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CHAPTER 1: FACING THE DAY
Ever since I was small it had been the same. My shadow, like a pall of gloom, had followed me about, dogging my every step.
Which is not to say I disliked shadows. No, they fascinated me. Often when alone in my room at night, I would make shadows on the wall with my hands. And such shadows - strange and beautiful shadows: butterflies, birds, rabbits and strange looking people. These shadows I liked. But that shadow. The shadow at my feet. The one that followed me every day through the streets. That shadow filled me with dread. And there was no escaping it, only in the dark of night. That's why I liked the night. At night I could be myself. But what was myself? I once asked my mother and she said I was odd. Odd? That was a strange thing to be. Not that I really knew what it meant. Odd. Oh well, odd I would be. Whatever it was.
"Wake up, Billy. Come on, Billy, wake up. Time for school," a soft voice said to me, as I lay in my bed still half asleep.
The voice belonged to my mum. And this was to be a typical day in my life. Almost.
"Billy, if you don't get up you'll make me late for work," my mum said again. "Come on, sleepy head."
Some mornings I refused to get up. I didn't care for school. It bored me most of the time. In fact, most things bored me. Most things gave me no joy at all.
"Billy, please. You can't spend your entire life in bed. Come on, sit up. Here's your orange juice."
My mum gave my shoulder a gentle shake and waited for my eyes to open.
She then presented me with a glass containing orange juice, which I reached out to take.
"Ah, ah - but first," she said teasingly, suddenly withdrawing the glass from my grasp and grinning at me in a silly kind of way.
It was the orange juice game; my mother liked to play this strange game with the orange juice every morning.
"What's this I'm holding?" my mother now playfully demanded.
"Orange juice, mum," I said.
"And what's the juice in?" The game went on.
"A glass," I responded, without any interest.
"And is the glass half empty or half full?" she asked kind of nervously. My mother always asked this question in the same nervous way, as if a lot depended on my answer.
"Half empty, mum," I concluded, watching my mother's face cloud over. Once again I had disappointed her without knowing why. Of course the glass was half empty. Anyone could see that.
Oh, well, I knew my mother's disappointment would quickly fade. It always did when it came to the vitamin pills. Every morning she made me take them with my orange juice. Vitamin pills - by the truckload. I was sure I rattled when I walked. My mother believed in vitamin pills. They were the secret to good health and a happy life.
"Do you have a headache this morning?" she enquired.
I often had headaches. Mostly in the morning. My mother liked to think it was because I didn't want to go to school. She had the doctor check me at least a dozen times. All sorts of tests. The doctor said there was nothing wrong with me - at least with what he could see. Still, my mum did worry a little. In fact, she worried a lot. And I worried, too. Yes, I did have a headache, now I'd come to think of it. I was so used to having headaches, I sometimes forgot.
"Mum, I don't feel well," I said after a time.
My mum considered a moment, giving the matter some serious thought.
"Well, I'm afraid you're still going to have to go to school," she said. "I can't stay home to look after you and there's no-one else. And I don't like giving you headache tablets - not drugs like that. No, you'll just have to stand on your head."
My head! Oh no! I hated standing on my head.
"It always worked for me when I was a girl," my mother continued. "Now up you get and on your head."
I slowly dragged myself from my bed and stood on my head in the corner of the room. I watched upside down as my mother's legs walked back and forth across my room.
"What do you want to wear today?" my mother asked me as she got out my things for school.
"I don't know," I helpfully replied.
My mother was right, though, I had to concede. Standing on your head was the perfect way to stop a headache. After standing on my head for a while, the pressure of the blood behind my eyes almost burst them from my sockets. With all the pain in my eyes I completely forgot about the pain in my head.
"Are you better yet?" my mum asked with concern.
"Yes, mum," I responded, standing on my feet again, my face all sort of swollen and red.
"Good, then get dressed for school. I've put all your clothes on your bed."
I got dressed, putting on my grey shorts, grey shirt, stripped blue tie, grey socks and, of course, my special woollen jumper that my mother had knitted for me. My special jumper was one thing I loved. Perhaps one of the only things in my life that really gave me any pleasure. It was chocolate brown with lovely bright yellow stripes. I thought it made me look like a bumble-bee. I like bumble-bees. When I wore it I would buzz all about, pretending to fly through the air. Occasionally I would land to pollinate a flower. When I was a bee, I forgot all about shadows.
"Come on, little bee," said my mother cheerfully as I pulled my jumper down over my head. "Buzz out to the kitchen and have your breakfast."
I had my breakfast while my mother sat opposite me at the kitchen table, putting on her make-up in front of a small mirror on a stand. Our house was only a very small house and my mother didn't have a dressing table. Besides, she liked to be with me as much as she could. Working full time, sometimes coming home late, she often felt guilty that she couldn't give me more attention. She knew it was not sensible to feel this way. She had to make ends meet. Still ...
"I've made your lunch," mum suddenly declared.
Not vitamin pill sandwiches, I thought. Sometimes my mother liked to slip a couple of vitamin pills into the peanut butter. She thought I never noticed them.
"A lovely peanut butter sandwich. Your favourite," she went on.
She had slipped two vitamins into the sandwich that morning. She had been going to put in four. But she had read somewhere that too many vitamins could be dangerous. No, two vitamins were just right. Just enough to put her mind at rest.
Now came the part of the morning that I found most interesting. My mother called it 'putting on her face'. Putting on her face, of course, meant putting on her make-up.
"Must hide the wrinkles. Your mother's turning into an old bag," my mother observed, peering critically at herself in the small mirror and beginning to apply her lipstick.
I hated to hear my mother talking like this. She wasn't an old bag. She was beautiful. There was something strange, though, about her make-up, about her 'putting on her face', that always made me feel uneasy. When she had finished, she never seemed the same person. Something had changed about her.
"I'll have to get a new lipstick - this one's almost finished," she announced through pursed lips. "There, how do I look?"
My mother flashed a bright smile at me. Her brilliant white teeth shone through her brilliant red lips - except in a place where some lipstick had got on her teeth.
"Damn!" my mother cursed, rubbing at the lipstick on her teeth with her finger. She then unexpectedly said, smiling to herself in the mirror, "Have a nice day."
"Have a nice day?" I queried.
"The manager at the bank says that's what we're to say to all our customers," my mother informed me. "I'm just practising. HAVE a nice day? Have a NICE day? Which do you think sounds best?"
I just shrugged. I didn't like either way. They both sounded kind of false to me. Besides, I knew days were seldom nice.
"Oh I do wish you'd cheer up a little bit. You always look so glum," my mother gently scolded. "Try looking on the bright side of things. You're such a little pessimist. Why don't you try putting on a happy face. Just like your mum."
She beamed another big smile at me. It really did worry her that I always seemed unhappy.
"Please try, just for me," she implored. "All it takes is a little practice."
So, for her sake, I tried. But I was not very convincing. Putting on a happy face wasn't as easy as it seemed. And I certainly needed a lot more practice. Maybe a little make-up might help. I waited for my mum to leave the room then took her old lipstick that lay upon the table, quickly shoving it in my pocket; little knowing that later that day her lipstick would help to change my whole life.
CHAPTER 2: OLD BOMB
The drive to school was always an event. You see, my mother's car was a bit of an old bomb. It made a loud crunch every time she changed gears and made all sorts of other noises, backfires, whirrings and the like. Still, it got us from A to B, as my mother was fond of saying. Bang, crunch, whirr, click, and clang. Down the street we went. I often looked behind to see if any parts had fallen off. My mother said we'd buy a new car when we won the lottery. We were always going to win the lottery. Mum often told me how fantastic life would be when we were rich.
"Billy, don't pull at your jumper. It'll fall apart," my mother snapped.
Mum had noticed a broken thread I was playing with. My bumble-bee jumper was getting old. It had many broken threads she had been meaning to fix.
"I'll mend it tonight. First thing," she promised.
Good, I thought. I couldn't imagine life without my jumper. I hugged my jumper. It felt so nice and warm. I then looked out the car window at all the shadows in the street. Everything had shadows: buses, cars, trees, buildings and of course, people. Sometimes the shadows were long and sometimes they were short, depending on the time of day and the position of the sun. But what were shadows for? I knew their secret. That's what always made me feel so sad. I hugged my Jumper even more.
"What's wrong, dear? You cold?" my mother said, observing me. "I'll have to buy you a thicker singlet. By the way, Billy, I have some bad news. Your father can't make it this weekend."
My parents were divorced and my father had re-married. "Pressure of business," she continued, crunching another gear.
I'd heard that before. Although I still didn't know what it meant. "Your father tries to get here whenever he can."
Mum was lying for him. I knew she was. And I knew how she hated to. I could see that she was almost choking on her words. She was tired of making excuses for him. What I didn't know, however, was that mum knew the real reason my father kept away - my father had a guilty conscience over something that had happened a long time ago.
"Maybe the weekend after next. Life always has its little disappointments," she stated. This was my mother's way of saying "subject closed".
I brooded, watching the shadows pass some more. Suddenly, however, there was screech of the brakes. Screeeech!!! Followed by a long line of curses and swearing like I had never heard before. I looked at my mother, her face glowing red with anger below her make-up.
"Your bloody father! I mean, bloody dog," she roared, lowering her side window to bellow at a man standing opposite on the footpath. "It should be on a leash! I could have skittled it."
I sighed with relief when we arrived safely at school. I could see my mother was still very tense. Mum said good-bye, trying to smile.
"Have a nice day," she said automatically.
I smiled limply back at her and closed the car door. She then drove off, forgetting to give me a kiss.
"Have a nice day," I said aloud to myself as I waved to my mother and the disappearing car now crunching off into the distance.
CHAPTER 3: FLIGHT OF THE BUMBLE-BEE
School. What could I say? School. The word fell from my lips like a lead balloon. There were some things I liked about school. The teachers were nice, more or less. And the other kids, well they were mostly OK. Except for one. And she was there to meet me as I walked through the crowded school gate.
"What's for lunch? Open your bag," Bridget the Bruiser, the school bully commanded as I entered the playground.
I quaked as she walked towards me. Everybody quaked when the burly, freckled-faced Bridget approached. Bridget snatched my bag and roughly unzipped it, taking out my sandwiches and emptying the rest of its contents onto the ground.
"You should be more careful, Billy, you might lose something," she sniggered. Next she pushed her fiery-red plaits behind her ears - a sure sign that she meant business.
Sure enough Bridget the Bruiser unwrapped my sandwiches and threw the paper onto the ground. She then peeled back the slices of bread to look at the filling inside.
"Not peanut butter again," she complained. "Can't your mother make anything else?"
Bridget then dipped her finger into the peanut butter and dug out a gooey, brown lump.
"Errr, what this?" she said in disgust, while holding the object high and turning it slowly on top of her finger for everyone to see. "It looks like ... what's that word old Mrs Jennings uses whenever a dog's been in the school yard? Droppings," she concluded.
All us kids, of course, knew another word for it. But "droppings" sort of appealed to Bridget, who thought it made her sound more mature and a cut above the rest of us.
"Yeah, droppings," she went on. "It looks like dog droppings." All the kids giggled, impressed by her wit.
I said it was a vitamin pill and that my mother usually put in two. I was trying to be helpful.
"You're weird!" she said. "Here's your bag."
Bridget threw the bag at me. She then wiped the peanut butter off her finger down my nose, where it left a large brown blob, like a pimple, on the tip of my snout.
"What a freak!" she exclaimed, then ran off, followed by the others, leaving me to pick up my sandwiches and my books all by myself.
Just another day, I thought. Oh well, at least that part was over. She usually only bullied me once a day. Now I could relax for the rest of the time. In fact, at playtime I might even practise putting on a happy face. I felt for the lipstick in my pocket.
Lessons went well that day. It took a long time for me to get bored. One lesson was about tortoises. Tortoises really interested me. They were my favourite animal, even more than bees. They were shy and secretive, like myself.
"You're doing very good work, this morning, Billy," said old Mrs Jennings, my teacher. "You've coloured in that picture very well. And what beautiful sentences! I'm going to give you my special badge."
And she did. It was a smiley badge - you know, a bright, happy, sunshine yellow face, with a big happy smile. I pinned it on my jumper upside down.
"No, the other way up, Billy. Oh, never mind." Mrs Jennings gave up. It was enough I had it on. I seldom got any prizes. I was my fault, really. I seldom showed any interest.
The bell for playtime rang. All the other kids ran screaming from the room. I, however, walked slowly, thinking all the time. I kind of felt good today. It was very strange to feel this way. I passed Mrs Jennings at the doorway and grinned at her with the strangest expression on my face, all screwed up and distorted like a monster's. I was trying to smile and be friendly.
"Strange boy," I heard Mrs Jennings mutter to herself. But it was the best I could do. I certainly was out of practice with this smiling business and happy faces. The lipstick would definitely help.
Out in the playground I made ready to put on my make-up. I ran behind some bushes and took mum's lipstick out of my pocket. Putting on the lipstick without a mirror certainly was a problem. I was sure my lips wouldn't look as good as hers. And what a strange taste lipstick had. Now, I thought, having coloured my lips and all around my mouth, perhaps I should add a little colour to my cheeks. A really happy face has rosy cheeks, just like a clown's. So I made big circles on each cheek and then proceeded to colour them in. When I had finished, I was very proud of myself. Just wait until the other kids saw my face. But first I thought I'd like to be a bee for a while. So I buzzed around in my beautiful bumble-bee jumper. First this way and then that. Across the playground, I flew. Oh, what ecstasy! Oh, what joy! The sun shone on me as I danced, pretending to visit flower after flower, alighting gently on each, then taking off again. I had never felt so happy in all my life!
It was then it happened, of course. I should have known it was too good to last. Bridget the Bruiser came upon the scene and spotting me as I twirled and fluttered around, grabbed me roughly by the arm, quickly stopping my merry flight.
"And just what do you think you're doing?" she snarled. "You've been acting like a goat."
That was one of Mrs Jennings favourite sayings. Bridget was very pleased with herself. I told her that actually I was a bumble-bee, not a goat.
But she just said, "Are you contradicting me? And what's that on your face?"
I said, "It's lipstick. For my happy face. You like it?"
Bridget just growled. It was the final straw. A bumble-bee wearing make-up was just too much.
"No. I think it's sick," she said. "I think you're sick. Sick in the head. And I think you deserve a smack - right in the mouth."
Bridget then began winding up her arm like a propeller as she prepared to give me the biggest punch she had ever delivered in her entire life. And I waited, eyes closed, ready to receive it. Suddenly, though, I was struck with a great idea - I could try and run away! And I did, but without much luck. It was hard to imagine that things could get much worse. But for me they were about to - for as I tried to escape Bridget grabbed the broken thread of my jumper, making my jumper unravel a bit.
What a great game Bridget discovered, as she gave another tug and then another, making the front of my favourite jumper disappear, row after row, before my horrified eyes.
Stunned, completely unable to move, I just stood with my mouth gaping open as Bridget worked like a demon, finding another broken thread at the back of my jumper. Gleefully she pulled at it, unravelling it further. Soon I stood in nothing but my sleeves, the rest of my wonderful jumper, a great pile of tangled wool at my feet.
I felt like crying, but somehow I couldn't. Instead, my head began to throb like it never had before. It was the most intense, unbearable headache I had ever had. So bad was it that I yelled with the pain and ran quickly to a wall of the school building, where I stood on my head. Now half the school was there, staring at this strangest of sights - a boy standing on his head, his face covered in lipstick and two jumper sleeves falling down his arms.
"Quick, get Miss," a student cried from the crowd. It was plain to see that I needed help. But too late, unfortunately, as I toppled forward and lay face down on the ground, unconscious and motionless.
Suddenly a teacher appeared. It was Mrs Jennings, followed by her special drama group. She had come out of play practice to see what was going on.
"Give him air, give him air," Mrs Jennings cried in panic, as her drama students formed a line and mimed passing imaginary buckets of air to tip on me. "No, that's not what I mean. I mean give him real air."
The crowd now started to move back a little as Mrs Jennings attended to me.
She was really worried about me. She shook me gently. Fortunately, I was breathing and my pulse was steady.
"Billy, Billy, can you hear me? Billy, we're going to phone your mother," she called loudly to me.
My mother was having her morning break when the telephone rang. It had been such a tiring morning. Her face ached from smiling at customers and she was glad to sit down for a rest and have a lovely cup of coffee. Her morning, however, was soon to drastically change as she heard the news about me. She ran from the bank immediately and jumped into her car and sped to the school at fast as she could.
Meanwhile, back at the school, I was sole topic of all conversations with all kinds of wild rumours spreading about me.
Whisper, whisper...
"Some kind of mental fit," said Mrs Jennings to the other teachers in her staff room.
Whisper, whisper...
"Broken neck. He broke his neck when he fell," said a boy in my class, who claimed to have witnessed the entire incident.
Whisper, whisper...
Said an older boy in the library as he passed the Encyclopedia around to all his friends. "Rabies!" they read. The boy was sure he had seen me bitten by a mad dog just minutes before standing on my head.
Whisper, whisper...
"Brain tumour," said another girl with an air of authority. Her father was a doctor.
And ...
"Vitamin deficiency!" yelled my mother as she leapt from her car and rushed through the school gates and up to the office, to where Bridget the Bruiser sat waiting for her, coyly twirling one of her plaits.
"You must be Billy's mother?" Bridget asked my mother with an air of innocence.
"Billy, where's my Billy?" my mother cried hysterically.
"He's dead," Bridget coldly announced.
"Dead!" my mother shrieked as she fainted.
It was some time before they brought her around. After which Mrs Jennings and her drama group helped carry her to the sick bay, where she lay on a bed next to mine.
It hadn't been a good morning for either of us.
CHAPTER 4: THE SHADOW BOY
Hospitals can be strange places. Especially for us kids. And I was no exception. Not that I noticed the hospital they had brought me to for a long, long time. At the hospital the doctor said I was in a kind of deep sleep called a coma, although he wasn't at all sure what had caused it. I slept for ages and in my sleep I had the strangest dream. Or was it a dream? It felt so real. I imagined that a boy was sitting on the end of my bed, chewing some gum; a very strange boy and one I didn't like at all. I asked him who he was.
"I'm the Shadow Boy. Who do you think?" he said.
"Eh?" I responded, not believing my ears.
"Your shadow. You deaf, or something? I follow you around. At night I live in your head, while during the day I live at your feet."
I told him he didn't look like a shadow. In fact, in many ways this strange boy looked like me, only older and stronger. I asked him why I had never seen him before. He just shrugged and then got off the bed.
"I have talked to you quite often," he said, as he swaggered about the room. "Haven't you heard me talk to you about shadows? I've told you all about them. About what they mean. But, of course, there are other things I say. Sometimes I shout and scream at you. Sometimes, I even swear. And call you names - you wimp, you loser, you hopeless dag! I really give you hell. I'm that voice in your head and the cause of all your headaches."
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