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“The best way to be a good friend is to be a good listener they said...how was i supposed to listen to someone who wouldn't talk?”
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Act One: First Sign Of Winter
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Ryan Neuer needed no other qualities added to his already existing arsenal. All he ever should have had was more love for himself.

Born April 12 in the year 2006, a year of great nothing’s might I add, he had nothing profound on his catalog.Below average family, estranged father the classic novel hero backstory, and yet no plotline where he was the main character.

Maybe all he ever needed was a chance to write his own story. From what was known of him, it would have been one heck of a story.

“Hey Jai,” Ryan called out from the woodwork block. He had a talent for shouting. It amazes me how later on... he just didn’t anymore.

“Let’s go guy, we have a match to play!”

Haaa... the days never seemed to end. Just an hour ago it had been a quarter past eleven, and somehow only five minutes had passed. I could’ve sworn I heard the siren release the nine hundred-plus souls trapped in the home of unending arithmetic.

Turns out it had been my sweet daydream.

It was during days like these that Ryan got more proactive... dreadful sports day. Not to mention Ryan was not in any school sports team.

Classic.

Looking back, it had been at least three years, and yes... my good friend hadn’t changed much. Just a bit leaner but not in a bad way.

He was still the same bubbly teenager, now towering over me like a lighthouse.

His demeanor slightly exuded an air of sophistication. No doubt a sign of future changes. His voice thundered even when he whispered every remark calculated.

It would scare me if it wasn’t for the fact that Ryan would forever be a chatterbox. Or at least that’s what he seemed like.

Turns out he was only ever that friendly to our small group of eight, me included.

It was probably why those who wanted closer companionship with him kept their distance.

He had that ability after all. The ability to repel.

The first time I noticed it was when we made new friends as we moved up a grade. He had been so quiet. So timid. So boxed in.

Maybe he would grow out of it one day... I hoped he would.

For now, I kept checking in like I should.

Someone had to.

Exams had been coming for the past month. Every student I passed only had them on their mind—the whispers and chatter exposed it all.

Only the group I was in didn’t seem so worried. I sometimes wondered if they were a bad influence on me.

Then I remembered why we were friends.

We all had too much in common.

All of us... except him.

No one else noticed, but we didn’t really know anything about Ryan.

I knew even less.

His birthday, favourite colour, and address—that was all we knew. If it wasn’t for school, we wouldn’t even know his family.

What exactly was I failing to understand about him?

He was so simple... and if I really wanted to know, I could ask him.

He once said that.

The question was would he lie, or would he reveal just enough?

I wondered.

I truly wondered.

“Jai, Jason! Stop daydreaming, let’s go!”

My friend’s face lit up like a bulb. He never liked class cleaning duty.

And that smile of his... always ready, tucked away, waiting for a chance to mask whatever was underneath.

It was like he was spending an entire lifetime’s supply.

Ryan was probably the only reason the group felt connected. I felt it even more during the days he was absent.

It was still the same... but not the same.

And again, it seemed only I was attuned to the existing factor that was Ryan.

Maybe one day I would find out why.

Why I saw things the way I did.

Why, in particular, I had sought him out of all people to... observe.

The weekend came as quickly as the Saturday ice cream truck.

That eerie, slow-moving ice cream truck. All pink. The kind that stuck in your memory for the wrong reasons.

The sheer nightmares I got every time I saw it.

What made me remember it though was the day my friend got me to steal a cone.

An immature, foolish moment. One that, at the rate I was going, would stick with me forever.

The sun was at its zenith a signal for one of my many naps.

But this time, someone came knocking.

I felt inexplicably drained the moment I opened the door.

There he was bubbly as ever standing in an anime pose.

He always was a fan of those. Childish.

Brandon, another one of our friends, was supposedly dealing with girlfriend issues.

Ryan speculated it had been going on for weeks.

None of us had noticed not even me, and I was supposed to be the voice of reason.

“Well, he just hasn’t been talking as much... he’s distracted... and he isn’t showing us his private chats anymore, so I guessed he might be in trouble, that’s all!”

Ryan had made a stern, out-of-the-box thinking face. He had deduced all of that just by observing Brandon.

It filled my mind with uncertainty.

I also observed them all... it was actually all I ever really did.

If he could catch all of that and connect dots so easily, just how much did he look out for us?

My thoughts made me uncomfortable.

A shiver ran down my back as I remembered my jacket tied around my shoulders something he used to do.

Soon enough... he would turn me into something I couldn’t recognise anymore.

That night I twisted and turned.

My mind was in turmoil.

There was really nothing to worry about... so why was I so stuck on that statement?

Had he been watching for weeks?

How many of us did he watch?

And most importantly... had he already known I was watching him?

No answer came.

Maybe it was for the best.

The sun enveloped my face, signalling a new day.

My mind was quieter.

It took me half an hour to get ready for school.

Today was the English literature exam.

It wasn’t his mother tongue, but if anyone could pass it, it would be him.

He once said if it was a composition, he would write one titled “My Nightmares.”

As he said it, he had looked straight into my eyes filling me with a bone deep chill that stayed with me until I got home.

Somehow, he had snuck a draft out of the exam and, at 8pm sharp like always, posted it on his WhatsApp story channel.

He called it The Best Short Stories.

He thought no one knew it was him.

But I did.

I had for a long time.

Ever since that one time I was allowed to use his phone during free periods.

No one touched Ryan’s phone.

It was an extension of his mind and heart a vital organ protected only by his body.

The story was short and precise.

It was clear the main character was struggling with kidney failure or something ...I couldn’t understand, let alone relate .

But something stayed with me after reading it.

Whatever it was that bothered Ryan... it wasn’t letting go.

And I would have to keep a close eye on him.
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Act Two : We Met Again ...In March 
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It has been about six whole months since school ended. I know for a fact only a quarter are planning on going back for higher education. I have to go back too, but not to advance I have to repeat and make amendments for my slacking off.

I have only kept full contact with four of the seven friends in the group. Ryan, of course, being the most active. It honestly still surprises me when he messages me, as far as I know there is nothing more he hates than WhatsApp.

Come to think of it, after not posting on his channel for the past six months, I woke up to find it deleted today. No one else except Brandon has been in touch with him, even though I don’t feel like that will last for long. Brandon is a rolling stone, always here, always there, and Ryan doesn’t like that. His disguised words would tell anyone with an IQ that. Too bad the others don’t have any.

My friend prefers the quiet, or less crowded, you would say. Just stay still, don’t run your mouth, and the two of you would get along like sworn brothers.

As expected, when I visited for the first time in six months, I got an earful.

“Ooh, now you come to see if I’m dead or not!”

I could only smile awkwardly. At the moment, I felt like a kid caught stealing sugar. It was honestly revealing.

His
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