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My problem is that I can’t see myself before the funeral. Really,
nothing. Moon’s the one who’s dead, and I can see her clearly. I
thought it was supposed to be the other way round. I’ve seen those
TV shows where a boyfriend or girlfriend kicks it. The one that’s
left behind bawling alone in their room. How they can’t remember
their loved one’s face and all the rest of it. Even though they’ve only
been cold for about a day. Then they start dragging the pictures out
in desperation, or begin to construct their head out of clay. That
ain’t my style. I was never one for marking every moment with a
snap. Never needed to. Moon’s got the sort of face that’s hard to
forget. She’s not the one I’m worried about. It’s my head that needs
moulding.

I know how I looked on the morning of the funeral. Black suit
from M&S that isn’t one of the old-fashioned ones. Taken-up hems
on the trousers, which Mum had stayed up past midnight to do,
after she’d finished her paperwork. Two-button jacket that fitted just
right across my shoulders. Made me look older than fifteen. Even
in that tight moment when I was certain I was feeling nothing, I
knew that I was carrying off that suit. I looked tall, and lean, and
sharp. If you had been walking down the street that morning, and
saw me in that suit, you would have thought I was on my way to a
graduation or something. There’d be no chatting about a kid who’s
off to bury the girl he’s just helped to put away.

Moon would have died if she’d seen me in that suit. Bad joke,
but I’m too young to be owning this stuff. I should be wearing it
when I’m, like, eighteen. I can see it now. A Friday night, me in that
suit, her winched out of her jeans and into one of those dresses
from Karen Millen that cost too much. We’d go into Kingston, where
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they’d let us into Oceana without a word. Drinking cocktails and
dancing stupid to garage. We could have killed it. Again, bad joke.
That’s the only thing I seem to be good at right now, cracking the
bad ones. (Not even able to crack one off.) Alone in my bedroom.
All dressed up and no Moon to see it.

This is the morning after the funeral. I put the suit on again once
Mum has left for work. She takes her time, pretending to forget
something in the bathroom so that she can pace past my door three
or four times. Listening out for signs of life or death. Before Moon
started to change things were easy enough and there was none of
this pacing. I know Mum’s thinking about me, fretting over how
things have ended up the way they have, but I haven’t got time to
worry about her on top of everything else. I just don’t.

I can’t get myself to look how I looked yesterday. Skin paler, bags
under the eyes blacker. Jacket doesn’t sit so smart. Pre-pressed trouser
seams flap at my bare feet needlessly. Same suit, different look. I
don’t understand it. But then I think that maybe it’s because I’m
indoors that I don’t feel right.

When I walked to the church yesterday – there was no way I was
sharing a car with Moon’s parents and Gwyn – it was the first really
bright strong day of spring, and the sun was doing its I’m-back-
and-bad dance. I took the back roads so that I could walk past the
ropey on the way. The original ropey that’s in the middle of the
wood, not the new one by the church that the younger kids use. It
had only rained lightly during the night, so the ground was good to
firm. If you looked close enough, because you couldn’t catch them
from a distance, bare branches were just starting to peep pea-pod
green from their tips. Birds were there, but distant, I didn’t pay much
attention. It was mainly me on that walk, crunching dead wood
underfoot, the sun, and the trees with their woosh woosh woosh.
Taking my time, because I knew they’d have to wait for me.

Everything in that moment felt good. The sun was teasing the
top of my head and I felt that some kind of thing was finally going
to let itself out. That maybe I’d get through this. I didn’t quite
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manage the sigh, but the feeling that it was coming got me through
the day. Even Moon wouldn’t have taken the piss out of the effort
I was making. I didn’t let her down. I delivered.

And I don’t use these words lightly. When she was around, we
never said these things about each other. Why would we? Why would
we even notice them? There’s plenty of time to learn these things
later. We’re fifteen. This life’s supposed to be infinite.

So now I’m walking down the street in the suit again. T-shirt
instead of a shirt, the first hat I can find, and trainers. It’s not quite
as yesterday, but it’s the best I can manage. Not that it matters partic-
ularly; it’s a loose experiment. The light’s no good down our road.
Too many semis on top of each other. It’s no wonder I can’t get over
anything in an environment like this. This place is no Mecca for
healing. No comfort to be had in pebble-dashing and crazy paving.

As I turn the corner into Elm Drive, then left into Oakdene, and
then into Broadhurst, where the wood lies at its very bottom, I drop
the shuffling, and my steps become firmer and faster. By the time
I’ve passed Jason’s house – number 32 – I’m breaking into a run.
The sun is nowhere near coming out. Everything is flat and grey.
Trees look beyond growth. I can’t help seeing death in everything.
I’m not special in this suit. I look like an idiot who’s very much
under eighteen, and unsure of himself. A little boy who needs
someone to hold his hand. How was it that everyone took me seri-
ously yesterday – looking like this?

Broadhurst is used as a rat-run during rush hour. If you drive all
the way down the hill you can cut past the one-way into town, but
at this time of the morning it can be deathly quiet. Another bad
joke, and an inaccurate one. Everything about Moon’s going has
taught me that there’s nothing quiet about death. Kicking and
screaming to the last. Pressing against my ears until all other sounds
are shut out. Singularly louder than anything I’ve ever heard.

There’s a car coming now, can’t quite make out what, and it slows
on my side. Someone with a blocked nose shouting from the window
as I carry on running towards the wood. Maybe I was careering into
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the road, it has been known to happen. I’m moving forward, that’s
all I know.

‘Hey! Hey! Where are you going? Hey!’
52, 54, 56, 58, 60, 62, 64, 66, 68, 70. The road ends at 284.

Sun now decides to make an entrance. Coming out from the clouds
in full effect, blinding from the right. It’s handy. I don’t make eye
contact with the car. Instead keep running, keep focusing on the
numbers. You hear about all kinds of nutters these days, accosting
kids.

‘Come back! I just want to know where you’re going!’
The car isn’t leaving. I should have brought my bike. They wouldn’t

have seen me for dust then.
‘I don’t want an argument,’ calls the blocked nose again, loud

enough so all of Broadhurst can hear how odd they are.
I think about heading back to Jason’s house. He smoked his way

back to reality after his sister was in a hit and run. Twenty blunts a
day at the worst point. Once the front door opens and he comes
staggering out, I wouldn’t be bothered then. But the wood appears as
the street dips into the hill, and the whoosh whoosh hits the back of
my ears. A final incentive. I pick up a gear, and break into an all-out
sprint. I’m the fastest at school. 100, 200 or 400m, take your pick.
There’s not one fucker who can touch me. Lynford Paki they call me
when I’m on one. 132, 136, 144. I reckon I’m at touchdown in about
thirty seconds. Ain’t no one going to be bothering me then.

‘Veerapen! Veerapen, stop! Stop, will you?’
It’s not the name that registers, but the voice. Mum. It’s enough

to make me stop dead in my tracks. Maybe I am losing it, if I can’t
even recognise when my own mum is speaking to me. I turn at last
and realise. She’s in her silver Astra and nurse’s uniform. Breaking
the rules and wearing her hair down because she got the curls straight-
ened for the funeral and is making the most of it. Fucking roving
district nurses. Always on the snoop. She gives me the Florence
Nightingale face. Arms are back on the wheel in a flash, fresh from
brushing away tears. She thinks that I didn’t see them.
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‘I thought you were sleeping,’ she calls, because although I’ve
stopped running, I won’t go near the car.

‘I heard you crying,’ she says, when that doesn’t get a response. As
if blabbing about my crying to the whole street is going to get me
to open up. Aren’t nurses supposed to keep things confidential, like
priests?

‘I’m going for a walk,’ I say, ‘to the rope . . . to the wood.’ Still
hopping left to right because I don’t want to stop moving – if I do,
you can probably tell that I’m shaking.

It’s freaking me out to see her so upset, and trying to hide it so
badly. Maybe it’s easier to see once you’re out of the house. My head
still feels muddled but the fresh air definitely seems to be doing
something. That I’m even noticing it is a start.

‘Why don’t you come back with me, eh? I bet you haven’t had
any breakfast.’

‘Not hungry,’ I say.
We both look at our watches and see it’s close to midday anyway.
‘OK,’ she says slowly, taking a breath, the way I’ve seen her do on

difficult home visits, when some old codger refuses to have his bag
changed. ‘Why are you wearing your suit, sweetheart? You’ll get it
filthy if you walk through the wood again.’

There had been no mention of my muddied hems yesterday, when
I’d arrived at the church, an hour later than I should’ve. I think she
was just relieved that I’d showed up.

‘Got no other clothes. You can’t be bothered to do any washing.
Too busy larging it with your new boyfriend.’

She pretends to ignore that, even though I can see her eyebrows
arching back and forth. It’s the first time I’ve opened my mouth on
that particular subject so harshly. I’m usually much more easy going.
Moon being buried six feet deep has given everyone some extra time.

‘It’s going to rain in a minute. Let me give you a lift home.’
‘I’m walking,’ I repeat, ‘to the wood.’
‘Sweetheart,’ she says again, holding her hand out, fluttering her

fingers like I’m a little bird that might swoop for some bread. She’s
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spent so much time with pensioners, she’s pretty much taken to
speaking with me as she does them; cajoling one minute, brisk and
no-nonsense the next. It makes you wonder whether she means any
of it, if she’s simply on autopilot.

‘I just don’t think it’s a good idea for you to go running off on
your own at the moment . . .’

But I’m off before she has the chance to say anything else.
The wood smells better than it did yesterday. Damp, soft. Good

enough to bury myself. Even as I slow the run into a walk, I can
still hear Mum shouting after me.

‘Veerapen, I’m not nagging, love. I’m worried about you! Come
back! At least take my hat off. What are you doing wearing my hat?’

2

There’s no point in people asking me a barrel-load of questions at
the moment, not when I’m barely capable of remembering my own
name. I’m upset.

But until a month ago I was the captain of the school Challenge
team. Mum calls me the brainiac when she remembers. Usually when
she’s cooking dinner with some quiz TV on in the background, and
I’m getting all the answers right.

Challenge is a lame version of University Challenge that the
council set up. It’s designed for kids, meaning that they’re obliged
to drop in the odd question about Fiddy Cent in between posers
about the lunar landscape and the name of a combustible metal that
appears on the Periodic Table as Mg.

American high schools have these quiz decathlons that are way
more glamorous. They have their own unique branding and their
special dedicated coaches and some big-time prizes. You can actu-
ally go to a better university just by winning one of those things.
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