THE ART OF NOTICING RAYMOND
AFTER.
I'm sure everyone has reached a point in their lives when they're just...numb, cold and out of touch with the world and everything in it. Well, my moment was now. As my name was called I stood up straight, straightened out the suit I'd gotten for my birthday last year but never wore, and walked out of my seat to the front of the church. 
You must be wondering how I got here, or on a second thought you might not, it doesn't really matter because whether or not you wonder, I'll still be standing in front of a church staring into the unfamiliar eyes of dead people. Dead people...is that what they were, or was I the dead one?
Sorry, I'm going off track, you should blame the ADHD. You see I made a promise to the most special person in the world to me. A promise I never, even in my wildest dreams, thought I'd have to fulfill so early. It's a stupid promise, you see, but it has a story behind it, one I don't want to ever share with anyone. 
It was my secret and no one else's .
__________
BEFORE.
It was him again.
Raymond, the small anomaly at our school with his light brown skin and birthmark the size of a tennis ball plastered over his left eye. Rumour had it that his mother was an ogbanje and she had cursed him. No one knew who started the rumor but my money was the boy currently slamming him into the wall.
Idris laughed loudly as the boy wheezed and doubled over. He bent down in front of the Raymond's hunched frame and whispered something in his ear before shoving him in the shoulder and strutting off.
I didn't feel anything in particular watching the boy get bullied. I guess I felt sorry for him sometimes but always I ignored it, it wasn't any of my business. Why go through the trouble of defending someone and becoming a target myself? I wasn't anyone's hero, I was like everyone else. 
Cowardly.

I watched the boy get up and dust himself off. I was always curious as to what he was thinking. He never cried, or fought back or even said anything, like he didn't see the point. I didn't know if it was bravery or he was just a plain ole pushover. I must have been staring for a while since he suddenly turned and locked eyes with me and I flinched. 
In that moment I realized that I would never know what he was thinking as his vacant eyes stared back at me, unblinking. 
I looked away. Raymond wasn't my mystery to solve.
________________
He was here.
Raymond was here, in the abandoned cemetery I thought no one else knew about . He was staring hard at a particular gravestone, fists clenched and Radiohead blasting from the headphones draped over his buzzed hair. I was standing a good foot away from him and I could still hear it. He had that vacant look in his eyes as he stared. 
An uneasy, unfamiliar feeling swirled in my chest as my eyes trailed down his exposed arm and settled on the bruises strewn across them, some old and fading some recent. Too recent. 
I concluded that the feeling was guilt. For what though? My mind never got a chance to answer as my legs moved towards him as though I was being pulled in by an unknown force that only stopped when I was right next to him.
"Hey," I mumbled. He didn't respond, his headphones still blasting loudly. I poked his shoulder and he turned to me, pulling the headphones down.
"Hey," I said again and watched as recognition passed through his dark brown eyes and then he smiled and I raised a brow. What was he smiling for?
"Hey, it's you."
It's me?
"Yeah, I guess. Uh..what are you doing here?"
"Just, looking."
Looking at what? I wanted to ask. This was so awkward, exactly why I hated small talk. I don't even know why I came here in the first place. I hated the feeling guilty, I just wanted to get rid of it, I didn't feel stuff. I didn't know how to handle emotions. So I panicked.
"I'm sorry." 
Raymond looked taken aback for a second before breaking into a small laugh. Embarrassment washed over me like second skin and I hid my face in my hands making him laugh harder. With the embarrassment however, came a warmth stemming from the fact Raymond just laughed, because of me 
I made Raymond laugh. I made—
"What are you apologizing for?" He asked after catching his breath.
"This morning. I know you saw me, when Idris attacked you this morning."
He chuckled. "Attacked? That sounds about right but I still don't get why you're saying sorry."
I fiddled with a loose thread of my sweater. "I didn't help."
"You didn't have to."
"Still—"
"Idris is a bully. That's all he'll ever be to me, his actions don't affect me in anyway."
He looked at me, head tilted eyes strangely bright and smiling. I stared back. 
Raymond was a completely different person than I had anticipated and I had learnt two things about him in those few minutes. He laughed way more than he should've and it made me more giddy than it should've.I wanted to see all the expressions this boy could make. I wanted to know what he liked and disliked, I wanted to know what made him mad and what made him ecstatic. 
It was something new, it was refreshing and I wanted to explore this feeling till I there was nothing left to see.
"What's your name?" He inquired, sliding his hands into his pockets.
"Uh, Narel."
"Well, uh Narel," he joked, pleased with himself for some reason.
"I'm Raymond and if you're still sorry then make it up to me by shooting hoops with me this Saturday."
Huh? Was he asking to hang out? 
"Sure, if you insist," I smirked and his eyebrows shot up in amusement.
"Then it's a date. See you!"
I watched him saunter off and raised my hand to wave good-bye. "Yeah...see you."
That day marked the first of many I would spend with him and come to realize the he was my mystery to solve.
______________
Can I call you Ray?"
We were lying on our backs on the open field we'd discovered at the rear end of the cemetery, squinting at the fading sun. It was breezy and the wind picked up the fallen leaves of the guava trees, swirling them around before casting them away and doing it all over again. It was quiet and I liked quiet.
He turned to me with twinkling eyes I had recently come to realize meant excitement. It's been almost a month since I'd begun hanging out with Ray, or rather since I'd  started following him around. It's not like I had any friends anyway. At first it was just to get rid of the guilt but each day I spent with Ray showed me different sides of him. 
The way he laughed at my and his own silly jokes, the way he swung his arms and pressed his lips together when he was lying about something, how he rarely ever got mad, how much he Ioved math, cats and music. Everyday revealed a different fact about the once mysterious boy and it excited me to no end.
"Of course you can," he beamed. "Raymond is kind of a mouthful."
"Okay," I giggled. 
Yeah, I giggle now. Just like how I'd learnt things about Ray, I'd learnt things about myself too. I liked listening to music with Ray and hanging out with him at the spot we'd made ours. It made me feel like there was no one else in the world, just us. I adored those moments, I wanted them to last forever each time.
We laid there in silence for a while and I let the peace embrace me as I closed my eyes. I liked this more than I thought I would, I couldn't really explain what it was that I felt when I spoke the next second,
"Ray?"
"Mmh?"
"You're my best friend." I whispered, more to my self than him, the confession coming with a new feeling of fondness for the other boy lying next to me.
I opened my eyes and turned my head to look at him, he had that expression on his face again. The one I could never put a finger on what it meant no matter how much I tried. It made me uneasy since I always struggled to understand Ray. 

He gazed at me a for a second before a warm smile decorated his face.
"You're my best friend too, Narel."
"Forever?"
"Forever. Promise me something?"
"Anything."
"Promise we'll always be together.  Promise... promise you'll never forget me?"
I didn't understand where this was all coming from but I didn't even skip a beat. Because I wanted that too.
"Of course, we're for forever right?"
He laughed at that, and I did too.
We're forever.
____________
Among the things I learnt about Raymond, his abrupt absences were one of them. It started in the third month of our friendship. Sometimes I wouldn't see him for an entire week sometimes two. 
I'd known Ray for like six months at this point and we did everything there was to do together so it wasn't hard for me to notice his awkwardness. He'd zone out completely sometimes and when I asked what the matter was, he'd shurg it off as nothing. I never pushed or pressured him. Maybe I should've.
Ray rarely ever opened up, but occasionally he'd mention his father and once he told me about the person he came to see that day at the cemetery. It was his mom. He told me she had died in an accident. I hadn't known what to say, so I said nothing.
After that I felt like I understood him better so I tried to protect him. Idris and his friends eventually gave up on messing with Ray probably because I had a small chat with him under the bleachers, but Ray didn't have to know that(he said they had given up because they found out about his super powers, I found it amusing), though I think he had an idea.
Ray had became a major part of my life in such a short time and I regret not knowing him earlier. From time to time, I'd apologize and he'd ask what for and I'd shrug. Then he'd say if I felt sorry I should treat him to food or watch a movie with him or something. It was a never ending circle with us but now I know it was his way of spending more time with me to make me feel better.
He always tried so hard for me. Why couldn't I do enough? As I stared out the window of my science classroom, I mused; 
What would I do without you Ray?
________________________
"What do you mean you're leaving?"
Ray and I almost never fought and when we did, we were always quick to apologize. But that day, I don't even know why I was so mad anymore.
It was my birthday and Ray had just given me my gift before he said the two words that turned my world dark. 'I'm leaving.'
Why would he leave me? We said we'd never leave so why?
"Narel, it's just for a few months, I promise I'll be back."
"Then tell me why you're leaving."
He looked away, picking at his nails with that look on his face again. I hated this.
"Why don't you tell me anything? Aren't I your best friend anymore?"
I whispered, my voice shaky. He looked up at me with utter helplessness.
"No, Narel, you are my best friend. We're forever remember?"
I shook my head. "No. No I don't."
I put his gift back in his hands and pryed them away when they gripped my sleeves.
"Narel, please. Please listen to me. Please!"
I didn't want to hear anymore. If he couldn't tell me there wasn't any need to stay here. So I left.
And I regretted it for the rest of my life.
__________________
The next morning was cold. Like the guilt I was feeling. I needed to apologize.
"Raymond isn't here, boy," the housekeeper sighed, taers welling up in her eyes. "He at the hospital. It's so horrible what happened. I'm so sorry."
My blood ran cold and I took a step back.

"I'm sorry," she said again. I turned and ran.
I was a zombie when I walked into that hospital and saw Ray's father sitting solemnly with his head in his hands.
"Where's Ray?"
He raised his head to look at me and I winced. His eyes were red and puffy and he looked disheveled. 
"Narel, my boy. What are you doing here?"
"Where is Ray?" 
He didn't ask any questions this time, just pointed at the door behind him. I went to open the door, the handle cold to the touch. He was lying on the bed, a white hospital sheet pulled up to his neck like someone had just taken it off 
"Ray, there you are. I've been looking all over for you. I'm sorry for leaving you last night I was just angry. I'm not angry anymore Ray, I'm here so you can get up now."
The lack of response only made me break some more. 
 "Raymond. I said I was sorry." I pushed the white sheet off him, climbed into the bed and held him tight.
"Ray, please. Open your eyes, I said I was sorry!"
The door burst open and and two nurses came in with security, Ray's dad behind them. A nurse gasped at the sight in front of her. She was crying and I didn't understand why, Raymond was going to wake up and we were going to leave. The security grabbed me off the bed and I flailed screaming.
"Get off me! Ray's going to wake up soon I have to be here when he does or he'll look for me! Let me go!"
A slap across my face shut me up for a second. It was Ray's dad, he was crying again as he held my shoulders.
"He dead, Narel. Raymond is dead."
I shook my head and pushed his hands off.
"Y..you don't understand Ray can't die." I chuckled wiping the tears away. "We promised, we promised we would always be together."
I turned, crawling back to the room. "Come on Ray! You promised! You promised me!! How am I supposed to live without you Ray? What am I supposed to do? Wh..what am I supposed to do Ray?"
What am I supposed to do?
_________________
AFTER
It's been a week since Ray left me and today was the funeral. I had stopped cry by now, there was nothing left anymore. I might still be here but Ray took my soul with him. His father had given me gift I'd given back to him. They say he was stabbed by a random mugger and died at the hospital but they were wrong.

Ray was dead the day I met him, I just hadn't noticed. I never did.
Ray's gift was simple. He'd made me a playlist of all the songs we'd listened to together,  a picture book he made of us and a letter. The letter was what broke me beyond repair.
He'd told me everything. How he found out about his leukemia and how he had wanted to die, but then he'd met me. He said he was leaving to get treated, and he'd come back healthy to fulfill our promise. He said I gave him a reason to live but I don't think so.
Raymond died because of me. Because till the end I was still so selfish. I'll spend the rest of my life paying for leaving him alone that night and pray to God that he forgives me.
I was supposed to give the eulogy at his funeral today, it was one of the silly promises we made, though I never knew I'd have to do it so soon. The things written in the script were nothing like, Ray but I said nothing when his father handed it to me. 

Raymond was my secret, and I intended to keep it that way. I sighed as I looked up at the dull sky letting the wind caress my hot skin as I made my last promise to Raymond.
I'll be with you soon.
