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‘A fabulous page-turner’

Abi Elphinstone, author of Sky Song

‘A compelling and timely survivalist journey’

Sita Brahmachari, author of Where the River Runs Gold

‘A brave and powerful story’

Jasbinder Bilan, author of Asha & the Spirit Bird

‘A fast paced heartfelt thriller that will have you on the edge of your seat’

Gill Lewis, author of Sky Hawk

‘Compelling, beautifully written and just so much fun. Every kid needs this book’

Nikki Sheehan, author of Swan Boy

‘A rollicking adventure with family and friendship at its heart’

Joseph Coelho, author of If All the World Were…

‘Tense and gripping with the most wonderful narrator’

Rashmi Sirdeshpande, author of How to Be Extraordinary

‘A brilliant and unique story’

Nicola Penfold, author of Where The World Turns Wild

‘I gulped this book down in two sittings!’

A. M. Howell, author of The Garden of Lost Secrets

‘This original and gripping sci-fi adventure comes highly recommended’ The Bookseller
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For Dan






RULES FOR SURVIVAL



	1. Always be prepared

	–

	have everything you need ready and with you at all times




	2. Pay attention

	–

	keep constant observations of your surroundings




	3. Trust no one

	–

	you may only be able to rely on yourself




	4. Master your fears

	–

	through practice, planning and taking action




	5. Never stop trying

	–

	you must never give up!










PROLOGUE

No one believed us at first.

They didn’t think it could be true.

But now we’re running for our lives…
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HOW TO MAKE A FIREBOW

It’s the week before Christmas, the kind of pinprick cold where you can feel it needling into the tips of your fingers. I don’t know what Sylvia told the school office but just before we are about to go out for break, Mrs Tombo the school receptionist comes in to say that my mum is here to collect me.

We’re playing a game Miss Browning made up called ‘Blankets’. One of the class has to go out of the room and then someone else hides under a blanket, completely covered, so you can’t see any part of them. Then the person who went out comes back and has to guess who it is.

We’re playing games because it’s the last day of term. After break we’re going to watch a film and then there’s a party in the top hall this afternoon. There’s going to be every kind of party food and I can’t wait.

It’s my turn to guess who is under the blanket so I’m looking at the lumpy mass in the middle of the room. All the other children’s faces are staring at me with big bug-eyes which makes it harder to think, somehow.

I’m concentrating so hard on the game that I don’t even notice the classroom door opening but then, in a quiet voice, I hear my name.

‘Billy,’ Mrs Tombo says. ‘Um, your mum’s here to collect you. Do you want to get your things together?’

There’s a groan from someone in the classroom. I look round to see who it is, surprised that anyone would miss me. I’ve never felt like I settled at this school even though I’ve been here for about six months now, which is almost as long as I’ve been at any school in the last couple of years.

Dean has tugged the blanket off his head and looks over at me crossly.

‘I was going to win then,’ he splutters, red-faced and sweaty. ‘Billy was never going to guess it was me!’

I try not to look at him, or at the exchanged glances between Miss Browning and Mrs Tombo, or at the eyes of everyone else which look wider and glassier all of a sudden. They think I can’t hear them whispering to each other.

Why’s he going again?

What is it with his weird mum?

I quickly go to get my bag and coat and follow Mrs Tombo. I try not to look surprised; Sylvia didn’t mention picking me up early when she dropped me off this morning.

Sylvia’s my mum. I always call her by her first name. She prefers it that way.

As we get closer to the school office, through the window I can see the dark shape of her, prowling like a shadow.

When I walk into the room, she doesn’t give me an explanation of why she’s here, simply reaches towards my hair as though she is going to touch it but then stops herself just before she does.

‘Let’s go,’ she says and marches out of the glass doors.

I mumble to the receptionist as I leave, ‘Happy Christmas, Mrs Tombo.’

‘Happy Christmas, Billy,’ her voice rings back. ‘Hope you have a good holi—’ She’s cut off by the doors closing as I hurry out to catch up with Sylvia.

She marches ahead of me to the train station that’s close by. I almost have to break into a run to keep up with her. I want to ask where we’re going and did I really have to leave school early today of all days. This morning I’d told her about the fun things that we were going to do because it was the last day of term but I had known she hadn’t been listening properly. I can feel the disappointment of missing out humming around my head but I keep it all on the inside. It’s something I’ve learned is best to do.

The train doors have already starting bleeping when we get to the platform. Sylvia darts forward and rams her body in between them.

‘Quick,’ she says, pulling me into the carriage as the doors close behind us like a jaw.



Now, I feel so far away from school, from the other children, from Miss Browning and Mrs Tombo, from the station and the train, from anybody else in the world, in fact. We got off at the last stop and walked briskly to these woods, about half an hour’s walk away. Now we are here, I recognize that it’s somewhere we’ve been a few times before. Sylvia always seems to bring us here a different way, so it took me a little while to remember, but as we walk deeper into the woods I know where we are.

A breeze whistles through the trees above us. Their black branches, stark against the pearl of the sky, make me think of hands with long, beckoning fingers, or claws.

‘Matches,’ Sylvia says. She holds out a hand for them without even looking down.

She’s not impatient, at least I don’t think she is. Yet.

I pat my pockets (although I know they are empty) and then I rustle through the plastic bag she brought but they’re not in there either. I even look in my school bag although I know it’s pointless.

I check my coat again, feeling Sylvia’s eyes hotly on me now, but my fingers only close around the tiny scraps of white fluff that line my pockets.

‘Don’t we have any?’ Sylvia asks. She likes to be direct, she doesn’t like what she calls ‘waffle’.

‘I don’t think so,’ I say and look away from her stare, holding my breath.

‘What’s the number one Rule, Billy?’

‘Always be prepared,’ I mumble quickly. Sylvia has been drilling the Rules into me for so long now that the words feel like they have almost lost their meaning.

I start to try to explain why I don’t have the matches on me. ‘I didn’t know that today—’

‘That’s okay.’ She cuts me off. I breathe again and for a tiny moment I want to crawl into her lap like I used to when I was little. It’s silly, because it’s not something I have done for years. I try to brush the feeling away but I can still feel it there, niggling me.

The last time we were in these woods, we forgot to bring the penknife with us and Sylvia got upset. She didn’t shout or yell but her face seemed to crumple in on itself, like a piece of paper being screwed up into a ball. Then she had stalked off through the trees, leaving me alone for what felt like ages, although it was only twenty minutes when I checked my watch.

I’m glad she doesn’t react like that today. But I’m on edge, worrying I might do something that will make her leave me here alone again.

There’s another voice in my head that whispers to me too; it tells me that I’m supposed to be in school enjoying the last day of term with everyone else, that I wasn’t meant to be remembering things for an adventure – not today. I feel myself blink, willing the voice away.

‘It’s best that we learn other methods, too,’ Sylvia says. ‘Our matches might be limited. Or we might not have any at all.’

She turns towards me and this time she does place her hand very lightly on my head, so she’s only just touching the outer strands of my hair.

We have similar colour hair that sometimes looks brown, other times blondish and in some lights, can look a little bit grey. Sylvia’s is long, silky and straight. It snakes around her neck and down her back, but mine is tufty and wiry and sticks up in all the wrong places. Sylvia told me once that I get the tuftiness from Steve, my dad.

She doesn’t talk about him very often – my dad – and when she does I’ve noticed that Sylvia seems to look over her shoulder as though she’s worried she’s being overheard. The details I’ve gathered about Steve feel dustlike: scattered and insubstantial. I can’t seem to bind them together to make him feel like a real person. They split up when I was really small, and after that he used to come and see me, not that much but at least sometimes, but I haven’t seen him for over two years now. I remember the last time because it was just before Sylvia stopped going to work. Steve came to where we were living at the time but Sylvia wouldn’t let him inside, so he took me to the park instead. He asked if I wanted to go on the swings and when I didn’t reply he said something about how fast I’d grown up and how much I loved them when I was very small and would shriek with laughter each time he pushed me.

I used to ask Sylvia when I would see him again, but whenever I did I could tell she didn’t like it. When I mentioned Steve’s name, her mouth went in a line, pinched and taut, and shadows gathered across her face.

So I stopped asking.

I’ve learned the things to say and not to say to keep things calm. Almost normal. And right now, I know to keep my mouth shut about Steve – even if I’m thinking about him.

‘Right. What shall we do? Let’s try…’ Sylvia’s eyes look a little misty as she mentally works through a list in her mind. ‘Firebow!’ she proclaims. ‘Let’s make a firebow!’

I nod, my neck almost jarring from the movement. I feel glad she’s not thinking about the forgotten matches any more.

‘What do we need?’ Sylvia asks and hands me the slightly tattered book from her coat pocket. It’s thin, with paper that has yellowed and dimpled like skin. The title on its cover reads How to Survive. It doesn’t look like anything special. But to Sylvia it’s everything.

The book has a musty odour, not horrible, but the sort of smell that you notice immediately. A previous owner has underlined words here and there. A few of the page corners have been bent over in neat triangles.

I like these traces of others but none more than the name written into the book’s front in a curly, looping scrawl.

Sylvia Weywood.

My mum wrote her name here when she was my age, when she first owned this book, years and years before she was my mum. When she was just Sylvia, and I didn’t even exist.

I look up ‘firebow’ in the index and then turn to the right page and read aloud what we need.
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Fig. 1. – How to make a firebow



‘Why don’t you find a stick that will do for the bow?’ Sylvia says, handing me her penknife.

It’s heavy in my hand. I don’t tell her that I’m a little afraid of its sharp blade, that I don’t find it very easy to use. When I find a suitable branch, I snap out the saw blade from the penknife – it only takes four attempts this time – and cut away a piece. I take care to close the jagged teeth of the blade before I walk back to her.

‘Perfect, Billy,’ she says when she sees the wood. Quite suddenly she kisses me on the head and leans into me. ‘Perfect,’ she says again. I start to press into her half-hug, making the most of the unexpected closeness, but in the following moment she pulls away.

‘We need some cord,’ she murmurs. ‘Your shoelace would do,’ she says, with a small, barking laugh.

I bend over immediately, without even really thinking, and untangle the lace from my trainer. I try and do it as quickly as I can, but when I look up, I see that Sylvia isn’t hurrying me, instead she’s staring out into the distance. She takes a deep breath and exhales slowly, as though she’s enjoying the taste of the outside air.

When I hold out the shoelace to her, she doesn’t even notice, she’s so lost in her stare. It’s been happening more and more, these moments when she seems to be in a different world to the one I am in. These moments when I feel that although she is right beside me, she is somehow slipping away, between a crack, to a completely different kind of place entirely.

I can’t remember exactly when it started happening but I think it was around the time she left her job. She used to work as a scientist but she doesn’t do that any more. Since then, sometimes, she just seems to turn inwards and disappear, even though she is standing right there in front of me. They build, these moments, as Sylvia drifts away. It’s like darkness at twilight, creeping in so gradually at first that you don’t realize it’s turning dark but then when you look outside again, you see that night has dropped all around you.

‘Sylvia,’ I whisper and then, as if something inside her snaps, she breaks off from staring and looks over to me and the shoelace dangling in the air. I try to ignore the look that flashes across her face; the one which for just a fraction of a second does not seem to recognize me, the one that’s unsure of what we’re doing. She gives her head a shake and then the moment is over – she’s reaching for the shoelace and tying it to one end of the branch that I found.

She works quickly, placing a stick here, looping the shoelace there, and then she leans back with a satisfied sigh, finished.

I look at the arrangement of sticks and can’t understand how we are going to make fire from this.

‘Get ready with that tinder when it starts to catch,’ she tells me, pointing to some dried-out moss we collected earlier. She takes a leaf and places it carefully at the bottom of the arrangement. ‘This will catch the embers,’ she explains.

Then she begins, moving the bow from side to side as though she is sawing a piece of wood, making the pointed stick spin from the movement.

Her breath is heavy. I look for a flame but I see none, only a thin trail of smoke.

‘There,’ she says, through a half-breath. There’s a small pile of black, smoking powder on the leaf. She takes a bundle of the dry moss and places the tinder on top of it.

‘Come here, Billy,’ she says. ‘You need to learn how to do this. Blow very gently.’

I do as she says and blow on the moss in little puffs of gentle breath.

It smokes.

It smokes a little more.

It looks like it’s breathing.

I blow a little harder and then smoke builds and builds until I see it.

A flicker.

Something as slight as a flutter of eyelids.

It’s that small.

But then the flame licks around the moss hungrily – the handful of moss is consumed by it and I can’t stop myself from squealing in delight. We feed it dry pieces of bark and very small twigs. The fire devours them all and grows bigger still.

‘We did it,’ Sylvia says. She leans into me once again and we are both quiet for those few seconds, watching the flames grow, dance and flicker.

Just then, there’s a ripple in the sky overhead. The clouds hang grey and low.

There’s a flash.

Lightning.

It seems to come from nowhere.

Sylvia looks up to the sky as the first raindrops fall. I see them land on her forehead, making wet circles that trickle down her pale face. But in the next moment she turns suddenly as though she’s spotted something I haven’t and then she’s up, grabbing our things, filling her arms. I look all around us, thinking of our second Rule: Pay attention – keep constant observations of your surroundings. Sylvia tells me that’s the one I particularly need to practise because I’m always missing the things she sees. But as my eyes travel over the trees, trying to see what Sylvia has spotted, she says: ‘We’ve got to go. Help me pack everything up – quick!’ It’s a scrabble to get everything together.

Though she’s carrying the bags, Sylvia still has a hand free to hold mine and I’m glad of it as she pulls me away. It feels warm and dry and strong in mine.

‘It’s not safe here,’ she says and we start to run. It’s difficult to keep up with her: my trainer doesn’t have its lace any more and with every step I feel like it might come off completely. But she seems so worried that I don’t want to have to tell her that I don’t think I can run, so instead I keep it all inside and try and make my foot hold the trainer in place.

‘Don’t stop, don’t look back,’ Sylvia says and her pace quickens.

But as soon as she tells me not to, it’s all I want to do. I can’t help myself.

The fire we made has been transformed into a smouldering pile now, dampened by the rain, its heat extinguished. The hungry flames may as well never have existed.

And there is someone there; standing, where our fire had once been burning.






HOW (NOT) TO MAKE A FRIEND

I’ve always known my mum is a bit different to other people’s mums.

Sometimes other people’s mums seem so alike it’s hard to tell them apart.

They dress in normal clothes like jeans and a T-shirt, and the T-shirt might have writing on it or something sparkly and a picture of something or other. They wear different colours; coats that are the bright red of a cherry, jumpers with black, bold stripes.

Sylvia wears old-looking clothes that are all the same shade of grey-green. And she wears the same pair of trousers and boots every day. She has this funny green thing that’s a bit like a jacket, only it has no arms, and it’s got loads and loads of little pockets on the front. I’ve never seen anyone, let alone a mum, or a dad, wear anything like her jacket.

Other people’s mums speak in the same way. In fact they speak a lot, with so many words that they run into each other and sometimes I can’t hear much more than a whirring drone.

Sylvia is silence. There have been days where she hasn’t spoken to me at all. Sometimes that means that I might not speak to anyone if it’s the school holidays. I don’t mind, but I know it’s not how other mums behave. It’s not even how Sylvia used to behave.

When we first moved here, one of the boys from school, Emmanuel, invited me round to his house one night, before he knew what being my friend would mean.

We haven’t been here long. We move around a lot. Sylvia says it’s not good to stay in one place for too long or to get to know too many people.

The last placed we lived was on a houseboat while the owners were away and before then, we had a room in a house with other people who came and went and we never got to know properly. Sylvia says it’s best not to trust other people. It’s Survival Rule number three: Trust no one – you may only be able to rely on yourself. The places before then have blurred in my head and I get mixed up because there have been so many. I like the South London flat that we’re in now – it’s just the two of us living here and it’s got way more space than the boat.

I don’t like having to start at new schools, although you would think that I would be used to it by now. It’s funny how sometimes the more times you do something, the harder it becomes. It’s kind of the opposite to what Sylvia has been teaching me; that practice makes perfect, that each time you repeat something, you get a little bit better at doing it. That’s another one of the Rules: Master your fears – through practice, planning and taking action.

The teacher sat me next to Emmanuel on my first day and we got on okay. He asked me round to his a week later. I didn’t really want to say yes, but there was another bit of me that couldn’t help but say yes. I’d not been round to someone else’s house for so long, I wanted to see whether I was exaggerating how different Sylvia had become to other people. Maybe it was all in my head and she was like other mums after all.

Emmanuel’s mum was called Patrice. She told me that I could call her that, and she asked me questions even if she didn’t always listen to what my answers were because Emmanuel had a little brother called David who was still a baby and kept crying.

‘Oh, David, David, David,’ she said, rocking him back and forth. ‘Can’t you see that I’m trying to get to know Billy?’

We ate pizza which Patrice ordered from a takeaway place because she said she was too tired from looking after David to cook and it was nice to have a treat sometimes. I didn’t tell them it was the only time in my life that I’d ever had takeaway pizza.

‘Just help yourself, Billy,’ Patrice said, yawning loudly. ‘Eat what you want.’

I kept going back to the large flat box again and again to have another thick, greasy triangle. I couldn’t stop myself; it tasted so delicious. I could feel it settling in my tummy, a lovely weight that made me feel whole and complete.

And I knew then that I was right about Sylvia being different.

So I didn’t ask Emmanuel to come over to our flat for dinner.

I didn’t even ask Sylvia if I could; I just didn’t want it to happen.

I knew that we’d eat something like kidney beans with wild rocket that we’d pick from the verge on the side of the road on our way home from school. Or maybe Sylvia would insist that we try to cook outside on a fire. She does that sometimes. It takes ages for the fire to get hot enough to heat anything and even then the food might still only be lukewarm.

It would never be something that Emmanuel would want to keep going back for, like me and the pizza. I knew dinner would be embarrassing and odd but, more than anything, I just couldn’t imagine it ever happening. I couldn’t picture him in our little flat with just Sylvia and me; I couldn’t imagine how it would be. It was easier not to have to think about that at all.

Emmanuel doesn’t even talk to me any more. I think that he might have forgotten that he ever tried to be my friend.

I’m absent from school so much that I often feel like my classmates have forgotten who I am. They learned pretty quickly that there was no point in getting to know me because I would most probably not be in the next day, or the day after that.

And I don’t know when Sylvia will move us away completely. I’ve had the feeling recently that she might pack everything up and we’ll be gone. There’s an energy that she gives off when she’s thinking of starting over. A new home, a new school. All new people, again.

I mean, what’s the point in trying to get to know someone when you might disappear at any moment?






HOW TO USE A HELIOGRAPH: PART I

On Christmas morning, I wake early.

It’s completely dark outside and the flat is still and quiet in a way that I know means Sylvia is not yet awake.

I reach around the end of my bed and find a few small packages have been placed there while I was asleep. Taking care not to make too much noise, I shift myself gently out of bed, but I’m not quiet enough. A moment later, I hear the creak of Sylvia moving in her room.

When I get dressed and go into the living room, she’s standing straight-backed in front of the window, sipping from a mug. She told me she chose this flat because of the trees that surround our block. Their branches are almost level with our window, as though we live in a treehouse. It makes it harder to see in, she says.

I notice there’s a few cardboard boxes stacked up in the corner that weren’t there yesterday. I wonder if that does mean Sylvia is thinking about moving again. I don’t want to ask her. I don’t want the answer to be yes.

‘Happy Christmas,’ I say, but she doesn’t turn around.

‘Sylvia,’ I try again. ‘Happy Christmas.’

This time, she turns her head towards me.

‘Happy Christmas, Billy.’

I go to stand next to her and look out at the skeleton branches of the trees in the dark light of the morning. The wind makes the branches wave and tremor and for a moment I imagine them as the limbs of some kind of giant creature coming to life.

‘What do you see?’ Sylvia asks me, breaking my daydream.

I blink, chiding myself for not paying attention to my surroundings like I’m supposed to. Sylvia’s right, I do need to work on that Rule more.

‘Trees,’ I answer quickly.

‘Just trees?’

‘Trees and…’ I peer out of the window. ‘Squirrels!’ I spot them, two of them, racing across one of the branches.

‘Anything else?’

I look at the ends of the branches, at a dancing leaf, one of the last to fall. And then at the thick trunk which leads down to a car park below. That’s when I spot him, a man sitting in a car. I can’t see what he’s doing but I think I see him staring up towards the windows of our block of flats.

‘There’s a man in a car.’

‘Good,’ Sylvia says, turning away.

‘What’s he doing?’ I ask. ‘Why is he just sitting there like that?’

‘Who’s to know. Maybe he’s waiting for someone. Maybe he’s a taxi driver. It could be completely innocent.’ Sylvia slips her hand in mine and leads me gently away from the window. ‘Or maybe he’s watching us, maybe he’s come for us and we have to make sure that he doesn’t see us—’

‘But why would—’ I start to say, but Sylvia interrupts me.

‘Remember Survival Rule number two, Billy.’

‘Pay attention – keep constant observations of your surroundings,’ I say immediately.

‘Good. You have to take notice of what’s around you, Billy. Then if things change, if something happens, you are the first to notice and you can get a head start. Remember that, okay? That’s another reason why Rule three is so important, too.’ She looks at me expectantly.

‘Trust no one – you may only be able to rely on yourself,’ I say without hesitation, eager to please, but the words fall like stones, dull and heavy. It makes me feel alone, somehow, just saying them out loud.

‘That’s right,’ Sylvia says. ‘You must keep all the Rules at the forefront of your mind. Don’t let yourself forget them, even if it’s Christmas Day.’

I nod although I don’t understand what she’s saying really. ‘Can I open my presents now?’ I ask.

Sylvia gives a little snorting laugh. ‘Ah, so you noticed those, did you?’ she says. ‘Go and get them, then.’

It takes me just a few seconds to pull off the pages of the old magazine that Sylvia has used as wrapping paper.

There’s a new pair of gloves (my old ones have holes in them) and a small tin cup that’s red with a black rim and something else that’s covered in bubble wrap and is the size of a credit card.

I rip it open to find what looks like two small mirrors.

‘They are heliographs,’ Sylvia tells me. ‘You can use them to direct a ray of sunlight in a certain direction. When it gets properly light, I’ll show you how to use them, okay?’



Throughout the morning, Sylvia keeps looking out of the window to check the man in the car has gone until finally deciding it’s fine for us to go out on the balcony. The sun is now shining brightly, but there’s a sharp coldness in the air and I’m grateful for my new gloves.

Sylvia shows me how to hold the credit card-shaped mirror between my thumb and finger and make my beam of sunlight dart from place to place using only the smallest of movements. I watch as the sunlight dances on the tree trunks. Two spots of light, one of them directed by me, the other by Sylvia, jump from tree to tree.

‘That’s it,’ Sylvia says. ‘That’s perfect.’

I feel a glow inside at this small amount of praise.

‘You can use a heliograph if you’re trying to signal to get someone’s attention. Like if you need rescuing and are trying to alert someone to where you are,’ Sylvia says.

She points to the small hole that’s right in the centre of the mirror. ‘This hole is here to help you aim the beam directly towards a moving target – like a plane or a boat – because that can be tricky, but you can use it to direct the light towards any specific target. Like, if I wanted to get a person’s attention, I might try to aim the light right into their eyes so they would notice it straightaway. Understand?’

I nod, but to make sure, Sylvia asks me to repeat back everything she just told me. She gets me to say the part about directing it into someone’s eyes twice over.

Then she takes out How to Survive and shows me the page about heliographs.
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Fig. 2. – How to use a heliograph (Part I)



She shows me how to look through the hole and extend one of my arms out straight in front of me, making a V-shape with my fingers.

‘That should help with directing it. The book says using a pencil on a string and holding it out straight helps too. That way might be better than your arm, but it’s good to know both ways because you don’t know what equipment you’ll have to use. We can try the pencil and string another day.’

I nod but I continue to practise directing the heliograph to line up exactly with an imaginary person’s eyeline. I feel Sylvia watching me.

‘You’re getting good,’ she says and I feel her warmth beside me. I think that she is about to move away but instead she pulls me closer into a hug. She kisses me on the top of my head.

‘I love being your mum, do you know that, Billy? You mustn’t ever forget that. Whatever happens. Remember that – I love being your mum.’

I pull away, embarrassed, not sure what to do or where to put the words that she is telling me.

‘It’s okay,’ she says. She dusts herself down and points her heliograph to the sky and I immediately miss her warmth and wish I’d leaned into her to keep the hug going for longer.



I wondered whether we might go on an adventure today but Sylvia says that there are too many people about, going on Christmas Day walks.

I can’t stop thinking about the kind of Christmases other people will be having. I’ve heard my classmates talk about them, seen them in the films they show at school sometimes, even vaguely remember what they were like when I was really small. Tables heaving with food, stacks of presents beneath a glittering tree, long walks together as a family where you say ‘Happy Christmas’ to everyone you meet. I remember a ‘Christmas Day’ I spent with Steve a few years ago. It wasn’t on the actual day, I’d been with Sylvia, but it was just a few days afterwards. He’d made a big fuss over it; there was a proper dinner with crackers and we’d decorated a tree with gaudy baubles the night before and put so many lights on it that it lit up the whole room. I try to think of something else because I can feel a lump growing in my throat as I remember it. The lump gets bigger and bigger and it feels hard to swallow but at the same time, I feel empty, like I haven’t eaten for ages.

I always get that feeling when I start thinking about Steve and what it used to be like, which is why I try not to do it. It’s hard today though, I can’t seem to bat away the thoughts like I usually can.

We stay in the flat and Sylvia spends most of the day packing up the boxes in the living room. Her face is set in concentration as she examines papers and sorts tins and packs them tightly together as though they are a jigsaw puzzle. I watch her for a while and as I do, I start to think of Steve again. I’m not sure if it’s a real memory or something I’ve made up myself, but I have a hazy image of Steve packing his things into a bag when he left us. I try to shake the memory as the feeling of emptiness builds up inside me. I wish Sylvia would stop but I can tell from the way that her shoulders are hunched together, how her fingers flick through things deftly, that her mind is completely focused on the task and she has no thought of stopping.

‘Are we moving?’ I ask, in the end.

‘Not yet,’ she says quietly. ‘I just need to put some of this stuff in a safe place.’

‘A safe place?’ I repeat, but I don’t get an answer. Sylvia continues to pack.

That night, after eating dinner – we have toast and baked beans with melted cheese on top, as a Christmas treat – she kisses me on the head and tells me that she is going out. She says that I am not to worry, that she’ll be back in the morning.

Sylvia leaves me with a couple of instructions: ‘Stay away from the window and don’t open the door to anyone while I’m gone. I’ll do the knock when I get back so you know that it’s me that’s opening the door.’

A few weeks ago, Sylvia insisted that we knock in a certain pattern when we come in so the other person knows for sure that it’s not a stranger. You knock once, leave a pause and then knock quickly twice – that’s our code.

Then, without looking back, without me having time to ask anything, without me having a moment to protest that it’s Christmas and does she really have to go, she leaves, carrying two of the boxes that she packed up. The front door clicks closed and then the silence feels deafening as I’m left alone.

I decide to go to bed, but I can’t relax, my ears straining at every moment to listen out for her coming back. I’m sure that I won’t sleep, but I must doze off because suddenly I’m awoken by the code – one knock, pause, then two in rapid succession – and, finally, the sound of the front door opening. Moments later, I hear Sylvia’s soft tread outside my door. I check my clock, it’s 4 a.m. She’s been gone for hours.

The same thing happens the next night, and the next, and the night after that.

But she won’t tell me where she is going.

She won’t tell me what she’s doing.






HOW TO HAVE AN ADVENTURE

We used to call them adventures. I can’t remember when Sylvia stopped calling them that but I still call them adventures in my head.

Whenever Sylvia said we were going on one, I always got excited because I knew that it meant special time, just Sylvia and I. We’d spend weekends together, somewhere I’d never been. Not like to the cinema or the library or a café like other people. It would always be somewhere outside, usually someplace where there wasn’t anyone else around.

Sylvia would bring something for us to eat when we got there. A square of dark chocolate, perhaps, or a tangy, squashy clementine; a handful of walnuts or the corner of a Kendal Mint Cake. That’s how I knew we had arrived: because she’d hand me a snack to eat.

Then she’d pull out How to Survive and let me pick what I wanted to do. I’d flick through the pages and it didn’t seem to matter which activity I suggested, somehow Sylvia would have everything that we needed to do it in her rucksack, all ready to go.

Sometimes whatever we were trying wouldn’t work particularly well. But she never seemed to mind. She had more patience then and she wasn’t as good at the survival stuff either. We were learning together almost.

Those days felt fun. Special. And I felt lucky to have a mum who wanted to spend time with me like this, rather than one who didn’t really care where I was or who I was with, who just ignored me while she chatted on the phone to friends.

But somewhere along the way, our adventures changed.

We started to go on more of them. And then it stopped being just at the weekends.

The first day that I missed school Sylvia took me out of class in the middle of the morning saying that there was something more important that we needed to do. My teacher had looked a bit shocked but didn’t say anything. It was a one-off so it was okay.

A week later, Sylvia just decided out of nowhere as she was walking me to school that we should go on an adventure instead.

And it kept on happening.

Each time I tried to tell myself they were just our fun adventures like always, but I knew really that they were different now. It was almost like Sylvia needed us to go and practise, to keep calm. Like it stopped something spilling out from her.

Then Sylvia left her job in the laboratory and things got worse.

It was just a few weeks after the time with Steve in the park, and he was supposed to be coming down on Saturday to see me again. On the Friday I saw Sylvia standing by the school playground. The window of my classroom looked out to the patch of the playground where the parents would wait for their kids at home time and I could see her standing at the gate, waiting to get in. There wasn’t anything particularly unusual by then about Sylvia picking me up from school much too early and I thought she might be collecting me for another adventure, but she didn’t actually come in to get me. There was a class that were having their P.E. lesson in the playground and Sylvia just stood there outside the gates the whole time, not really watching them; her gaze seemed to stare past them. She looked almost like a statue; she didn’t seem to move the whole time. I could make out the sun picking out the silvery grey of her hair.

When school finally finished, I ran down to her as quickly as I could. She wrapped me up in the tightest hug and she didn’t let go. It went on for just a bit too long. This felt like more than a greeting, it was like a prison. I wiggled a little but she only clung on tighter. Her arms felt rigid around me.

‘Sylvia,’ I said. ‘It’s hurting.’

She let go of me then but immediately kneeled down, so her face was just centimetres away from mine. She studied me as though she was looking for something. Then she locked eyes with me and I saw, just for a moment, a flood of emotions that seemed to dart from the hazel of her irises right into me, like a beam of light: pain and hurt, worry and tenderness, fear and love.

‘I thought that you had come to pick me up for an adventure,’ I said. ‘I saw you come early.’

Sylvia whipped her head quickly from side to side, as though she were trying to shake something off.

‘I just had to think,’ she murmured. ‘I just needed some time…’ She trailed off.

‘Is everything all right?’ I asked.

She didn’t answer.

‘Let’s go,’ she said, standing up. She gripped my hand tightly and set off at a pace that was just a little too fast.

That was the night she wrote up the Five Survival Rules. She made me copy them down on to the inside of the back cover of How to Survive.

Early the next day, before it was even properly light, Sylvia took me on an adventure. I asked about Steve, and the fact I was supposed to be seeing him, but she just told me he wasn’t coming after all. She didn’t say why, even though I asked her. It had never happened before. I couldn’t quite understand how I felt when I first heard Steve wasn’t coming. I was disappointed, but then we were out for nearly the whole weekend and stayed overnight in the woods in an emergency shelter that we made, so I was distracted from thinking about it.

Sylvia didn’t mention anything about her job to me until Monday morning. She said that I didn’t need to go to school. That we were going out again.

‘But don’t you need to go to work?’ I’d asked.

‘Not any more,’ she replied with a firm, brisk shake of her head.

‘Why not?’

‘You’re my job now,’ was all she said.

We moved house for the first time that very week. And I haven’t seen Steve since.






HOW TO HAVE AN ARGUMENT

Sylvia has gone out every night since Christmas Day, and on New Year’s Eve I decide I have to say something.

She’s holding another box of stuff and is heading towards the front door when I confront her. As though my legs are not my own, I feel myself run over and stand between her and the door.

‘Thanks, Billy,’ she says, misunderstanding me. ‘I don’t think I can manage the door with this one.’ Her fingers grip on tightly to the large box she’s struggling to keep hold of. It’s stuffed full of papers, old work documents that I didn’t know she still had. She has spent the day sifting through them and packing them away.

‘Sylvia.’ My voice comes out much quieter than I think it will, more like a whisper.

She shifts the box in her arms, heaving it upwards before it begins to slip again.

When I don’t open it, she says, ‘Hurry up, will you, Billy. I can’t hold on to this for ever.’

Part of me wants to move out of her way and pull the door open for her, but the other part keeps my feet rooted to the floor, my arms rigid at my sides.

‘You have to tell me where you keep going each night,’ I say, in a burst. ‘You have to tell me what’s happening.’

Sylvia heaves the box up one more time and then, quite suddenly, she drops it. It falls with a huge thud and I leap backwards. The lid flies open from the impact and some of the papers scatter on the floor around us.

I catch sight of reports with CONFIDENTIAL stamped across them, in red. There’s a notebook filled with Sylvia’s handwriting that lies open at an angle.

I don’t dare look at Sylvia’s face. I am sure she is upset. But then her hand is on my cheek. I can feel the ridge of the callouses on her fingers, smell the scent of the soap she uses, feel the warmth of her palm on my face.

‘Billy,’ Sylvia says gently. ‘You have to trust me. You know everything that I do is for you. To keep you safe.’

I nod.

‘Do you trust me?’ she asks.

I hesitate in replying for just a second too long.

I see Sylvia’s mouth twitch.

Words spring from my lips. ‘I do trust you, I do. But I don’t understand what you’re keeping me safe from. Where are you going to each night? Are we moving? Please tell me if we are leaving again.’

Only as the question is spilling from my mouth do I realize how much I fear that we are going to start again someplace new. It isn’t that I love my current school or have any friends or anything like that, there is just a grey tiredness inside me that tells me I can’t move yet again.

Sylvia sighs but it sounds more like a hiss.

‘I told you already that we’re not moving.’ She speaks through clenched teeth.

I hear myself exhale, I hadn’t realized I’d been holding my breath. I’m glad to hear that we’re not moving again.

‘I just have to take these things to somewhere safe. We need to get ready.’

‘Get ready for what?’ I say. I hear my voice rising. It doesn’t sound like my own. ‘What are we getting ready for?’

‘I have to keep you safe. I have to keep you safe.’

‘Safe from what?’ I question her again. ‘What’s happening?’

Sylvia just shakes her head.

‘Is this about Steve?’ I suddenly blurt out. I’ve stopped myself from mentioning him so many times but now his name just bubbles up; it’s out of my lips before I know it.

Sylvia’s face jolts and for a second I see it flash across her face. Naked worry. It is about Steve.

‘He’s my dad – doesn’t he want me to be safe too?’

‘He doesn’t understand.’ Sylvia’s voice comes out like a growl. ‘He doesn’t want to understand.’

‘Why don’t I see him any more?’ Suddenly all the things that I’ve been bottling up are fizzing up, out of my control. ‘Why doesn’t he come?’

Sylvia clamps her hands over her ears and shuts her eyes.

‘Tell me,’ I continue. ‘You need to tell me.’ I feel desperate with a longing that I didn’t know until that moment was living inside me always. Where was my father and why didn’t he want to see me any more?
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