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Dying was the easy bit. It was during my life after death that things started to go wrong. A conspiracy of coincidences perhaps or else maybe some higher power was having a laugh at my expense. But when I returned from the other side I brought something fearful back with me.

I died for the first time on the day after my tenth birthday. I was Ian Rush at the time, the 1984 European Golden Boot Winner for the thirty-two league goals that he scored for Liverpool Football Club. Owen Collins was Ronnie Whelan, Andy Kavanagh was Liam Brady and Mark Croke was Mark Croke, an annoying little fucker who owned the only leather football amongst the lot of us so we had to let him play. Our pitch was St Peter’s car park; St Peter’s being the local Catholic church in Rathgorman on the north side of Dublin where I grew up. Deano Maguire and Robbie Campbell were also playing that day and there were others as well whose names have become shrouded in the mists of time, like extras in a dream sequence. Although maybe that’s kind of appropriate because the whole dying thing did feel a lot like a dream. After a certain point, it wasn’t frightening anymore and it certainly wasn’t painful. Nor was it a dream, of course. It was just something that happened to me and nothing has been quite the same ever since, so it’s probably where I should begin my story.

Liverpool Football Club was far and away the biggest thing in my life around that time. I remember dropping about a million unsubtle hints to let my parents know that I wanted a Liverpool jersey for my tenth birthday and my ma had countered my pleas with equal enthusiasm. She loved to subject me to the usual bleeding heart – ‘We can’t afford to put shoes on our feet and you’re looking for a football jumper that costs how much?’ – routine. But that was all just a part of my ma winding me up. She was brilliant at it. On the morning of my birthday, she presented me with a small wrapped box and yet another variation of the Monty Python ‘I was raised in a hole in the road’ sketch. I pulled off the wrapping paper to reveal a box of Lyons tea bags.

‘Ah, lovely, make us a cup o tea would ya love? I’m parched!’ she said. And then as she walked away from me, she threw off her dressing gown to reveal a red footballer’s jersey about ten sizes too small for her with the number nine printed across the back in white.

‘MAAA, you’ll stretch it!’ I said. She turned around, grabbed the box of tea from my hands and started kicking it around the kitchen like a football. I took her on at her own game even though she was fouling me something terrible. My brother Jack stared at us from his high chair with his mouth open and an expression on his face like we had gone mad. Then he put his fingers in his mouth and started giggling. When my father walked into the kitchen to see what all the shouting was about, my mother had one hand on my face pushing me away while she attempted to pick up the ‘ball’ with the other.

‘REFEREE!’ I tried shouting at my da, but by then I was laughing so hard that a wheezy ‘Ref!’ was all I could squeeze out. I took a blast of my inhaler to help me get my breath back. My mother looked at me guiltily while my father seemed to have no idea where to look. After a few seconds, he came over and ruffled my hair a bit.

‘Happy birthday, son!’ he said. ‘Hope you like your present.’

Now you’re probably thinking that the formative years of my life unfolded like one big long ice-cream commercial – smiley happy faces everywhere and endless sunny days, and I do have a few memories that fall in with that picture. But then I went and fucked it all up by killing my best friend. But that wasn’t for another two years or so after my own death, which, as I’ve already said, really wasn’t all that bad. It was quite pleasant, in fact. Dying for me wasn’t wholly unlike the first time I got intoxicated or the first time that I made love, in that while it felt very strange at the time, I realised afterwards that it couldn’t feel any other way.

It was 26 February 1988, the day after my tenth birthday, and a kiddie version of the FA Cup final was taking place in the icy grounds of St Peter’s. It was Liverpool versus Arsenal and even better than the real thing as far as we were concerned. Even better because we were playing in it. I would say that I was playing as a striker but no positions had been allocated except for the goalkeepers. In fact, apart from the two goalies, every kid present would have described himself as a striker. Tactics were non-existent and there wasn’t a whole lot of passing going on either. We all followed the ball around like Benny Hill chasing after scantily clad women and the result was that the game play resembled a giant moving huddle of people and flailing limbs.

On this particular day, I remember at one point the ball emerged from the scrum of bodies and rolled in my direction. I was the nearest one to it but not for long because the other kids were already charging after it. I started running in order to get there first. My intention had been to hoof the ball as hard as I could towards the goalpost coats at the other end of the car park, but just as I pulled back the trigger, I slipped on an icy patch of ground and went sprawling head over heels on to my arse. The other kids were almost upon me now but still I hadn’t given up. I tried to kick the ball from a horizontal position on the ground but I couldn’t get any satisfying contact on it because it had rolled to a stop near my midriff.

Mark Croke was the first of the other kids to reach me. I was still lying on my side on the ground with the ball beside me but he didn’t even slow down as he approached me. Instead he blasted the ball at point-blank range straight into my stomach. It rebounded away from me and so when the rest of the pack arrived, the focus was on an area a couple of yards in front of me. The game continued but the damage had been done. I watched Robbie and Deano hacking at the ball from different directions. Nobody was paying me the slightest bit of attention. Then I caught Owen’s eye and I think he saw the frightened look on my face because he stopped following the ball and walked over to me.

‘Are ya aw righ?’ he asked.

I had manoeuvred myself on to my knees but I was unable to speak. It was more the fact that I was unable to breathe that worried me though. I was winded and having an asthma attack at the same time. I reached into the pocket of my tracksuit bottoms and pulled out my inhaler. I put it to my lips and fired off two quick puffs but when I pulled it away from my mouth, I could see the gaseous medicine drifting out of my mouth like a smoke ring. That wasn’t supposed to happen but I wasn’t capable of sucking it into me. My throat had closed to the size of a pinhole, making it almost impossible to pull any air at all into my lungs.

The seconds ticked by nonchalantly while I grabbed my stomach and my throat and fought my losing battle with suffocation. Oxygen was all around me but I couldn’t take a breath. I felt like my own body was trying to kill me. My face went from white to red to blue like an animated Les Misérables poster. When I got to the blue stage, Owen was roaring at the others to go for help. The game had stopped and I was vaguely aware of the puzzled looks on some of the other kids’ faces. I lay down on the ground in the foetal position and I managed to suck a few tiny breaths into my panicked lungs. But it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t nearly enough. Everything started to go grey and at the same time I started to relax and feel a little better. Breathing didn’t seem that important anymore and a sense of calm washed over me. I’ve read since that terminally-ill people often show a slight improvement in their condition just before checking out of their bodies and there’s a theory that this is owing to the mind readying itself for the next life. I don’t know about that but what I do know is that even though I had drifted into unconsciousness, some small part of me remained fully switched on and that part was no longer trapped within the confines of my body.

Time seemed to collapse in on itself and I felt as if I was floating in black velvet space. I didn’t see any dead relatives or tunnels of white light but I do remember a tremendous feeling of well-being that found its way into every cell in my body, if I even had a body anymore. It wasn’t clear to me whether I did or not but it wasn’t a concern either. I felt like an astronaut floating away from my space capsule, just waiting for my air to run out. But there was no panic. I was beyond that. What I did feel, more than anything else, was a kind of relief. It wasn’t wholly unlike the feeling that I sometimes got after waking from a troubled dream. I suppose it’s quite possible that at the time of death the brain floods itself with endorphins, and hence the druggy, chilled-out state of mind in the final seconds of electrical activity in the brain. Maybe that’s all it was. Or maybe it was something else. Because there was something else.

There was knowledge. Or maybe it was just the feeling of knowledge, but it was such a powerful feeling that I can’t help thinking that it was something more than merely a final burst of activity in a dying brain. I felt as if I could reach out with my mind and pull in any piece of information that I cared to imagine. My thoughts were no longer bookended by my experiences. Everything from a cure for cancer to next season’s FA Cup winner was within my grasp. I could feel it. And it was all so simple. I just had to think of a subject and then I realised that there was absolutely nothing that I didn’t know about it.

As a sort of experiment, I thought about Michael Collins, the famous patriot. When I had lived inside my body, all I really knew about Michael Collins was what my father had told me – he was the greatest Irishman who had ever lived but then he got stabbed in the back by de Valera. And because I was just a dumb kid, I had always imagined that Dev had murdered him with a big knife. But now I realised my mistake and a whole lot more besides. I knew exactly what my father had meant and I knew who had really killed Michael Collins. I even knew stuff that the historians didn’t. I knew stuff that nobody knew. For example, I knew that when he was twelve years old, Michael Collins was playing in a field behind his house one day when he came across a huge brown rabbit that was dying of myxomatosis. The young Collins ran back to his house and got a pair of heavy rusty shears from the barn. He then returned to the rabbit which hadn’t moved at all but he knew that it was still alive because he could see its heart beating through the fur at about a thousand beats per minute. The creature stared at the boy through sad black eyes that were leaking gooey stuff, a symptom of the myxomatosis. Collins stared back for a few seconds and then he chopped off the animal’s ears with the shears. The rabbit went crazy and started rolling around on the ground while blood poured out of the holes where its ears had been. The boy felt bad then because the animal was obviously in such distress, so he raised the shears above his head and bashed its skull in with a single blow. Then he picked it up by its hind legs and threw it down a rabbit hole in order to conceal what he had done.

It has taken me a minute or two to impart that dark little piece of trivia but when I was floating outside of my body, it took literally no time at all for the information to be fed to me. The knowledge was just there in the same way as when I had a body, my fingers were just there, or my brain was just there, but now the possibilities seemed endless. My only regret is that when I was in that magic place, I thought about the past and not the future. And I may well have been about to consider the future were it not for a nagging sense of doubt that somehow sneaked into my soul through the back door. And then I realised that I had forgotten something; I had forgotten to say my last words. Obviously whatever I had said before I was winded would have been my last words, but I didn’t want something like kick it up, kick it up to be my parting phrase to humanity. I wanted something else, even if it was just a simple goodbye. I don’t know why that seemed so important to me but it did. It wasn’t as if I was Julius Caesar or Obi-Wan Kenobi or anyone the world would actually miss. But I knew that I had to go back all the same. I wasn’t ready to die. I had to turn out the lights and say goodnight properly to this world before I could think about the next.

After that I became aware of a sensation that felt like there was a baby elephant jumping up and down on my stomach while simultaneously trying to suck my face off with its trunk. I opened my eyes and there was a gaunt-looking skinhead pushing up and down on my belly with both hands. He was wearing a grey overcoat that had seen better decades and he had scrawny hands that reminded me of chicken feet. After a few seconds he stopped and plunged his mouth over mine. He tasted like cigarettes.

‘Breathe, goddammit!’ he yelled, as if for the benefit of an invisible TV camera. I suspect that he had learned everything that he knew about CPR from watching bad hospital dramas on TV.

It’s no use, Doctor, we’re losing him.

Keep trying, goddammit! No kid has ever died on my watch and I’m sure as hell not gonna lose one now.

That last bit of dialogue only happened in my head but it made me groan aloud nonetheless. I had come back for this! I didn’t have the strength to push the skinhead off me but just as he was lunging towards me for another bout of tonsil tennis, I turned my face away and breathed in a great big gulp of air like a swimmer breaking through the surface of the water. There were cheers from my teammates and one or two of them even started applauding. I thought for a minute that the skinhead was going to stand up and take a bow.

You were wonderful, Doctor.

Just doing my job, Nurse. Just doing my job.

I stayed on the ground and shot a couple of puffs of my inhaler into me. People were starting to drift away. The excitement was over now that I hadn’t died. When I turned my head around again, I saw the skinhead walking away towards Rathgorman Village, his overcoat billowing around him like Batman’s cape. I never even said thank you.

Owen crouched on the ground beside me and asked me if I was going to be okay. I wasn’t sure; I was still very shaken. A lot had happened in the space of a minute. I thought about how I had returned to utter my final words and now I found myself with absolutely nothing to say. I felt like the biggest fool on the planet because I knew that the door had closed behind me and there was no way back. Not that day. A couple of fat tears rolled down my cheeks and fell to the ground. I should have felt even worse at that point because there I was crying like a big girl’s blouse in front of my friends. But I didn’t care about that. I was still thinking about the place of infinite knowledge and the incredible sense of peace that I had felt there. I reached out and I took hold of one of Owen’s hands. I wanted to make him understand but I couldn’t find the right words. Owen construed my gesture as an unspoken request to be pulled up and so he stood up and then hauled me to my feet. After that he walked me home. I didn’t say much on the short journey. I think I was still in shock.

What did ya do today, son?

Ah, ya know, the usual... played football, died, turned into a sort of all-knowing God for a little while.

But now that I was back, I felt trapped within my own body. Trapped and stupid. Unbelievably stupid. All that knowledge and I didn’t even bring back a set of winning lottery numbers.

But I had brought back something. I just didn’t know it yet.
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As a kid, I had never felt the	desire to go too far outside Dublin, apart from maybe Disneyland. I felt as if I had everything that I needed right there within a two-mile radius. Most importantly, I had my mates. My best friend was a kid named Owen Collins. Everybody loved him because he was such a natural entertainer and he certainly made my life a hell of a lot more interesting. I had other mates as well. Andy Kavanagh, Deano Maguire and Robbie Campbell are the ones that I remember the most. The five of us were like North Dublin’s answer to the Famous Five, minus Timmy the dog. There was a dog as well, by the way. He was my dog and I called him Smellyhead which seemed like the obvious name for him when I found him. He was an abandoned mongrel, a cross between a border collie and the Cookie Monster, my ma used to say. He was so smart that he made Lassie look like one of those toy wooden dogs on four wheels that pre-PlayStation poor kids used to play with. And he was so much fun. Maybe I should have called him Peter Pan because he never grew up. He just wanted to play all the time, even when he was an old-age pensioner in dog years.

Robbie Campbell’s appalling mother reversed over him coming out of her driveway one hazy summer day and that was the end of poor old Smellyhead. My da had to scrape him off the path with a shovel and dump him in a black plastic refuse sack. I didn’t watch that, I couldn’t, but I could still see it in my mind’s eye. And so to try and compensate in some small way for the shame of being shovelled off the pavement like a lump of furry excrement, I buried my poor squashed dog in the graveyard on the hill behind the terraced house where I grew up. It seemed like the decent thing to do. I remember asking my ma whether I’d meet Smellyhead in heaven one day. She said that if Smellyhead was my heaven, then he’d be there. She was pretty cool, my ma.

My parents’ house didn’t have a back garden but even if there had have been acres of oak trees and rose bushes surrounding our house, I still would have buried my dog in Rathgorman Cemetery. Smellyhead loved that graveyard. I used to take him for walks up there and he was in his element, digging craters in freshly laid graves and pissing on headstones. The sanctity of the burial ground doesn’t hold all that much significance for boys on the cusp of adolescence or for dogs that only want to play. For me, Rathgorman Cemetery was a carnival of dreams where every ride was free. Maybe that makes me weird; I don’t know. But the best fun I’ve ever had with my clothes on was when I was a kid playing with my mates in the graveyard on the hill behind our house.

My favourite game was one where four of us pretended that we had escaped from a chain gang, and we had to hide out in the graveyard because the cops were swarming all over the town looking for us. One of us would play the crooked sheriff who wanted the rest of us dead because we were going to tell the newspapers all about how corrupt he was. Andy Kavanagh’s little sister always begged us to let her play, so we would make her bring us chocolate biscuits that she would steal from her house and then we would wolf them down like we hadn’t eaten in days.

By the age of twelve, I was just starting to discover girls although it would be a couple of years yet before they discovered me. Robbie boasted that he had lost his virginity when he was ten. He said that he had shagged his fourteen-year-old next-door neighbour one night on top of one of the grassy graves in the ancient part of the cemetery. We all knew that he was lying but none of us had the balls to contradict him because Robbie was the only teenager among us. None of us except Owen, that is. Owen told him that he was so full of shit that it was coming out of his ears.

Although we spent a lot of time playing in the cemetery, I was always careful never to be caught there after the sun went down. I had this idea in my mind that the ghosts of the dead came out at night and sat on top of their graves chatting to each other. I pictured them drinking ghostly cups of tea and gossiping about the newly dead and the dreadful boys from the neighbourhood who had been running back and forth over their graves all day long.

‘What age is that young Andrew Kavanagh fella?’ Mrs Creavy who used to work in the post office would say with that look on her face where you just knew that the next words out of her mouth were going to be dripping with bile.

‘He must be twelve or thirteen by now,’ old Mrs Gleeson, the former lollypop lady, would pipe up. ‘I heard him talking about starting secondary school in September.’

‘Starting secondary school! That fella should be starting a prison sentence.’

Then Paddy McKenna who fell off the motorway flyover when he was drunk would make his voice heard. ‘Isn’t it nice to have the bit of aul company during the day all the same though, isn’t it?’

Nobody ever came to lay flowers on Paddy’s grave. He lived on the streets and he died on the streets.

‘Nice? You think it’s nice to have brats desecrating my final resting place with their language and their filth and their... their God only knows what else. Ya can feck off with your “nice” ya senile aul parasite, ya.’

That’s what Eugene Ingles, the former headmaster, would say. Old itchy balls Ingles had died in mysterious circumstances shortly after the cops started investigating him for alleged sexual assault. I say ‘alleged’ just to be politically correct because even the dogs in the street knew all about his locker-room antics. Talk about asking the cat to look after the canary! The official line was that he died of a heart attack but unofficially the word was that he had chased a bottle of sleeping tablets with a bottle of vodka. Whatever the case, my friends and I made a point of pissing on his grave every time we were in the vicinity and felt the urge to relieve ourselves. Owen said that Jingle Balls had stuck his mickey into Owen’s big brother’s mouth and now Owen’s brother had to see a doctor that crazy people go to.

Owen himself was a great kid. He once swiped an arm from a shop dummy that he found in a skip in town and we planted it in one of the new graves with the fingers reaching towards the sky as if in a desperate accusatory plea of Why? Why have you buried me alive?

Maybe we were intoxicated by the waves of testosterone surging through our bodies for the first time, or maybe we were just incurable brats, but that summer when I was twelve years old is one that I will never forget for all kinds of reasons, but mostly for just one. Two weeks before he was due to start as a student at Rathgorman College, Owen Collins drowned in the canal.

I have spent most of my life trying to forget about Owen’s death and so some of the details might be a bit foggy, but I suspect that if I try hard enough then I can penetrate that fog like a laser beam. He had been underwater for over five minutes by the time they managed to pull him out and all attempts to resuscitate him failed. His face had turned so pale that he didn’t even look like Owen anymore. His lips were a horrible shade of blue that no lips should ever be the colour of, and there was green slime on his forehead and in his hair. And his eyes... his eyes were what frightened me most, because they were still open, paralysed in an expression of utter horror and disbelief that Death had come looking for him when he had only just begun to live.

There must have been dozens of reasons why swimming at the canal lock was a bad idea. Robbie Campbell’s appalling mother said that the creature from the black lagoon lived under the lock and ate small boys for breakfast. Then she pinched both my cheeks and said that I was so cute that she could just eat me up herself. Compared to that experience, the creature from the black lagoon didn’t seem all that scary and its breath could definitely not have smelled any worse. Mrs Campbell’s breath smelled worse than Smellyhead’s and he spent half of his life licking his genitals. Her first name was Phyllis but when Robbie wasn’t around, we always referred to her as Syphilis. I only ever went into Robbie’s house to steal cigarettes from his mother’s handbag and it made absolutely no difference whatever that plague of a woman said to me, the response in my mind was always – You killed my dog you vile, disgusting bitch.

But it wasn’t Syphilis Campbell who killed my best friend Owen Collins.

It was me.

Technically speaking, it was an accident, but I have no interest in hiding behind technicalities. The really horrible part of it all was that I could see it coming. I knew that it was going to happen and that intuitive knowledge is something that I believe came back with me from the other side. I know that the gift of foresight might sound kind of cool, but I use the word ‘gift’ in the loosest possible sense because really it is a curse. Hindsight may be a wonderful thing but believe me, foresight can be a real pain in the arse. I’ve never gotten true and accurate premonitions of, say, me being the biggest rock star on the planet, or the highest-paid footballer or even more modest aspirations, such as seeing an older version of me enjoying a picnic with a gorgeous wife and kids. That might be nice. Certainly easy enough to cope with at the very least. But I don’t have any of those Mary Poppins-type intuitions. Instead I have these really fucked-up recurring dreams that only end when somebody close to me is dead.

It started with the dreams about Owen but it’s been more or less the same formula every time. Nightmares that initially haunt me once or twice a week before gradually intensifying until I am having the same dream every night. My dreams about Owen didn’t unfold in slow motion or through a soft focus lens in the way that dreams are usually portrayed in films. On the contrary, the bits that I was allowed to see were projected into my brain with perfect clarity, and they were always the same. The problem was that there was a curtain drawn over certain aspects of the future and it was the resultant blind spot that turned me into a killer.

I saw everything through my own eyes in the dream and so I couldn’t see myself but I was definitely there. I spoke to no one and no one spoke to me. An invisible observer, observing everything. There was a furniture removal lorry in the background and two or three removal men were carrying furniture out of a Georgian house and stacking it into the lorry. There was something written on the side of the van that I could never quite make out even though everything else in the dream was painfully vivid. The day itself looked like a scorcher. On the bridge over the canal, the traffic was horrible and I could see agitated motorists slowly cooking in their cars amidst a tide of exhaust fumes and blaring horns. On the canal bank, Deano was trying to remove Andy’s shorts and Andy was bashing him with what looked like a burst football and screaming that a queer bastard was trying to rape him. Meanwhile, Robbie was leaping from the black wooden lock beams into the canal itself. His technique was to jump high into the air and then, with his hands pressed tight against his thighs and his feet pointed downwards, he would shoot into the water feet first like a torpedo, hardly making a splash.

Owen was the last to get into the water. I could see the sun glinting off a sign nailed to the lock over the exact spot where he jumped in. His eyes were closed when he entered the water but when they pulled him up on to the bank they were wide open, horribly wide open. And at that point I would always wake up struggling to catch my breath and I would have to take a blast of my inhaler before I could breathe properly again. As I sat up in bed while waiting for the asthma medicine to kick in, the horror of my dream sometimes left me physically shaking. I managed to relax a little by telling myself that it was only a dream. Except it wasn’t only a dream. It was reality waiting to happen.

Did I believe in it? Sure I did. At the age of twelve, I’d already spent half my life believing in Santa Claus and the tooth fairy, so premonitions in my sleep didn’t exactly require a major leap of faith. But its authenticity as a genuine premonition seemed unlikely to say the least, mainly because Owen was a good swimmer and the canal lock was small. It wasn’t more than twenty square feet and maybe seven or eight feet deep. And as there were no currents or undertows in the canal, it seemed inconceivable that anyone who knew how to swim could possibly drown there. And yet I was having these dreams about Owen that were so vivid, they were almost like memories.

I didn’t tell anyone about the dreams. My mother would have given me the standard it’s-only-a-dream platitudes, and if I had have told Owen that he had a starring role in my dreams every night, he would have just told me to stop being such a dorkface. So for a long time, I just stuck my head in the sand and did my best to carry on as normal. But then out of the blue I was presented with an opportunity for a pre-emptive counter-strike and I jumped at the chance to do something.

It was at a point when the dreams were at their most intense. Over a period of weeks, they had gradually become more and more frequent until I had reached a stage where I could hardly close my eyes without seeing Owen’s lifeless body lying on the canal bank. But during the daytime, it was business as usual. I was on my summer holidays and my friends and I had no problem filling the hours with a variety of different activities, some of which were even legal. On one particular day, Andy, Owen and myself were having a few smokes up behind the Connors’ gravestone in the cemetery. The Connors’ gravestone is roughly the size of a double decker bus so discretion was more or less guaranteed. Owen was the champion smoker out of all of us because he could do perfect smoke rings. We chain-smoked four or five fags each and then headed for home. I said goodbye to my friends outside Silvio’s Takeaway and then I walked the rest of the way on my own. I was almost home when I came across an abandoned shopping trolley lying on its side on the footpath like the skeleton of a primitive vehicle. Instead of just walking around it, I stopped and pulled it upright on to its four wheels. The ghost of an idea was forming in my head and before I could talk myself out of it, I turned around and started wheeling the trolley back along the path in the direction from where I had come.

The plan was a simple one. Every time I closed my eyes and thought about the canal, the images from my dream flashed through my mind with frightening clarity. I could identify the exact spot where I saw Owen flailing around because it was directly underneath a small metallic plaque nailed to the horizontal beam that spanned the lock. The plaque said NO SWIMMING but it might as well have said NO SKYDIVING for all the difference it made to us. In any case, I figured that if I dumped the trolley at that exact spot under the sign, then in that location at least, the depth of the water would be reduced by a couple of feet because a person could quite easily stand on the trolley and keep his or her head above the surface of the water.

With this in mind, I pushed the trolley all the way to the canal and then I pushed it right over the edge and into the water. It went straight to the bottom with hardly a splash and came to rest almost directly under the NO SWIMMING sign. I was delighted with myself because I was sure that it was a really great idea that might even save my best friend’s life. As I turned around to make my getaway, a hatchet-faced old biddy was standing directly in my path.

‘I’ve called the police and they’re on their way,’ she said to me through teeth that looked like corn kernels.

‘Eh, why?’ I replied.

‘You know very well why. I saw what you did with that trolley. You stole it and then you dumped it in the canal.’

‘I was just gettin it outta the way cos it was makin the canal bank look untidy.’

‘You’re a thief and a vandal and a hooligan and I’m making a citizen’s arrest and holding on to you until the guards get here.’

I realised at that point that the woman was quite clearly mad. I turned on my heel and legged it and by the time I reached my front door, I had practically forgotten all about her.

I slept well that night, untroubled by dreams of any description. I pulled back my curtains the following morning and the sun’s warm rays came flooding into my room. It was a beautiful day. I watched television for an hour or so and then Owen knocked on the door.

‘Well, gidday, Charlene!’ he said in a bad Australian accent by way of greeting. We were all avid Neighbours fans at the time. We goofed around for a bit and then we decided to call to Deano Maguire’s house. His da was a merchant seaman who was never at home and his ma was a large woman with greasy skin. As we approached the house, Mrs Maguire came waddling down the driveway towards us carrying an empty shopping bag.

‘Howya, lads,’ she said. ‘Dean is inside if ya want to ring the bell.’

I presume that Dean would have remained inside whether we wanted to ring the bell or not but even I wasn’t cheeky enough to raise this point with her.

‘Thanks, Mrs Maguire,’ said Owen. ‘We’ll keep an eye on him for ya until ya get back.’

‘Will ya now?’ she replied. ‘And who’s gonna keep an eye on you?’

‘Colonel Groucho!’

Inside the house, Deano made us a couple of SodaStream drinks which we drank while watching a video of an R18 film called Breathless. We fast-forwarded most of it searching for dirty bits but there wasn’t anything to get excited about. In the corner, Colonel Groucho’s cage had a white hood over it to keep him quiet but he still let out the occasional squawk. I was thinking about how great it would be if we watched a pornographic film and then Colonel Groucho started repeating what he had heard during a sex scene. But everything changed when Andy and Robbie called to the door and said that they were going swimming.

The bottom seemed to fall out of my stomach like a plunging elevator because suddenly all of the main players from my dream were present and they were talking about going swimming in the canal. Owen and Deano both said that they would get their shorts and go along. Neither of them sounded hugely enthusiastic about the idea but that was just a part of being cool. I could tell that they were dying to go really.

‘Wha about you, are ya comin?’ Andy asked me.

‘Nah, it’s just the way I’m standin,’ I replied on auto-pilot.

‘Ya look like you’ve seen a ghost or somethin,’ said Owen.

‘Yeah well, it’s prob’ly just the shock o seein Robbie without his make-up on.’

‘Are ya aw righ?’ chipped in Deano.

‘I’m not feelin the Mae West, to be honest, so I think I’m gonna skip the swimmin.’

‘Sure, come along anyway,’ said Owen. ‘Ya might change your mind.’

And with that, the five of us left Deano’s house and made our way to the canal, stopping off on the way at Owen and Andy’s houses so that they could pick up towels and shorts. I felt like I was sleepwalking. But as soon as I saw the removal lorry, I knew that my dreams and reality were about to collide. The lorry was parked exactly where I expected it to be parked. It was big, red and unmissable with RAPID REMOVALS painted down the side in two-feet-high black letters. That’s what I hadn’t been able to make out in the dream, but now déjà vu was screaming at me from all sides. There was a smell as well, a smell that had been teasing my nostrils ever since I had woken up that morning, except now it was hitting me full on like invisible smelling salts shoved under my nose. Only it didn’t smell like smelling salts. It smelled more like a sweet coppery kind of a smell and it made me want to throw up. I felt as if there was a black hole opening up in my stomach and my insides had disappeared into it, leaving me hollow and ready to collapse.

When we arrived at the lock, the boys threw their towels on the ground and started pulling their clothes off. Owen was walking along beside me at the back of the group and so he was the last to start undressing. I looked at the bridge where the cars were stacked end to end as I knew they would be. The drivers all looked so vexed, wishing they could be somewhere else, anywhere else, as I did. I envied their ignorance of the impending tragedy and their consequent clean hands in the whole affair.

I heard a splash and I looked to the canal where Deano was already in the water. Robbie yelled something at me that I didn’t hear properly. I wouldn’t have replied in any case. My voice felt as if it had died in my chest.

Andy told Owen to hurry up and get his kit off.

‘Tha’s wha ya said last night,’ shouted Robbie. I think that Robbie fancied himself as a razor-sharp wit but the extent of his one-liners didn’t really stretch beyond the use of the phrase ‘that’s what you said last night’ at every possible opportunity. In any case, the high spirits of my friends prevented them from even noticing that I seemed to have lost all power of speech and movement.

When he went to hide his clothes, Andy found an old burst football in the tall grass to one side of the lock. He threw it at Deano and then he threw himself into the canal after it. Owen was still sitting on the ground fumbling with one of the knotted laces of his big white runner boots. The other three were already in the water by that stage. I remember hoping that Owen wouldn’t get the knot untied and go home alive instead. But in the end he just yanked the boot off his foot with the lace still tied. At that point, I was chanting three words over and over in my mind – Please be okay, please be okay, please be okay. But it wasn’t okay. It most definitely wasn’t okay.

The really shitty thing is that I could have saved him, I know I could have. I could have saved him in a hundred different ways. When he had one boot off and was still working on getting the other one off, I could have just walked up to him and punched him hard in the face. I still would have lost my best friend, but he would have mooched off home alive with just a bloody nose or a black eye and I would have been so happy for him, even though he might not have spoken to me ever again.

I could have told him that I’d just remembered that Lara Sheahan had told me to tell him to meet her by the rope swing at that exact time. That would have sent him running. Owen had been chasing after Lara for the previous six months which is about the equivalent of a lifetime at that age.

Or maybe if I had just taken him aside and pleaded with him not to go swimming, he might have come with me to the dead fields for a smoke instead. He would have seen the fear and the anguish in my eyes and that might have been enough.

But I didn’t even do that. Instead, I just stood there and watched my best friend run towards the canal and leap off the bank feet first into the canal. He hit the water almost exactly under the NO SWIMMING sign and when his head didn’t pop up again a few seconds later, I knew that he was in trouble. The seconds ticked by and I found myself thinking about the time two years previously when the breath had been robbed from my lungs. On that occasion, there had been people all around me but Owen had been the first to notice my difficulty and the first to try and help me. And now the tables were reversed, but instead of rushing to his aid I just stood there rooted to the spot with my eyes closed. He was my friend and that was how I repaid him.

It was Andy who first drew attention to Owen’s arms thrashing the water while his head was still below the surface. Another vital few seconds elapsed as the boys tried to figure out if Owen really was in trouble or just messing around. Deano’s head disappeared beneath the surface while the rest of us just stared in disbelief at a pair of arms flailing around the surface of the water. Then Deano reappeared and he screamed at us that Owen’s foot was trapped and that he was drowning. Andy and Robbie both took deep breaths and followed Deano underwater. I walked forward towards the bank of the canal for a better view of my best friend’s death. His head was close enough to the surface for me to see his pale face as he fought the murky water like a beacon bobbing crazily. Further down in the water, I could just about make out the milky white bodies and brightly coloured shorts of Deano and Andy and Robbie as they tried to free Owen from the iron cage that had swallowed his foot.

Then a shoal of bubbles rose to the surface and I knew that he had exhaled his last breath and was now breathing in water. His arms went limp and sank slowly back into the water.

A couple of seconds later, the surface of the water exploded upwards and belched out a supermarket trolley that Andy and Deano had managed to throw on to the bank. Owen’s foot was stuck in the part of the trolley that could be adapted into a child’s seat. But with the trolley now out of the water, he had been turned upside down with the top half of his body pointing downwards in the water. Robbie came up beneath Owen and pushed him on to the bank. I hadn’t seen any supermarket trolley in my dream but in real life it was unmissable, lying sideways on the bank of the canal.

I grabbed my best friend by the arm and pulled him further up on to the safety of the bank. That was the pathetic extent of my efforts to save his life. Andy jumped out of the water and began giving him mouth to mouth while Deano started shouting for help at the top of his lungs. I took a step backwards and felt someone rush by me at the same time. It was one of the men who worked with the removal company. RAPID REMOVALS was printed on the back of his red overalls and he seemed to know what he was doing. He alternated between pumping Owen’s chest with both hands and administering the kiss of life and I thought about the skinhead who had once upon a time performed a similar act on me. On that occasion I had returned from wherever I had been so it certainly wasn’t impossible to believe that Owen would suddenly start coughing and spluttering and then everyone would start clapping and smiling with relief. That’s what would have happened on TV but real life had other ideas. People started coming out of nowhere to see what was going on. Some motorists had even abandoned their cars in an effort to try and help. Nosey bastards mostly. I remember one guy in a grey suit saying that he had called an ambulance on his car phone. The removal man kept pumping away but Owen just lay on the bank growing colder and colder. He completely missed his cue to start coughing up the water in his lungs and instead he just lay there on the bank, stubbornly dead. I felt a warmth on my cheeks before I realised that tears were streaming down my face.

‘Well I hope you’re good and happy with yourself, that’s all I can say.’

I turned around and I saw the poisonous old bag who had attempted a citizen’s arrest on me the night before.

‘This is all your fault,’ she added in case I was a bit slow and hadn’t already figured that out for myself.

‘I know,’ I said, and then I turned around and walked away.
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