me so I don’t miss what I’m leaving behind.’

‘A diary?’

‘Sort of. It’s just things that will remind me of what it was like, before…’

‘Before you were famous.’

‘Ha, Jonas,’ you laughed. ‘Not you too. Just tell me you’ll do it.’

‘I will.’

‘Promise?’

‘I promise.’

So, Louis, here I am. It may not be on time, but here I am, doing it. And I feel so bad I never did it when you were alive. But as I write, I will imagine you here beside me, pointing out my spelling mistakes. No, I won’t start every sentence with ‘I’ or ‘We’ and I promise by the end I will be able to spell ‘rhythm’ without crossing it through.

You’ll love that I’ve bought that typewriter from that second-hand stall in the Guildhall market.

You’ll laugh that I’ve got two bottles of Tippex from WH Smith.

Getting that stuff ready was the easy bit. The hard parts are deciding what to transfer from my notes to this page – because some things I thought were important at the time have faded to a water mark, and others that I had discarded now pierce my heart like glass.

Just so you know, I am not alone doing this. Mum and Dad are in the living room; the rumble of the TV comes through my walls whilst ahead of me, my window is like the page – a blank sheet of darkness. But if I stand up and peer down, I can see the yellow pool of light from our lamp post below.

I don’t know the kids that stand there now.

I’ve gone back to college… We’re doing Chaucer and King Lear now, and I am talking to people in class, but as soon as the lessons end, I walk the corridors or sit in the canteen. It’s like the place is empty even when it’s full.

I’m behaving myself. Nothing for a month. You know what I mean by that.

Ha, I’m just delaying writing, aren’t I? You know how bad I was at that.

You told me I was a great writer but still my confidence comes in waves.

‘Doesn’t matter if you are only seventeen, Jonas. Doesn’t matter if you think your life is boring. Not everyone’s life is a rocket launch or a car crash, it’s okay to write about normal life in between.’

And we laughed, decided not to tell Freddie or Liam because if they knew exactly what I was writing, they’d start acting like they were auditioning for a film.

But I am doing it, and I will stick to the rules you wrote on a scrap of paper before you left.

You can write about me but not my family.

Don’t make me sound like a prick.

If you write about my stuff, you have to write about your stuff, too. No point in writing a book full of half-truths.

Just seeing your handwriting hurts as much as I miss your voice on the phone.

That last rule is the hardest. Telling the truth when your best friends are in it. You, Liam, Freddie, Chloe, all of us. Do I put everything in without thinking? Or maybe I write it all and when I’ve finished, I’ll go back and take out the bits that might hurt people.

This would be easier if it were fiction.

It’s getting late.

The TV has stopped rumbling and Mum and Dad have gone to bed. I could still start, but I’m worried the tap-tap-tap of the keys will make it through these walls and keep them awake.

There’s a distant sound of a siren running through a street somewhere outside.

So tired but I can’t face going to bed.

That’s when it hurts most. When words and thoughts are replaced by tears.

Louis, I promise I will start tomorrow, between classes, maybe even use one of the computers in the IT room.

‘Hey, Jonas, just get on with it,’ you’d say.

Argh! Sometimes it’s like you’re still here.

I wish you were, because maybe this isn’t a story, or a diary. Perhaps it’s just the longest thank you letter a friend could ever write.






here it goes…

In order to start this book, I have to go back to the beginning, and write something I found irritating about you. The good thing is that it shows where we have come from, who we were when we first met. Perhaps it wasn’t your fault anyway, maybe it was just me stuck in my own head with my thoughts when Brian, the English Literature tutor, introduced you and the rest of the second-year group to my class.

‘They’re all coming up to exams,’ he said, ‘I thought joining up with us would help, give you some insight on what is to come, and help them with their revision.’

I barely looked up, just heard the sound of chairs scraping across the floor as you and your group joined us around the table. To be honest, I’m surprised I was even there. I’d been going to lessons for six months, hoping that doing A-level English Literature and Language would give me the chance to write more of my own stuff than I’d been able to do at school. But six months in, nothing had changed. English Language had been studying newspaper articles and the use of language as communication, and Literature so far had been reading Dickens, the poems of W. H. Auden and now Harold Pinter’s The Caretaker. The only difference between college and school was that we could call the tutors by their first names, and they didn’t wear a tie and suits.

‘So,’ Brian said. ‘Let’s make a start.’

I kept my head down. I was seventeen but I was like a kid in the first years at school, full of embarrassment if I read out loud.

‘Sarah,’ Brian said. ‘If you take Mick, and Louis, you take Davies. I’ll do the stage directions, as always.’

I breathed a sigh of relief.

‘Scene three,’ Brian read. ‘Early Morning, Mick’s flat. Mick cleaning up. Davies sat in armchair. Music playing in the background.’

Sarah read the next lines. We’d been together in the class from the start, so I was used to the soft sound of her voice, just reading the lines out loud without interpreting any of the words, like my mum reading an obituary of someone she knew from the evening paper. Which is why I was shocked when you jumped in with your lines.

‘What is this? What is this?’ you shouted. ‘Of course, I can get a job. I know a guy, I know a guy.’

I glanced up, caught Rich’s eyes wide open across the table, like ‘What the hell!’.

We’d been doing The Caretaker for two weeks. I’d not picked up that Davies was always shouting, and I’d definitely not realized he was Welsh. You continued, bellowing out your lines like you were playing to an audience in a theatre, not to a table of twelve English students.

I looked to my left to put a face to the voice. Your mouth opened wide, sounding every consonant and every vowel. Head moving around, shaking your blond hair out of your eyes. I’d seen you around college, never spoken, never exchanged a glance. Didn’t know your name, only that I did recognize you from the year above at school. I looked at Rich again.

He shook his head.

Louis, you did say I have to tell the truth, but I’m sorry, as you read to the end of the scene all I was thinking was, What a dick.

I don’t remember much of the rest of the lesson, only voices as I wrote in my book – a lyric about the Troubles in Northern Ireland. Made note of a line I’d got walking into college that morning, for a poem no one would get to read.

That was the first time I noticed you. You didn’t come to the next lesson. I saw you around the college, talking to your friends, but I never thought I’d speak to you. We were in different year groups which meant we might as well have been living in different towns.

But I did see you at the parents’ evening, in the college reception, asking people if they knew where they were going and if not, pointing the way.

After leaving school I thought the embarrassment of those evenings were over, sitting with my parents in front of teachers, telling them I was quiet, should get more involved in lessons, maybe not spend so much time with my head in my notebook.

I don’t even know why Dad bothered to turn up, he never wanted me to go in the first place. – You should get a job. College is for dropouts. You’re in cloud cuckoo land thinking you’ll get anywhere with writing. Mum was polite, smiling at everyone we passed in the corridors, but I think Dad had turned up just to gloat.

Luckily, Brian told them I write well, and Lucy my English Language tutor said the same, she just wished I turned up to more lessons. And Mum said she’d try to get me to come in more, but that sometimes she was worried that I don’t eat much and spend too much time in my room listening to music on my headphones. I left college that evening, wondering what I was going to do next – okay grades but crap attendance record. Dad going on at me for wasting a year and that I should leave and get a job with him at the Ministry of Defence.

When I got in, I wanted to go to my room to get away from him, but we’d picked up a takeaway curry on the way home.

A surprise to celebrate the good grades I never got.

‘What would you like, Jonas?’

Why are Indian menus so long?

Why so many types of meat?

So many types of rice, I could gag.

‘Jonas?… Jonas.’

‘I’m not really hungry’.

‘Sod it, I’ll just order the set meal for three.’

Mum whispered under her breath as Dad slammed the car door.

‘Jonas, you’ve got to eat.’

Silence in the car on the way home. Not talking as we climbed the stairs to our flat. Just the clash of their knives and forks on plates as we watched Channel 4 news. Pictures of the war in Bosnia played on the TV.

Dad shook his head.

‘Jonas, you’re wasting your time at college.’

‘Jonas, you’re dreaming.’

Mum watched me like a hawk, every piece of nan bread traced from my hand to my mouth.

She worried about me. She still worries about me.

I stared ahead. A fourteen-year-old boy with a reporter outside a tower block in Kosovo. He’s lost his mum and dad, just him and his seven-year-old brother left. They sleep on the floor. They’ve got bullet holes in their bedroom walls. And then a tank rumbled by.

‘You always liked boats, Jonas, when I took you to Gran’s. The propellers and crankshafts, bow thrusters and porthole bungs. Wouldn’t you like to see how they are designed?’

The boy back on the screen, plastic bottle in his hand as he joined a queue for water at a standpipe in the street.

‘I’ll have a word with HR tomorrow.’

I stood up.

‘Where are you going?’

‘To my room.’

‘But Jonas, you’ve not touched your rice.’

I wanted to say fuck the rice. Fuck the job. Fuck getting up at seven o’clock and walking to your boring job every day with your blue sandwich box in your hand. But I’m Jonas, I’m the quiet one. I don’t do things like that.

Seconds later I was in my room. Door closed behind me. Trying to figure out the ache I feel inside.

And then the smell of garlic on my fingers.

Wanting to go to the bathroom. Needing to go to the bathroom. But the TV was still rumbling with the lounge door open. It was only ten feet along the hall, but it only needed one of them to be going to the kitchen with their plate to trap me between the walls.





PENFRIEND

I WROTE YOU A LETTER DURING YOUR WAR

AND ASKED HOW DO YOU SLEEP?

YOU SAID, ‘MY FRIEND, I DON’T SLEEP NO MORE.

BECAUSE THERE’S KILLERS KILLING KILLERS ON THE STREETS OUTSIDE,

BUT IT’S NOT MURDER BECAUSE THEY’VE

DECIDED TO – CALL – IT – WAR.

I ASKED YOU WHAT IT’S LIKE WITH YOUR BROTHER

    IN YOUR SNOW-COVERED TOWER.

EVERY DAY, I WONDER

HOW – YOU – ARE – GETT-ING – ON.

YOU SAID, ‘THE BOMBS HAVE CUT THE PIPES THAT CUT THE GAS.

AND I’VE BULLETS HOLES IN MY BEDROOM WALLS.

AND WHEN I HUG MY BROTHER, WE JUST CAN’T – GET – WARM.’

AND NOW THIS IS ME. SAYING I DON’T WANT YOU TO HURT

AND I DON’T WANT YOU TO BLEED

I DON’T WANT TO GET HOME TO WATCH MY

KOSOVAN PENFRIEND, DYING ON TV.






job centre and theatre land

Louis, I’m in the central library writing this. I’ll type it up when I get back home. This place is where I spent most of my time before I met you. It’s not that I love it here, or that I read loads of books, but it’s the place I like to go to get away from home or college.

No one bothers me here. People come and go, following the seasons. In winter, it’s full of people hiding from the cold. Empty in the summer when the students have gone home. And now it’s late October and it feels like the sun is going down. There are two old guys who seem to be asleep with their chins propped up on the palm of their hands.

That was just me delaying describing how I saw you a second time at the Bath Theatre to see King Lear. I didn’t want to go, but Brian had a ‘quiet word’ with me after class one day, said I needed to attend more, get more involved.

‘I don’t understand why, because when you hand work in, your grades are good,’ he said.

I didn’t really reply, just shrugged.

By the way, did you ever notice how much smaller Brian looks outside of college? Or maybe he just looked that way because of the height of the theatre foyer ceilings. But I loved how you all gathered around him that afternoon and talked to him like a friend. He told us some ‘salient points’ we should look out for, like the way the characters moved around the stage, how Shakespeare made performance an art form. I wished I was as excited about Shakespeare as he was because I stood on the outside, like a player not part of a football team.

Louis, if I’m honest, I didn’t take much notice of you then. Unlike when you were reading in class, you didn’t do anything to stand out. You seemed quieter but I remember you walking to your seat with your headphones around your neck and sitting next to a girl I thought might be your girlfriend.



We all met outside the theatre after. Brian said he was going to the pub and that if any of us wanted to join him… then realized he might get into trouble and told us we had to buy our own drinks and be eighteen. Which I think was his way of saying only your group should go.

I didn’t hang around to see who went, just put my headphones on and started the walk home. I was starving but dreading going back through the door for the evening routine – Mum stacking food on my plate, watching me move it around, smiling like I was a newborn every time I put a forkful of food in my mouth. Don’t watch me swallow, Mum. ‘What the hell is wrong with him.’ That’s Dad talking like I’m not there. ‘He looks so repulsed, it’s like he’s swallowing razor blades.’

That is what it’s always been like. At school I could be happy, preoccupied by lessons, kids messing around, me writing my own stuff. But when the last bell rang and I walked out the gates, down the hill to our towers, the bad thoughts would creep in and my mood would slip away. I hate having too much time to think about food, about weight, about food, about weight, about an awful day when Mr Lyons put me on the team with no shirts on, in gym. Why would he do that? My fat, my rolls. And other kids running around without a care in the world. I wrote a lyric about that. I could send it up to you. Maybe I shouldn’t, wouldn’t want to upset you, but I’m just telling you that’s the sort of stuff that was going through my head when you caught up with me that day.

I spun around when I felt the tap on my shoulder.

‘Sorry.’ I read your lips, then pulled my headphones off. ‘Didn’t mean to make you jump.’

‘It’s okay,’ I said, slightly confused. ‘I was miles away, listening and stuff.’

You smiled.

‘Yeah,’ you said. ‘I could tell. I just thought I’d catch you up, wondered what you thought of King Lear.’

‘It was okay,’ I replied.

You laughed.

‘Just, okay?’

‘Yeah,’ I shrugged. ‘Pretty much.’

‘Sorry,’ you said. ‘Sometimes I can be a bit much. I just thought I’d say “hello”, you doing the same course and that.’

‘It’s fine,’ I said.

You looked back down the road.

‘I could have gone to the pub with the others, but I’m not eighteen until next month. Wouldn’t want to get Brian into trouble. He says you’re a good writer.’

‘He did?’

‘Yeah, and he doesn’t say that often. He said he asked you to join the after-college writing group.’

‘Yeah,’ I shrugged. ‘I thought about it, but…’

‘It’s okay,’ you said. ‘But you should.’

‘Maybe,’ I said.

‘So, what do you think of Brian? Has he told you he knows the drummer from the Manic Street Preachers yet?’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Maybe ten times.’

You laughed. ‘Poor Brian,’ you said. ‘Apart from college I’m not sure anything else happens in his life. But he’s a good guy. I’m Louis, by the way.’

‘Jonas,’ I said.

I just read that back over and it sounds so stilted, like two characters meeting in an old black and white film, you all enthusiastic, me with my one-line answers. If I’d been you I would have given up on me straight away. But instead we walked on together, you asking me what I thought of the books I’d studied in the first year, you telling me that Chaucer was the worst part. I told you we’d only just started it, that I hated it so much that I wasn’t even sure I would make through to the end of term.

‘But you got to, Jonas,’ you said. ‘I promise you, once that’s out the way the course gets better. And come to the writing group. It’s good fun, share some of the stuff you’ve got in there.’ You nodded at my notebook in my hand.

‘I’m not sure,’ I said. ‘I kind of just keep this for myself.’

‘Jonas,’ you laughed. ‘That’s what everyone says, but they don’t really mean it. I might write to enjoy it, but what’s the point if no one else reads it?’

‘I’ll think about it,’ I said.

‘You do that… But what do you write about?’

I shrugged. ‘It’s just lyrics, sometimes stories, about how I’m feeling, I guess… and about people. I used to write about classmates in school. And teachers.’

‘Have you done one about Brian?’ you grinned.

‘No,’ I said. ‘No yet.’

We crossed over the bridge by Boots and followed the main road down the other side of the river. You kept talking, asking me questions, did I just write about people, classmates? At first I told you it was people mostly, but also things in the news – the war in Yugoslavia, the Troubles in Ireland and historical events. I told you about the poem I’d written that day, ‘Little Boy’, prompted by the picture of an atomic bomb exploding in Hiroshima. I was so proud of it that I wanted to show you. I didn’t think you would laugh at it, but I couldn’t be sure. Also I was thinking all the questions seemed to be aimed at me, when I knew nothing about you.

‘Do you write too?’ I asked.

‘A bit,’ you said. ‘But I think I write in clichés, so I tend to play cover songs, but even then it’s just on a keyboard I’ve got at home. It kind of does the chords for me, all I can do is play single keys.’ You put your hands out in front of you and played an imaginary keyboard with your index fingers.

‘I wish I could play,’ I said. ‘But I haven’t a clue, I just write tunes in my head and sing them at the bus stop.’

‘Well, that’s a start,’ you said. You stopped and pointed across the road at the Forum building.

‘I’m in here,’ you said. ’Sorry I can’t keep talking, but I’m already half an hour late.’

‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘I need to get back anyway.’

‘But I’ll see you about?’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘See you about.’

I watched as you walked up the steps. I’d passed the Forum most days on the way to college, seen the Bath Drama Group poster but not taken any notice as it was something I could never do. I watched as you pushed the doors open and disappeared inside.

Louis, I’d like to say that everything changed after, that we became instant best friends, but then this would be a very short story if that were true. But as I walked back along the river listening to music through my headphones, I found myself going over our conversation in my head and I couldn’t help smiling. It was as if in ten minutes you had got my life story out of me – well, almost. But then you seemed to be able to talk to anybody, always with someone in the college canteen, always talking to lecturers in the corridors or the car park. Your life seemed so much more exciting than mine. That ten minutes had been the most conversation I’d had all week, but for you it must have been a passing moment in your day.

But you could have stayed behind me.

You could have walked by.

I’d have not seen you with my head down, not heard you through my headphones. Ah shit, why did I tell you about the war poems? Who was I to write about Hiroshima? A kid in the first year of college who was only there because he was scared of making a decision about what he really wanted to do. And now Mum and Dad around the table, and my bedroom, and the toilet. That bloody sausage roll at lunchtime, weighing like a rock in my stomach. You talking. You leaping up the steps on your way to Drama. So happy. Not a care.

By the time I got home, I’d decided that I must have bored the hell out of you and that we’d never speak again.






the writing group

I’d passed the writing group notice in the corridor a hundred times, but until I’d spoken to you, I’d never stopped to read it. There was no point when I knew I’d never go. But you’d made it sound good, and Brian mentioned it again at the end of that week’s lesson.

5.30 p.m., Top Room at the Raven.

Is it bad that I only went because I didn’t want to go home?

It’s definitely bad that I walked past the door six times before I went in. Do I carry my notebook? Do I put it in my bag? Do I pretend that I forgot it? Do I turn back halfway up the stairs? Do I look inside the room, pretend I’m looking for someone who isn’t there?

‘Jonas! You made it!’

You said my name too loud for me to pretend I never heard.

You stood up and waved me over. Introduced me to a girl called Freya from your year and a guy with glasses, called Ian. I couldn’t think of anything to say other than ‘Hi.’

I think you noticed my nerves as you took me to the bar even though you already had a drink on the table.

‘You’ll be fine,’ you said to me. ‘Everyone is great, well, mostly. You okay with soda and lime… it’s only twenty pence. But you have to have something, or we get kicked out. Anyways, how has your week been? I’ve seen you a couple of times in the canteen, but you seemed to have your head stuck in your book.’

‘Yeah,’ I chuckled, still unsure of myself. ‘How many people do you get?’ I asked as three more people walked in.

‘Fifteen, twenty… varies. All a bit mixed, college kids, some from the university, like Brinkworth,’ you nodded at a guy with a beard. ‘And older people like Jim and Myra.’

I followed you back to the table. You picked up your coat and I sat down in the window seat beside you.

Jim stood up and lifted a tiny bell in the air.

I wondered what was going on.

‘It’s just something he likes to do,’ you smiled.

‘So,’ said Ian. ‘In time-honoured tradition, let the storytelling begin.’

There was a trickle of applause as Ian rang the bell.

A guy of about thirty in a parka coat stood up.

‘Okay, I’ll go first,’ he said. ‘I missed out last week.’

‘Of course,’ said Ian. ‘Be our guest. Mark.’ He held out his hand like he was granting permission and I wondered what the hell I was doing there.

I waited for Mark to get a notebook out or at least a sheet of paper, but he cleared his throat and said, ‘This is “Wrong Way Round”… It kind of goes to the tune of “Going Underground”, by the Jam.’

‘When doesn’t it?’ someone said.

Everyone, including Mark, laughed.

‘Right,’ he said, composing himself. ‘It goes like this… Some people might see me in the street and think me strange but I’ve been like that forever. Some people might see me…’

I looked around the room. Everyone, including the barman, was looking at Mark. I don’t remember the whole of his poem, just the concentrated look on his face, and the way he really meant it when he repeated the line, ‘You’re looking at it the wrong way round,’ at the end.

Everyone applauded.

‘He usually writes funny stuff,’ you whispered to me.

‘But it was good,’ I said. ‘I like how he didn’t read it out.’

You smiled. ‘We never do, Jonas,’ you said. ‘We learn it off by heart. It’s better that way.’

Louis, we sat together for the next hour listening to people… a short story about a lost penguin at a zoo, a poem about a guy who died whilst digging on his allotment, six haikus I never understood. And then the next thing I know you were standing up beside me and everyone was smiling, waiting for you to perform, and you said:

‘Someone I used to love.

Someone I used to know.

Made me feel so high.

Then let me go.

And now I don’t know them at all.’

Everyone waited for you to continue.

But you sat down and took a sip from your glass.

‘That’s all I got,’ you grinned.

Louis, I think that was the first time I knew I really liked you. That you had the confidence to say so little yet know it was enough. In the twenty seconds everyone was looking at you, you knew you had them in the palm of your hand. And in those same twenty seconds as I watched you speak those five lines, I knew there was no way I was ever going to do the same. My writing was forever going to be in my books and my head.

I’m just going through my notes, debating whether to write one of the things that happened in the time before I next met you. I’m still embarrassed, even after everything that has happened to us already. But I promised you, I would stick to your rules about writing the truth, even if it hurts. And the more I think about it the more it makes sense to write it now; one, because it’s in sequence, but two, because it explains a lot about what happens later.

It’s that time in the college toilets, when you came in and I walked out without talking. My head full of shame and panic. I’d just eaten a whole box of Twiglets that I bought in town at lunchtime. Sat down on my own on a bench in Queen Square. Ate one, ate two, ate ten, ate the whole bloody box, rammed down my throat like I was scared they’d get taken by pigeons.

Five minutes later, walking back to college, the guilt kicked in… Might have been because the sun came out, might have been my reflection as I walked towards the college main doors.

I had to get them out. I know that’s disgusting, but perhaps I should stop saying that.

I headed straight to the toilets. Four cubicles, all taken. Students at the urinals. Students washing hands. Students watching me. Were they watching me or just slicking their hair back in the mirrors?

Head down. Blocking them out. Block everyone out.

The Twiglets were halfway up my throat.

A cubicle opened.

‘Wouldn’t go in there if I were you.’

Laughter. Door closed. Me standing over the pan.

The stink. The guilt. And I couldn’t get rid of it because there was an audience outside.

So I waited.

And I waited.

It might have been two minutes. May have been ten.

All was quiet. Just the hiss of cisterns and the drip of taps.

Now. Now.

Then a knock on the door.

‘Hey buddy, what’s taking so long?’

I looked over my shoulder, saw shadows under the door, the sound of laughter.

‘Who is it?’

‘That kid who walks around with a notebook. He can’t be taking a crap because his feet are facing the wrong way.’

‘Must be having a wank.’

I didn’t know who had been outside that door, only that I didn’t recognize the voices as any from my classes. But that didn’t stop my face feeling like it was burning up all afternoon, just waiting for someone to say something. But they only thought I was having a wank, I would settle for that. But that’s the horrible thing about shame. That was thirty seconds in those boys’ lives. It was months of mine.

I eventually opened the door, walked over to the sinks, stuck my head down, splashed water over my face, like the shock of the cold would take the hurt away. Looked up, saw my pale face in the mirror, water dripping down.

Don’t cry. Don’t cry.

‘Hi, Jonas.’ Then you beside me, washing your hands. ‘You okay?’

And I turned away like you weren’t there.

Which makes it all the more surprising what happened the following Saturday afternoon. I’d been walking round town during the morning, checking on the hi-fis I couldn’t afford, going through the racks of records and posters at Rival. I had some money left from Easter, and bought the first Charlatans album, Some Friendly. I stopped on a bench, like I did every time I bought a record, too excited to wait until I got home to read the lyrics on the sleeve.

I loved seeing the way they were set out, trying to work out what they meant, wondering what they looked like when they were first written in notebooks like mine. Brian had told us the story of the Beatles writing a song on a napkin at the breakfast table, and he brought in the London Calling album by the Clash because the lyrics on the sleeve were in the band members’ handwriting – scribbled out bits, and all.

I was reading the lyrics of the third track when I sensed a shadow above me. I thought maybe it was someone walking their dog, and that they would soon move on.

‘Well, if it’s not Jonas, the Writer.’

I looked up. I recognized your voice, but your head was a silhouette in front of the sun.

‘Hi,’ I said, awkwardly.

‘What are you up to?’

I looked down at the record.

‘Reading the lyrics,’ I said.

‘I do that too,’ you said, ‘Can’t wait until I get back home, and always make sure you check for scratches. Dylan in Rival gets arsy if you take them back after he thinks you might have played them. It’s why I switched to CDs.’ You showed me your Walkman. ‘Easier to carry round too, but downside is you can only read the lyrics with a magnifying glass.’


OEBPS/e9781398535695/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398535695/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		1. Funeral for a Friend


		2. The Rules


		3. Here It Goes…


		4. Job Centre and Theatre Land


		5. The Writing Group


		6. Other Lives


		7. Your Place


		8. At the Flowers


		9. The Tower


		10. When Two Became Five


		11. The Morning After


		12. The Anderson Centre


		13. Same People, New Day


		14. Sharing the Tape


		15. Versions of You


		16. A Step Too Far


		17. Guilt Comes with Silence


		18. A Day with You


		19. Someplace Away from Here


		20. The Place I Want to Go


		21. Somewhere Else, Together


		22. Darkness Comes


		23. It


		24. Lost and Found


		25. Things I’ve Stopped Doing


		26. Home


		27. Hopes and Dreams


		28. This Is the Point Where We Came In


		29. A Letter


		30. Felt Like Autumn


		31. Love It If You Made It


		32. Dad


		33. You on Tv


		34. Paradise


		35. That Day


		36. A Box of Things


		Author’s Note


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Author’s Note


		Book Recommendations


		Copyright








		III


		IV


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284








OEBPS/e9781398535695/fonts/NothingYouCouldDo-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398535695/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398535695/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398535695/images/9781398535695.jpg
two secrets,
one unbreakable
\ friendship





OEBPS/e9781398535695/fonts/NanumPenScript-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398535695/images/title.jpg
stewart foster

SIMON & SCHUSTER
London New York Amsterdam/Antwerp Sydney Toronto New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781398535695/fonts/Afacad-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398535695/fonts/GiveYouGlory-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398535695/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


