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	kay so I’m going to tell you something. It’s a bit weird. Well, actually it’s more than a bit weird! But never-the-less it is true so here goes…I have an imaginary friend! Don’t worry, that’s not the weird part. I know many kids have them. The thing is I’m fifteen so I guess that makes me a little on the old side. But the best is yet to come. My imaginary friend is invisible! I mean I can’t even get this nonsense right! Yeah I know, you say all imaginary friends are invisible. Well, NOT to the child they aren’t!!! I can’t see my friend. I can only hear him. Now that ladies and gentleman is weird!


	And here comes the worst part. I like him! I like him so much I never want him to go away! For that reason and that reason only I have never told anyone about him. Well, I have told mum, but she isn’t going to tell anyone. Oh wild. That is actually so funny it’s hilarious, and so not funny I could cry. Oh dear. You see my mum doesn’t speak. Not a single word, nothing! Zip! Not even a peep!


	When I was very small, my dad left us and the last thing he told me was that Mum could speak and that the only reason she didn’t speak was because she chose not to. He said that maybe she would speak again one day. As you can imagine, that opened a door for a lot of thought crunching in my life.


	Anyway, we can talk about that later. Right now, I must finish telling you about how Friend came into my life. I call him Friend because I figured that if I can’t see him then I can’t give him a real name. 


	It all started two years ago when I got pneumonia.
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	 tried to open my eyes but it was next to impossible. My eyelids felt like they were made of stone. So heavy, it took so much effort. My mind was thick and foggy and very dizzy. I managed to establish that I was in a hospital room and then I drifted off again.


	This happened a few times over the next week and the thing I was most aware of was not my physical discomfort, but the very horrible feeling inside.  My chest was heavy with sadness and grief, so each time I pried my eyes open all I wanted to do was close them and drift off again. I truly did not want to wake up to that heavy sad feeling.


	Of course, I couldn’t stay in the hospital forever. It only took another week and then I heard the man in the white coat speaking to mum.


	“Mrs. Smith,” he said, “Your son is ready to go home. Even though it was touch and go for a while there, I can assure you he is going to be just fine. Please remember that extensive areas of his lung tissue have been damaged. So in the future you will have to be cautious.”


	Mum didn’t answer him but I’m pretty sure that she was very worried. In fact this whole thing must have been so terrible for her. After all, I’m all she has in the whole wide world.
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	 wonder if there is something else wrong with me, something the doctors missed. I mean besides this never ending feeling of doom inside my heart. We get home right, and Mum sends me up the narrow stairs to my room but it doesn’t feel like my room. Everything looks strange, like I’m in another person’s room. Someone I know because it is familiar but it just doesn’t feel like it’s mine.


	It’s a very small room. But somehow I have managed to fit a lot into it. At the end of the bed there is a bookshelf which is filled with books. There is a small wooden desk and above that there is another bookshelf. This one is filled with stuff. Stuff like jars filled with pens and pencils, a funny little red bus. There are little boxes with paperclips and screws. I think I am a neat person.


	I don’t know, maybe with time all of these things will change. Right now, it just feels like it’s too much. Then there is the problem with my eyes. Everything is so dull, like I’m wearing sunglasses. The doctors did all sorts of tests and my eyes are fine. They said it’s psychosomatic. That means it’s all in my head.  And to top it all, I’m supposed to go back to school next week. One week! Not really sure about that to tell you the truth. I just feel like I want to hide away in this unfamiliar room and never come out.


	Yeah I know I can’t do that. I’ll starve and die a horrid death. I guess I’ll just have to be brave then. 


	Things are very quiet at home. I know that is what you would expect since Mum doesn’t speak, but it’s not only that. Our house is at the end of a cul-de-sac, so there are no traffic noises or people noises seeping in through the windows. The first two days, it was a bit uncomfortable. All that silence. I could hear everything I did and I found myself trying to be quiet too. I even turned the clock radio in my room off not wanting to disturb the silence. But I must admit I like it now. I feel like I have space to be inside myself without any distractions. I don’t know if you know what I mean by that, but the quiet is good.


	I am getting very worried though. In two days’ time, I have to go back to school. I don’t think I can manage that. I really don’t feel ready. I know I have many friends that probably all want to see me again, but I don’t feel like the same person.


	In fact, I know I’m not the same person. So I’m sure it’s going to be uncomfortable and uneasy and all the other “un…” words I can’t think of or haven’t learned yet. I’m just not ready to feel all that!








Two Days Later
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	o, here I am on the bus. The same bus I have taken for the last nine years while going to school. Of course, I don’t need to tell you it doesn’t feel like the same bus. It feels more like I have seen it in a movie, like the memory isn’t mine. 


	This morning before I got on the bus, I looked Mum right in her eyes. “Please Mum,” I said. “I’m really, really not ready for this. Can’t we wait another week? I just don’t feel…” 


	She cut me off, turned me around and nudged me toward the bus. I did feel her hand patting my back. I think she was trying to comfort me, but nothing was going to help me now. 


	This was it, and it’s the darkest, saddest and loneliest I have ever felt in my life.


	“I am with you,” someone said.


	I looked around to see who had spoken to me. All I could see were a lot of loud kids and nothing else. What in the world? Now I’m hearing voices. Maybe I imagined it, but I really don’t think so. I heard it loud and clear. ‘I am with you.’ That’s what I heard. But you know what? I feel a teeny tiny bit better, and I know that doesn’t make any sense because if I am hearing voices I should certainly feel worse. I’m glad I feel better so I am just not going to think about this!


	Johnny was standing in front of the school building waiting for me. I think this is what he always did. He must have been able to read the look on my face, because he walked over to me and touched my shoulder.


	“Hey, are you okay?” he asked me.


	I didn’t answer him. I didn’t really know what to say. I know we have been friends like forever and ever, but I couldn’t imagine telling him all I wanted to do was run as fast as I could all the way back home so I could feel safe again.


	He was really relaxed though, he just said, “Come on around the back, it is quiet there. We can chill before the bell rings.” 


	Well let me just tell you, it was a really tough day. I was there but I wasn’t, if you know what I mean. Johnny did all the talking which I was so grateful for. He was actually a great guy and seemed to be a good sincere friend. At one point in the day we were sitting in class and the teacher told us to take out our notepads and pens. A girl asked me if she could borrow a pen. She was either new to our school or I just couldn’t remember her. Actually if I had been feeling any better I might have noticed how beautiful she was. I scratched around in my pencil case, found a pen and gave it to her. Then I scratched a bit further and realized that I no longer had a pen. Well, I couldn’t exactly ask to have the pen back, so I carried on digging in my pencil case until I found a refill for my pen. You know what I mean? Basically, just the inside of the pen. It had a funny spring on the top near the nib. I tried it, and although it was uncomfortable and very bendy I realized that I could write with it. 


	Well, of course, the teacher starts walking around the class. Oh joy, she is going to see my non-pen. And she is going to say something for sure. 


	“What in the world is that?” said the nasal voice behind me.


	The new girl leaned over and saw my non-pen. She made eye contact with me for a split second and just carried on writing. I leaned over my note pad as much as I could. I could feel my face getting hot. Fortunately the teacher didn’t say anything further and after class the new girl returned my pen and simply said, “Thank you for letting me use your only pen,” and then she smiled.


	I imagine that smile must have warmed a thousand hearts, but I was not much in the mood to care about such things. 


	After school I didn’t really want to see Johnny, which made me feel bad because he had been so kind and really helped me through the day. It had just all been so much and I needed to be alone. So I went and hid in the restroom. I decided I would leave when all the noise had died down and I could be inside myself again. 


	I was sitting on the floor in the toilet cubicle and I put my head onto my knees. I felt so exhausted, and so overwhelmed.


	“I am with you.” 


	There it was again. The voice. ‘I am with you.’ That’s the same thing he said on the bus. I think the voice is a he. It’s a bit hard to explain what it sounds like. Almost as if a warm wind could speak - that’s how it would sound. Once again without any rational explanation at all, I felt a little better. So I walked out of the school building and got the bus home without any interruptions or problems.


	That night I lay in my bed thinking about the day. Mum and I had spaghetti for dinner. I liked being around Mum. I didn’t have to talk or feel forced into participating in something I didn’t want to do. I could just be. We could just be. 


	I found myself thinking about the voice. My theory is that I made this voice or this person up, so I wouldn’t feel so sad and alone all the time. And the fact that he is inside my head (I’ve decided that it’s definitely a he) means I really never have to be alone again. This would also explain why I feel better when he speaks. It’s the comfort of feeling less alone. Why am I so sad anyway? Why do I feel such despair all the time? It’s not like… 


	“Sometimes it’s like that here.” 


	Oh wow, the voice again!


	“I was just thinking about you,” I said. I spoke inside my head, not out loud in case you think I’m even madder than I obviously am.


	“What do you mean sometimes it’s like that here?” I continued. “Does that mean it doesn’t have to be? And where is here? Where are you?”


	Then he said, “Shine your light.”  


	I continued asking questions but he stayed silent. 


	‘Shine your light.’ What in the world does that mean?


	I turned on the bedside lamp. Nothing happened. In fact, I preferred the dark.


	At least I was able to forget my psychosomatic sight problem. I gave the matter a great deal more thought and as I was drifting off to sleep I realized that I had actually had a conversation with this new friend. My chest felt warm inside. I know, I know. Madness, right? Oh well, it felt good so I decided to keep it.


	Then it was morning. ‘Shine your light.’ That’s all I could think about. I believe that I figured out the problem. Friend, (that’s his name, and yes he has a name now). I want him to stay with me always so I have to call him something. Friend said, ‘Shine your light.’ I turned on the bedside lamp. Actually to be honest, when Mum was sleeping I tried every single light in the entire house but nothing changed. I figured it out though. These lights were all Mum’s lights and I needed to have my own light. So even though I have to go back to school and I should be in a right state, I’m eager to leave because I’m going to the store to buy a torch. That will be my own light and not Mum’s light. What do you think? Could be a plan right? I’ll tell you what, it’s worth a try. 


	 






So Much for That
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	ell, you probably knew all along that it wasn’t going to work. But it was worth a try. I really didn’t know what Friend meant by ‘Shine your light’, but I do enjoy puzzles so I’m okay with this. It gives me something to keep my mind busy. I just hope I figure it out soon because I don’t want Friend to think I’m dumb and not want to speak to me anymore. 


	Maybe you think that because he is inside my head I can choose to keep him, but it doesn’t really work like that. He came to me on his own and I’m sure he can leave if he wants to. I really don’t want him to leave. Actually, I think he came because I obviously needed him. Maybe I don’t have to worry about it. I know I still need him, so I guess he won’t leave me right now.


	To be honest if I think about it now, that was pretty dumb. Running around the house in the middle of the night turning lights on and then waiting for something to magically happen. Oh great, now I actually feel foolish. And the torch thing, maybe I shouldn’t have told you everything in such detail. I could have left out the stuff that makes me look dumb. Oh well, I can’t take my words back now. But just so you know, I’m not dumb! I just got carried away because I got excited.


	School was pretty much the same as the day before. I guess people were speaking about me because everyone just let me do my own thing. Even the teachers did, which was fine by me. Then when the new girl said hi to me I just nodded at her and looked down. She put her hand on my arm and squeezed it. The thing is I really did want to speak to her and to Johnny but the things inside my head feel so complicated.


	I didn’t know how to be part of all this normal stuff. What’s more is that all the kids seem to speak about bad stuff, and I’m not sure how I feel about that. Like about how much they smoked or drank or stole.


	All I wanted to speak about was Friend, but I couldn’t do that. Then no one would ever accept me. They would know that I’m as nutty as a fruitcake. 


	That night I didn’t speak to Friend much, I just told him that I was still working on his riddle. He didn’t say anything but I could feel that he was there and that was enough for me. But Friend knew something I didn’t and it was going to happen the next day. It was also going to change my life forever!


	 






The Next Day
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	ohnny didn’t come to school. Tim, that’s Johnny’s cousin, told me that he had to go to the doctor. I think Johnny must have asked Tim to keep an eye on me because he was sort of hovering around me. So when our first break came, I slipped out the back of the school and went far across the field, right to the back wall. I was sitting with the sun warming my face and day dreaming. Well, not really day dreaming. I was spending some time with Friend. We weren’t speaking, just feeling each other’s company.


	Then the bell rang and I started walking back towards the school building, back towards all the loud teenagers and the busy chaos.


	The strangest thing happened to my eyes. I was looking at all the people but something had happened to their skin. It looked like each person had a torch under their skin and the battery was at a different level of strength. You know when the battery is getting low, the light doesn’t shine so bright and when the battery is almost dead there is just the tiniest hint of light. Well, that’s how everyone looked. The light was literally under their skin. They looked translucent. Some had quite a bright shine and others I could hardly see it at all unless I concentrated. I looked down at my own skin and I was brighter that any person in the entire school. I was a bit scared because I didn’t know what was going on with my eyes. Maybe the doctors were wrong, or could this also be part of the psychosomatic problem?


	As the fear was starting to rise up in me I heard Friend.


	“Shine your light.”


	The fear left immediately and I realized that this was a gift. Friend knew I was trying to solve his riddle but he never meant for me to solve it on my own! I felt like I just knew he was telling me he was going to give me the answer all along. I just had to want it enough.


	I know it all sounds very weird, but it really was a gift. I was yet to find that out, but my eyes never got better and this is the way I see people to this day. 


	I spent the rest of the day at school just looking at everyone, processing and digesting this gift Friend had given me. When school ended, I went to my locker to get some books I needed for homework when I heard a nasty voice behind me.


	“Hey freak! I saw you staring at me in class, what’s your problem? Are you a fag?”


	I turned around. I don’t know what I was going to do, but it turned out I didn’t need a plan of my own. He beat me to it. Literally. Just before he hit me in the nose, I saw a dark shadow cross over his face. It was so ugly and so scary. I think it made me feel worse than the bloody nose did.


	The next thing I knew, the beautiful new girl was picking me up off the floor and taking me to the bathroom. As I was looking in the mirror and very carefully cleaning my face (it hurt like mad), I saw that her light was shining very brightly. I felt angry and scared, and then I noticed that my light was dimmer than hers. That was weird because when I came back from break I was the brightest of all.


	“What’s your name?” I said realizing this was the very first time I had spoken to her.


	For a split second surprise crossed her face. 


	“Ruth,” she said smiling.


	“Paul,” I answered.


	“I know,” she said.


	And that was it. Conversation over.


	My nose looked fine so I decided not to tell Mum about it or speak of it at school. If the teachers or headmaster asked me if that bully hit me I was just going to shake my head. But I did want to get home and have night come as quickly as possible.


	That’s when I spent the best time with Friend because no one could disturb me. I did want to speak to him about this. And about the light.  And about that shadow. Ugh, I still feel scared when I think about it.
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	um made lasagne for dinner. It was actually one of my favourite meals but I found myself eating really fast and rushing through the meal. It was as if I ate faster then the time would go by faster. I looked over at Mum. She was sitting with her chin in her hand watching me eat. I felt bad. Mum was alone all day. She had no one except me and here I was rushing through my favourite meal which she made for me. I decided to eat slowly and make the meal last a long time so Mum could have company. The moment I decided that, I saw my hands glow and shine. 


	I looked at Mum again and I saw something that made the lasagne very hard to swallow. 


	Mum just looked the same as she did that morning. She didn’t have the light. She is the only person I have looked at all day who still looks the same as before this thing with my eyes happened. I told myself that it was because I was so close to her that I couldn’t see her light. And then I pushed it out of my head. There was nothing inside of me that wanted to solve that puzzle. 


	Later that night, I was lying in bed speaking to Friend. ‘Friend, are you there?’ That was a stupid question because he was always there. ‘I think I understand,’ I continued. ‘Light is good and shadow is bad, that’s why I saw the shadow on the bully. But what must I do about the bully now? He might even hit me again.’


	“Shine brighter,” he said.


	‘What? I don’t understand. I’m scared of him. I don’t want him to hit me again and I don’t want to see that shadow again.’


	I was worried now. I thought Friend would be able to help me find a solution to this bully problem.
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	he next morning, I overslept! I have never ever slept late in my life! Now, I was going to be late for school! I hated that idea. That meant everyone would notice me even more. Ugh, joy!


	I got ready as quickly as I could, skipped breakfast and ran to the bus. I went all the way to the back. I always wanted to sit on these back seats, but they were always full with the popular kids. Now that I was so late, I got to choose where I wanted to sit. I was trying to catch my breath and stressing about being so late when my foot touched something under the seat. I looked and it was a school bag.


	Normally I would have just ignored it but I recognized this bag, it belonged to Bully. I knew that it was wrong but I just had to look inside. It was much neater than I would have expected. The books were packed from big to small. There was also a soda bottle filled with water and an apple. Then I noticed a long brown envelope. I looked inside and my heart started beating really fast again. So much money! I thought about counting it, but I didn’t want to get caught. And then I thought about keeping it. The moment that thought crossed my mind my arms and hands started losing their shine. 


	I sat there for a while just thinking. I must say I was impressed that his bag was so neat. Then I remembered something; it was from long ago so it’s a bit unclear. But I think I remember that Bully’s dad has a gambling problem. And he often sent Bully to pay his late debts so he could avoid getting beaten up. I wonder if they ever hit Bully. I felt sorry for him now. I wouldn’t want a bloody nose again. That still hurt quite a lot this morning.


	As I walked toward the school grounds, I saw Bully standing under a tree looking very scared. He saw me and then he saw his bag. He ran up to me and snatched it out of my hand and looked inside. The relief on his face was so huge that he actually looked like a different person. Like he could be a nice person. He stood staring at the ground for a while. I think he was trying to sort out his emotions.


	I just waited because I really didn’t want to make him angry again, so even though I was dying to run away I just stood there rooted in my fear. But as it turned out I had nothing to be afraid of. He looked up at me with a very confused expression on his face. “Why did you bring it?”


	He was obviously waiting for me to answer him but I didn’t even know the answer to that so I just shrugged my shoulders.


	“Why didn’t you take it?” he went on. “Even if I hadn’t hit you yesterday, anyone would have taken it. I can’t believe you didn’t.”


	I smiled at him then. I don’t know why. I think Friend was there. I felt warm inside again.


	“Are you a fag?” He asked the same thing he said yesterday. 


	I shook my head and carried on smiling.


	Then he sort of punched my shoulder in a friendly way and said, “You are okay.”
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