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        For my mum, who is perfectly imperfect,
      

            
        And for all mothers who are imperfectly perfect.
      

         

      
   


   
      
          

         
             

         

         jake’s notebook
Monday 16th December

Days since Mum disappeared: One

Days until Christmas: Nine

         
            
        ten things you should know about my mum:
      

            	Her name is Christine

               	Her favourite colour is purple

               	She has curly blonde hair

               	Her star sign is Scorpio

               	She loves the sea

               	She is thirty-five years young (or that’s what she tells me)

               	She likes to sing and dance (it can be pretty embarrassing sometimes)

               	She doesn’t go to work as she is too busy looking after me and my sister, Rose

               	Sometimes she gets annoyed if I do something wrong, like forgetting to tidy my room, but she doesn’t stay angry for long

               	Other than Lukas she is my best friend in the entire world
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            THINGS START TO GO WRONG

         

         I knew STRAIGHTAWAY that something was WRONG on Monday morning when Mum didn’t wake me up for school. Instead, I was woken ABRUPTLY by my sister Rose shrieking SO LOUDLY it would have roused everyone else in London at PRECISELY the same time.

         ‘It’s eight o’clock,’ I heard her scream. ‘Why didn’t anyone wake me?’

         Rose is my older sister. She is what scientists call ‘A TEENAGER’. This basically means that she has to get up extremely early every day in order to get ready for school on time. She spends approximately FIVE HOURS in the bathroom each morning. And when she comes out, she looks exactly the same as when she went in.

         ‘We are going to be sooo late,’ she wailed. ‘Mrs Crumpton is going to kill me. This is the end of my life. Oh my God. I AM GOING TO DIE.’

         Mrs Crumpton was Rose’s form tutor and she wasn’t a great one for TARDINESS (i.e. being late). This is when I decided that something was NOT QUITE RIGHT. Although Rose is a total drama queen at the best of times, it did seem very strange that Mum was literally nowhere to be seen. I decided I needed to investigate the situation more closely.

         I launched myself out of bed, and still in my planet pyjamas, walked silently across the landing so as not to disturb the teenager when she was in FULL-ON MEGA MELTDOWN MODE.

         ‘Mum?!!’ I heard Rose screaming from her bedroom. ‘Mum? Where are you?’

         By now I had reached Mum’s room. The door was shut. This was A BIT ODD as usually she leaves it slightly ajar, but I didn’t feel it was a cause for great alarm at this stage. I knocked tentatively in case she was in one of her moods again but there was NO REPLY.

         This was an interesting development but again not highly unusual. I opened the door carefully and peered inside. Nothing was out of place. The bed was neatly made, and the curtains were tightly drawn. I decided to look under the bed.

         I didn’t really think Mum would be under there, but it was where she usually hid the Christmas presents. And there were only nine days to go until the big day. It was completely bare. Not even a dusty tumbleweed in sight. THERE WERE NO PRESENTS!!! This really was a DISASTER OF THE HIGHEST ORDER now.

         ‘Mum?!’ Rose continued to HOWL like a deranged werewolf.

         ‘Mum?!!’ Her voice was SO LOUD it definitely could have woken the dead.

         Whilst Rose continued to wail frantically, I decided to take matters into my own hands and look downstairs. Meanwhile Rose flounced into the bathroom like a highly strung show pony and slammed the door aggressively behind her as she went.
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         We live in a maisonette. There are twenty stairs down to the ground floor and I took them one at a time in order to give myself OPTIMUM (a lot of) time to think. I was only on the fifth stair when I heard a strange rustling, shuffling sound coming from the kitchen below.

         I took the next four steps two at a time, landing on the tenth step, when I heard an even weirder noise coming from the kitchen. I paused cautiously for a moment. It sounded like a pig was in there. A WILD BOAR. It shuffled and rustled and then it snorted. REALLY LOUDLY.

         Everything went eerily quiet for a moment, which usually means something is NOT OK, and by this point I had reached the bottom of the staircase. I needed to investigate further.

         Suddenly the creature let out another LOUD SNORT. The hairs on the back of my neck began to prickle. I looked around for something large to arm myself with. Alas, all I found was an old umbrella which was quite big but not exactly LIFE THREATENING.

         The SNORTING continued.

         
            What if it had eaten Mum?

         

         I gulped nervously before tiptoeing stealthily to the end of the corridor, brandishing the somewhat broken umbrella in one hand, and peered anxiously into the kitchen.

         
            I was quite scared at this point of the story in case you were wondering.

         

         I took a very deep breath and swept through the door, hoping to take the WILD BOAR BY THE HORNS and startle it into submission.

         And there.

         Asleep in her chair.

         Snoring like a warthog.

         Was GRANDMA.

         It was not a dangerous, death-defying creature after all. Just a sleeping old lady. I put the umbrella down gently and tried to recover my wits.

         Meanwhile, Rose was still in the bathroom.

         And there was still NO SIGN OF MUM.
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            KITCHEN CHAOS

         

         Having now established that we weren’t UNDER ATTACK from FLESH-EATING WILD HOGS and there was no imminent danger, and that Mum probably hadn’t been EATEN ALIVE, I continued with my search.

         My grandma is a nurse at the local hospital and often works nights. She’s always reminding me that she isn’t even all that old but to me she seems ABSOLUTELY ANCIENT.

         
            BTW, please don’t tell her I said that; she can still give as good as she gets, even at her age.

         

         She also likes to remind me that she is a very busy lady, with an awful lot to do, so I need to SHOW SOME RESPECT and let her have A MOMENT’S PEACE every now and then.

         Anyway, due to her old age long shifts at the hospital, she is always nodding off or catching forty winks or having a nap at unusual hours of the day. Which all mean she is ASLEEP. Just like now. And I am ABSOLUTELY FORBIDDEN from waking her up.

         This still didn’t really explain why she was fast asleep in our kitchen at eight am. It was another strange event to add to an already MYSTIFYING MORNING. Looked like I was going to have to wait for her to wake up before I could find out what on earth was going on.

         As Grandma was dead to the world and of no use to me on my present mission, I decided to continue my search for Mum. I skirted past Grandma’s chair, trying not to disturb her from her slumber as being woken up by children makes her VERY ANGRY. Even in the MIDDLE OF A CRISIS, probably. I didn’t want to wait to find out anyway.

         Mum was LITERALLY NOWHERE TO BE SEEN. She wasn’t stood next to the kettle waiting for it to boil for her morning cup of coffee. She wasn’t setting bowls on the table or getting cereal out of the kitchen cupboards whilst wearing her dressing gown and slippers. She wasn’t even out on the balcony having a cigarette.

         It was as if she had suddenly VANISHED INTO THIN AIR. Mum always made us eat breakfast. She said it was the most important meal of the day. But, as no one was around to make it for me, breakfast was going to have to wait today.

         And I couldn’t even get to the fridge if I wanted to as Grandma’s chair was in the way, Rose is the only one of us tall enough to reach the cupboards where the cereal is kept, and I wasn’t allowed to touch the bread knife under ANY CIRCUMSTANCES without the presence of a RESPONSIBLE ADULT.

         It looked as though I was going to have to go hungry until lunchtime at least. I would have to try my best to ignore my growling stomach until then. It sounded as if a VERY ANGRY TIGER was going TOTALLY BERSERK in there.
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         So that’s when I decided something very strange was definitely happening. And I couldn’t ask Grandma about it until she woke up. I could potentially be waiting a very long while. I decided to write a list of all the possibilities of where Mum might be in order to kill some time and give myself a moment to think.

         I grabbed my notebook from the pocket of my pyjamas, where I keep it safely nearby to record my observations and EMERGENCY SITUATIONS such as this one. It has a ballpoint pen covered in planets clipped to the side which is VERY HANDY INDEED as mum says I am prone to ABSENTMINDEDNESS (forgetfulness) and am always LOSING THINGS.

         The cover looks just like the Milky Way, but I know for a fact it is not an accurate representation and even if it was, the stars you see in the night sky are actually THOUSANDS OF YEARS OLD and ALMOST CERTAINLY DEAD BY NOW anyway.

         I opened a fresh page of my notebook and started to write my list.

         
            places mum might have gone:

            1. The EU

            2. The Bahamas

            3. Prison

            4. Tesco

            5. Christmas Shopping

            6. Oxford Street (see point five above)

            7. Hospital

            8. Lukas’s house

            9. Dad’s

 

            10. Dead?

         

         It seemed HIGHLY UNLIKELY that she was DEAD given that she had no MAJOR ENEMIES as far as I was aware, and we had already established that she hadn’t been EATEN ALIVE by WILD HOGS. And, in any case, it was JUST TOO AWFUL to even consider without any specific evidence. So, I decided to cross that one off the list.

         This was certainly a huge relief, but it still left NINE OTHER POSSIBILITIES to investigate. It was going to be a VERY BUSY DAY. I closed the notebook and shoved it deep into my pocket where I knew it would be very secure and I wouldn’t lose it. There really was NO TIME TO WASTE.
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         By now it was eight thirty am and we were undoubtedly going to be LATE FOR SCHOOL. On a normal day, I would have walked to school with my best friend Lukas, but this wasn’t a normal day, and he would already have left by now.

         If I waited for Rose, who knows how long she would take. And Grandma was still asleep. So, I decided to SEIZE THE MOMENT and walk to school by myself. I wasn’t really supposed to walk to school on my own without Lukas or Rose, but I knew the way and there was no one else around to take me after all.

         Mum was who knows where, Grandma was out for the count, and Rose was still getting ready. And it was getting LATE. As this was an EMERGENCY, I needed to USE MY INITIATIVE which is what Mum always tells me to do when I ask her a homework-related question that she doesn’t know the answer to.

         As my stomach continued to rumble loudly, protesting the LACK OF SUITABLE PROVISION (food), I raced back up the stairs to put on my school uniform. As I ran past the bathroom door, I noticed steam pouring out OMINOUSLY (in a spooky fashion) from underneath it, as if a somewhat HAPHAZARD WITCH was brewing potions in there.

         I wouldn’t be able to brush my teeth but that was OK as I hadn’t had any breakfast yet anyway. At least my appalling morning breath might keep NEIL THE SCHOOL BULLY at bay.

         I grabbed my school bag from where I’d flung it on the desk the Friday before and, transferring my notebook carefully into the trouser pocket of my school uniform, raced back down the stairs and out of the front door.

      
   


   
      
         
      
        sundays 
      
    

         
      We always spent Sundays together. Just the three of us. Mum and Rose and Me. Even Rose wasn’t allowed out with her friends on Sundays. Sometimes she would sulk and moan and throw a wobbler, but she would always come around in the end. Sundays were family time. 
    

         Mum would be in a good mood when we were all at home, and she wouldn’t get angry or upset. Sundays were good days. We would stay in our pyjamas and watch TV all day, lying on the sofa tucked beneath blankets. 

         
      Sundays felt like safe days. Days where nothing bad could happen. Sometimes Mum would fall asleep. No one called on Sunday, and if they did we didn’t answer. 
      No one came to the door. Not even Dad. 
    

         
      In the evenings, we were allowed takeaway chicken and chips from the high street. I liked chicken nuggets best. We’d come home to plates hot from the oven. We were even allowed Coke on Sundays. And any snacks we wanted. Chocolate. Cake. Crisps. 
    

         
      After dinner Mum would run me a hot bath, and afterwards I would read one of my favourite books, wrapped up warm in my dressing gown and slippers before bed. 
    

         
      Sunday was always my favourite day of the week. When we all got to spend time together and Mum wouldn’t be sad for a while. 
    

         
      And this particular Sunday was no different from usual, until Mum went missing. 
    

         
      That’s why it seemed so strange.
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            FINDING DAD

         

         My dad lives on the other side of the estate from us. Even though he’s not Rose’s biological father, we both usually visit him on Saturdays and Thursdays, but given the EXCEPTIONAL CIRCUMSTANCES this definitely called for a break from tradition. I decided to drop round on my way to school.

         There’s a balcony that runs all the way round the estate, past all the identical red doors to all the flats including MY BEST FRIEND LUKAS’S. Lukas is from the EU. As he would already have left for school, I didn’t knock for him on the way past.

         I went down the steps that led to the first floor where Dad’s flat was. He lives at NUMBER FOUR. I rang the bell and waited. There was no answer. Perhaps I was too late, and he had already left for work.

         There was only one thing for it. I started BASHING THE DOOR VERY LOUDLY and SHOUTING, whilst RINGING THE BELL and CLATTERING THE LETTER-BOX. This was bound to get his attention if he was still at home.

         ‘What the hell?’ I heard a voice mutter. ‘Hang on a minute.’

         I heard the chain being drawn across, the bolt slide back, and the latch click, and then SUDDENLY the door was open and standing there in his shirt and tie, looking as smart as always, was DAD. Even his suit couldn’t hide his dreadlocks which hung over his shoulder and down to his knees.

         ‘Jake, son. What’s up?’ Dad asked as he scratched his head and exhaled sharply. ‘I was just about to leave.’

         Behind him, the flat looked PRISTINE (really tidy), the windows sparkling in the early morning sun. Dad picked up his briefcase from just inside the front door and hustled me outside as he closed it firmly behind him.

         ‘I need to get to work,’ Dad continued as he locked up. ‘Why aren’t you on your way to school?’

         ‘Mum’s missing.’ I blurted out. ‘She wasn’t at home this morning when I woke up. Her bed’s not been slept in and she wasn’t at breakfast either. Rose had a total fit. You should have seen her. And Grandma’s in the kitchen sleeping. So, I thought—have you seen her?’

         Dad was MOMENTARILY SPEECHLESS. He opened his mouth and then closed it again without saying a word. He scratched his head once more and looked A BIT CONFUSED. I wondered if he was IN SHOCK. Perhaps he was just worried about being LATE FOR WORK.

         ‘Dad?’

         We were still standing on the balcony, Dad checking his watch anxiously and trying to get me to move along towards the gate that led out into the street. Dad works for the local council. He takes his job VERY SERIOUSLY and doesn’t like to be late. ESPECIALLY ON A MONDAY.

         ‘Nah. Last time I saw her was yesterday evening. Down by Tesco. Round ten I think it was.’

         This was an INTERESTING DEVELOPMENT because yesterday was SUNDAY, and Mum never went out on a SUNDAY, apart from to get CHICKEN AND CHIPS from the high street. She’d been in when I went to bed.

         ‘Did she say anything?’ I asked.

         ‘I didn’t speak to her. She looked like she was in a bad mood.’ His face darkened temporarily (he was probably thinking about being late for work again).

         After a second he added, ‘It did seem like she was in a bit of a hurry, though.’

         ‘Do you think we should call the police?’

         I felt like ALERTING THE AUTHORITIES was the least we should do GIVEN THE SITUATION. Perhaps the reason she had been in such a rush was to GET AWAY FROM AN ARMED ROBBER or something.

         ‘Let’s not jump to any conclusions now, son. I’ll try to ring the house at lunchtime, speak to your gran. I’m sure there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation for all of this. She probably just had an appointment this morning and forgot to tell you. Or she did tell you and you forgot to remember.’

         I opened my mouth to PROTEST VIOLENTLY but Dad cut me off before I could even begin to DRAW BREATH.

         ‘Don’t you think it’s time for you to go to school?’ Dad looked pointedly down at his watch again. ‘Don’t worry about your mum, I’ll sort it.’

         He was right, it was now TEN TO NINE, and I was almost certainly going to be LATE for school unless there happened to be a SPARE TARDIS lying around somewhere, so I decided I better GET MY SKATES ON and get out of there before I got a DETENTION.

         I said goodbye to Dad and raced along the balcony and down the stairs, pausing briefly at the bottom to inhale some much-needed fresh air. Dad called out behind me to SLOW DOWN or I’d BREAK MY NECK.
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         Having established that Mum wasn’t at Dad’s, I took out my notebook and crossed him off the list. I thought it was interesting that Dad had mentioned seeing Mum at Tesco the previous evening and made a note to come back to that later.

         Once I’d updated my notes, I continued on my journey to school. There wasn’t much chance of Mum being there I decided, but it wasn’t a complete WASTE OF TIME as I could ask Lukas if I could go round to his after school and see if his mum had any idea where she might be.

         Also, he could be WORRIED that I hadn’t been there this morning as we always walk to school together EVERY MORNING. Apart from on SATURDAYS and SUNDAYS of course as there is NO SCHOOL on those days.

         
            
        In case you were wondering I am usually 
        A VERY PUNCTUAL
         person. 
      

         

         Being a DETECTIVE was turning out to be QUITE HARD WORK. Perhaps what I needed was a trusty sidekick, a Watson to my Sherlock Holmes. My next task was to FIND LUKAS. Perhaps he could be my righthand man and help me solve THE MYSTERY OF THE MISSING MUM.

         
            
        places mum might have gone:
      

            1. The EU

            2. The Bahamas

            3. Prison

            4. Tesco

            5. Christmas Shopping

            6. Oxford Street (see point five above)

            7. Hospital

            8. Lukas’s house

            9. Dad’s

             

            10. Dead?
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            FOOTBALL HERO

         

         I had last seen Lukas on Saturday morning at football practice in Mildmay Park, the day before Mum had VANISHED INTO THIN AIR. Lukas was playing, I was watching. Football is more of a spectator sport to me. I’m not very good at any form of activity that involves moving objects hurtling towards me at lightning speed.

         Lukas is the star striker of the local under 15’s. Unfortunately, NEIL THE SCHOOL BULLY is also a striker on the team and is often known to barge Lukas out of the way in order to try to CLAIM ALL THE GLORY at the LAST MINUTE. Even though they are meant to be on the SAME SIDE.

         Luckily, Lukas isn’t even slightly afraid of Neil and usually manages to keep hold of the ball under the most adverse circumstances and still holds the record for the highest number of goals scored this season. MUCH TO NEIL’S ANNOYANCE.

         This Saturday was no different from any other. Just as Lukas had managed to tackle a lanky midfielder from the away team and was running down the left side of the pitch, hurtling past their defenders who looked UTTERLY GOBSMACKED as he shot past them, Neil dashed across the playing field to try and STEAL THE BALL and LUKAS’S THUNDER at the same time.

         Even with Neil holding on tightly to his shirt, hanging off him like a FERAL MONKEY WITH RABIES, Lukas still kept hold of the ball, struggling his way into the box, and SCORED THE WINNING GOAL.

         That just shows how amazing Lukas is at both FOOTBALL and TRIUMPHING OVER SEVERE ADVERSITY. He really is THE BRAVEST PERSON I know.

         ‘Yes! Go Lukas,’ I cheered, loud enough to really wind up Neil and show Lukas how proud I was that he was MY BEST FRIEND at the same time.

         ‘Thanks,’ Lukas shouted as he ran across the field to high five me. Or as I thought he was running over to high five me.

         In actual fact what happened was that I raised my hand enthusiastically into the air like I had a spare arm and watched in TOTAL DISBELIEF as Lukas sailed past me to high five the person standing next to me.

         I was left looking like a TOTAL WALLY, and you’ll never guess who Lukas was high fiving instead of me? It was only NERDY NORA, the TOTAL SWOT from my Tuesday afternoon English class, the one who always knows all the answers to ABSOLUTELY EVERYTHING and isn’t afraid to show off it.

         I hadn’t the slightest clue that they even knew each other. I wondered when they had become SUCH GOOD FRIENDS. I obviously hadn’t been paying enough attention and it wasn’t the type of thing Lukas would casually drop into conversation. He can be pretty shy when he’s not on the football field.

         By the time I had started to recover my wits, Lukas was already heading back across the pitch to celebrate with the rest of the team. I made a mental note to ask him about Nora after the game was over.
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         After football, we went back to Lukas’s house to play on his PS4. Thankfully, I am much better at computer games than actual physical exercise.

         ‘You were amazing at football this morning,’ I said. ‘I can’t believe how brave you were standing up to Neil like that.’

         ‘It was nothing,’ Lukas replied, stoic as ever. ‘You have to stand up to people like him. You can’t let the bullies win.’

         It was easy for Lukas. Even though he was clever and wore glasses and looked a bit geeky, everyone at school RESPECTED HIM. Not just because of his mad football skills but because he didn’t take ANYTHING from ANYONE. Not even Neil.

         ‘I wish I could stand up to him the way you do,’ I replied, sighing as I thought about having to deal with Neil again on Monday morning when we got to school. ‘He just makes me so nervous.’

         ‘Forget about Neil. He’s not worth your time,’ Lukas said. ‘Let’s concentrate on killing some husks.’

         ‘OK.’

         I knew I could park my worries about Neil temporarily and enjoy playing Fortnite with Lukas for now, but I also knew you couldn’t solve a problem by PUTTING IT OFF FOREVER even if you wanted to. Neil would still be there, waiting for me, on Monday.

         That’s when I remembered about Nora and what had happened at football earlier that day. I was about to ask Lukas how he knew her so well but I was DISTRACTED by his avatar making a sneaky attempt to try and KILL MINE.

         As I made a hasty recovery and tried to defend myself, we were LOCKED IN DEADLY COMBAT for the rest of the afternoon and by the time we had finished playing, it was almost five o’clock and I had to run home or I’d be LATE FOR DINNER.

      
   


   
      
         saturdays   

         Mum had been at home when I got in on Saturday evening. On Saturday evenings, we sang. Sitting at the small table in the kitchen. Mum, then Rose, then me. Backs straight as soldiers lined up in a regimental row. Mum liked the old songs best. Rescue Me by Aretha Franklin was her favourite. I quite liked it too even though it was a very old song. 

         She would get us to sing it over and over again, practising until it was just right, but it never was. So, we kept singing, late into the night sometimes. She had it on an ancient cassette tape, not even a CD, or on her phone. 

         She kept rewinding it and it made this funny little squeaking sound, like a hamster going backwards on its wheel. We were like the Jackson 5, only there were just the three of us. Mum also liked to sing Madonna and Michael Jackson. 

         We didn’t even get a break to have something to eat or drink, we just sang. Rose was much better than me but even she got fed up sometimes. Then I would start to get bored of singing, but Mum said we couldn’t stop until it was perfect. 

         So, we just kept singing and singing, long into the night. 

      
   


   
      
         
            5

            A GIANT BASKETBALL

         

         It was ten past nine when I finally got to school, so I ran FULL PELT through the door and along the corridor to my tutor group, almost crashing into a FRIGHTENED-LOOKING DINNER LADY on the way past.

         Unfortunately, Lukas isn’t in my form, so I didn’t get to see him at registration, but I thought I better show up in case Mr Rogers noticed anything suspicious was going on and reported me to SOCIAL SERVICES.

         Mr Rogers didn’t even seem to notice my late entrance as I sat down just as he had started to call out the names on the register. Once I was firmly settled in my chair, I checked my timetable. It was going to be a VERY LONG DAY.

         Double maths and double history. I couldn’t believe it. What a total SNOOZEFEST. And I had so many more important things to be doing like FINDING MY MUM.

         To make matters even worse, if they could get ANY WORSE at this point, I didn’t have any lessons with Lukas that day, so I wouldn’t get to see him until break time at the very earliest. This really was a TOTAL CATASTROPHE.

         I hoped I wouldn’t run into Neil before then. That was the last thing I needed on a day like today. Neil was a VICIOUS, BIGHEADED NINCOMPOOP and he always got away with everything as he had the teachers WRAPPED ROUND HIS LITTLE FINGER. Anyway, more on that later.

         
            
        The rest of registration was quite boring and not vital to the story so let’s get on with it.
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         I was finally able to track down Lukas at morning break. Double maths had seemed like FOREVER and an ENTIRE ETERNITY. I managed not to get into too much trouble by copying most of Ben’s answers. I just didn’t have time for maths today and Ben, who sits next to me, is really brainy, and doesn’t mind a bit of well-meant PLAGIARISM (copying), now and again.

         We only had ten minutes at break time, so I tried to be as CONCISE and TO THE POINT as possible. Unfortunately, Lukas didn’t seem to get the message and wanted to know how my day was going so far and where I had been that morning before school.

         It was nice that he seemed so concerned but that is what I had been trying to tell him if he’d let me GET A WORD IN EDGEWAYS. Trust Lukas to choose a time like this to become a TOTAL CHATTERBOX.

         Given what had happened at football on Saturday, I had half thought he would have been too busy with his NEW FRIEND NORA to worry about me. And I still hadn’t had a chance to find out what was going on there.

         All I knew was that if I wanted Lukas to help me now, it probably wasn’t the best time to raise the subject of him REPLACING ME with SOMEONE ELSE. I needed to swallow my pride and press pause on the WAVE OF JEALOUSY I felt when I imagined Lukas and Nora spending loads of time together without me knowing.

         We had already wasted APPROXIMATELY FIVE MINUTES of our TEN-MINUTE break time, so I tried to steer the conversation back to the matter at hand ASAP (as soon as possible). Lukas had just started talking about what had happened in his lessons so far that morning when my impatience got the better of me.

         ‘Lukas, can I come to yours after school?’ I interrupted. ‘It’s very important.’

         ‘Err, I think that should be OK,’ said Lukas, looking puzzled by my sudden outburst. ‘Why? What’s up?’

         ‘It’s Mum. She’s missing. She wasn’t at home this morning when I got up for school and I think something terrible might have happened to her.’

         At that moment, the bell started ringing so I told Lukas I’d have to FILL HIM IN LATER and without waiting for his response headed off to my next lesson.

         
            
        It goes without saying that double history was pretty dull, so let’s skip that bit of the day and get on with the rest of the story. 
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         I sat and ate my lunch ALONE, as Lukas has football practice at lunchtimes, so I wouldn’t get to see him until the end of the day. I kept checking my phone nervously but there were NO UPDATES from anyone. The lifeless blank screen stared up at me.

         In the afternoon I had PE. Regrettably, I am not the ‘athletic type’ and spent most of the lesson narrowly avoiding being hit on the head with a giant basketball by Neil.

         Unfortunately, Neil is not EXTREMELY UNATTRACTIVE like a school bully is meant to be, but DISARMINGLY HANDSOME which means he gets away with MURDER, or in this case GBH (grievous bodily harm). All I can say is that looks can be deceptive and behind the face of an angel lies a COLD HEART OF STONE.

         None of the teachers seemed to notice the SIGNIFICANT DANGER I was in and just carried on shouting at me to ‘GET ON WITH IT’, whilst Neil smiled and looked innocent and continued to TAUNT ME MERCILESSLY.

         ‘Oi, Loser!’ he shouted, throwing the ball in a rather AGGRESSIVE FASHION in the general direction of my head.

         I survived by spending most of the lesson playing dodgeball, when in actual fact this was a BASKETBALL GAME. Needless to say, my dodging skills are SECOND TO NONE. I’ve had a lot of time to practice.

         Harry had taken pity on me and passed me the ball and I was bouncing my way down the court like a young Lebron James when Neil stuck out his foot and I went flying into the ground.

         Still the teachers did nothing, and I was forced to literally pick myself up off the ground and GET ON WITH IT. Luckily, I survived the rest of the lesson without any further injury. I even managed to avoid having my head dunked in the toilet in the changing room as Neil has a VERY SHORT ATTENTION SPAN and had already moved on to his NEXT VICTIM.

         I wished momentarily that I was more like my best friend, and brave enough to step in and help, as his new target was Tiny Tim who is unfortunately a bit challenged in the height department, but school was FINALLY OVER and I had to go and find Lukas.

         ‘Good luck,’ I shouted to Tim, as I quickly made my escape before Neil could change his mind and start ANTAGONISING (picking on) me again.
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            BEST FRIENDS

         

         At THREE THIRTY PM exactly, having survived being PHYSICALLY EDUCATED ASSAULTED, I was waiting for Lukas at the school gates. I was beginning to get SLIGHTLY RESTLESS when he finally showed up at THREE THIRTY-TWO PM.

         ‘Are you OK?’ he asked, sensing my GROWING IMPATIENCE. ‘What’s happened? Did you find out where your mum is?’

         Lukas is from Poland. He is quite short and a bit self-conscious about his glasses which he doesn’t like but I think make him look VERY INTELLIGENT.

         Usually he is a boy of few words, and quite serious but you get used to that. And I can talk enough for both of us. And sometimes the silence is quite peaceful really. It helps to calm the WHIRRING SOUND I have in my brain when I start to get OVERLY ANXIOUS.

         ‘I haven’t heard anything,’ I replied. ‘I think we should check if she’s at yours, visiting your mum.’

         ‘I’m really sorry, I can’t tonight,’ Lukas replied.

         ‘What? Why not?’ I said, trying my best not to show that I was COMPLETELY ASTOUNDED that my best friend would LET ME DOWN at a time like this.

         What could POSSIBLY BE MORE IMPORTANT than helping me FIND MY MUM? Perhaps he had already made plans to hang out with nerdy Nora and he no longer wanted to spend time with me.

         ‘But you said—’ I stuttered.

         ‘Sorry, I’m not walking home. I forgot I have to help Mum with something. I promised I’d meet her straight after school. She’ll be really annoyed if I’m late.’

         ‘But—’

         ‘I’m sure your mum’s fine,’ Lukas offered conclusively. To Lukas everything was BLACK AND WHITE, sometimes he completely failed to comprehend the COMPLEXITIES OF MODERN LIFE.

         I was still struggling to speak, to get the words out that I was actually getting VERY WORRIED. That I couldn’t quite explain it, but I JUST KNEW that something wasn’t QUITE RIGHT.

         ‘Look,’ Lukas’s voice softened as he spoke. ‘Why don’t you go home and check if she’s there? If not, you can call me, and I’ll ask my mum if she’s seen her. OK? I’m sure she’ll have turned up by now. She was probably just busy and had to go out early this morning for some reason. If not, we can come up with a plan tomorrow, OK? I promise I’ll help you find her.’

         I nodded, still not one hundred per cent sure what to say. Why did NO ONE ELSE seem to be taking the situation seriously? Who knew what could potentially happen if we waited until tomorrow to come up with a plan. The following day felt like AEONS (ages) away to me. SURELY ANYTHING COULD HAPPEN BEFORE THEN.

         So much for finding a sidekick. Looked like I was ON MY OWN with this one. My visions of us solving THE MYSTERY OF THE MISSING MUM together vanished in a puff of smoke as quickly as they had first appeared. I’d have to find my mum by myself.

         ‘O-K,’ I managed to stutter, stumbling over and spitting out each letter like they were physically lodged in my throat.

         ‘Great. Well, give me a call later, OK? And try not to worry. I’m sure there’s just been a misunderstanding and she’s probably waiting for you at home.’ Lukas smiled sympathetically.

         Without waiting to hear my reply Lukas was off, and I wasn’t sure if I was imagining things, but he seemed PRETTY RELIEVED to get out of there. I had no idea what was going on as Lukas always had my back, you’d think especially when it came to SUCH AN IMPORTANT MATTER AS THIS.

         
            ——————

         

         Just as quickly as Lukas disappeared through the school gates, Rose suddenly appeared beside me. It was unusual for her to be out of school so early and usually I was long gone by now. But my BEST FRIEND had DESERTED ME so it looked as though I would have to make do with walking home with my big sister instead.

         At least there was no chance of bumping into Neil on the way home, he was still inside the building terrorising Tiny Tim. And if there was one thing Rose was good at, it was being EVEN MORE INTIMIDATING than the resident school bully. Sometimes it’s VERY HANDY to have a sister in year eleven.

         ‘What are you still doing here?’ Rose enquired in her usual direct fashion. ‘Where’s Lukas?’

         Rose didn’t often pay much attention to me but if there was one thing she did know it was that I ALWAYS walked home with Lukas.

         ‘He had to go. But it’s OK, I can walk home with you instead.’

         ‘Not so fast little bro, I’ve got tennis tonight,’ Rose replied, brandishing her racket in quite an ALARMING MANNER.

         ‘Alright, no need to knock me out with that thing.’

         ‘You’ll be fine getting home on your own, won’t you?’

         And with one, final, somewhat OVERLY ENTHUSIASTIC FLOURISH of her racket, Rose was off, leaving me for dust, a DOUBLE DESERTEE. Even my own sister had left me.

         I didn’t know precisely how I was meant to discover Mum’s whereabouts all on my own, but I was determined that I could do it even if it meant having to BREAK SOME OF THE RULES.

         Perhaps when I got home, I would tell Grandma I wasn’t feeling very well, so I could take tomorrow off school and fully concentrate on the mystery at hand. That was if Mum hadn’t turned up by now. Detective work was proving to be a FULL-TIME JOB after all.

      
   


   
      
         
      
        sick days
      
    

         
      It seemed unlikely that Grandma would let me stay at home even for one day as she was super strict. Mum always let us stay off school on sick days. She liked having the company. She’d let us stay in bed until lunchtime with a hot water bottle and a book to read. 
    

         Sometimes she’d let us watch TV even though she said, ‘if we were well enough to watch TV then we were well enough to go to school.’ She didn’t mind really. She never got annoyed with us when we were off sick. 

         
      She’d make us lunch, and in the afternoon, we’d sit together on the sofa and fall asleep. She’d go to the shops and bring back Lucozade and orange juice. Anything we wanted to eat. 
    

         
      In the evenings, she’d make us cheese and Jacob’s crackers for tea, run us both a hot bath and change the sheets, fresh pyjamas waiting on the pillows. Sometimes I would stay at home an extra day just to spend more time with her. 
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            TESCO SHIRLEY

         

         As I continued my journey home, I remembered what Dad had said about seeing Mum outside Tesco the previous evening, which also happened to be the night she disappeared. I decided I needed to investigate further in case there had been an ARMED ROBBERY with MASKED VIGILANTES and Mum had somehow been caught up in it.

         They could even have KIDNAPPED HER and be HOLDING HER TO RANSOM as we speak. Perhaps someone might remember seeing her or I could ask a member of staff to check the CCTV.

         In any case, I could do with a SNACK. All this detective work was making me hungry. I decided to kill two birds with one stone and head inside. As I entered the sterile supermarket, I looked around to see if anyone was ACTING SUSPICIOUSLY but nothing seemed out of place.

         Even I had to admit that Tesco seemed an unlikely place for the scene of a crime, let alone an armed robbery. It was full of old ladies pushing shopping trolleys around with baskets balanced PRECARIOUSLY (dangerously) on top of them like skittles at a bowling alley and kids from my school buying enough sweets and chocolate to last the entire year and then DEMOLISHING all of it in APPROXIMATELY ONE NANOSECOND.

         I did however manage to pick up a packet of salt and vinegar crisps and a can of coke so it wasn’t a COMPLETE WASTE OF TIME. Although I had now spent the last of my dinner money. I wondered if I would get any more now that Mum had gone missing. Just as I was about to give up, I turned around and bumped straight into Mum’s friend Shirley, who also works in Tesco so we call her TESCO SHIRLEY. Inventive I know.

         ‘Hiya, Jake love,’ Shirley shouted from where she was stacking shelves by the entrance. ‘Haven’t seen you in a while, is everything all right?’

         ‘Just looking for my mum,’ I replied warily. ‘Have you seen her today?’

         ‘Not since last night. I saw her coming in as I was leaving at the end of my shift. Is she OK?’

         Shirley’s statement confirmed what Dad had said earlier about seeing Mum outside Tesco the night before. I thought that if there had been a robbery the previous evening, Shirley would probably have brought it up by now, as Mum always says that she likes A BIT OF A GOSSIP. But as I had NOTHING TO LOSE, I thought I MIGHT AS WELL ASK.

         ‘There wasn’t some kind of robbery or anything here last night?’ I asked hesitantly, not wanting to cause too much alarm.

         ‘What? I don’t think so, no. Why do you ask?’

         ‘I just wondered, that’s all,’ I replied, doing my best to sound casual.

         ‘Well, as I said before, I wasn’t here all night but I’m sure someone would have mentioned it,’ Shirley chuckled to herself as she continued with her stacking.

         ‘Do you think I could check the CCTV? Just to be sure.’

         ‘Jake, are you sure everything’s OK? Do you want me to call someone to come and pick you up?’

         Shirley was starting to look WORRIED and I decided QUICK ACTION was needed to throw her OFF THE SCENT. I didn’t want her to start asking questions and get Mum into any trouble.

         ‘No, that’s OK, thanks. I’m just taking an interest and doing my bit for the local community. We’re learning about it at school.’

         ‘Oh, I see. Well, as long as everything is OK at home?’

         ‘Yes, everything is fine. Absolutely fine. Nothing to worry about.’

         ‘I’m sure I could ask the manager about the CCTV if it’s for a school project?’

         ‘That’s OK, I think I’ve seen everything I need to see,’ I replied trying to act as normal as possible. ‘Anyway, I’d better be off home now, they’ll be wondering where I am.’

         Before Shirley could start asking any more questions, I rushed out of the door, waving in what I hoped was a CALM and CONSIDERED FASHION as I looked back over my shoulder and tried not to TRIP OVER MY FEET.

         It seemed that my suspicions of an armed robbery were SOMEWHAT UNFOUNDED. I’d have to go back to the drawing board when I got home. At least I could tick Tesco off the list for now.

         
            
        places mum might have gone:
      

            	The EU

               	The Bahamas

               	Prison

               	Tesco

               	Christmas Shopping

               	Oxford Street (see point five above)

               	Hospital

               	Lukas’s house

               	Dad’s

         

               	Dead? 
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            THE FIRST CLUE

         

         I got home around FOUR THIRTY PM. Rose wasn’t back yet and Grandma was probably still at work. I checked the living room and the kitchen but there was NO SIGN OF MUM either.

         The house was spookily quiet as if holding its breath. It felt VERY STRANGE without anyone there. I wasn’t used to being home alone and the silence was starting to scare me. I decided to examine the fridge in case Mum had left something to eat.

         And that’s when I stumbled across THE FIRST CLUE. I hadn’t noticed it that morning as Grandma had been in the way. There, on the fridge door, attached with a magnet of Lanzarote was A NOTE. There was no envelope, just a scrap of paper with MUM’S HANDWRITING on it. It said:

         
            
        Dear Rose and Jake
      

            
        I’m writing you this letter as I have to go away for a while.
      

            
        Please don’t worry, Grandma will take care of you both.
      

            
        I’ll be home soon.
      

            
        Lots of Love
      

                                Mum x

         

         I didn’t know what to think. WHERE had Mum gone? And WHY? Why did she have to leave? NONE OF IT MADE ANY SENSE. All day I had been thinking that SOMETHING AWFUL had happened to her. Perhaps she had WANTED to leave after all.

         Just as I was getting myself into a TOTAL MUDDLE, I heard a key in the back door, the one that comes straight into the kitchen.

         It wasn’t Mum though, it was just Rose, back from her after-school tennis club. I didn’t even give her A SECOND to put down her racket before asking if she knew where Mum had gone. If she knew ANYTHING AT ALL about the note.

         ‘Have you seen this?’ I asked, ripping the note from the fridge door and waving it in front of her, like a frantic flag.

         ‘I can’t see anything if you do that,’ she replied, grabbing it out of my hands.

         I did my best to ACT CALM as she read it and tried NOT TO PANIC. As her eyes trailed FURTHER AND FURTHER down the note, her face became MORE AND MORE annoyed. Once she reached the end of the note, she looked ABSOLUTELY FURIOUS.

         ‘I saw it this morning,’ Rose said flatly. ‘I can’t believe it’s happened again. I shouldn’t expect anything better, I suppose. We should both be used to it by now. She’s always been like this.’

         Although Rose does tend to veer wildly towards the DRAMATIC, I had to say that this time I was very much in agreement with her. It was disappointing of Mum to have LEFT US, but I was sure there must have been a VERY GOOD REASON for her to have gone WITHOUT SAYING GOODBYE.

         ‘But if Mum’s not here, who’s going to look after us? Where are we going to live?’ I asked Rose.

         ‘I have no idea,’ Rose replied. ‘I’m not moving.’

         I COULDN’T BELIEVE that Grandma was at work. AT A TIME LIKE THIS. What were we going to do? We were PRACTICALLY ORPHANS. We had to come up with a plan SHARPISH. WE HAD TO FIND MUM. 

         ‘What are we going to do?’ I asked Rose. ‘We’re not staying with Grandma. She’s way too strict. And we’re not staying at Dad’s, his place is far too tidy.’

         ‘Definitely not. This is so unfair. It’s disgusting. I have a life you know. I’m not going anywhere. I refuse to.’

         I thought that Rose was being a little SELF-ABSORBED, but at least we were on the same wavelength about not going to live with Dad. What was she planning to do? HANDCUFF HERSELF TO THE BALCONY? We couldn’t stay here on our own with only Grandma to look after us. She was always out at work.

         I started to WORRY about whether Mum would be home in time for Christmas. It was JUST OVER A WEEK away. School would be over soon. What if we didn’t get ANY PRESENTS? Christmas was going to be TOTALLY RUINED at this rate.

         I knew I should be worrying about Mum and I was, I WANTED her to come back. I WANTED to know where she was and I WANTED her to be home in time for CHRISTMAS. It wouldn’t be the same without her there.

         THERE WAS JUST SO MUCH TO THINK ABOUT.

         IT WAS COMPLETELY OVERWHELMING.

         And if I was totally honest part of me was A LITTLE BIT ANNOYED that she had decided to LEAVE US in the first place.

         Rose had already disappeared upstairs before I could ask her any more questions, muttering to herself about getting hold of Grandma and finding out WHAT THE HELL (excuse the language, it was Rose’s not mine) WAS GOING ON.

         
            
        
          [image: ]
      

         

         Being of a naturally inquisitive nature, I decided to follow Rose up the stairs, to see if I could find out anything further. Of course, I didn’t want her to know I was UP TO SOMETHING, so I waited until I heard her slam the door firmly behind her before tiptoeing quietly upstairs.

         I stopped right outside her bedroom door and put my ear against it, careful not to make a sound. If there was one thing Rose would never forgive me for, it was eavesdropping on her PRIVATE CONVERSATIONS. I didn’t feel too guilty though; if she did phone Grandma, I needed to know what was going on too.

         At first, I couldn’t really hear a thing. I was too busy concentrating on being AS STEALTHY AS A MOUSE and all I could hear was my own breathing which sounded DEAFENING out on the quiet of the landing. I was sure Rose would burst out of her room at any moment and demand I LEAVE HER ALONE.

         As my breathing slowed, I started to zone in on the soft murmur of Rose’s voice on the other side of the wooden door. Luckily, Rose is NEVER QUIET for long. After a couple of minutes max, her voice rose from discreet to EARTH SHATTERING.

         Suddenly I heard her loud and clear, shouting down the phone at Grandma.

         ‘And you think that’s OK, do you? For her to leave us again like this?’ she asked.

         Just as abruptly, the noise stopped and left behind it a GHOSTLY SILENCE. You could’ve heard a PIN DROP. I knew I had to scarper and quickly if I didn’t want to be caught RED-HANDED. Rose must have hung up on Grandma. She’d be well and truly in for it when she got back later.

         I ran to my room, which turned out to be more of a PRANCE and a PIROUETTE as I tried to move both QUICKLY and QUIETLY at the same time. I had as much ELEGANCE as a BABY HORSE learning how to walk.

         Once I was safely inside, I tried to understand what Rose had just said. Where could Mum possibly have gone that had made her so angry? Had she gone to LANZAROTE on holiday without us or something? Maybe the fridge magnet was in fact a clue to her whereabouts, not just a CONVENIENTLY ADHESIVE (sticky) object.

         Suddenly I knew just what I needed to do. If Mum really had gone abroad, she would have had to take A PASSPORT with her. And I knew EXACTLY WHERE TO LOOK FOR IT.

         Mum kept all of our passports in a shoebox in the top drawer of her dressing table. If I went to look for it now and it wasn’t there that must mean that she really had LEFT THE COUNTRY. Perhaps she had even decided to ELOPE? But could she really have gone without us? Especially so close to CHRISTMAS?

         I decided that Rose had probably calmed down by now and it was safe to leave my room, so I marched purposefully across the landing and straight into Mum’s bedroom.

         The room looked exactly as I had left it that morning. No one seemed to have moved anything. The bed was still made, no one had slept in it recently, and the curtains were closed.

         I strode over to the dressing table and opened the first drawer on the righthand side. Inside the drawer was a black shoebox exactly where I had thought it would be.

         I sat down on the bed and, taking a deep breath, opened the lid. I’m not sure what I imagined would be inside (other than paperwork) but nothing unexpected jumped out at me.

         I shifted through meaningless pieces of paper, receipts and medical cards until I found the passports. All three of them were there. I even checked the photos just to be certain. Mine, Rose’s and finally Mum’s, our blank expressionless faces stared back at me.

         So, Mum hadn’t left the country after all. My head was SWIMMING. I felt like I needed to TAKE A LIE DOWN. I wasn’t sure what this could mean. I needed to consult my list again and see what other options were left to explore.
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         I went back to my room and took the list out of my school bag. The first two points were both travel related so I decided I could cross both of those off.

         That only left five more points, I was making GOOD PROGRESS and was halfway through my list already. Maybe I didn’t need a sidekick after all. It would only be a DISTRACTION. Though it was A bit lonely with NO ONE TO TALK TO.

         Which reminded me that Lukas hadn’t phoned. I thought about calling him to let him know that Mum still wasn’t home, but I was far too stubborn to make the first move. I wondered why he had been acting so oddly at school today. It was totally OUT OF CHARACTER for him to say so much for a start. It seemed almost like he was nervous about talking to me.

         Maybe he had something to hide? Was the real reason why he couldn’t help me find Mum that he was actually seeing Nora after school and not helping his mum as he had led me to believe?

         But if that was the case, would he really have LIED TO ME? I didn’t think so. Though I was starting to wonder what else Lukas was capable of keeping secret from me. He had hidden his friendship with Nora pretty well after all.

         Whatever was going on, I’d have to set it aside for now and come back to it later. I didn’t have time to solve ANOTHER MY STERY. I needed to concentrate on THE TASK AT HAND with or without Lukas’s help. Then I remembered Rose’s call to Grandma. Perhaps Rose knew more about what had happened to Mum than she was letting on. I needed to go and FIND MY SISTER and QUESTION HER.

         
            
        places mum might have gone:
      

            	The EU

               	The Bahamas? Lanzarote

               	Prison

               	Tesco

               	Christmas Shopping

               	Oxford Street (see point five above)

               	Hospital

               	Lukas’s house

               	Dad’s

         

               	Dead?

            


      
   


   
      
         brighton beach   

         In January we went to the beach. It wasn’t quite the Bahamas or Lanzarote, but the sea still  glistened magically in the early morning sun. The pebbles gleamed brand new after a night submerged by the sea. 

         ‘Shall we go to the pier?’ Mum called to me from where she was standing by the shore. She was gesturing towards a great white structure that jutted against the waves, sticking out into the transparent blue water incongruously. 

         If I turned the other way, its burnt-out mirror image cast ominous shadows into the depths below. 

         ‘Sure, we can play on the penny machines,’ I replied, taking a deep breath as I turned and walked along the beach towards her. 

         ‘I’m glad we got to do this,’ Mum said. ‘It’s nice, just the two of us, for a change.’ 

         For a second I felt guilty that Rose wasn’t here to enjoy the sun. She loved a day at the seaside, especially Brighton with its lanes full of shops that you could get lost in for hours. But it was nice to have Mum all to myself, even if it was only for one day. 

         ‘Me too,’ I replied. ‘Can we have fish and chips later?’ 

         ‘Of course,’ Mum grinned. ‘We are at the seaside after all. It would be a crime not to.’ 

         ‘Race you to the pier,’ I shouted. A cold breeze swept my breath away as I started to run, stumbling on the loose pebbles under my feet. The pier rose up before me out of the sea like a great white shark straining to catch its prey. 

         I was totally out of breath when I reached it, leaning against its large iron frame to support myself as I struggled for air. Mum wasn’t far behind me. I was sitting on the floor listening to the cries of the seagulls overhead as she bent over and sat down next to me. 

         ‘I’m so glad you’re here,’ I shouted over the roaring of the waves. The sea had previously seemed deceptively calm but the closer you got the louder and stronger it became. 

         ‘Come on, let’s go.’ Mum held out her hand to help me get up. ‘We haven’t got all day.’ 

         I laughed because for the first time in months, we really did have all day. An entire day to do exactly what we wanted; go to the beach, play on the pier, eat fish and chips—anything was possible. 

         
            ——————

         

         When we reached the pier, I noticed that the floor was decked in what looked like wooden floorboards. They ran from one side to the other, encased by ornate white railings that ran  up and down the full length of it. 

         ‘Look at that,’ Mum shouted. 

         I strained my eyes to see where she was pointing. At the very end of the pier was the funfair, but what she seemed to be looking at was just in front of it. At the entrance to the fairground stood an old-fashioned cardboard cut-out of Superman. His arm was raised as if he was poised to launch himself into the sky and fly over the sea below us. 

         Where his face should have been there was a round hole, just big enough to put your own head through it. 

         ‘Go on,’ Mum said, gesturing to the cut-out figure in front of us. ‘Strike a pose.’ 

         I stuck my head through the hole and at that moment I felt like I could do anything. Become an astronaut and fly to the moon even, one day. 

         We spent the rest of the day playing with the arcade machines, eating ice cream from cones and riding the carousel. I was having so much fun, I never wanted the day to end but as the sky darkened, I knew it would soon be time to go home. 

         As we left the pier the lights were turning on, casting blurry shadows into the darkness of the water below. Mum bought us fish and chips to eat on the train. We had to run and catch it when we got to the station as it was about to leave. 

         When I settled down into my seat for the journey back to London, I felt truly  happy for the first time in ages, ready to face everything the rest of the year had in store, both the good and the bad. 

      
   


   
      
         
            9

            WHAT ROSE KNOWS

         

         I raced downstairs and found Rose sitting in the living room with a SOMEWHAT GLUM expression on her face.

         ‘What did Grandma say?’ I asked breathlessly. ‘Did she tell you when Mum would be back? Did she tell you where she is?’

         ‘She says we can have oven pizzas for dinner,’ Rose offered sadly. ‘She said she won’t be back until late tonight and she’ll talk to us both properly in the morning.’

         Although Rose hadn’t really answered my question, I didn’t see what was SO SAD about that, I ABSOLUTELY LOVE OVEN PIZZA. That at least was a cause for CELEBRATION. Mum always said that if I wasn’t careful I’d turn into a pizza, which I had to admit would be REALLY WEIRD, however much I loved it.

         Thinking about pizza reminded me of Mum, and the reason I had wanted to speak to Rose in the first place. I decided to draw her attention to POINT FIVE on my list, which was CHRISTMAS SHOPPING.

         ‘Rose, I’ve had an idea,’ I said, still a bit out of breath from running down the stairs to find her.

         If Grandma wouldn’t be back until later, perhaps we could still CRACK THE CASE on our own.

         ‘Oh yeah, brainbox,’ Rose replied. ‘What’s that then?’

         I paused to catch my breath before telling her my latest theory.

         ‘Perhaps Mum’s gone Christmas shopping. And she had to leave really early to get to the shops before all the best presents were gone.’

         Rose was staring straight at me looking SOMEWHAT SCEPTICAL but at least I had her full attention now. At last someone was taking me seriously.

         When she didn’t reply I continued, ‘And then she got stuck in a massive queue at the checkout and missed the last bus home. I bet she’ll be back any minute now. She’ll come through that door,’ I gestured wildly towards the door of the living room, ‘and explain everything. Just you wait.’

         ‘Maybe,’ Rose sighed. ‘But what about the note?’

         ‘She had to leave something to throw us off the scent. She wanted it to be a surprise.’

         Rose didn’t seem AT ALL CONVINCED by my latest theory. I’d just have to try harder to persuade her. We were RUNNING OUT OF OPTIONS. Rose had to see sense eventually. Where else could Mum possibly be?

         ‘I’m sure that’s what’s happened,’ I continued desperately. ‘I’m sure she’s going to be home soon.’

         ‘OK, OK, I believe you!’ Rose exclaimed. ‘But we should at least have something to eat whilst we wait for her, don’t you think?’

         ‘Yes, pizzas!’ I replied. ‘I’m starving.’

         ‘OK, hold your horses. I’ll put them on then.’

         Once the pizzas were ready, we went into the kitchen and ate them in silence. I was way too hungry to be able to talk and eat at the same time and Rose seemed preoccupied with something. Perhaps she was also wondering what time Mum would get home from her shopping spree.

         As Mum wasn’t here and Grandma wasn’t back yet, we could watch whatever we wanted on TV but Rose said she had to go upstairs and finish her homework (boring) so I got to watch my DOCTOR WHO DVD for the rest of the evening.

         I’d watched TWO ENTIRE EPISODES and Mum still wasn’t home and my eyelids were starting to close. I couldn’t even summon up enough energy to find my phone to check if Dad or Lukas had tried to call. Suddenly I didn’t feel as if we were any closer to finding Mum after all. Unless she had gone to visit FATHER CHRISTMAS himself, she probably wasn’t still out CHRISTMAS SHOPPING. All the shops would be SHUT BY NOW anyway.

         I wished Rose had stayed downstairs to watch TV with me for a while instead of disappearing to her room. We could have got cosy on the sofa like we usually do when Mum’s at home.

         
            
        
          [image: ]
      

         

         At around NINE THIRTY PM, I took myself upstairs. Staying up late wasn’t nearly as exciting as I thought it would be. I tried hard not to WORRY as I changed into my pyjamas and got myself ready for bed. It was VERY WEIRD knowing that Mum wasn’t here to tuck me in and check I was ACTUALLY ASLEEP not just FAKING IT.

         My mind was a TOTAL WHIRLWIND. I needed to MAKE A NEW PLAN if I was going to get ANY SLEEP at all. I decided that I needed to try to speak to Grandma as soon as I woke up, even if it did mean waking her up and risking her ETERNAL WRATH (like anger but much, much worse).

         I also needed to speak to Lukas and find out why he was acting so strangely. Had I done something to annoy him? I couldn’t think of ANYTHING. Though I knew I could be PRETTY ANNOYING sometimes and am prone to a VERY SHORT MEMORY. As hard as I WRACKED MY BRAINS, no answers came.

         I brushed my teeth and went to my room. Although my world had changed completely since the previous day, my bedroom looked as normal as ever. A poster of Tim Peake looked down at me reassuringly from its place on the wall above my bed.

         I turned on my nightlight, which cast warm shadows of the moon and stars across my bedroom walls. I wondered if Mum would be home later to turn it off once I’d drifted into sleep.

         I decided to review my list one last time before going to bed. I couldn’t believe there were only THREE POINTS left on it. I could hopefully cross off Lukas’s house in the morning, once I’d had a chance to check that Mum wasn’t hiding out there for some UNKNOWN REASON.

         And Lukas had PROMISED to help me. Tomorrow we could come up with a plan. I was even prepared to FORGIVE HIM for running off after school. Tomorrow was a brand new day after all.

         I must have eventually fallen asleep, thinking of Mum on a beach somewhere, sun shining on her face as she smiled to herself. She looked happy.

         
            
        places mum might have gone:
      

            	The EU

               	The Bahamas? Lanzarote

               	Prison

               	Tesco

               	Christmas Shopping

               	Oxford Street (see point five above)

               	Hospital

               	Lukas’s house

               	Dad’s

         

               	Dead?
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            SLEEPING GIANTS

         

         
      jake’s notebook
    

         
      Tuesday 17th December

Days since Mum disappeared: Two

Days until Christmas: Eight 
    

         
            
        my three biggest worries:
      

            	Having to live with Grandma

               	Having to move in with Dad

               	Whether Mum will be home in time for Christmas

            


         The next morning, I got up bright and early and went in search of Grandma. She seemed to be making herself at home and had taken up permanent residence in Mum’s room now that Mum had GONE AWOL (missing).

         I grabbed my notebook from the floor beside my bed where it had ungracefully fallen the previous evening and tiptoed carefully across the landing.

         Everyone says you should let sleeping giants lie but Grandma was more of a sleeping dwarf. She is really very tiny. Only FOUR FOOT ELEVEN!!! Apparently people shrink quite a lot when they get REALLY, REALLY OLD.

         Another thing you need to know about Grandma is that she sleeps like a log. There could be a GIGANTIC HURRICANE OF EPIC PROPORTIONS and it still wouldn’t wake her up. When I entered Mum’s bedroom, she was DEAD TO THE WORLD.

         ‘Grandma,’ I whispered, but loudly, poised next to her bed with my notebook, ready to jot down any PERTINENT (important) points she might have to make.

         She didn’t move a muscle. This called for a much more DRASTIC APPROACH. We were in the middle of a MAJOR INCIDENT after all.

         ‘GRANDMA!’ I shouted. ‘WAKE UP!’

         She snorted violently (the WILD BOAR was back again) but still she didn’t move a muscle.

         THAT WAS IT. I’D REALLY HAD ENOUGH NOW. I marched down the stairs to fetch a PAN AND A METAL SPOON from the kitchen cupboard (a wooden one would not be sufficient under the CURRENT CIRCUMSTANCES).

         I marched back up the stairs, taking them two at a time, BASHING THE PAN with THE SPOON, in what can only be described as QUITE AN ALARMING MANNER.

         ‘Guaarp,’ said Grandma.

         By this time, I had entered the room again and was BASHING THE PAN right by her LEFT EAR. She was A BIT DEAF after all, especially in the RIGHT ONE.

         ‘WAKE UP!’ I shouted.

         ‘FIRE!’ I added for good measure when there was still no response.

         ‘Whaa?’

         I realised that Grandma was awake now, but she hadn’t got her teeth in, so she sounded A BIT FUNNY. I had NO IDEA what she was trying to say. The sight of Grandma’s naked gums was not a PLEASANT ONE either.

         Once she had retrieved her teeth from underneath the floral pillowcase, she started to make SLIGHTLY more sense, but only SLIGHTLY. She had just been VIOLENTLY AWOKEN after all. It must have been quite a SHOCK. Especially for someone of her ADVANCING AGE.

         ‘What on earth is going on?’ asked Grandma, finally coming to her senses and not BEST PLEASED about it. I told you she gets VERY ANGRY when she hasn’t had much sleep.

         ‘Where’s Mum?’ I demanded. ‘Where are we going to live?’

         I decided that there was no reason to beat around the bush.

         ‘What? What do you mean? You live here.’

         And with that Grandma rolled over and promptly FELL BACK ASLEEP. I didn’t even get to ask her about CHRISTMAS, let alone ask her when Mum would be home, or tell her that I wasn’t feeling very well which was already starting to feel like A LOT LESS OF A LIE than it ACTUALLY WAS.

         If Grandma couldn’t even stay awake long enough to answer ONE SIMPLE QUESTION, how on earth could she be expected to look after us full time? There was only ONE ANSWER I could think of, SHE COULDN’T. We were well and truly DOOMED.

         I had so many worries but my first and biggest worry was WHERE WE WERE GOING TO LIVE. Would we have to stay with Grandma even though she worked nights and was always sleeping at abnormal hours of the day? Who would MAKE US DINNER and help me with MY HOMEWORK?

         She might make us go and stay with Dad. His place was always pristine. Everything had a specific place and you had to put things back EXACTLY WHERE YOU FOUND THEM. You weren’t allowed to make any mess. There was NO WAY I was going to live there. My stomach was really starting to hurt, the more I thought about it.

         It was at that moment I realised I really did need to track down my phone. I still hadn’t called Lukas and let him know that Mum wasn’t at home. I hadn’t heard from Dad either.

         I ran across the hallway to my room and started searching for my phone. I found it LYING USELESSLY on the bedroom floor, COMPLETELY OUT OF BATTERY. I stared at it in disbelief, unsure what to do. Then I remembered. Amidst all the clutter of spaceship models and stinky socks, I located an old, dusty walkie-talkie and quickly turned it on.

         Even I had to admit it was a bit of a long shot, as we hadn’t used them since we got our mobile phones at the beginning of secondary school, but it was worth a try.

         ‘Come in. Come in, Lukas,’ I said, as I firmly held down the green button. ‘Are you receiving me?’

         The room was TOTALLY QUIET aside from the distant buzzing sound coming faintly from the walkie-talkie in my hands. It sounded like a SWARM OF SLEEPY BEES were making a somewhat half-hearted escape attempt.

         ‘Lukas? Are you there? Can you hear me?’

         I pushed my right ear up against the black plastic casing as hard as I could but still all I heard was the partial fuzz of white noise. I tossed the walkie-talkie aside; it was USELESS.

         I’d have to fill Lukas in on the way to school. I had decided to set aside what had happened yesterday as I still needed to check that Mum wasn’t round at his house though that did seem HIGHLY UNLIKELY now, as she would have had to have been round there ALL NIGHT at this point.

         I really didn’t have time to BE OFF SICK. And Grandma would never let me STAY AT HOME even if I wanted to.

         It was only EIGHT O’CLOCK. If I hurried, I would have time to search Lukas’s house and we’d be able to get to school on time. I didn’t want to be late again. And Lukas certainly wouldn’t stand for it.

         I quickly put back on the clothes I had thrown on the floor the night before, grabbed my backpack and my notebook and left the house WITHOUT BRUSHING MY TEETH for the SECOND MORNING in a row.

         
            
        Gross I know, but it was an emergency after all.
      

         

      
   


   
      
         grandma’s   

         I do remember once having to stay with Grandma. I don’t remember why we were there as I was only small back then. I remember waiting at home with Dad for Grandma to collect us and Grandma bustling into the living room asking Rose if we had remembered to pack our toothbrushes. 

         She hardly spoke to Dad and acted as though he wasn’t really there. 

         ‘Thanks for taking care of them,’ Dad said. ‘I would love to have them, of course I would, but work—’ 

         ‘Come on, kids,’ Grandma said firmly. 

         We stood up slowly as she started hustling us out of the room. 

         ‘Let’s go.’ 

         She picked up our rucksacks in both hands and we were out of the door before we had time to protest. 

         ‘Bye, kids,’ Dad called. ‘Have a nice time with your gran.’ 

         I don’t know where Mum was, it’s like a blank hole appears in my memory when I try and think of her on that day. The images in my mind are blurry and fuzzy like an old postcard that’s fading with age. The more I try to piece them together the less I can see. 

         I just remember a sinking feeling in my stomach and that I didn’t want to go with Grandma because if we did go, I wasn’t sure if we would see Mum ever again. 
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            LUKAS’S HOUSE

         

         Lukas lives in a flat on the same floor as mine, so on an ordinary day I knock for him on my way to school. That’s how we met, on our first day of secondary school, and we’ve been walking to school together ever since. Apart from yesterday of course but those were VERY EXCEPTIONAL CIRCUMSTANCES.

         I wondered if that had anything to do with him acting so funny the previous day. What had his mum needed him to do that was SO IMPORTANT that he’d had to run off as soon as school was finished? And why was he suddenly acting all CHUMMY with NERDY NORA? Perhaps he had been trying to avoid me and just making up excuses so he could make a speedy getaway.

         I decided to try and find out as soon as he answered the bell. And to see if his mum had any idea where my mum was at the same time. I didn’t even wait for a hello but got STRAIGHT TO THE POINT as soon as Lukas opened the door.

         ‘Mum’s still missing,’ I announced. ‘She didn’t come home last night. And Grandma’s staying over, but she won’t tell me what’s going on.’

         Without waiting for a response, I continued:

         ‘Were you annoyed when I didn’t knock for you yesterday morning?’ I was changing tactic and trying to sound casual at the same time.

         ‘I thought you might be sick,’ replied Lukas. ‘So, no, I wasn’t annoyed with you.’

         ‘Were you worried then?’ I persisted.

         ‘Not really, no.’

         It was GOOD TO KNOW that Lukas wouldn’t be the SLIGHTEST BIT WORRIED if I DROPPED DEAD IN THE STREET. I decided to think about the FULL IMPLICATIONS OF THIS STATEMENT later. At least he didn’t seem to be in a bad mood with me any longer.

         
            
        
          [image: ]
      

         

         Lukas’s mum is an amazing cook and their flat always smells of delicious food. The Polish sausage KIELBASA is my ABSOLUTE FAVOURITE. Today, however, there was no smell of food, and the flat seemed suspiciously quiet.

         ‘Where is everyone?’ I asked Lukas.

         ‘Out,’ he replied.

         ‘Yes, I can see that with my very own eyes Lukas, but where are they?’ I took a deep breath. I was trying very hard to keep my temper under control.

         ‘I don’t know. Mum said they were going out early this morning.’

         Lukas is an only child so by THEY he meant HIS PARENTS.

         ‘But where?’ I asked. ‘Do you know if my mum has been here recently?’

         Lukas blinked at me blankly from behind his glasses. He was ACTING SHIFTY. Perhaps he was starting to feel guilty for abandoning me after school the previous afternoon.

         Suddenly I wanted to cry but I knew that wouldn’t help matters so I decided to search the flat from top to bottom instead. I had to move fast as I didn’t want to risk being late for school two days in a row.

         It seemed HIGHLY UNLIKELY that Mum would be here if Valerie was out, as they were best friends too, just like me and Lukas. And she wasn’t likely to play third wheel on Lukas’s parents’ day trip. But I decided I should check the rest of the flat JUST IN CASE.

         I looked everywhere. In the kitchen, I even looked under the sink, much to Lukas’s surprise. I ran up the stairs and checked in the bathroom and in all of the bedrooms which didn’t take long as there are only two.

          Mum wasn’t there.

         
            
        
          [image: ]
      

         

         Having discovered that Mum was DEFINITELY NOT in Lukas’s flat, and ALMOST CERTAINLY NOT hiding under the kitchen sink, we decided to leave for school. At least I could cross one more place off my list and it wasn’t even eight thirty yet.

         To make the most of the journey to school and as TIME WAS OF THE ESSENCE, I decided to fill Lukas in on what I knew so far. Everyone knows that in the case of a missing person, the first 48 hours are vital, and he had offered to help after all. He just wasn’t doing a very good job of it at present, but maybe all he needed was a bit of GENTLE ENCOURAGEMENT.

         I took my notebook out of my jacket pocket and started to rummage through my bag. I successfully located my pencil case and my favourite red pen and managed to open a new page of my notebook and start to write, which proved to be EXCEPTIONALLY DIFFICULT whilst walking at the SAME TIME. Meanwhile Lukas was looking at me as if I’d GROWN TWO HEADS since I last saw him.

         ‘What are you doing?’ he asked seriously.

         ‘You know you promised to help me find my mum today?’ I asked.

         ‘Yes, of course,’ Lukas replied.

         ‘Well, we need to review the evidence.’

         I stopped walking and showed him what I had written:

         
            
        Review of the evidence pertaining to the case of the missing mum:
      

         

         ‘She’s left a note,’ I continued. ‘So she must have known she was leaving. And both Dad and Tesco Shirley remember seeing her down at Tesco the night she disappeared.’

         Lukas looked thoughtful.

         ‘Dad’s statement puts her last sighting at 10 pm. When Rose woke me up at 8 am she was gone. So that leaves almost twelve hours unaccounted for.’

         ‘Perhaps your grandma knows where she is?’ Lukas asked.

         ‘Good idea, perhaps I should just ask Grandma,’ I replied sarcastically. ‘Don’t you think I’ve already thought of that?’

         ‘Sorry, I was just trying to help.’

         ‘Grandma’s always busy and Rose is no use either. She won’t tell me what’s going on. There are only two points left on my list now, prison and hospital. Both would account for Mum being away overnight I suppose. I’ve searched her bedroom and her passport is still there, so I don’t think she’s gone abroad.’

         I paused for a second to catch my breath, ideas swirling frantically round my head.

         ‘Lukas,’ I ventured hesitantly. ‘Do you think it’s likely that my mum has been arrested?’

         Lukas blinked back at me from beneath his glasses. He looked DEEP IN THOUGHT, so I decided to continue with my current line of investigation.

         ‘I mean, I’m not suggesting she’s one hundred per cent perfect all of the time, but she’s never been in trouble with the law before as far as I know. And wouldn’t a policeman have let us know by now if she had?’

         Lukas continued with his PERSISTENT BLINKING. I warned you he DOESN’T SAY A LOT. He was blinking so rapidly that I was afraid one of his eyes would POP OUT.

         ‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘I’m sure the police station or the hospital would have called if something really bad had happened. But perhaps I should check with Dad or Grandma when I get home just to be certain.’

         I was so busy talking I hadn’t noticed that we had arrived at the school gates.

         ‘I’d better go,’ Lukas said. ‘Don’t want to be late for registration.’

         ‘OK,’ I replied. ‘I’ll see you after school?’

         By the time I looked up, Lukas had vanished. He seemed to be making a habit of RUNNING OFF these days. He really wasn’t turning out to be the sidekick I’d hoped for.

         At least I felt reassured now that Mum probably wasn’t a CRIMINAL or in INTENSIVE CARE. Though I did still think we should speak to the police soon to report a missing person. Perhaps I would ask Dad about this later, maybe he had connections in the local council that might be able to help us find her.

         
            
        places mum might have gone:
      

            	The EU

               	The Bahamas? Lanzarote

               	Prison?

               	Tesco

               	Christmas Shopping

               	Oxford Street (see point five above)

               	Hospital

               	Lukas’s house

               	Dad’s

         

               	Dead?
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            WHAT’S YOUR PROBLEM?

         

         My first lesson of the day was double science, my FAVOURITE SUBJECT. If you haven’t already guessed, I am ABSOLUTELY OBSESSED with ALL THINGS SPACE. PLANETS, STARS, SPACESHIPS, ZERO GRAVITY, THE MOON. I LOVE ALL OF IT. The astronaut TIM PEAKE is my ALL-TIME HERO.

         Science was a BRIEF RESPITE (break) from thinking about Mum; I couldn’t help forgetting about her for a moment whilst I got involved with OUR LATEST EXPERIMENT.

         
            
        I did feel a little bit guilty about it afterwards, though.
      

         

         Mrs Groves had asked us to DISSECT A FROG. It was PRETTY GROSS and some of my classmates were TOO SQUEAMISH to even attempt it. Although it wasn’t physics, and I’d have rather been MAKING EXPLOSIONS with the bunsen burners in chemistry, I still found it FASCINATING.

         Lukas isn’t in my science class but Mrs Groves assigned Harry as my partner which wasn’t too bad. At least he wasn’t afraid of something as harmless as a DEAD AMPHIBIAN (frog).

         
            
        I did feel ever so slightly sorry for the poor frog. But at least it died in the name of science.
      

         

         Double science went super quickly and by the end of the lesson I was feeling VERY CONFIDENT in my VETERINARY CAPABILITIES. Perhaps Mum would let me get a pet once she got back from wherever she had gone. Though I realise the aim of having a pet is to KEEP IT ALIVE and not to KILL IT.

         
            
        
          [image: ]
      

         

         In the afternoon we had double English and I was finding it really hard to concentrate during Nora’s rather dull recital of Shakespeare’s Sonnet 13 (in my defence I had quite a lot on my mind).

         I don’t mind Macbeth which is full of MURDERS and WITCHES and other COOL STUFF but love poems – YUCK. I CAN’T STAND THEM. Anyway, I was just starting to doze off (unsurprisingly, I was feeling VERY EXHAUSTED after the eventful day I’d had) when I WAS JOLTED RUDELY BACK TO REALITY by someone forcefully KICKING THE BACK OF MY CHAIR.

         It was NEIL. The DASHINGLY HANDSOME but WICKEDLY EVIL school bully. To be fair, as I stated earlier, Neil has a VERY SHORT ATTENTION SPAN due to being SOMEWHAT DIM. Sonnet 13 was not going to keep him entertained for long.

         ‘Oi, Loser.’

         
            
        How original.
      

         

         The kicking was becoming more persistent with each nudge, my chair bashing against the floor in the most ALARMING FASHION. I felt like I was in the EARTHQUAKE EXHIBITION at the Science Museum which I’d visited with Mum and Rose during the summer holidays last year.

         ‘Oi!’

         I tried to ignore Neil’s startling attempts to get my attention and focus on the sound of Nora’s droning voice. But then SOMETHING ELSE HAPPENED, Neil really CROSSED THE LINE this time.

         ‘Oi! Loony,’ he shouted.

         Suddenly, the room started SPINNING VIOLENTLY and the whole class DISAPPEARED. I couldn’t hear Sonnet 13 any more, just the PERSISTENT BUZZING OF MY OWN RAGE, like a bumblebee TRAPPED INSIDE MY HEAD trying to get out.

         And that’s when I COMPLETELY LOST IT. One minute I was sat at my desk trying to ignore Neil’s desperate attempts to get my attention, the next I was TOTALLY OUT OF CONTROL.

         All I could remember afterwards was THE FEELING THAT I WANTED TO KILL HIM. The rest was a COMPLETE BLUR. A WHIRLWIND OF BRIGHT WHITE ANGER overtook me and before I knew it Mrs Edgars was SHOUTING AT ME TO STOP and pulling me off him.

         Neil was WHIMPERING beneath me, making out that it was ALL MY FAULT, that I was the one who had STARTED IT, so that he wouldn’t get into any trouble. TYPICAL NEIL.

      
   


   
      
         sticks and stones 

         Home wasn’t always peaceful either. I remember one weekday morning, when I woke up to the sound of Mum screaming. I could hear Rose arguing with her whilst trying to hold back the tears. I knew I should probably go and see what had happened, but I was too scared to go downstairs to find out. 

         I wanted to stay in bed a little bit longer, hide under the covers in a comforting cocoon. But I had to be brave, especially if Rose was down there on her own, with no one to stand up for her. 

         I tiptoed down the twenty steps and paused quietly outside the living room door. Mum was still shouting and Rose was pleading that it wasn’t her fault. I didn’t know what they were arguing about. 

         Taking the deepest breath I’ve ever taken, I pushed open the door. Mum was standing on one side of the coffee table holding a pair of scissors, they looked pretty ordinary to me, just an everyday pair of scissors, the kind you use to cut paper. 

         She was holding them out to Rose, who was stood opposite her on the other side of the table. Every time Mum spoke, she jabbed the scissors in her direction, threateningly. 

         ‘Why did you do it?’ Mum asked. 

         ‘I didn’t do anything,’ Rose was shouting. ‘I was asleep.’ 

         Her voice concealed a sharp note of panic beneath the pleading. 

         ‘I know you did it,’ Mum argued. ‘You cut it off in my sleep.’ 

         Neither of them had noticed me standing in the doorway, my head yo-yoing back and forth between them, like watching a tennis match unfold. 

         ‘You’re lying.’ 

         ‘I’m not lying. Why on earth would I cut off your hair?’ Rose begged, tears streaming down her face. 

         ‘Because you’re jealous of me.’ 
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            ORANGE IS THE NEW BLACK

         

         And that’s how I ended up in DETENTION. And Neil got off SCOT-FREE as usual. I JUST TOTALLY LOST IT. I don’t know what happened to me. One minute, I was sat in my chair half asleep listening to Sonnet 13, the next minute, I was on my feet looming over him.

         And now I was STUCK IN DETENTION with all the other REPROBATES (naughty kids). It felt like some kind of precursor to JUVIE (prison for under 18s). I was almost worried I’d walk out with a CRIMINAL RECORD and a PRISON TATTOO on my arm as a souvenir of my time in there.

         Some of the older kids looked like permanent fixtures they were so comfortable. They leaned back in their chairs lazily, a glazed expression of pure boredom on their faces, as if absolutely nothing was going on behind their eyes. I shuddered, thinking that one day, that could be me.

         Mrs Hargreaves who monitors detention also looks like a full-time installation. She sits at the front with her bag of knitting. She is meant to be keeping an eye on us. But mainly she just SLEEPS or MAKES UGLY JUMPERS. A bit like Grandma, just without the NATURAL CRAFTING ABILITY.

         Luckily, Mr Rogers came to my rescue. Unluckily, he also had Grandma in tow. Just when I was thinking of Grandma she decided to turn up. It was like summoning a DISAGREEABLE GENIE from inside a lamp. One that didn’t grant any of your wishes.

         What was she doing at school? I was really going to be in for it now.

         ‘Mrs Hargreaves, can I borrow Jake for a moment?’ Mr Rogers asked.

         Mrs Hargreaves woke up, nodded and blinked, looking startled. It wasn’t often that someone was released from detention early. Let alone by another teacher.

         ‘Thanks,’ Mr Rogers continued, not giving her a chance to reply. ‘Jake, can you come this way?’

         I didn’t need to be asked twice. I took my bag from the floor by my feet and bolted towards the door. Even a meeting with Grandma and Mr Rogers was better than detention.
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            METAPHORICALLY SPEAKING

         

         I followed Grandma and Mr Rogers down the corridor that led to his office. Grandma wasn’t giving anything away. In fact, she was acting QUITE COY and SLIGHTLY ALOOF, not even glancing in my direction, eyes fixed firmly on Mr Roger’s back.

         ‘Right. Come in. Take a seat. Make yourself comfortable.’

         I wasn’t entirely sure which instruction I was expected to follow and in what order. So, I took a leaf out of Lukas’s book and just slowly blinked at him.

         ‘Go on. Sit down.’

         Mr Rogers gestured to a chair facing his desk and to another one next to it for Grandma to sit in. Then he went and sat down looking much more serious than normal.

         I laughed nervously. Things were getting QUITE TENSE in here. Something was definitely GOING ON. I was about to be in BIG TROUBLE. I decided to launch my defence. There really was no time like the present.

         ‘He started it, Sir,’ I offered meekly.

         Mr Rogers frowned. ‘This isn’t about what you were doing in detention just now, Jake. Given the current situation, I’m sure you’ve had enough punishment for one day.’ He smiled sympathetically, his eyes crinkling at the corners like Mum’s do sometimes.

         ‘So, your grandma has told me that your mother had to go away for a while, Jake,’ he continued.

         I blinked again.

         ‘I just want you to know you can always come and talk to me, about anything. It must be very hard for you.’

         I blinked twice, it was almost like morse code for being SOMEWHAT STARTLED AND SUSPICIOUS.

         ‘If you ever need a break from your lessons, if things get too much, my door is always open.’

         I looked towards the door, which was firmly shut.

         Mr Rogers must have noticed me glancing over, as he said, ‘Metaphorically speaking, of course. Now, are you going to tell me why you were fighting with Neil?’

         I still didn’t say anything. It had been Neil’s fault in the first place.

         ‘Well, if you want to talk, just let me know. And Jake, no more fighting, OK?’

         I really had nothing to say whatsoever. MY HEAD WAS SPINNING. What did Mr Rogers know about Mum’s disappearance? What had Grandma told him? And WHY was no one telling me anything?

         Why weren’t they doing more to try to FIND MUM? Why wasn’t ANYONE ELSE taking this seriously? Perhaps she had gone on HOLIDAY TO LANZAROTE and had just FORGOTTEN TO TAKE HER PASSPORT. Otherwise, surely they would be a lot MORE WORRIED by now.

         Mr Rogers obviously didn’t know what he was talking about. He must have misunderstood something Grandma had said to him. Everything was fine at home. There was ABSOLUTELY NO REASON I could think of for Mum to leave. So, I decided it was best to keep quiet and not say a word. At least I was no longer in DEEP TROUBLE.

         ‘I think perhaps, given everything that’s happened, you might as well go home,’ Mr Rogers continued. ‘You can come back tomorrow, if you’re feeling up to it.’

         Now I really didn’t know what to say. Was I being SUSPENDED for fighting with Neil? Or was there something much more SINISTER going on and they didn’t want me to know. I decided not to argue. If they weren’t going to take Mum’s departure seriously, at least being off school would give me plenty of time to look for her myself.

         ‘OK,’ I stuttered, unsure of what else to say. It was almost time to go home by now anyway.

         ‘See you tomorrow then, Jake,’ Mr Rogers said. ‘You can go. I just need to talk to your grandma for a second. We won’t be very long.’

         ‘I’ll see you at home,’ Grandma said.

         I got up from my chair and stumbled blindly towards the door. I hesitated a moment, the door slightly ajar but Mr Rogers called out and I shut it firmly behind me. So much for being able to hear what they were going to say.

         The doors in the school building might as well be BULLETPROOF. They were certainly designed to withstand the noise of a bunch of rowdy school children and I had absolutely zero chance of hearing the murmured conversation that Grandma and Mr Rogers were currently having.

         The big clock in the hallway showed it was already TWENTY PAST THREE. If I was quick, I might catch Lukas and we could come up with a plan on our way home. Two heads were always better than one after all.

      
   


   
      
         
      the tv’s talking to me 
    

         
      On a normal evening, we watched EastEnders, every night it was on TV and even saw the omnibus on the weekend. It was Mum’s and Rose’s favourite. I was allowed to stay up and watch it even though Mum thought I was a bit too young. It was something we all did together. 
    

         
      Sometimes Mum received secret messages from the characters that were only meant for her. They never spoke to me or Rose though. I thought she must have magical powers. That she was some kind of psychic. 
    

         
      Rose didn’t agree. She said it was weird. She said other people’s mums didn’t do strange things like this. That other people’s parents were normal. They didn’t hear voices or see things that weren’t really there. 
    

         
      I thought our mum was much more special than theirs. 
    

         
      Rose said that some people lived in big houses with gardens. They lived with both their parents. All of them together. And they never argued. 
    

         
      Sometimes I wasn’t sure what to believe.
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            LUKAS’S BETRAYAL

         

         I raced outside to find Lukas. I didn’t have to wait long for the bell to ring and hundreds of pupils to start making their escape from the building into the playground outside.

         That’s when I noticed Lukas standing just inside the school gates and quickly ran over to him. He was very quiet, not saying much at all, although this was quite normal for him. He was looking a BIT SHADY though and it didn’t take a detective to work out SOMETHING WASN’T QUITE RIGHT.

         I had just taken a huge deep breath, and was about to tell Lukas everything that had happened in Mr Roger’s office, when I noticed Nora. She was standing just the other side of the gates, which is why I hadn’t noticed her at first.

         ‘Sorry, have you been waiting long?’ I was still a bit breathless from all the running.

         I turned towards Lukas, my back blocking Nora from sight.

         ‘No, don’t worry,’ Lukas replied but made no move to start walking.

         If anything, he was still looking a bit unsure as he shuffled nervously from foot to foot.

         ‘I was thinking, maybe you could come over to mine tonight?’ I persisted. ‘Something really strange just happened. I got into a fight with Neil and then Grandma turned up and Mr Rogers told me I could leave early if I wanted to—’

         I started to tail off when he didn’t reply.

         ‘Shall we go?’ Nora piped up from where she was standing behind me. I’d almost forgotten she was there. ‘Lukas?’

         ‘Sorry, Jake,’ Lukas mumbled, his face turning a VIOLENT SHADE OF BERRY. ‘I said I’d go to Nora’s after school today. Maybe I can come round tomorrow? You can tell me what happened then.’

         I was DUMBSTRUCK. When had LUKAS and NORA become such GOOD FRIENDS? What else had my BEST FRIEND been hiding from me? Had he decided to replace me with A GIRL?

         Did he REALLY BELIEVE that looking for Mum could wait until TOMORROW? Why did NO ONE seem to REALISE how URGENT this was? I could feel the ANGER BOILING UP in me and it was THREATENING TO EXPLODE all over again. I took a DEEP BREATH and tried not to LOSE IT.

         ‘Don’t worry, Lukas. I’ll be fine on my own. You haven’t exactly done much to help me find my mum so far.’

         ‘Come on, let’s go,’ Nora said, tugging lightly at Lukas’s sleeve as she turned and started walking away.

         When I didn’t say anything, Lukas began to follow her. He at least had the decency to look a little bit SHEEPISH. For once I was COMPLETELY SPEECHLESS.

         GOOD RIDDANCE, I thought as they left, walking off together in the opposite direction from our estate. Nora probably lived in a big house with a 50-inch TV or something. But I doubt she was interested in playing FORTNITE.

         What a useless sidekick Lukas was turning out to be. Perhaps I’d be better off asking Harry to help me find my mum instead. Perhaps it was even time to find a NEW BEST FRIEND. Maybe I should ask Ben, he was definitely VERY BRAINY and would probably have LOADS OF GREAT IDEAS about where to look. I didn’t need Lukas anyway.
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            LOCKED UP

         

         I’d been COMPLETELY DESERTED for the second day in a row. Even MY OWN MOTHER had left me. And Grandma was still nowhere to be seen. I hoped she wouldn’t be too angry about my detention when she finally got home.

         I walked back to the estate alone and was just about to go inside when I saw Dad making his way along the balcony to his flat on the floor below. I wondered what he was doing home so early and whether he’d had a chance to speak to Grandma yet.

         ‘Dad! Dad!’ I shouted. ‘Did you speak to Grandma?’

         He looked up, squinting into the darkness, before he registered me standing under the dull glow of the strip lights outside our front door. I ran downstairs to meet him. He was still looking as smart as ever, even his shoes were gleaming.

         ‘Did you find out where Mum is?’

         I didn’t bother waiting for a reply before continuing.

         ‘I found a note, on the fridge, under a magnet of Lanzarote,’ I continued. ‘Perhaps it’s a clue? Perhaps she’s gone on holiday and forgot to tell anyone. I’ve checked and she hasn’t taken her passport so she can’t have left the UK. Perhaps she’ll be back before Christmas? What if she’s missing? Do missing people leave notes?’

         I was beginning to feel a bit desperate now.

         ‘Mr Rogers said she’s left, but I don’t believe him. I’m sure there’s just been a misunderstanding. Maybe Rose does know where she is. She spoke to Grandma last night. If you don’t know, perhaps she’ll tell me.’

         ‘Calm down, Jake,’ Dad replied. ‘That’s why I’m back so early. I left work as soon as I could. To talk to your grandma and find out exactly what’s going on. Don’t worry, I’m sure there’s a simple explanation and everything will be absolutely fine.’

         I knew that Dad was just trying to REASSURE ME by PRETENDING that everything was OK.

         ‘We’ll sort this out, don’t worry,’ Dad continued. ‘Now you go inside and wait for me there. I’ll be round in a minute.’

         Dad started walking towards his flat, so I had no choice but to make my way upstairs to await my fate. I let myself into the empty flat for the second day in a row and sat twiddling my thumbs, waiting for Grandma to appear.

         I hadn’t been waiting for long when I heard the sound of another key in the lock and the unmistakeable sound of Grandma shuffling in the hall. I was about to go out and demand an explanation from her when I realised she wasn’t alone.

         I could now hear TWO SETS of footsteps in the hallway, Grandma’s QUIET SHUFFLE and the HEAVIER THUD of a man’s tread following close behind. WHAT IF THERE WAS A MURDERER AFTER ALL? He’d TAKEN MUM and now he was back for GRANDMA.

         I looked around the living room for a weapon, but my trusty umbrella was still in the kitchen where I’d left it the morning before. Unarmed, I crept closer to the door and stood with my ear pressed against it struggling to hear.

         ‘I think you need to tell him where she is, don’t you?’

         I let out a HUGE SIGH OF RELIEF. Of course, it was Dad’s voice I could hear out in the hallway. My imagination had really got the better of me this time. Although they didn’t really get on, I doubted Dad would have MURDERED MUM. It would have been FAR TOO MESSY to clean up.

         ‘He’ll remember in his own time,’ I heard Grandma reply. ‘He just needs some time to adjust, that’s all. I don’t think pushing him is the answer. It’ll only upset him further and then what?’

         Who were they talking about now? Who was upset?

         ‘Well, I think he has the right to know she’s been locked up again. He’s been asking all sorts of questions. Jumping to all sorts of conclusions.’

         Were they talking about me?

         ‘So you’re saying he’s delusional?’

         Was I delusional?

         ‘Of course that’s not what I mean.’

         I didn’t think so.

         ‘I think you should go now. I’ll speak to Jake. You’ll see him on Thursday as usual.’

         There was a LARGE PAUSE as Dad took a GREAT DEEP BREATH and then probably decided there was NO POINT trying to argue with Grandma any further.

         ‘I’ll go, but I need you to speak to him, OK? This isn’t fair on any of us, and especially not him.’

         Grandma didn’t reply and I heard the sound of the latch lifting as Dad made his way onto the walkway outside. What did Dad mean that Mum had been LOCKED UP? What if she was ACTUALLY IN PRISON? What had she done? Would they ever let her out again?

      
   


   
      
         
      mum and dad 
    

         
      Mum and Dad hadn’t always argued. They used to get on OK. Back when we all lived at home together; Mum, Dad, Rose and me. Dad was always out at work and Mum stayed at home with us. 
    

         
      Grandma hardly ever came round back then. When she did come round, she was always telling Mum that Dad was never home and that he should be doing more, not burying his head in his work. 
    

         
      Afterwards Mum would tell Dad he had to help out around the house, that he should come home earlier and spend more time with us all. Dad said he was working; he was the only one earning and how else did she think we could pay the bills? 
    

         
      Not long after, Dad moved out. Grandma never forgave him for that. Mum went to pieces and Grandma was the one who had to pick them all up and put them back together. But Mum was never the same again. The damage had already been done. 
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            WHAT ROSE KNOWS

         

         I hadn’t even had a chance to fully process what Dad had said when I heard Grandma go upstairs and the click of the bathroom door locking behind her. By now it seemed BLINDINGLY OBVIOUS that Grandma was keeping something from me but hiding herself in the bathroom seemed like a STRANGE MOVE even for her.

         I burst through the door of the kitchen and found Rose sat at the table, clutching Mum’s note aka EVIDENCE SPECIMEN ONE in her hands. I decided this would be the perfect time to question her… I mean to find out if Rose knew anything I didn’t.

         ‘I still can’t believe she’s left us.’

         Rose was staring at the note, tears running quietly down her cheeks. The tears were SLIGHTLY UNEXPECTED. I wasn’t sure what to do so I decided to press on and pretend I hadn’t noticed. Given the circumstances it still seemed like as good a time as any to INTERROGATE HER.

         I decided the direct approach was the order of the day and launched my attack. I tried to sound SUBTLE and CARING.

         ‘Do you know where Mum is?’ I asked. ‘Why won’t anyone tell me the truth? Dad told Grandma she’s been locked up. Mr Rogers said she had to go away for a while. Do you know if she’s been sent to prison?’

         Rose looked at me and SIGHED WEARILY. I told you she could be a bit of a DRAMA QUEEN at times most of the time.

         ‘Of course I know where she is,’ she answered. ‘And so do you.’

         ‘No… I… I don’t.’ I stammered in reply. ‘I really have no idea. Not the slightest clue.’

         Rose rolled her eyes theatrically. Even when she’s upset, she could still win an OSCAR FOR MELODRAMA.

         ‘Why do you think Grandma was up at the school today?’ she asked, her voice softening ever so slightly.

         ‘Well, because I got into a fight with Neil.’

         ‘And why did you get into a fight with Neil?’ she continued.

         ‘Because he called me a loser.’

         ‘And what else did he call you?’

         ‘Nothing. I can’t remember. It wasn’t really that important anyway. And how would you know what happened? You weren’t even there.’

         I wished she would CHANGE THE SUBJECT. I was starting to REGRET MY DECISION to question her now. Why did she keep asking about Neil? What did that IGNORAMUS have to do with anything? I was getting ANGRY now.

         ‘Stop lying to yourself, Jake,’ Rose’s voice interrupted. ‘Just admit it. You know what he called you. It’s going round the whole school. Everyone knows the truth about Mum now. You know exactly where Mum is. You were there when they took her. You just don’t want to remember. Stop blocking it out.’

         I was doing my BEST to BLOCK IT ALL OUT, but Rose kept PUSHING ME. I could feel the RAGE brimming inside me like it had done when Neil shouted at me, earlier that day.

         ‘No…’ I started to say. ‘Where’s Grandma? She might know something… Perhaps we can go down to the police station now and sort this all out.’

         ‘Come on Jake, stop being stupid. Stop messing around.’

         ‘I really don’t know what you’re talking about.’

         ‘Yes, you do.’ She was starting to get angry now. ‘You were there. On Sunday night. When the ambulance arrived. Grandma told me.’

         And that’s when it hit me right in the stomach like a ROCKET that wouldn’t be stopped. It landed heavily and sat in there REFUSING TO BUDGE. I felt like I was going to be SICK. And I couldn’t help it, I had to go back to that night.

         Suddenly, I remembered everything. Mum wasn’t out CHRISTMAS SHOPPING, she wasn’t in the EU, and she most certainly wasn’t in PRISON or ON HOLIDAY IN LANZAROTE. She was in THE HOSPITAL.

         And that’s why when Neil called me a LOONY, I totally FLIPPED OUT.

         I just didn’t want to admit it to myself.

         
            places mum might have gone:

            	The EU

               	The Bahamas? Lanzarote

               	Prison

               	Tesco

               	Christmas Shopping

               	Oxford Street (see point five above)

               	Hospital

               	Lukas’s house

               	Dad’s

         

               	Dead?

            


      
   


   
      
         things i remember from sunday night: 

         I remember hearing the ambulance in the distance.

         The angry sirens and the blinding flashing lights.

         I remember Grandma was there.

         I remember Mum shouting, telling her to get out.

         Wielding a frying pan. Yelling at her to go.

         I remember Grandma asking Mum to stop.

         Begging her to put the frying pan down and let her help.

         But Mum wouldn’t listen. Her eyes were wild like she wasn’t really there.

         Saying they could never make her leave.

         I remember looking for Rose but she wasn’t in her room.

         Grandma was yelling at me to come with her.

         Mum didn’t seem to notice I was watching from upstairs.

         I remember the police were there.

         Finally, the ambulance arrived. They took her away.

         They took Mum away.

         I remember it was around midnight. The sky was total darkness.

         And I remember leaving. Running away.

         I ran across the estate under the dull glow of the street lights and continued to run as fast as I could until my lungs were burning, my mind swirling and then there was nothing.

      
   


   
      
         
            18

            A COMFORTING COCOON

         

         jake’s notebook

         Wednesday 18th December

Days since Mum disappeared got sick: Three

Days until Christmas: Seven 

         
            things i would rather forget:

            	Mum being sick

               	Neil knowing Mum is sick

               	Everyone at school knowing Mum is sick

               	Running away the night Mum got sick

               	The ambulance taking Mum away

            


         The next day I didn’t feel ANY BETTER. In fact, I was feeling MUCH, MUCH WORSE. Instead of springing out of bed when I woke up, I promptly rolled over and tried to go back to sleep, but thoughts of the evening before kept CRASHING OVER ME and refused to LET ME REST.

         As I lay in bed, hidden beneath the duvet, I tried to push out the thoughts that threatened to DROWN ME if I let them. I knew I shouldn’t care what other people thought but I couldn’t face everyone at school, knowing that they all knew that MUM WAS SICK.

         There, I’d admitted it. MUM WAS SICK. I’d known it all along but refused to let it in. I was TOO EMBARRASSED to face up to THE FACTS. That I’d run away like that and let the ambulance take her. There was no use denying it any longer. I cocooned myself further into the duvet, hoping I could bury myself there for the rest of the day.

         Perhaps if I hid for long enough, Rose and Grandma would forget about me and I wouldn’t have to face anyone, at least for today. If I stayed hidden in my room, I could pretend that everything was BACK TO NORMAL and that MUM WAS FINE.

         When no one came to look for me, I stuck my head out to check the time. It was already ten o’clock. I had SLEPT IN. Perhaps my plan had worked and they really had forgotten about me. Beside the clock on my bedside table I could see my notebook glaring up at me ACCUSINGLY. I couldn’t face all my thwarted plans right now.

         Still wrapped up in the duvet like a MASSIVE BURRITO-SHAPED SUMO WRESTLER, I struggled out of bed and peered onto the landing. It was empty. The doors to all the other rooms stood slightly ajar as if they were waiting for something to happen.

         I felt like I had stumbled into an APOCALYPSE. Where was everyone? I didn’t think I could cope with any more MISSING PERSONS. The warmth of the duvet was a comforting reminder that if I wanted to, I could crawl back to bed and carry on pretending that EVERYTHING WAS FINE.

         In the end my curiosity got the better of me and I decided to go downstairs. Once I’d managed to untangle myself from the MOUNTAIN OF BEDDING that is. It was starting to become unpleasantly hot in there anyway.

         I left the duvet in an INELEGANT PILE on the floor. I’d tidy up the mess later. Once freed of its HEAVY ENCUMBRANCE (weight), I felt light as a feather and ran down the stairs to find Grandma.

         ‘Jake, is that you?’ Grandma called.

         I could hear the clatter of pots and pans coming from the kitchen. Even over all that racket, Grandma had heard me coming. I hadn’t exactly been incognito on my way down.

         ‘Aren’t you at work?’ I asked her as I rushed through the door. ‘Why didn’t anyone wake me up for school?’

         ‘I’m supposed to be on nights this week, but I’ve taken a few days’ leave to keep a closer eye on you and your sister. Just until things settle down a bit.’

         ‘What about school?’ I asked.

         ‘Don’t you worry, you’ll be going back tomorrow. I can promise you that.’

         I wasn’t sure what to say. I did my best impression of a STUNNED GOLDFISH as my mouth opened and closed but no words came out. Things must have been very serious for Grandma to let me stay at home.

         ‘You’re not to worry about your mum. She’s in the best place possible and she’ll be home before you know it.’

         Grandma must have noticed my startled expression.

         ‘Before Christmas?’ I asked.

         ‘We’ll see. But soon, I promise. Now eat your breakfast, you must be starving.’

         Turns out that whilst I was fast asleep upstairs, Grandma had been PREPARING A TOTAL FEAST. PANCAKES for BREAKFAST. What a TREAT. Rose was going to be so jealous when I told her later.

         ‘Thanks, Grandma,’ I said, as I shovelled the deliciousness into my mouth as quickly as humanly possible.

         Grandma tousled my hair affectionately. I had to admit that things felt a lot calmer at home without Mum there. No late-night musical recitals, arguments or weird questions. I missed her, though. She might be a BIT STRANGE sometimes, but she was still MY MUM.

         ‘When you’ve finished eating, you can wash up.’

         I sighed. I should have known a day off wouldn’t be a chance to be lazy with Grandma around.

         ‘And after that, you can tidy your room. There’s no need for standards to slip whilst your mum isn’t here.’

         It was going to be a VERY BUSY DAY. Grandma was putting me to work. I knew I’d be desperate to get back to school the next day for a proper rest after all this. I had thought I would be able to play computer games in bed all day if I wanted to. So much for that.

         Perhaps if she let me have A MOMENT’S PEACE, I could find some time to work out what was going on with Lukas. Now I knew where Mum was, and I’d had a chance to calm down, I knew I needed to put things right with my best friend.

         ‘You can do your schoolwork when Rose gets home. I’ve asked her to pick up anything you’ve missed from your teachers.’

         Not only was I going to have to WORK ALL DAY, but ALL EVENING too. LIFE WAS SO UNFAIR. At least I had MY HUGE STACK OF PANCAKES to console me. And I didn’t have to deal with Neil or anyone else at school for A WHOLE DAY.

         I spent the rest of the morning following Grandma’s orders to the letter so as not to get into any trouble for having a day off school. I did spend a bit of time reading one of my space books which is SOMEWHAT EDUCATIONAL after all.

         
            [image: ]

         

         In the afternoon Grandma finally took a nap and I couldn’t put off thinking about what was happening between me and Lukas any longer. I pulled out my notebook, took a deep breath and on a fresh blank page, started to write a new list.

         
            plan to make up with lukas:

            	Find out why Lukas has been acting so strangely

               	Work out when Lukas and Nora became such good friends

               	Ask Lukas what happened on Monday after school

               	Tell Lukas about Mum being in hospital and why I have been so distracted recently

               	Promise to be a proper best friend in future

            


         I felt a TINY BIT BETTER once I’d written down my thoughts but now I couldn’t avoid the truth, it was STARING back at me in black and white. I had been a TERRIBLE FRIEND.

         I had ABSOLUTELY NO IDEA what was happening in Lukas’s life. And I was starting to think SOMETHING SERIOUS must be going on in order for Lukas to act so STRANGELY.

         
            [image: ]

         

         When Rose finally came home at FOUR O’CLOCK I was COMPLETELY EXHAUSTED and ready to go back to sleep.

         ‘Here’s all your homework,’ Rose said, as she dumped the most humongous pile of papers on my bed where I had been taking a short break after cleaning my room hiding from Grandma. ‘Hope your day off was worth it!’

         Needless to say, I spent the rest of the evening catching up on schoolwork. Grandma even brought dinner up to my room so I could eat at my desk.

         By the time I was ready for bed, I couldn’t wait to get back to school the next day, even if it meant having to face Lukas and deal with Neil’s snide remarks. At least the teachers are a lot more forgiving than Grandma.
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            A VERY DIFFICULT DAY

         

         jake’s notebook

         Thursday 19th December

Days since Mum got sick: Four

Days until Christmas: Six 

         
            jake’s top ten space facts:

            	They have just discovered water on the moon

               	Jupiter is the largest planet in the Solar System

               	A dog called Laika has orbited the Earth

               	You can fart in space

               	Farting in space in unwise as the gases produced are highly flammable

               	Neil Armstrong was the first man to walk on the moon

               	The International Space Station is nearer to the Earth than Glasgow is to London

               	The Earth could fit inside the Sun one million times

               	Space is completely silent

               	There are so many stars in space it would be impossible to count them all

            


         The next day, as promised, Grandma was already downstairs waiting for me when I got up for school. She wasn’t just awake which was a SMALL LARGE MIRACLE in and of itself, given the time of day, but fully dressed in her coat and hat, her handbag sat primly beside her on the kitchen table as if it too had somewhere better to be.

         ‘Are you ready to go?’ Grandma asked.

         She was probably going to FROGMARCH me to the school gates and personally hand me over to the headmaster herself.

         ‘I guess so,’ I replied hesitantly.

         Anything had to be better than being put to work by Grandma again.

         ‘Where’s Rose?’ I asked.

         ‘She’s upstairs. I’m sure she’ll be down in a minute.’

         I couldn’t believe that Grandma wanted to go to my school for the second time that week. I guess it made sense given everything else that had happened, but I think I was still in TOTAL SHOCK. I didn’t want to believe that Mum was in hospital. That there was SOMETHING WRONG with her again.

         I wanted to think of her on a BEAUTIFUL BEACH somewhere in the INDIAN OCEAN. We’d seen pictures of the crystal-clear waters in geography, and I knew Mum would love it there as she is SUCH A BIG FAN of hot weather.

         I was scared to face my classmates, especially Neil, now that everyone seemed to know what had happened to Mum. Rose said the news had spread round the school like wildfire. Was everyone going to treat me differently now they knew that something was wrong?

         Still in a state of MILD PANIC I raced to the bottom of the stairs and SHOUTED IN MY LOUDEST VOICE.

         ‘Rose!!’

         ‘Don’t shout,’ Grandma complained from the kitchen.

         The bathroom door flew open and slammed against the wall, and the OVERWHELMING ‘STENCH OF GIRLS’, aka ‘EAU DE ROSE’, wafted down the stairs, making me COUGH UNCONTROLLABLY. Rose sauntered past, tossing her hair over her shoulder as she went.

         ‘I’m coming,’ she said. ‘No need to shout. Where’s the fire?’

         ‘In the kitchen. Grandma’s waiting for us.’ I gulped. ‘She wants to make sure we get to school OK.’

         Rose’s eyes WIDENED IN ALARM; nothing was more EMBARRASSING than being walked to school at HER AGE. Her friends would never let her live it down. We were both COMPLETELY SCREWED.

         
            Sorry for the bad language, but I was having a terrible day already, and it wasn’t even nine o’clock.

         

         I thought this might be EVEN MORE TERRIBLE than ETERNAL DOOM. We were going to draw EVEN MORE unwanted attention to ourselves. And to make matters WORSE, if they could possibly get any WORSE right now, Grandma still hadn’t told us exactly when Mum was going to be home.

         Once Rose was finally ready to go, we were running a little bit late so Grandma insisted on MARCHING us down the road to school at ONE HUNDRED MILES AN HOUR. Which was QUITE A FEAT for such a little old lady. She could be very spritely when she had a specific goal in mind.

         I didn’t even get a chance to knock for Lukas on the way past. Though if the last couple of days were anything to go by, he wouldn’t be too bothered. I was determined to find him as soon as possible to try and sort things out between us once and for all.

         We were outside the main entrance of the school before I knew it, and Grandma and Rose were both OFF LIKE LIGHTNING as soon as we passed the gates. Rose bolted like a STARTLED RACEHORSE, desperate to escape Grandma, who was already racing off in the other direction, mumbling to herself, leaving me standing there on my own, wondering WHAT ON EARTH WAS GOING ON for about the gazillionth time that day.

         And it was still only nine o’clock. I could already tell that this was going to be A VERY DIFFICULT DAY.
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         I didn’t have to wait long at all for the day to decline even further. I’d spent most of the morning trying to keep my head down and had just about managed to make it to break time without any SERIOUS INCIDENTS.

         I had almost made it through history when who should come to the door but the headmaster himself. Mr Gormley Gormless as the name suggests has an interesting look about him as if he’s not really all there. He wears a permanently befuddled expression but don’t be fooled as behind this glassy exterior lies the QUICK MIND OF A FOX.

         ‘Jake, a quick word please,’ he said as he poked his head into the classroom.

         I COULDN’T BELIEVE I was being FORCIBLY REMOVED from lessons again. Usually, the teachers would do anything (short of PHYSICALLY RESTRAINING YOU as that’s ILLEGAL these days) to keep you in them.

         ‘Come with me,’ Mr Gormless continued.

         He wasn’t really one for small talk, asking questions or beating around the bush. You were just expected to DO WHAT HE SAID and DO IT QUICKLY.

         As I started to get up, he added, ‘And bring your stuff.’

         I gathered up my belongings as swiftly as possible, hoping my classmates hadn’t noticed that something totally out of the ordinary seemed to be taking place.

         Without saying a word, Mr Gormless took me down the endless corridors that led to his office. He was walking so fast, I was almost running to keep up with him. I’d never been inside his office before and the thought of entering his SECRET LAIR made me SUDDENLY FEEL VERY ANXIOUS.

         Mr Gormless opened the door. ‘In you go,’ he ordered.

         Grandma was waiting inside, and this time Rose was there as well. They were both wearing their outside clothes, as if they were about to leave. I clutched my own jacket tightly to my chest.

         I thought Grandma might as well give up nursing and become a PERMANENT MEMBER OF STAFF she was here SO OFTEN now.

         ‘What’s going on?’ I asked nervously, looking round at the three familiar faces staring back at me.

         None of them seemed to offer any clues at all. Grandma was smiling in what she obviously thought was a REASSURING MANNER, but this just added to my growing SENSE OF GENERAL UNEASE.

         ‘The hospital called when I got back from dropping you off,’ Grandma said. ‘They said we can go and see your mum today. I thought you and Rose would want to come with me, so I’ve got permission from Mr Gormley and Mr Rogers to take you.’

         I wasn’t sure what to say, so I stared at her blankly.

         When I didn’t say anything for a while, she said, ‘You know, you don’t have to go if you don’t want to.’

         The thing is, I REALLY DID WANT TO SEE MUM. But I still wasn’t ready to admit that she was IN HOSPITAL and not on a FABULOUS ALL-INCLUSIVE HOLIDAY or OUT WITH HER FRIENDS or CHRISTMAS SHOPPING ON OXFORD STREET.

         ‘I think I’ll just stay here, then, if it’s all the same to you, thanks,’ I said, trying my best to sound casual when really I was feeling torn up inside.

         ‘OK, well, if that’s what you want, that’s fine,’ said Grandma. ‘Rose and I will visit this afternoon and you can come next time, if you’re ready.’

         Before I had a chance to change my mind, Grandma and Rose stood up to leave, Grandma shaking Mr Gormless’s hand and asking him to keep an eye on me for her.

         ‘We’ll see you tonight, OK?’ she said, kissing me on the head as she walked past which was still SUPER EMBARRASSING AND CRINGEY even under the CURRENT CIRCUMSTANCES.

         ‘OK,’ I mumbled, feeling slightly numb inside and not sure whether I had made the right decision.

         Part of me wanted to run after them and say I had actually CHANGED MY MIND and could I come too. But it was TOO LATE, they had already left, leaving me with Mr Gormless but feeling MORE ALONE THAN EVER.

         
            [image: ]

         

         The rest of the school day was fairly uneventful. Thankfully I managed to steer clear of Neil. He must have been lying low after Tuesday’s shambolic performance.

         However, I was still pretty glad when the day ended, and it was time to go home. I hadn’t been able to concentrate all afternoon, knowing that Rose and Grandma were at the hospital and I wasn’t.

         All I could think about was Mum. I was so wrapped up in my own head that I didn’t even notice that Lukas was waiting for me at the school gates as normal. We were already halfway up the street heading back towards the estate when I finally realised that he was walking beside me.

         I could see Lukas’s lips moving but the words wouldn’t register in the MUDDLE OF MY MIND. He continued to speak but it was as if I was enclosed inside a TRANSPARENT SOUNDPROOF BOX.

         ‘You’re not even listening, are you?’ Lukas asked, his words suddenly shattering the silence. ‘I thought that now you know where your mum is, you might have more time for me.’

         He’d finally stopped talking but in the deathly silence that followed I couldn’t even pretend that I had been paying attention to what he was saying.

         ‘I knew it,’ Lukas continued. ‘I know your mum’s been sick and I’m sorry, but you never listen to anything I say any more, Jake.’

         For some unknown reason instead of ADMITTING I WAS WRONG and APOLOGISING like a PROPER BEST FRIEND should, I decided now was the time to LAUNCH MY DEFENCE.

         ‘I don’t listen?’ I shouted. ‘Where have you been the last few days when I needed your help?’

         Something inside me FLIPPED, like A RAGING RED LIGHT being turned on FULL BEAM. All the ANGER I felt with Neil, with Rose and with Grandma started to RUN OUT OF ME UNCONTROLLABLY. My plan to MAKE AMENDS went totally OUT OF THE WINDOW.

         ‘You’ve been too busy with your new friend Nora to bother about me.’ My voice was so loud now the whole street could probably hear me.

         ‘I’ve had to look for my mum all on my own. And now it turns out she wasn’t missing after all and everyone else knew where she was apart from me. Why didn’t you try to help me? Some best friend you’ve turned out to be.’

         And without waiting for Lukas to reply, I turned and started running down the street, my heart and head POUNDING, tears blurring my vision, and I didn’t stop until finally I was HOME, and I couldn’t EVEN BREATHE any longer.

         My lungs felt like they were about to BURST and my heart was still THUDDING dramatically in my chest, threatening to SPLIT OPEN and POUR ALL MY SECRETS directly onto the COLD GREY PAVEMENT in front of me.
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         I waited until my breath had returned to normal and opened the front door. Rose and Grandma were already back from visiting Mum, I could hear their voices RESONATING (coming) loudly from the living room.

         As I took a tentative step towards the doorway, I could hear CHRISTMAS MUSIC and LAUGHTER coming from the other side of the door. It didn’t sound much like two people who had just been to visit a hospital.

         I didn’t understand how they could possibly be so happy after where they’d just been. I hesitated for a moment with my hand on the door handle before my curiosity got the better of me and I pushed my way into the room.

         In the corner, next to the sofa opposite me, was a MASSIVE, SIX-FOOT-TALL CHRISTMAS TREE. Rose was perched precariously on the arm of the sofa, struggling as she tried and failed to hang the lights.

         I stood there, in the doorway for a moment, uncertainty coursing through my veins. Part of me was angry, I was already feeling jealous that they had got to visit Mum and I hadn’t, even if it was MY OWN FAULT. And now they were putting up a CHRISTMAS TREE as if everything was suddenly BACK TO NORMAL.

         But I was also excited to see SUCH A GIGANTIC CHRISTMAS TREE, right there in our front room.

         ‘Are you going to give me a hand?’ Rose shouted over the sound of bells that was EMANATING (coming) from the TV on the other side of her.

         ‘Where did you get that?’ I asked, excitement getting the better of me.

         ‘Dad brought it round earlier,’ Rose replied. ‘You’re back just in time to help with the decorations.’

         She didn’t even mention their visit to the hospital, and I didn’t feel ready to ask how Mum had been. I caught the other end of the lights and passed them over to her wordlessly as I tried to figure out what to do.

         Grandma was sitting in her usual spot in the old armchair next to the door. It’s so comfy that once you’re in it, it is almost impossible to get back out. Your body is moulded into the worn fabric covers forever.

         She must have sensed my hesitation. ‘Go on. You help Rose with the tree, love. Make sure she doesn’t fall off the sofa. I’ll put the dinner on.’

         No one mentioned Mum at all so I decided to concentrate on DECORATING THE CHRISTMAS TREE and ASK QUESTIONS later. It was sort of nice to have something fun to do, even if Mum wasn’t there to help us like she normally would be.

         Once Rose had finished hanging the lights, we took out all of the decorations Mum had collected for us over the years, and haphazardly started to drape them from the branches, paying little attention to what looked best where. We like a SOMEWHAT CHAOTIC-LOOKING CHRISTMAS TREE in our family.

         Once we had finished, we stood back to examine our work.

         ‘It just needs one more thing,’ Rose said, having considered the full impact of the tree for a moment, reindeers and robins jostling for space next to multicoloured bells and baubles. She rustled around in a box full of tissue paper.

         ‘Aha!’ she exclaimed, her voice muffled by the cardboard box that was currently engulfing her head. ‘Found it.’

         ‘Let’s see,’ I replied.

         Rose switched on the lights and the Christmas tree LIT UP SPECTACULARLY.

         ‘Do you want to do it?’ she asked.

         ‘Yes,’ I replied, the excitement clear from my voice. ‘Yes, please.’

         Silently, she placed a small china doll, about the size of a sparrow, in the palm of my hand.

         ‘Come here, then,’ she said. ‘I’ll give you a leg up.’

         The doll was MUM’S GUARDIAN ANGEL. Every Christmas, since we were small, Mum had told us that it was watching over us, but I wanted to believe that she was PROTECTING MUM this year as she lay in the hospital and would help her to get better as QUICKLY AS POSSIBLE so she would be home in time for CHRISTMAS.

         Rose held me up as I placed the angel in pride of place on the top of the tree. As she helped me back down, we both stared up at her, not saying a word for a second or two.

         ‘She’ll be OK, you know,’ Rose said as if she knew exactly what I’d been thinking just a moment ago. She didn’t seem angry at all any more, which was A BIT WEIRD for Rose at the best of times. Maybe THE CHRISTMAS SPIRIT had got to her.

         ‘I know,’ I replied simply, and at that moment under the warmth of the Christmas tree, I started to feel like maybe things truly would be OK and that Mum would get better again soon. Suddenly, I felt a NEW PLAN springing into place.

         ‘Perhaps we should take the angel to Mum?’ I suggested. ‘Next time we go to visit. That way the angel can take care of her properly whilst she’s in hospital. We don’t really need it after all. We’ve got each other and Grandma to look after us.’

         ‘That sounds like a lovely idea,’ Grandma said as she came back from the kitchen. ‘Does that mean you’d like to come with us and see your mum next time we go?’

         ‘Yes, please,’ I replied. ‘I’ve got a new mission to work on.’
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         Grandma made FISH AND CHIPS for tea. She wasn’t working nights for the rest of the week. It felt ALMOST NORMAL, the three of us sat round the table eating together, except for Mum not being there.

         Now I had a new plan, I felt much calmer somehow. I wanted MORE THAN ANYTHING to see Mum and take the angel to her. It would show her that we’d be thinking about her even when we were doing fun things like putting up the Christmas tree.

         After dinner I tried to call Lukas. If Rose could forgive Mum for leaving us, then maybe it was time for me to FORGIVE LUKAS. I knew deep down that I should probably APOLOGISE, and I wanted to talk to him about MUM BEING SICK and about the AMAZING CHRISTMAS TREE, but there was no answer. I even tried the walkie-talkie but all I could hear was the distant sound of static.

         Perhaps Lukas was round at Nora’s again. I tried my best not to feel jealous, but I couldn’t help it when SOMEONE (Nora) had taken my BEST FRIEND away from me. It seemed that Lukas didn’t even care that Mum was sick, which wasn’t REALLY FAIR of me as it was possible that he hadn’t even known that she was sick.

         But whose fault was that?

         Not mine.

      
   


   
      
         sick on the inside   

         If I’m totally honest, I do remember visiting Mum in hospital once, when Mum and Dad were still together. Dad took us there. The waiting room was full of people who didn’t look that sick. Not on the outside at least. 

         There were no obvious broken bones, no strapped-up arms and legs, no  graffitied casts. When I asked Dad about it, he whispered to me that these people might not look physically sick, but they weren’t feeling too good on the inside. And the doctors here could help them to feel better again. 

         Dad hugged us closer to him when we entered as if the place wasn’t one hundred per cent safe. I wasn’t sure what to expect but people seemed friendly enough. There was one man with a drip in his arm so I guess he must have been really ill. 

         I remember feeling scared, though I couldn’t say what I was afraid of. Something just didn’t feel quite right in there. I wasn’t sure how I should act, how I was meant to feel. Then I saw Mum, she was in bed. She looked so tired, not like normal Mum at all. 

         I didn’t know if we were allowed to speak to her. It was as if she wasn’t really there. She looked so small, in the massive bed with the railings on either side to stop her falling out, I thought. 

         I hid behind Dad. 

         Rose was crying. 

         I didn’t know what to do. 
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            ONE MAN’S TRASH IS ANOTHER MAN’S TREASURE

         

         jake’s notebook

         Friday 20th December

Days since Mum got sick: Five

Days until Christmas: Five 

         
            my biggest fears:

            1. Whether I will survive the final day of term

            2. Running into Neil again

            3. Mum not coming home for Christmas

            4. Mum being sick for ever

            5. Having to live with Grandma for ever

            6. Grandma getting too old to look after us

            7. Having to move

            8. Having to move in with Dad

            9. Social services

            10. Mum

         

         ‘How are you feeling about going into school today?’ Grandma asked when I raced downstairs on Friday morning, which also happened to be the FINAL DAY before the CHRISTMAS HOLIDAYS began.

         Grandma has the uncanny ability of always being able to tell EXACTLY what is on my mind. She was VERY PERCEPTIVE for someone of her age. Perhaps age was only a number. Grandma was PRETTY INCREDIBLE after all.

         ‘It’ll be OK, I guess,’ I said.

         Yesterday, my classmates had been acting much friendlier than they usually would. No one had mentioned Mum’s illness or said anything cruel about her which was a relief. Still, I was glad I’d have Rose for back-up just in case.

         ‘I’m sure you’ll be fine.’ Grandma smiled reassuringly. ‘I’m going to visit your mum again later. I need to take her some more clothes and run some top-secret errands in town.’

         Grandma winked at me, gesturing to a pile of bags by the kitchen door. There was ONLY ONE THING that could mean. CHRISTMAS PRESENTS. But what about Mum?

         ‘I’m worried that Mum won’t be home for Christmas,’ I said.

         ‘Leave it with me,’ Grandma replied mysteriously. ‘I can’t make any promises, but we’ll find a way to see her, I’m sure.’

         I had to admit having Grandma around more really hadn’t been as bad as I had imagined. It was comforting to have someone at home when I got in after school. All we needed now was for Mum to be at home on Christmas day.
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         As it was the last day of term, Mr Rogers let us spend most of the day watching films so he didn’t have to DO ANY WORK. Harry had brought in a selection of the latest Pixar releases so they weren’t even VERY EDUCATIONAL ONES. As soon as the final bell rang, I was out of my chair like a rocket, determined to avoid running into Lukas again.

         I decided to head straight for the high street to try and find Mum a CHRISTMAS PRESENT. I already planned to give her the angel when we next visited the hospital, but I also wanted to get something ABSOLUTELY PERFECT to give to her on CHRISTMAS DAY.

         I didn’t even bother trying to wait for Lukas to turn up in order to let him know my plan. It was funny how much everything had changed in the past five days. I no longer felt I could count on my best friend to be there when I needed him.

         I had just passed the school gates and was turning left towards town when I heard a BREATHLESS PANTING behind me and someone calling my name.

         Of course, I knew from his voice that it was Lukas, but I didn’t turn around and carried on MARCHING PURPOSEFULLY along the street as if I could no longer hear him.

         ‘Jake! Wait for me!’ Lukas called. ‘Jake! Please, wait.’

         Still I pretended not to hear him, though by now he had almost caught up to me and was PRACTICALLY SHOUTING into my right ear. My stride began to waver as he caught hold of my elbow, tugging at me gently and refusing to let go.

         I whirled round to face him. ‘What is it?’

         ‘I just wanted to check you were OK after yesterday,’ Lukas said. ‘You didn’t wait for me after school and I thought something was wrong.’

         ‘You thought something was wrong?’ I answered.

         Lukas blinked at me from behind his glasses. A gesture I used to find ENDEARING had now become INCREDIBLY ANNOYING.

         ‘Everything is wrong, Lukas,’ I continued. ‘And you’ve been too caught up with your new best friend Nora to notice.’

         ‘She… isn’t my best friend,’ Lukas stuttered. ‘You are. I’m sorry I haven’t been around more to help you look for your mum.’

         ‘Well, it’s too late now anyway,’ I replied. ‘It’s over.’

         ‘I am sorry she’s sick, you know, Mum told me she’s been taken to hospital.’

         As Lukas apologised, I felt all the anger I’d let build up inside of me over the past few days start to dissolve like a balloon slowly deflating, until all that was left was the shrivelled skin on the outside.

         Being angry at your best friend was EXHAUSTING. All I really wanted was for us to be FRIENDS AGAIN and for things to go back to how they were before Mum got sick.

         ‘Perhaps,’ I offered, ‘perhaps, you could help me now?’

         ‘Of course,’ Lukas replied. ‘Anything you want me to do.’

         And I knew that with Lukas’s help I would find Mum the BEST PRESENT EVER.
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         On the walk into town, I explained MY LATEST MISSION to Lukas. I wanted to find Mum the PERFECT CHRISTMAS GIFT whatever it took.

         ‘Where do you think we should look?’ Lukas asked.

         ‘Unfortunately, I’ve hardly got any pocket money left,’ I said, ‘so it’s got to be the best present you can buy on a tight budget.’

         ‘How about Oxfam?’

         We had just arrived at the charity shop. I peered into the windows, hoping for a MIRACLE. Instead, all I could see were fusty old clothes and tattered paperback books. Not quite the GLAMOROUS GIFT I’d been thinking of.

         Lukas must have noticed my hesitancy, as he said, ‘My mum always says she finds the best bargains in charity shops. You just have to have a little bit of patience.’

         PATIENCE wasn’t a trait I was known to possess but Lukas had it IN SPADES. This was why we made such a great team. And why I needed his help now more than ever.

         Still feeling somewhat sceptical I let him push me through the door. Inside the charity shop smelt just as bad as it looked. My nose wrinkled in SILENT PROTEST as I tried to get my facial expressions back under control.

         ‘Lovely place you’ve got here,’ I said to no one in particular, as I ran my hand over some dusty shoes that looked like they had seen much better days about a BAZILLION YEARS ago.

         By the till, a lady who was almost as old as the aforementioned shoes looked over SUSPICIOUSLY. As if we were going to STEAL ANY OF THIS JUNK.

         Whilst I’d been too busy literally turning my nose up at just about everything in there, Lukas had been rummaging through what to me looked like more PILES OF RUBBISH, the only difference was that this time they were enclosed in plastic containers.

         ‘What’s in there?’ I asked Lukas, as I headed over, my curiosity finally getting the better of me.

         Inside the boxes was a JUMBLE of JANGLY JEWELLERY and other bits of brightly coloured tat. It looked like a TOTAL MESS to me. Just as I was about to give up and tell Lukas we should go look somewhere else, one of the necklaces caught my eye.

         It was just a simple gold chain like all the others in the box but on the end was a pendant with what looked like the letter ‘M’ engraved on it.

         ‘There,’ I gasped, as Lukas continued to sift through them.

         I reached into the box and pulled on the chain, which was TIGHTLY KNOTTED to about a million other IDEN-TICAL-LOOKING chains.

         ‘Hang on,’ Lukas said. ‘I can untangle it for you.’

         As I stood and watched helplessly, Lukas managed to use his NINJA-LIKE skills to untie all of the knots and free the necklace I had found.

         ‘It’s perfect,’ I said, as I marched to the till and presented it to the unfriendly old lady who was still looking at us as if we were A PAIR OF THUGS.

         ‘How much is this?’ I beamed at her.

         ‘Two pound fifty,’ the old woman replied once she had taken a good look at it.

         I gave her my last five pounds and waited patiently for my change as she placed the necklace into a small bag.

         ‘Thanks,’ I said, as we were leaving. ‘You should really tidy up a bit in here, you know, that box is a complete disaster.’

         With that PARTING SHOT we ran out of the shop laughing.

         ‘I can’t believe you said that.’

         Lukas was trying and failing to look serious.

         ‘Well, she deserved it. Did you see the way she was watching us? And the shop really was a total mess.’

         There was just enough time to use my last two pound fifty to buy a milkshake before we had to head home for dinner. GREAT SHAKES is my ABSOLUTE FAVOURITE SHOP on the high street, you can get ANY FLAVOUR of milkshake you can think of in there.

         We had just grabbed our drinks (mine was a double chocolate and oreo shake) and were about to leave when we heard someone shouting our names.

         ‘Lukas! Jake!’

         It was only NERDY NORA. What on earth did she want now?

         As I turned round, I noticed that Lukas had gone BRIGHT RED again. As it was the middle of December, it couldn’t exactly be SUNBURN. I wondered why he always went A VIOLENT SHADE OF TOMATO whenever Nora was nearby. Was it possible that he LIKED HER as more than JUST A FRIEND? Yuck! I didn’t think so.

         ‘Hi, Nora,’ Lukas stuttered nervously. ‘What are you doing here?’

         ‘I’m just going to meet my mum from work and I noticed you two were in here,’ Nora replied. ‘I thought I’d come and say hello.’

         Lukas and Nora made POLITE CHITCHAT for a while, whilst I did my best to look MILDLY INTERESTED and like I was ACTUALLY PAYING ATTENTION and not wondering when we would FINALLY GET AWAY. It was almost five o’clock and despite the massive milkshake I was starting to feel hungry.

         ‘Can I see?’

         I realised that Nora was now looking STRAIGHT AT ME, and I had no idea what she was asking about. Luckily, Lukas understands my COMPLETE LACK OF INTEREST in most HUMAN INTERACTION and jumped in to rescue me.

         ‘The necklace,’ he said.

         ‘Ohhh, I see,’ I replied. ‘Sure, here it is.’

         Very carefully, I took the necklace out of the bag the grumpy lady at Oxfam had put it in and showed it to Nora.

         ‘It’s beautiful,’ she said. ‘I’m sure your mum will love it.’

         ‘Thanks.’

         ‘Lukas told me she wasn’t feeling very well. I hope she gets better soon.’

         I had to admit that Nora seemed QUITE NICE really. She even liked FORTNITE, and she liked FOOTBALL a lot more than I did. When she asked about my mum, I didn’t feel like she was JUDGING HER like some of the other kids in school. I didn’t even mind that Lukas had told Nora about MUM BEING ILL, it was all round school now anyway, but it was good of Nora not to mention that.

         ‘Anyway, I’d better go,’ Nora continued. ‘Mum will be wondering where I’ve got to. See you next term!’

         ‘Bye, Nora. Have a great Christmas!’ I replied, surprised to find that I actually meant it.

         Once we said our goodbyes to Nora, it was time to head home. I promised Lukas that I would call him on the weekend and let him know how Mum was getting on. It felt good to have my best friend back again and perhaps being friends with Nora wouldn’t be so bad either.
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            A HOME FROM HOME

         

         
      jake’s notebook
    

         
      Saturday 21st December

Days since Mum got sick: Six

Days until Christmas: Four 
    

         
            
        things you can’t control:
      

            	How long Rose spends in the bathroom

               	Grandma’s bad moods

               	Dad’s obsessive tidiness

               	Lukas being friends with Nerdy but quite nice Nora

               	Mum being in hospital

               	Neil, the school bully

               	Whether we can stay at home with Grandma

               	Whether we will get any Christmas presents this year

               	Whether Mum will be home in time for Christmas

               	When Mum will come home

            


         On Saturday morning, Grandma insisted on PACKING US OFF TO DAD’S. She said a CHANGE OF SCENERY would do us good, that we needed to GET OUT OF THE HOUSE and couldn’t stay cooped up indoors all day, getting under her feet and MOPING about like WET DISHCLOTHS. Grandma has some FUNNY IDEAS sometimes.

         I wasn’t ONE HUNDRED PER CENT CONVINCED that a trip across the estate to Dad’s flat was the DRASTIC CHANGE she seemed to think it was, and Dad’s idea of fun would probably involve getting me and Rose to help him clean the living room or something equally EXCRUCIATINGLY (painfully) DULL.

         As far as I could see we were simply exchanging one flat for a slightly different, in fact, almost identical, EVEN TIDIER one. But at ten am exactly, Grandma was shoving us out of the door and there was NO CHANCE to protest.

         This time, there was no way that Dad wouldn’t be able to hear us, as I had Rose with me for back-up. We both DRUMMED and HAMMERED on the door with our fists until we heard him shuffling slowly towards it to let us in.

         ‘Alright, kids. Jesus Christ. Keep your hair on.’

         As far as I’m aware, Dad is not particularly fond of any religious movements, but he seems to be VERY WELL ACQUAINTED with the son of god for someone who has NEVER SET FOOT inside a church.

         ‘How’s your gran getting on?’ he asked. ‘You’re not being any trouble, are you?’

         The one thing that Grandma was even less keen on than our Dad was being referred to as ‘GRAN’. Luckily for Dad, she wasn’t there to hear it.

         ‘Grandma’s fine,’ I replied. ‘She’s probably just taking another nap right about now.’

         ‘Tired her out, have you? I bet you’ve been running rings around the old bat.’ He chuckled manically to himself.

         As you have PROBABLY GUESSED by now, Dad and Grandma don’t get on too well. Though they seemed to have decided to call a TEMPORARY TRUCE whilst Mum was away, which meant they were spending AN INORDINATE AMOUNT (a lot) OF TIME pretending to be nice to each other. But this didn’t seem to apply when the other one wasn’t there to hear it.

         ‘This is all very nice,’ interrupted Rose. ‘Exchanging pleasantries on the doorstep, but can we come in now or what? I need to sit down.’

         Rose was shifting her weight huffily from one leg to the other as if it was a REAL STRUGGLE just to keep herself upright. You’d think she was APPROXIMATELY ONE HUNDRED YEARS OLD not a SPRITELY FIFTEEN-YEAR-OLD.

         ‘All right, Rosie, keep your wig on.’

         Dad stepped aside, rolling his eyes at me as Rose flounced dramatically into the living room.

         ‘What would you kids like to do today, then? The football’s on telly later.’

         Rose ROLLED HER EYES so far back in her head her pupils all but DISAPPEARED. We certainly all know where she gets that from and it’s not from our mum.

         ‘I’m going out with Louise later,’ she announced, whilst angrily putting in her headphones and turning up the volume as high as it would go. If she wasn’t careful she would give herself EARLY ONSET HEARING LOSS at this rate.

         ‘Just us then, son?’ Dad shrugged.

         I sat down on the sofa and tried to prepare myself for a day spent watching football whilst Dad DRANK LAGER and SHOUTED AT THE REF. It was going to be a VERY LONG DAY. I didn’t mind watching football when it was Lukas playing, but I DRAW THE LINE at watching it on TV.

         Lukas had an away match that day so, unfortunately, I had no way to get out of it. They had all piled onto the school minibus first thing in the morning and would be WELL ON THEIR WAY to WHO KNEW WHERE by now.

         Hopefully I’d get to see Lukas at some point this weekend. I was totally relieved that we were now back on speaking terms and I didn’t want anything else to go wrong between us again.
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         Once Rose had gone out and Dad was a couple of lagers in, enough that he was QUITE MERRY but still ONE HUNDRED PER CENT COHERENT most of the time, I decided it was time to give Dad a GOOD GRILLING. It wasn’t very often that it was just the two of us after all.

         ‘Dad? Do you think Mum will be home soon? Do you think she’ll be back in time for Christmas?’ I ventured hesitantly.

         At exactly the same moment, West Ham scored, causing Dad to SWEAR VIOLENTLY at the TV, take the Lord’s name in vain, and curse the ref, all in the SAME BREATH.

         It really was QUITE SOMETHING to behold but it also meant that he hadn’t heard me or had chosen not to listen in the first place. Either way his attention was totally focused on the match and he was not paying ANY ATTENTION to me.

         I had two options. I could wait patiently until the match ended and then talk to Dad or I could try to make him listen to me RIGHT NOW. As we have already established, I am not an INCREDIBLY PATIENT PERSON, and I was running the risk of Dad being a bit TOO MERRY to talk to me if I waited for much longer.

         Dad hated being interrupted when he was watching football, especially West Ham v Tottenham. Almost as much as Grandma hated being called Gran. But this COULDN’T WAIT. I had to try and talk to him, before it was TOO LATE.

         ‘Dad,’ I raised my voice above the noise of the cheering fans on the TV.

         ‘DAD, WHEN WILL MUM COME HOME?’

      
   


   
      
         what did you say? 

         What I haven’t told you yet, what I haven’t even admitted to myself really, is that sometimes I was scared of Mum. Sometimes it was like she could see inside my head and knew I was afraid of her too. Sometimes it made her angry. 

         ‘What did you say?’

         ‘Nothing,’ I stammered nervously. ‘I didn’t say anything.’

         ‘You did,’ Mum replied. ‘I heard you.’

         ‘I promise you, I didn’t say a word.’ I was begging now, wanting this conversation to be over with, looking for the quickest way to escape. 

         ‘Think I’m mad, do you?’ she continued angrily, her voice rising with each word. ‘You and your mate, Lukas. Always laughing at me behind my back. I’m not stupid, you know. Don’t think I don’t know what’s going on.’ 

         ‘There is nothing going on,’ I pleaded.

         ‘You’re all in this together, aren’t you?’

         ‘I don’t know what you mean.’ I was getting desperate  now, desperate for this to stop.

         ‘You and that friend of yours. Find it funny, do you?’

         I said nothing. Didn’t know how to reply. 

         ‘I won’t let them take me away. I know you all want them to. You’re all planning it together; you, Rose, Dad, Grandma. Well, I won’t let you. I’m staying right here.’
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            A CHRISTMAS OVEN PIZZA

         

         ‘Do you think she’ll be home soon? Maybe before Christmas?’ I asked.

         ‘I don’t think anyone knows the answer to that one, son. Not even the doctors,’ Dad replied, one eye still focused on the TV screen. ‘I’m sure she’ll come home as soon as she can. How about you both spend Christmas here, with me? Hell, you can even bring that crazy old bat if you want, it’s Christmas after all.’

         Suddenly, West Ham scored another goal, sending both Dad’s mood and his attention elsewhere. There was ABSOLUTELY NO POINT trying to talk to him now. It was almost dinner time, so hopefully Rose would be back soon, and we could go home.

         Of course, I loved Dad, but Christmas just wouldn’t be right without Mum there. And I DEFINITELY couldn’t imagine Dad cooking a WHOLE TURKEY, let alone an ENTIRE Christmas dinner. He wasn’t exactly renowned for his culinary ability. A smart-price oven pizza was about as good as it got.

         And I still hadn’t heard anything from Lukas all day. Perhaps the match had been extremely far away, like in Scotland or somewhere, and that’s why he hadn’t texted me to let me know how it went. Or perhaps he WASN’T TALKING TO ME AGAIN, after all.
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         Rose did eventually return to Dad’s and we went back home for dinner. When we let ourselves in, Grandma was already in the living room, waiting for us. This was starting to become a bit of an ALARMING HABIT of hers.

         ‘Rose, Jake, sit down,’ Grandma said. ‘I’ve got some good news for you.’ She smiled at us both encouragingly.

         I sat down on the sofa next to Grandma, and Rose took the armchair opposite. We were both QUIET AS MICE for once, wondering WHAT ON EARTH this piece of good news could POSSIBLY be.

         ‘As you know, I’ve been up to the school, and I’ve spoken to your teachers and to social services.’ She paused briefly, looking at us both before carrying on. ‘And we’ve decided it’s best for you both to stay here, with me, for now.’

         ‘So, you’re not to worry, either of you,’ she continued. ‘Even your father’s agreed to help out, though I’m sure that won’t be necessary. You’re to go to school as normal, nothing else is going to change, at least for the time being.’

         I looked at Rose and she looked back at me, our faces mirror images of SHOCK AND SURPRISE.

         ‘But who is going to look after us?’ I stuttered.

         ‘Well, I am of course, silly,’ Grandma replied. ‘And you’re both old enough to help out around here a bit more. I have looked after you both before, you know, and your mother before that.’

         I tried to rearrange my face from A LOOK OF HORROR to one of REASSURED HAPPINESS. It WASN’T EASY. On the other side of the coffee table, I could see Rose trying to do the same.

         ‘At least we can stay here,’ Rose ventured. ‘In our own home.’

         ‘Stop worrying, both of you. Everything is going to be absolutely fine. I’m going to cut down my shifts at the hospital. And your mum will be home before you know it,’ Grandma said, an air of finality about her.

         Obviously, I was COMPLETELY RELIEVED that we weren’t going to be ORPHANS and sent away to some TERRIBLE PLACE where they’d probably CHAIN US UP and make us WORK FOR A LIVING.

         I tried to be OPTIMISTIC. Grandma would look after us and we’d take care of Grandma. What could POSSIBLY go wrong?
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            VISITING HOURS

         

         
      jake’s notebook
    

         
      Sunday 22nd December

Days since Mum got sick: Seven

Days until Christmas: Three 
    

         
             

         

         FINALLY it was Sunday and we were going to visit Mum. Grandma said we had already taken MORE THAN ENOUGH time off school so had arranged the visit for the weekend after term had ended. It did mean I wouldn’t be able to see Lukas until the following day, but I knew he’d understand given the situation.

         I was so glad I was finally going to see Mum. Maybe there was a SMALL CHANCE she could be home in time for CHRISTMAS after all. Especially once I’d taken the angel to her – I was sure it would work its magic and help her get better more quickly.

         ‘We’ll leave as soon as your sister manages to get herself out of bed,’ Grandma said.

         As well as spending INORDINATE AMOUNTS of time in the bathroom, Rose was also known to spend MANY, MANY HOURS IN BED when she didn’t have to get up for school. We could be WAITING AROUND ALL DAY if we waited for Rose to arise naturally.

         ‘I’ll go and get her,’ I offered excitedly. ‘We should get going now, we don’t want to keep Mum waiting.’

         ‘Eat your breakfast,’ Grandma replied, gesturing to the food laid out in front of us. ‘I’ll deal with your sister.’

         I gulped, knowing Rose was in for it now. No one messes with Grandma when she’s in a hurry. Perhaps, when we got to the hospital, I could persuade the nurses that I could take care of Mum. After all, I had the angel to help me. I just needed a CHRISTMAS MIRACLE, that was all.
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         Once I had eaten breakfast, and Grandma had wrestled Rose out of bed, it was time to leave for the hospital.

         When we arrived, I felt SUDDENLY, UNEXPECTEDLY SHY. I had vague memories of visiting Mum last time she was here, but I had been MUCH YOUNGER then, and couldn’t really remember it properly.

         When we got to the hospital, Grandma led us down identical, never-ending corridors that smelt of TOILET BLEACH. Even though I was looking forward to seeing Mum, I was starting to feel A LITTLE BIT NERVOUS. The chemical smell turned my stomach as it tied itself into ANXIOUS KNOTS.

         I felt as though I was on a ROLLERCOASTER. I glanced at Rose walking beside me, who was being very quiet for once. When she saw me looking at her, she smiled encouragingly, and I felt a bit less scared after that.

         Grandma came to a sudden halt in front of one of the entrances to the wards. Whilst most of the doors along the corridor had been FIRMLY CLOSED, this one was WIDE OPEN.

         We entered the room quietly, Grandma herding us forward like FRIGHTENED LITTLE LAMBS. As I quickly glanced around, trying not to catch anyone’s eye, I spotted her. Mum was sitting in the corner by the window.

         ‘Come here, then,’ she said when she saw me. ‘Don’t worry, they all look mad, but they won’t do you any harm.’

         When she smiled her eyes crinkled merrily at the edges, just like Mr Roger’s did and I wasn’t scared any more. She wasn’t in a hospital bed this time, either. She looked just like our NORMAL MUM but instead of her USUAL CLOTHES she was wearing a COMFY-LOOKING TRACKSUIT.

         ‘I’ve missed you so much,’ Mum added as she squeezed me into a massive hug. ‘Did you get the note I left you?’

         Before I had a chance to confess that I had been watching from my bedroom the night the ambulance came, she continued, ‘I’m so sorry that I had to leave you, but I’m starting to feel much better now.’

         ‘That’s fantastic news, love,’ Grandma replied, smiling happily. ‘You mustn’t worry about us, though, we’ve got everything under control. Haven’t we, kids? You just concentrate on getting as much rest as you need.’

         Grandma went and sat down in a chair next to Mum and gently squeezed her hand. Luckily, Grandma’s question about everything being UNDER CONTROL seemed to be SOMEWHAT RHETORICAL which meant we didn’t have to make up an answer.

         The morning passed by in a BIT OF A BLUR. Neither Rose nor I said much for the rest of the visit, Mum and Grandma chatting away gleefully about what was happening at home on the estate. Before I knew it visiting time was almost over and I still hadn’t had a chance to give Mum the guardian angel or ask the nurses when she could come home.

         As Grandma and Rose got up to leave, I reached over and grabbed Mum by the hand. When I took my hand away the angel was gently resting in the palm of hers.

         ‘I brought her with me to keep you safe,’ I explained to Mum. ‘You can keep her here with you until you get better.’

         ‘Thanks love, that’s very kind of you. I’ll be home soon, don’t you worry.’
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         When we got back from the hospital Rose announced she was going out CHRISTMAS SHOPPING with her friends from school and Grandma decided to take a lie down. I still had one last job to do before I could relax. I had to wrap MUM’S CHRISTMAS PRESENT.

         I managed to find some bright red wrapping paper at the bottom of Mum’s wardrobe. Being back in her room without her in it made me feel A BIT SAD, so I tried my best to focus on her being HOME AGAIN SOON and push the BAD THOUGHTS to the back of the wardrobe with the rest of the wrapping paper, WHERE THEY BELONGED.

         Once I’d wrapped Mum’s present I ran downstairs and placed it carefully underneath the Christmas tree. Finally, everything was almost ready for the big day itself. I just had to hope that the CHRISTMAS MIRACLE I’d asked for would be granted and Mum would be home on CHRISTMAS DAY.

      
   


   
      
         manic mondays 

         I was starting to get a bit worried about Mum coming home. Because as well as the good times there were also the bad. Sometimes she would stay up all night cleaning and it was difficult to get any sleep when she was in one of her strange moods. 

         ‘This place is a mess,’ she would complain the next day and try to enlist us in one of her schemes to get the flat in order again. 

         We would scrub the place from top to toe, hoovering and dusting until it was sparkling clean. She wouldn’t even let us out to see our friends. I wanted Mum to come home for Christmas, I really did, but I also wanted her to be well before she returned.
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            FROM BAD TO WORSE

         

         
      jake’s notebook
    

         
      Monday 23rd December

Days since Mum got sick: Eight

Days until Christmas: Two 
    

         
             

         

         On Monday morning I SPRANG out of bed and ran downstairs to ask Grandma if I could go round to Lukas’s to play video games. I hadn’t been over for AGES, what with everything going on and was looking forward to a bit of normality, KILLING ZOMBIES with my BEST FRIEND.

         I was REALLY HOPING things could get BACK TO NORMAL between us now that it was the school holidays and we would be able to spend more time together.

         When I entered the kitchen, Grandma was already up and dressed, putting out the breakfast things. She’d been sleeping a lot less lately and I wondered if she was feeling OK.

         ‘Grandma, is it OK if I go round to Lukas’s today?’ I asked.

         ‘Of course,’ Grandma replied. ‘It is the school holidays after all.’

         When I got to Lukas’s flat I didn’t even have to knock on the door as he was already on the balcony outside waiting for me to arrive.

         ‘How was football?’ I asked, making an effort to show an interest in Lukas’s weekend.

         ‘Good, thanks,’ Lukas replied. ‘Neil scored the winning goal, but I guess you can’t have everything, right? At least we won.’

         At the mention of Neil, I began to feel sick again.

         Lukas must have the same PSYCHIC ABILITY as Grandma as he said, ‘Don’t worry, Neil will be fine, I’ve told him not to bother you again.’

         ‘Thanks,’ I replied. Lukas really was the PERFECT BEST FRIEND.

         I started to wonder what was WRONG WITH LUKAS. He had started to look UPSET about something and I needed to work out what it was.

         ‘Are you excited about the holidays?’ I asked.

         ‘I guess so,’ Lukas replied.

         He didn’t seem VERY EXCITED, in fact he seemed TOTALLY PREOCCUPIED with something and he hardly said anything else, just gestured for me to go inside.
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         I knew straightaway that SOMETHING definitely wasn’t right when we got inside Lukas’s flat and both of his parents were sitting in the living room waiting for us. Lukas’s parents were rarely home at the same time.

         Valerie is a nurse and works shifts at the local care home and Marek, Lukas’s Dad, is a builder who’s often out before sunrise and usually gets back long after it’s dark.

         When they are both at home, Lukas’s mum is usually in the kitchen cooking up one of her AMAZING FEASTS and his dad is on the balcony looking after his plants, or doing odd jobs round the house. SOMETHING was most definitely NOT OK.

         ‘How’s your mum doing?’ Valerie asked. ‘I must go and visit her soon.’

         So, this wasn’t anything to do with Mum. I was WORRIED for a moment that SOMETHING ELSE had happened to her.

         ‘She’s OK,’ I replied. ‘I’m sure she’d love to see you.’

         There was a strange atmosphere in the room all of a sudden.

         ‘What’s going on?’ I spluttered anxiously. ‘Why are you both at home?’

         Valerie smiled in what she probably hoped was a reassuring manner. My stomach clenched in fear.

         ‘There’s something you should know,’ Valerie said, taking a deep breath. ‘We didn’t want to worry you, what with everything else you’ve had to deal with lately.’

         Lukas was doing everything he possibly could to avoid eye contact.

         ‘It’s partly why I haven’t had a chance to visit your mum yet. We might be moving soon. Back to Poland.’ Her voice rose at the end of the sentence as if this was a VERY EXCITING ANNOUNCEMENT and didn’t signify THE END OF MY LIFE.

         ‘What?’ I was so shocked I didn’t know what to say. ‘You can’t. What about Lukas?’

         ‘Lukas, too, I’m afraid. Marek has been offered a fantastic new job as the head of a building firm back home. It’s a great opportunity. But nothing has been decided yet. We wanted you to know as soon as possible. Lukas wanted you to know.’

         ‘What about Mum? You can’t just abandon her. She needs you.’

         ‘I’m sure she’ll understand. She knew we were thinking about moving back at some stage.’

         I felt my stomach sink to the BOTTOM OF MY FEET where it lay heavily, REFUSING TO BUDGE. Lukas was still doing his best not to look at me and was studying his feet again with GREAT INTENTION.

         ‘Why, why didn’t you tell me?’ I looked over at Lukas accusingly. Lukas was quiet for a moment as if trying to decide what to say to me.

         ‘I tried. I tried to tell you last week,’ he replied. ‘But you had so much going on with your mum and everything. I didn’t think it was a good time.’

         I couldn’t BELIEVE it. First MUM and now this. I COULDN’T BELIEVE he hadn’t told me sooner. I bet he’d told NORA already. Maybe I could have helped Lukas persuade his parents to stay. Persuaded them that he would be MUCH HAPPIER here than back in POLAND. Wouldn’t he? 

         Had I really been that blind? How many more people was I going to lose before it stopped? Why hadn’t I been paying CLOSER ATTENTION? I thought Lukas was acting EVEN STRANGER THAN USUAL, but I hadn’t even bothered to find out what was wrong.

         He was right, I hadn’t been listening to anything he had said to me. I’d been a BAD FRIEND all round. I wondered if he’d EVER FORGIVE ME. I’d let my JEALOUSY get in the way of seeing THE TRUTH. I had thought Lukas was acting differently towards me because of HIS FRIENDSHIP WITH NORA but really he’d been HIDING A MASSIVE SECRET and I hadn’t even asked him what was wrong.
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            THE STAR SUPPER

         

         
      jake’s notebook
    

         
      Tuesday 24th December

Days since Mum got sick: Nine

Days until Christmas: One 
    

         
            
        five things to do before christmas:
      

            	Find a way to get Mum home

               	Persuade Lukas’s parents not to go back to Poland

               	Make friends with Nora

               	Find a turkey

               	Research how to make a Christmas dinner

            


         Tuesday was Christmas Eve but instead of feeling EXCITED I woke up with a tight KNOT OF DREAD in my stomach. How was I going to find a way to get Mum home and stop Lukas leaving the UK? What else was going to go wrong? Was Christmas going to be a TOTAL DISASTER this year?

         Even though I felt in the UTTER DEPTHS OF DESPAIR, I forced myself out of bed and down the stairs as there was still SO MUCH that needed to be done before THE BIG DAY.

         As it was Christmas Eve or Wigilia as they call it in Poland, we would be spending the evening at Lukas’s. In Poland they have lots of different Christmas traditions and the STAR SUPPER was my ABSOLUTE FAVOURITE.

         Although we would still be having dinner at Lukas’s flat like usual, this year it would be different without Mum there. I wondered if Valerie had told Mum that they were leaving yet? I’d have to try and find out but first I needed to help Grandma with the CHRISTMAS PREPARATIONS and work out a plan to STOP LUKAS from leaving for ever.

         Perhaps he could come and LIVE WITH US? I would HAPPILY share my bedroom with him.

         ‘Grandma!’ I shouted as loudly as I could.

         There was no reply.

         ‘Grandma?’

         I heard the distinct shuffle of slippers out on the landing and then Grandma’s fuzzy white hair appeared round the doorway, her eyes following close behind.

         ‘Why are you shouting?’ she asked.

         ‘It’s about Lukas,’ I said. ‘He’s moving back to Poland. And I need to find a way to make him stay.’

         When Grandma didn’t reply, I continued. ‘I was thinking, maybe he could come and live with us for a while?’

         ‘I’m not sure how his parents would feel about that,’ Grandma replied.

         ‘We won’t know until we ask them,’ I said. ‘Maybe they’ll let Lukas stay with us and they can come and visit him here.’

         ‘The way you’re feeling about Lukas going,’ Grandma explained, ‘well, might it be even worse for Lukas’s parents if they had to leave him behind?’

         I was almost IN TEARS thinking about LOSING LUKAS so I knew deep down how his parents would feel if they were separated too. It was the same feeling I had when I thought about being AWAY FROM MUM.

         ‘But he can’t just leave,’ I said. ‘I’ll miss him too much. First Mum went away and now Lukas is going too.’

         ‘Mum will be back soon, and Lukas will always be your friend, even if he has to move away. If you want to stay in touch, you will find a way.’

         Grandma was right, Lukas would always be MY BEST FRIEND wherever he lived. He was probably NOT FEELING THAT GREAT about leaving either and that’s why he had kept it from me for SO LONG. I hadn’t even asked him how he felt about leaving.

         ‘Perhaps we can go and visit when your mum gets better?’ Grandma suggested.

         ‘That would be great,’ I said. ‘I’d love to visit Poland.’

         Grandma had really helped me to see that maybe Lukas leaving wasn’t the END OF THE WORLD, and that it definitely wasn’t the END OF OUR FRIENDSHIP. I was determined to make that evening even MORE SPECIAL than ever.

         ‘We’ll still have the star supper next year, won’t we?’ I asked Grandma.

         ‘Of course we can, if you want to. I’ll have to ask Valerie for all her secret recipes.’

         ‘Thanks, Grandma. I was thinking I could help you today with the Christmas shopping if you want?’

         ‘Don’t worry, Jake. It’s all under control.’

         ‘Even my present?’ I asked cheekily.

         ‘Yes, even yours.’
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         The STAR SUPPER officially begins when the FIRST STAR appears in the night sky. As was tradition, I was out on the balcony by FOUR O’CLOCK with Lukas, looking eagerly up into the dusky darkness waiting for it to come out.

         ‘I’m sorry I got angry when your parents said you were leaving. You know, you could always come and stay with us if you don’t want to leave?’

         I knew it was doubtful but I felt like I had to check just in case.

         ‘I’m not sure my parents would be happy about that,’ Lukas replied.

         ‘What about you, Lukas?’ I asked, scared of what his answer might be.

         ‘I’ll miss you and everyone at school a lot. But I also miss my friends and family in Poland,’ Lukas said. ‘And I want to do what’s best for my parents as well.’

         ‘I understand,’ I replied. ‘I’m not angry that you’re leaving. I’m just sad that I won’t get to see you every day anymore.’

         ‘I’m upset, too. I was starting to feel really at home here, I’d made new friends. You and Nora especially. But I can see why my parents want to go back.’

         ‘Your dad must be super excited about his new job?’ I asked.

         ‘Yes, I think he is,’ Lukas replied. ‘He’s like me, he doesn’t say much.’

         ‘I thought you were spending so much time with Nora because you were angry with me. I was so caught up in feeling jealous, I didn’t even ask if you were OK.’

         At that moment the last of the remaining sun disappeared behind the back of the estate and the sky turned PITCH BLACK. The BRIGHTEST STAR I’d ever seen appeared as if from NOWHERE and TWINKLED MAGICALLY down on us.

         ‘Look! It’s time!’
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         At that moment, just as quickly as the star had appeared in the night sky, NORA appeared at the other end of the balcony and started making her way slowly towards us.

         ‘I hope you don’t mind me inviting her,’ Lukas said hesitantly. ‘I wanted to spend my last star supper in England with both of my best friends.’

         I took a DEEP BREATH and waited for a WAVE OF JEALOUSY to ENGULF ME. However, this time it didn’t come. After all, having TWO BEST FRIENDS had to be JUST AS GOOD if not BETTER than one.

         ‘I understand,’ I said simply. ‘Nora’s not so bad after all.’

         Lukas just smiled, his ears turning pink again at the edges.

         ‘Hey, Nora!’ I called out, in what I hoped was my friendliest voice.

         ‘Hi Jake, hey Lukas,’ Nora replied as she made her way towards us. ‘I’m so excited for my first Wigilia. I have no idea what to expect.’

         ‘You’re going to love it,’ I answered. ‘The food is amazing. And the company.’

         ‘I’m a bit nervous about meeting your mum, Lukas,’ Nora said.

         ‘Don’t be. There’s nothing to worry about. Everyone is welcome here,’ Lukas replied. ‘Shall we go inside?’

         Just as we were about to open the door into Lukas’s flat, Grandma and Rose appeared. Dad was also making his way up the stairs and we all went in together.

         In the front room the table had been pulled out and set for eight people. I knew that Nora would probably take Mum’s usual seat opposite me and next to Valerie, but I wasn’t ANNOYED. I was just happy to be here with so many people that were IMPORTANT to me.

         The table was covered in a white cloth upon which sat THE MOST FOOD I had ever seen. A giant silver candlestick at the centre cast a warm glow on the fish and dumplings that had been carefully laid out in matching dishes beneath.

         In the corner of the room was a small Christmas tree, where we would later gather to sing traditional Christmas songs and Marek would tell old folk tales that had been passed down through the generations.

         ‘Twelve dishes for the twelve apostles,’ I explained to Nora, who was looking slightly awestruck.

         ‘And don’t forget to look under your plate,’ I whispered. ‘That’s where they hide the money.’

         Nora looked at me in confusion, but I just winked back at her.

         ‘You’ll see.’

         Once we had all taken our seats, Grandma said she had AN ANNOUNCEMENT to make.

         ‘I spoke to the doctor yesterday,’ she began. ‘Your mum is doing really well, and they have said she can spend Christmas Day at home with all of us.’

         Valerie was BEAMING, her smile so wide it could have lit up the ENTIRE ROOM. I smiled across the table at Rose, whose face was GLOWING beneath the candlelight. Even Dad looked PRETTY HAPPY to hear the news.

         ‘That’s the best news I’ve had all year,’ Valerie said. ‘Now everyone, tuck in, we don’t want the food to get cold.’

         As we ate our HUGE FEAST, sang our favourite tunes, an eclectic range of BRITISH POP ANTHEMS and TRADITIONAL POLISH HYMNS, and listened to stories around the Christmas tree, I knew that Mum would be thinking of us and wishing she was here.
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         At ten o’clock, it was time to CALL IT A NIGHT. I was yawning and could hardly keep my eyes open. Nora’s mum had come to get her some time ago. Lukas and his parents would be staying up until EVEN LATER as they went to MIDNIGHT MASS. I didn’t know how they could stay awake a moment longer.

         ‘Come on, then,’ said Grandma. ‘Let’s go. Time for bed I think.’

         I didn’t need to be told twice. All I could think about was that when I woke up the next day it would be CHRISTMAS and MUM would be here. I wanted to get to bed as soon as possible.

         ‘Thanks for a great dinner,’ I said to Valerie. ‘Don’t forget to give Grandma all your recipes so we can make it again next year.’

         Valerie ruffled my hair.

         ‘See you tomorrow, Lukas,’ I called. ‘Bye Dad.’

         When we got home, I ran STRAIGHT UPSTAIRS determined to get in the bathroom before Rose, so I could brush my teeth and get into bed in record time.

         When my head hit the pillow it was only 10.20 pm. I couldn’t believe it would be CHRISTMAS DAY in less than TWO HOURS. And MUM would FINALLY be home. I COULDN’T WAIT to see her.

      
   


   
      
         christmas past 

         I knew where Mum had hidden the presents; they were always in the same place underneath the bed. I’d seen them with my very own eyes. I’d sneaked in at night, silently peeling back the bedroom door, and saw their brightly coloured packaging staring up at me temptingly. 

         ‘No peeking,’ Mum shouted up the stairs. ‘I know what you’re up to.’ 

         Busted. 

         I left the presents undisturbed, shut the door and tiptoed back into my own room. It was Christmas Eve, only one more day to go. I was meant to be in bed, but I was too excited to sleep. 

         The clock on my bedside table read 12.45. 

         I still had so much time to kill. I turned on my bedside light and found my book nestled beside me under the duvet. I would read until six, and then go downstairs and see what Father Christmas had brought. 
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            CHRISTMAS IS HERE

         

         
      jake’s notebook
    

         
      Wednesday 25th December

Days since Mum got sick: Ten

Days until Christmas: Zero!!! 
    

         
            
        things to be grateful for:
      

            	Mum being home for Christmas

               	My best friend Lukas

               	My sister Rose, even if she is very annoying sometimes most of the time

               	A great big Christmas feast

               	Grandma, even if she is very grumpy, she’s a pretty good grandma

               	Dad (especially when he isn’t in charge of the Christmas Dinner)

               	The school holidays (no run-ins with Neil the school bully)

               	Presents (hopefully)

               	My teachers (I felt I should add something charitable as it is Christmas after all)

               	Mum (always)

            


         Grandma had put all of the other presents underneath the Christmas tree. Mum’s was PRIDE OF PLACE right at the front and was impossible to miss in its BRIGHT RED WRAPPING PAPER.

         Mum was due to arrive at MIDDAY. It was just after nine o’clock and Lukas and his family would be here soon. As they had their main celebrations on Christmas Eve, they had decided to spend Christmas Day here with us and help Grandma with the CHRISTMAS DINNER.

         Dad was bringing the turkey round soon. He was making a BIG EFFORT to get on with Grandma and had even assured her that the turkey was one hundred per cent FREE RANGE. EVERYTHING WAS ALMOST READY TO GO. We were just missing one very important guest.

         
            
        Mum, not the turkey.
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         At ten o’clock, Lukas and Valerie arrived PILED HIGH with bags and bags of shopping. I had only just about got the door unlocked when Valerie barged past me muttering about timings and needing to get started.

         Rose was wandering casually down the stairs when Valerie spotted her and handed her an extra-large roasting tray. For probably the FIRST TIME EVER, Rose was COMPLETELY SPEECHLESS.

         Valerie ushered us both wordlessly into the kitchen where Grandma was already peeling potatoes.

         ‘Right, everyone,’ Valerie said, springing into action. ‘Let’s get started.’

         Lukas gave me a look that said IT WAS BEST NOT TO ARGUE. The two of us were promptly put on vegetable duty, Rose was in charge of gravy and stuffing, and Grandma was still slowly wrestling with a mountain of spuds.

         ‘That turkey had better get here soon,’ Valerie muttered under her breath as she fussed with the homemade yorkshire puddings and pigs in blankets.

         As if he had heard her, Dad arrived with the turkey, CRASHING through the front door with SUCH GUSTO that you’d think he’d had to CATCH AND KILL IT with his bare hands, not just bring it round from Tesco.

         ‘Here you go,’ he said, carefully handing it over as if it was made of glass.

         ‘Thank you.’ Valerie quickly took it from him before he could drop it on the floor. She didn’t exactly sound very grateful, looking at her watch with impatient eyes before quickly assessing the bird, and apparently happy with it, rubbing all kinds of WEIRD CONCOCTIONS into its skin. I won’t even go into what she did to it after that, but it seemed KIND OF BARBARIC.

         Dad was promptly put on DRINKS DUTY, something he was pretty good at and had LOTS OF EXPERIENCE IN. Everyone worked happily together in compatible silence with festive music playing on the radio in the background.

         And then, when dinner was finally in the oven, and everyone was about to sit down, the doorbell rang.

         It was MIDDAY.

          MUM WAS FINALLY HERE.
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         I RACED to the front door and flung it WIDE OPEN, crashing straight into Mum and giving her the BIGGEST HUG EVER. I didn’t even give her a chance to say hello. Her smell was comfortingly familiar, like flowers and washing detergent. I COULDN’T BELIEVE SHE WAS REALLY HERE.

         ‘Hello, Jake.’ Her face broke into a hesitant smile. ‘Happy Christmas, love.’

         There was SO MUCH I wanted to say but, in that moment, I felt CRIPPLINGLY SHY again. I just wanted everything to be PERFECT. Suddenly, Rose was there, pushing past me to get to the door.

         ‘Mum, is that you?’ she called.

         As Mum and Rose hugged on the doorstep and a few tears were shed, Valerie and Grandma appeared behind us.

         ‘Hello, Christine,’ said Grandma. ‘Why don’t you all get inside? No point hanging around on the stoop getting cold now, is there?’

         The spell broken, we all headed into the living room where Lukas, Marek and Dad were all waiting for us. EVERYONE was here, together at last. MY ENTIRE FAMILY. Perhaps next year I’d even invite NORA.

         IT REALLY WAS GOING TO BE THE BEST CHRISTMAS DAY EVER!!!

         I COULDN’T WAIT A MOMENT LONGER TO GIVE MUM HER PRESENT. As everyone settled down on the sofas and made themselves comfortable, I fetched the neatly wrapped parcel from where it was perched under the Christmas tree.

         Mum had taken her usual spot on the sofa nearest the TV. I went and sat down beside her and carefully handed the present to her as if it was the MOST PRECIOUS GIFT you could possibly imagine.

         ‘What’s this, love?’ Mum asked. ‘You didn’t have to get me anything.’

         Everyone had stopped talking now, watching Mum.

         ‘It’s nothing big,’ I mumbled. ‘But I thought you would like it.’

         Mum gently peeled back the last piece of tape.

         ‘Oh, Jake. It’s lovely!’ Mum exclaimed, holding the necklace up so everyone could see it.

         ‘It’s a Scorpio sign,’ I explained. ‘She’s smart and brave, Mum. Just like you.’

         ‘My star sign. It’s perfect.’ Mum smiled, the crinkles at the edges of her eyes showing she really meant it, as she slipped the necklace tenderly over her head. ‘Thank you.’

         For a brief moment, I thought Mum was about to cry again, but Rose quickly rescued the situation by insisting that it was time for everyone else to open their presents too.

         I realised I hadn’t thought about MY OWN PRESENTS much at all, I was just so relieved to see Mum happy, healthy and at home again WHERE SHE BELONGED. That’s not to say I wasn’t INCREDIBLY PLEASED with the Nintendo Switch that Santa had brought me.

         Once everyone else had opened their presents, it was time for dinner. Valerie had done a TERRIFIC JOB and the food looked and smelt AMAZING. We all had to squeeze around the tiny kitchen table, elbow to elbow, but no one minded.

         We all tucked in, ravenously.

         Mum was the first to speak. ‘This is delicious, Valerie, just what I needed after all that disgusting hospital food. I don’t know what I’d do without you.’

         I glanced at Lukas nervously. He was INTENTLY STUDYING his pigs in blankets on the other side of the table from me.

         ‘Well,’ Valerie said dramatically. ‘We have some exciting news.’

         My heart sank, the turkey turning to ash in my mouth.

         Valerie turned to Marek for reassurance before continuing. ‘We’ve decided to go back to Poland. At least for a while. The job Marek was offered was just too good an opportunity to turn down.’

         MY HEART SANK EVEN FURTHER. I’d got my mum back but now my BEST FRIEND was leaving.

         ‘I still don’t want you to leave,’ I burst out, before glancing round the table at everyone. ‘But I understand why you have to go.’

         Lukas looked up from his Christmas dinner and smiled across at me.

         ‘We hope you’ll come and visit soon,’ Valerie added. ‘Once we get settled in.’

         ‘Of course we will,’ Mum replied. ‘You try and stop us.’

         ‘Don’t worry Mum, you’ll still have me to take care of you,’ I offered, worried that she might be more upset than she was letting on. ‘And Rose… and Grandma… and even Dad.’

         ‘I know I will.’

         Mum smiled at me, and I was glad to see she didn’t look too distraught.

         ‘And,’ Lukas said, turning to me, ‘you’ve still got Nora to hang out with when I’ve gone.’

         Lukas was looking VERY SHEEPISH and the tips of his ears had turned a BRILLIANT SHADE OF BRIGHT RED at the edges. He looked as if he wanted the ground beneath his chair to open so he could CLIMB DOWN INTO IT.

         ‘She’s really nice when you get to know her properly,’ he mumbled quietly.

         So that’s why Lukas had been spending so much time with Nora recently, THE MYSTERY WAS SOLVED. I was certainly happy to keep a close eye on her for Lukas whilst he was in Poland.

         ‘Is she your girlfriend? I asked.

         At this moment both of Lukas’s ears turned an EVEN BRIGHTER SHADE OF FUCHSIA. Everyone laughed. Lukas was temporarily LOST FOR WORDS. He had done a lot of talking for him and looked as though he could do with LYING DOWN IN A DARK ROOM SOMEWHERE for a moment to recover.

         Marek and Valerie were holding hands and GRINNING FROM EAR TO EAR. Even Mum didn’t seem too troubled at the idea of Valerie leaving. Grandma had nodded off in the corner, and had missed everything, and Rose and Dad were busy arguing about who was going to eat the LAST ROAST POTATO.

         Things were never going to be the same without Lukas. But hopefully I’d get to visit him soon and he would come and visit me. And we could still speak online every day and play computer games together. We could even ask Nora if she wanted to join in too.

         If Mum being away had taught me ONE THING, it was that the people you loved were always with you EVEN when you were PHYSICALLY APART. You carried them inside you ALWAYS. I didn’t need a GUARDIAN ANGEL to remind me of that.

         My family wasn’t PERFECT by any means, but they were mine and they were PERFECT TO ME. I caught Mum’s eye across the room amidst the CHAOS and she WINKED BACK AT ME.

         After everything, there she was, sat across from me at the kitchen table as if nothing out of the ordinary had even happened.

         And I was so happy to have her home.

      
   


   
      
         
            THE FINAL CHAPTER

         

         After dinner I joined Mum outside on the balcony where she was having a cigarette. She was staring calmly up at the darkness above her head. It was only four o’clock, but it was already pitch black. I had to admit that she looked much happier than before she had gotten sick. 

         There is so much light pollution in London that the stars aren’t always that clear, but you can usually see the North Star. The centring star. The star that will always guide the lost home. 

         ‘Look,’ I pointed, showing Mum. ‘It’s the North Star.’ 

         Mum smiled as she exhaled. 

         ‘So, you still want to be an astronaut then?’ she asked, as she pulled me into her side. 

         ‘Of course,’ I replied. ‘I want to be the next Tim Peake.’ 

         Mum chuckled. It was good to hear her laugh again. 

         ‘Can you see Scorpio from here?’ she asked. 

         ‘Only in the summer, and I think you’d need a proper telescope, like the ones they use at the observatory we went to,’ I replied. 

         We had been to visit the observatory in Greenwich a few years ago. It was amazing. The planetarium was like being in actual space itself. I hoped we could go again once Mum got better and came home for good. 

         Mum had finished her cigarette and was caressing the necklace. 

         ‘I hope you’re not too upset about Lukas leaving,’ she said. 

         ‘I’m going to miss him,’ I answered. ‘But when you went away, I thought things would never be the same again and you know what? They’re not, they’re totally different.’ 

         I paused as I tried to articulate what it was that I wanted to say. 

         ‘But I’ve decided that different can be OK too, sometimes. I’ve spent a lot more time with Dad, and Rose, and Grandma. I’ve made a new friend called Nora. And it hasn’t been that bad. Maybe things will never go back to the way they were before, but that’s fine.’ I shrugged. ‘I don’t know, maybe I’ve become more adaptable.’ 

         ‘You’ve been amazing,’ Mum replied. ‘You’ve been a total superhero.’ 

         ‘And hopefully I can visit Lukas soon.’ 

         Mum laughed. She didn’t know about my mission to find her yet. I knew she would be leaving soon, going back to the hospital, so that story would have to wait for another day. At least I had it all well documented in my notebook to show her next time she visited. 

         I liked the idea of being a superhero. I still wanted to be an astronaut someday, but I also liked the idea of being a detective now, too. Maybe I could do both, solve mysteries in space, like The X-Files or something. Become a secret superhero. There were so many different types of hero I could be. I’d just have to wait and see what happened next. 

         
            notes for the future:

            	It’s OK to be scared sometimes

               	It’s never OK to let your best friend down

               	It’s OK for things to be out of your control

               	It’s not OK to try to control them by getting into fights with the school bully

               	It’s OK to miss people

               	It’s not OK to push the people you miss away (this one’s for you, Rose)

               	It’s OK to put yourself first sometimes

               	Just not at the expense of others

               	It’s more than OK to have big plans for the future

               	Even if they feel far away most of the time
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