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            "You were made different to make a difference. You are mine. You are my beloved."

Jesus (as heard by the author)

      

    


The Show Must Go On
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Episode 1: You’re My Best Friend
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Why the voices in your head might be more real than you think

I'm staring at this blank document, wondering how to tell you about the most important relationships of my life without sounding completely barmy. Because here's the thing - I've been talking to invisible friends for over fifty-six years. Not one friend - two. And understanding the difference between them has been the journey of my lifetime.

The first I met when I was seven, the day I chose to follow Jesus. I didn't know His name then, but I felt His presence - gentle, loving, always calling me toward truth. A voice that whispered love when the world shouted performance.

The second I created when I was eight, hiding under a staircase at my fourth primary school in as many years. His name is Alex Quentin, and he promised to handle everything the real me was too scared to face. Alex was confident where I was timid, charming where I was awkward, successful where I felt like a failure.

For decades, I listened to both voices. Holy Spirit whispering about love and surrender and the narrow road. Alex shouting about achievement and pleasure and proving my worth through worldly success.

Guess which one I chose to follow most often?

Right now, as I type these words at sixty-four years old, I can finally tell the difference. It took two heart attacks, a quadruple bypass, and the collapse of my business to learn that one voice was always there because I belonged to Him, and the other I created because I was afraid to trust the first.

The staircase at Bidborough Primary was my refuge. A cramped space barely big enough for a skinny eight-year-old, but it was mine. I'd wedge myself in there during lunch breaks, using my satchel as a pillow, hiding from another playground where I knew nobody and nobody knew me.

Fourth school in as many years. Mum had a penchant for moving house and redecorating, or at least that's how it seemed to me. Dad got promoted and we upgraded because, well, that's what you're supposed to do, isn't it? But that meant new schools, new teachers, new kids who'd already formed their little groups and had no interest in making room for the weird new boy with the funny accent.

I'd given up trying to make friends. What was the point? We'd only move again when Dad got his next promotion or Mum decided she didn't like the wallpaper.

"You alright under there, love?" Mrs. Henderson, the dinner lady, crouched down to peer at me through the gap. She had kind eyes and smelled like shepherd's pie.

"Just reading," I mumbled, holding up a book I wasn't actually reading.

"Right then. But if you need owt, you know where I am."

I waited until her footsteps faded before letting the book fall to my lap. The words had been swimming anyway, blurred by tears I was too proud to let fall properly.

Why do they always move us? I thought desperately. Why can't we just stay somewhere? Why don't I fit in anywhere?

That's when I felt it again. That presence I'd first encountered a year earlier when I'd knelt by my bed and asked Jesus into my heart. Not dramatic or mystical, just... real. A voice that wasn't quite a voice, coming from somewhere deeper than my thoughts.

"You're not alone, you know. You never have been."

I looked around the cramped space. Nobody there. Just me and the dust bunnies and the faint smell of floor polish.

I know You're there, I whispered in my mind. But it still hurts.

"I know it does. I'm here in the hurt with you."

And that should have been enough. That gentle presence, that voice of unconditional love. But eight-year-old me was tired of being gentle. Tired of being sensitive. Tired of being the weird kid who talked to God and got picked on for it.

So I did something that would shape the next fifty-six years of my life.

I created someone else.

I need to be braver, I thought. I need someone who can handle this.

And just like that, Alex Quentin was born. Not from God, but from my own desperate need to be someone else. Someone confident. Someone who could fight back. Someone who wouldn't hide under staircases.

"What should I call you?" I asked that night, staring at the ceiling of my new bedroom in our new house that still smelled like fresh paint and wallpaper paste.

"Call me Alex. Alex Quentin. That sounds properly brave, doesn't it?"

"Alex Quentin," I repeated, testing the name. It did sound brave. It sounded like someone who wouldn't cry when kids laughed at his accent. Someone who could stand up to bullies. Someone who could make friends and keep them.

"That's me. And when things get tough, when you need to be stronger than you feel, just let me handle it. Deal?"

"Deal."

What I didn't understand then - wouldn't understand for decades - was that I'd just created my first alter ego. Holy Spirit was still there, still whispering love and truth and calling me toward the narrow road. But now I had another voice, one that promised shortcuts to acceptance, success through performance, confidence through achievement.

Alex was more fun. Alex got results. Alex didn't ask me to trust or surrender or wait on God's timing.

But Alex also led me into car crashes, broken relationships, and a lifestyle that nearly killed me. Because Alex was never real - he was just my rebellion against Holy Spirit's loving guidance, dressed up as confidence.

Over the next few weeks, something remarkable happened. I started doing better at school. Not because the work got easier, but because I had Alex cheering me on.

When I got a gold star for my story about a boy who could talk to animals, Alex was there celebrating with me.

"See? You're brilliant. You just needed to show them what you're made of."

But underneath Alex's celebration, I could feel that gentler presence - Holy Spirit - whispering something different: "You're creative because I made you that way. You don't need gold stars to prove your worth."

When the bigger boys called me names at break time, Alex would whisper strategies: "Fight back. Show them you're not weak. Make them respect you."

But Holy Spirit's voice was quieter, harder to hear: "Walk away in love. They're hurting too. You don't need their approval."

Guess which voice I chose to follow?

I even tried talking to some kids at break time. Sarah from my class was sitting alone, reading.

"What's your book about?" I asked, channeling Alex's confidence.

"Horses," she said, not looking up.

"I like horses. I'm going to have one someday," Alex said through me.

She looked at me then. "Really? What kind?"

And we talked. Actually talked. About horses and books and how her family moved a lot too because her dad was in the army.

"See?" Alex said later. "You can make friends when you're confident. You just needed me to show you how."

But Holy Spirit whispered something different: "You connected because you were authentic about your pain. Love recognises love."

The fracture was beginning. Two voices, two paths, two ways of seeing the world. One calling me toward love and surrender and trusting God's plan. The other promising control and success and proving my worth through performance.

For the next fifty-six years, I would listen to both. But increasingly, I chose Alex's way. Because Alex's way seemed to work faster. Alex's way got immediate results. Alex's way felt like winning.

Until it nearly killed me.

But that night, I heard Mum and Dad talking downstairs. Loud talking that was not the same as arguing, although it totally was. Sounded like another move was on the cards.

I buried my face in my pillow and cried. All that progress, all that hope, and it was going to be ripped away again. Sarah would forget about me. Mrs. Henderson would find some other lost kid to worry about. And I'd be back to square one in another new school, another new town where nobody knew my name.

"Alex?" I whispered into the darkness.

"I'm here. And I'll always be here. We'll show them at the next school too. We'll be even better, even stronger."

But underneath Alex's bravado, I could feel that other presence - Holy Spirit - offering something different: "I'll never leave you, John Michael. No matter how many times they move you, no matter how many new schools or new houses or new towns. I'll always be here. You are loved exactly as you are."

Two promises. Two presences. Two paths forward.

I chose to listen to both, but follow mostly one.

And that made all the difference.

Sitting here now, sixty-four years old and finally beginning to understand the deeper truth of those relationships, I realise something that would have blown eight-year-old me's mind: I really did have two invisible friends.

One was the Holy Spirit of the living God, who had been with me since the day I invited Jesus into my seven-year-old heart. The voice of unconditional love, calling me toward truth and surrender and the abundant life found only in Him.

The other was Alex Quentin - my created alter ego, my worldly wise guide who promised success and admiration and all the pleasures this fallen world could offer. The voice of performance and achievement, calling me toward the wide road that leads to destruction.

For decades, I couldn't tell the difference. Both voices felt real. Both seemed to care about me. Both offered guidance and companionship.

But only one was actually there because I belonged to Him. The other I created because I was afraid to trust the first.

Holy Spirit whispered: "Come as you are. You're already loved. Trust Me with your life."

Alex shouted: "Become who they want. Earn your place. Take control of your destiny."

Guess which one felt more satisfying to follow? Yeah, the one where it was about me taking control. Humans are weird like that.

The invisible friends were both real - but in completely different ways. One was my inheritance as a child of God. The other was my rebellion against that inheritance, dressed up as wisdom.

Everything that followed - the achievements and the crashes, the success and the failures, the heart attacks and the healing - can be understood through this lens: Which voice was I following? Holy Spirit calling me toward the narrow road of surrender? Or Alex driving me down the wide road of worldly success?

Here's what I wish I could tell that eight-year-old boy hiding under the stairs: You don't need to create someone else to handle your life. The God of the universe already lives inside you, or will be the second you accept Jesus as your Lord and saviour. His voice is enough. His love is enough. You are enough, exactly as you are.

But I couldn't hear that then. The fracture had begun, and it would take fifty-six years, two heart attacks, and the collapse of everything I'd built to finally learn the difference between the voice of love and the voice of performance.

The question isn't whether God speaks to you. The question is whether you can tell the difference between His voice and the alter ego you've created to handle what you're afraid to trust Him with.

Tonight, before you go to sleep, try something. Instead of just thinking your thoughts, try having a conversation. But listen carefully. Not just for any voice, but for the one that sounds like unconditional love. The one that calls you beloved before you've done anything to earn it. The one that whispers truth even when it's not what you want to hear.

Because here's what I've learned after fifty-six years of conversation: Your invisible friend might be the most real thing about you. But make sure you're listening to the right one.

Everything else is just details.

Next, in "Behind the Mask", I'll tell you about the lies we believe about ourselves, and how a three-year-old learned he wasn't worth taking along...
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Episode 2: Behind the Mask
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How childhood wounds become adult prisons

I was six years old when I learned I wasn't worth taking along. It took fifty-seven years to unlearn that lie.

The suitcases by the front door meant only one thing - Mum and Dad were leaving again. But this time, the excited chatter about Canada and America didn't include my name. My siblings had all been on grand adventures before. Even my sister, just three years older, had stories of places I'd never seen. But me? I was staying behind with my godmother.

"You'll have a lovely time with Auntie Blanche," Mum said, her voice bright with that forced cheerfulness adults use when they're trying to convince themselves as much as you. "It’s just a boring old business trip of daddy’s. You wouldn’t enjoy it anyway."

Oh well that’s alright then if I wouldn’t enjoy it anyway. No my sarcastic wit wasn’t developed by then, or maybe it was, but it’s the best I can do to conjure that feeling of petulance at the lies. I wanted to go too.

But six-year-olds don't get a vote in family decisions, do they? Especially when you're the "late arrival" - fourteen years younger than your eldest sister, seven years behind your brother. Mum was forty-one when I came along, which in those days was practically ancient for having babies. The unspoken message was clear: I wasn't intended.

I wasn't wanted.

I wasn't worth taking along.

Standing at the window of Auntie Blanche's house, watching their car disappear down the street, I felt something crack inside my chest. Not break - that would come later. Just... crack. Like ice on a pond when the temperature drops too fast.

"Come on then, Johnnie boy," Auntie Blanche said, her hand warm on my shoulder. "Let's make some biscuits."

But I couldn't move from that window. Not even for biscuit making. Couldn't understand why they'd left me behind. Was I too small? Too much trouble? Too... not enough?

You're not wanted, whispered a voice in my head that sounded nothing like my invisible friend. This voice was cold, sharp-edged. You're not worth keeping around. Love has to be earned, and you haven't earned it yet.

I was six. I didn't have words for what was happening to me. But my body knew. My heart knew. The lie had found its mark and burrowed deep, setting up residence in the space where certainty about being loved should have lived.

When they returned weeks later, laden with gifts and stories, I should have been happy. A lovely little cowboy suit, with hat and a genuine tomahawk that smelt funny. 

The huge box of Lego they brought me that Christmas was the most expensive present I'd ever received. Advanced stuff, not the baby blocks I'd been playing with. Proper engineering sets with a gazillion bricks.

"Look what Santa brought you!" Dad said, his voice too loud, too enthusiastic. "He must have thought you might like to build something." I hadn’t believed that “Santa” nonsense for years already, but they persisted in pretending. Perhaps it was easier than saying “I love you.”

Even at six, I recognised it for what it was: a guilt offering. They knew they'd hurt me. The Lego was meant to buy back my love, to paper over the crack they'd created.

And it worked, sort of. I threw myself into those bricks with the passion of the abandoned. Building became my escape, my way of creating worlds where I had control, where things stayed put, where I could make something beautiful that wouldn't leave me behind.

But the lie had already taken root. Love is conditional. You have to earn it. And you're not quite good enough yet.

The pattern repeated throughout my childhood. Family holidays I wasn't invited to. Conversations that stopped when I entered the room. The constant sense that I was an afterthought, a complication in lives that would run more smoothly without me.

The pattern followed me into adulthood. Years later, as Lynne's "trailing spouse," moving whenever her career demanded it, I felt it again - that familiar sense of being useful but not essential. Good for logistics, convenient for childcare, but not worth considering when big decisions were made. Every time I started building something, we'd move again - just like childhood, but now I was choosing it. The six-year-old's lie was still running my life: "I'm not worth taking along... unless I'm useful."

My siblings had their places in the family hierarchy. Krissie was the golden child, Dad's favourite, the one who could do no wrong. Peter was the responsible one, the bright one, the son Dad could be almost proud of. Sue was... well, Sue was largely ignored, but at least she belonged to the original family unit.

And then there was me. The late arrival. The mistake. The one who didn't quite fit.

You're taking up space that wasn't meant for you, the voice whispered during family dinners where I sat silent, afraid to speak up and remind everyone I was there. You're a burden they're too polite to acknowledge.

I learned to make myself small. To need less. To ask for nothing and be grateful for scraps of attention. I became the family ghost, present but not really seen, spoken to but not really heard.
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