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Mouse Mallory didn’t like Christmas.

There, he’d said it. Or rather, thought it, because Mouse Mallory was more a thinker than a talker. (Or, as everyone else called him, a daydreamer.) Yes, he decided, I am eleven years old and I don’t like Christmas – even if it was Christmas Eve. And even if his mum was going crazy trying to get him and his two sisters ready for their annual festive trip to her parents, over on the other side of the hills.

‘Mouse!’ Mrs Mallory’s voice sailed down the stairs after her, along with different-coloured socks flying off the pile of laundry in her arms. ‘I really hope that when I come back up you aren’t just going to be standing there, and that your bag will be packed! We leave in one hour. One hour.’

Mouse stayed exactly where he was, on the landing, clutching his rucksack. He peered inside. It might look unpacked to some people. But Mouse could see, right at the bottom, the only thing he ever needed to take anywhere: his toy horse, Nonky.

Even if everyone did say he was too old to be carrying toy horses around.

‘Do you really need that?’ his mum would complain. ‘I’ve washed it a thousand times and it still stinks of trainers. You’re too grown-up to be playing with a babyish toy like that.’

‘You’re such a little boy sometimes,’ his big sister Violet would often add.

It’s true – he was a little boy. His dad was stout, his mum wasn’t very tall and Mouse was … well, rather small. In fact, he was the smallest in his year. That was why Albert Thomas Mallory was known universally as Mouse.

‘So small, and so full of questions, like a curious little mouse,’ his dad used to say when he was younger. Mouse had never been short of a question, that’s for sure. Why is the sky blue? What does that button do? Will I ever get bigger? Not even his doctor could answer the last one for sure.

Maybe he would always be shorter than everyone else.

This left him with so many worries about the future. Such as, would he ever be tall enough to go on the biggest roller coaster in the world?

But Mouse knew Violet didn’t just mean that.

She meant that he acted little as well. He was eleven and apparently that meant he had to read books that had more words than pictures, or even no pictures. He was supposed to be able to sleep with the lights off, and everyone said he was too old to carry a stuffed toy around with him all the time.

Mouse didn’t get what the problem was.

It wasn’t as if Nonky was like the toys Esme still played with. He didn’t play a lullaby if you pulled a string and he definitely didn’t get chewed at night. (Any more.) Nonky had been a present from his dad – quite a long time ago, but not that long ago. Once he had been a fighting horse with a mounted knight, but his rider had since departed to the Giant Toy Crate in the Sky, and he was also missing an eye.

When his dad gave him Nonky, Mouse was too young to tell the difference between a horse and a donkey. He also couldn’t pronounce ‘donkey’ – so ‘Nonky’ it had been from the get-go, and Nonky it had stayed.

Unlike Dad, Nonky hadn’t run off to Florida with a software developer he met online called Carla. Mouse hoped she appreciated his terrible songs and corny jokes. He was surprised at how much he actually missed them.

But Nonky didn’t force those on him either. Nonky never yelled when he was late for school and never sulked when he didn’t want to play with him. Nonky smelt of the past and the good old days. He was soft, machine washable and made Mouse feel safe.

He was special.

And what else, really, did Mouse need to take with him? (Apart from some clean pants, and his mum was bound to pack those anyway.)

‘Mum’s going to kill you,’ said Violet – who was much taller than him, even though she was only a year and a half older – leaning against the doorway opposite.

‘Why?’

‘Because you’re always daydreaming and never ready on time,’ said Violet. ‘She’s going to skin you alive, and then boil you–’ She swerved out of the way just in time to avoid the rucksack being swung in her direction. ‘Didn’t you check the weather on your phone? There’s more snow coming in, and ice too … so she wants to make it across the hills before it gets dark.’ She clapped her hands. ‘It’s Christmas, Mouse!’

Mouse muttered into his jumper, not looking at her. ‘I hate Christmas.’

‘What? This is new. Give me one good reason to hate Christmas.’

Mouse kept his voice and words fixed on the floor. ‘Presents,’ he said.

Violet stared at him in disbelief. ‘Don’t talk rubbish! Everyone likes presents.’

He shrugged. ‘Not if they’re all stupid books.’

Last Christmas his grandfather had given him a copy of Alice in Wonderland and The Tales of King Arthur. Boring, bound in leather and with no pictures on the cover.

‘To help you start a library,’ he had said hopefully, peering over his glasses.

But Mouse thought starting a library sounded too much like hard work. There was clearing a site and laying concrete foundations for starters, not to mention lugging heavy boxes of books about. And having to be quiet all the time.

He had slogged through the books from Gramps anyhow, which smelt of old furniture drawers and glue. At least the pictures inside were good, especially the ones of the strange creatures Alice met down the rabbit hole or the knights in armour fighting battles. Still, there weren’t enough of them, or any animations like in an app or a game. And what was the point of a book without pictures or animations?

‘You only don’t like books because you’re a boy,’ said Violet. ‘It’s not your fault nature designed you without a reading brain, unlike girls. It does unfortunately mean that I will get to be prime minister one day while you will only be allowed to drive my car.’

Before Mouse could respond, Esme trundled across the landing in front of him on her trike. Clasped between her knees was the shredded remains of a stale chocolate egg, the rest of which was smeared over her face and hands.

‘Choclit,’ said Esme. ‘Easta,’ she added, just in case she hadn’t made herself clear.

‘No,’ said Mouse, ‘Christmas. Christmas Eve. Look.’

He pointed to the gabled window behind them. Shimmering icicles, as sharp as prehistoric spears, twisted down from the eaves outside. From time to time a tip dropped off with an alarming crack. The fresh snow seemed to make everything quieter and louder at the same time. A robin strutted on the frosted sill beneath the icy spears, oblivious to the danger dangling above his head.

The snow carpeted the flat roof of the kitchen below, dotted the rails of the climbing frame in the garden and caked so much of the shed that it almost disappeared from view. For the rest of the year, East Burn didn’t look like much: an old farmhouse on the edge of the moors. Today it looked like even less – just another block of white in a land of white. In fact, if you had been flying overhead, you might have missed it completely.

As if it wasn’t even there at all.

Mouse watched Esme look at the icicles. She looked at the snow. She looked at the robin, which made her smile. And finally she turned back to Mouse. ‘Easta,’ she declared, and cycled off into the next room, leaving a trail of chocolate behind her. The robin stared at the crumbs through the window and tapped his beak against the glass greedily.

Mouse shook his head at the world outside. ‘Snow,’ he said. ‘That’s another reason to hate Christmas.’

‘But this is the first white Christmas in five years!’ exploded Violet.

‘So? It doesn’t make sense. When there’s no snow, everyone says it’s climate change. But when there is snow, like this year, everyone says it’s–’

‘Climate change.’

‘See? They can’t have it both ways.’

‘What about snowmen? Sledging?’

‘I’m not like you. I’m not good at any of that stuff. Making things, sport … I’m only little.’

‘You can’t use that as an excuse for everything, Mouse Mallory. Don’t you even like going for a walk in the snow?’

He snorted. ‘Like the one we’ll have to go on after lunch tomorrow with Granny and Gramps? That’s not a walk, that’s a route march.’ Mouse began a mental to-do list: 1. Find out if the United Nations has a policy on forced marches after Christmas lunch.

‘You think you can get away with anything because you’re so cute, don’t you?’ said Violet, grabbing Mouse in a headlock and mussing his hair.

‘Gerroff!’ he said, flushing and wriggling free. ‘No, I don’t.’

‘Yes, you do, and one day even you are going to have to grow up,’ she said, closing her door on him.

He shrugged. There were so many good reasons not to like Christmas, like the teachers at school wearing tinsel over their ties, or, even worse, Christmas jumpers. As if they were Santa’s little helpers, when they were still in fact teachers.

It was just pretend and make-believe.

That thought made Mouse feel uncomfortable. His chest tightened, his cheeks flushed and his hands clenched into fists. Because he remembered something that made him rage inside.

The kind of rage that isn’t fixed by shiny wrapping paper or a toy reindeer with a glowing nose dancing to a disco beat.

It was the real reason why he didn’t like Christmas.
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Belinda Mallory was not a big woman, but she was a strong one. This meant she could effortlessly uproot her small son from the landing and deposit him in the Nuclear Waste Contamination Zone, otherwise known as his bedroom.

Mouse stood there in a daze, unable to stop thinking about the thing that made him sad. His mother wasn’t in the least bit sad.

She was furious.

‘Do you have any concept of what the word help means, Mouse?’ she said, as she located the only known pair of clean pants in existence at that moment and stuffed them into his rucksack.

Mouse knew full well what help meant. Sometimes he would haul bags of shopping in from the car. ‘Thanks, Mouse, that’s very helpful,’ his mother would say. Although sometimes being helpful was not a good thing. Like when he had given Esme too many sweets on Halloween and she had made an orangey pool of sick all over the lounge carpet. ‘Thanks, Mouse, that was really helpful,’ his mother had sighed, scrubbing hard at the floor. It was funny how ‘really’ helpful seemed to be less appreciated than ‘very’.

‘Mum! It’s snowing again!’ said a voice from the landing.

Mouse’s mother glanced up at the small window in his bedroom, at the soft white splodges falling against the glass, and pursed her lips. ‘Thank you, Violet, I can see that!’ she muttered, zipping up the bag and thrusting it into her son’s arms. ‘Downstairs. Five minutes. Final warning.’

Five minutes later, Mouse was still standing among the debris of his bedroom, staring into space. His mind was far away, as ever. He wasn’t quite sure what he was thinking of, but it was something to do with the meaning of help, the pointlessness of Christmas and what it would feel like to be eaten by a polar bear.

Approximately seven minutes later, Mouse was shivering on the steps outside East Burn, his ears ringing from his mother’s latest outburst – delivered at very close range.

‘I hate having to shout like that,’ she said, struggling past him with a bin liner crammed with hastily wrapped presents. ‘Must you be in your own world all the time?’

‘No,’ he lied.

‘In our class, Miss Wilkinson gives us five minutes each morning for daydreaming,’ said Violet, standing next to him, her favourite camouflage holdall in her hand. ‘She says we all need to find our creative inner voice, which is more important than any exam.’

‘Yes, well, Miss Wilkinson doesn’t have to drive three children and a carful of presents across the moors by teatime in a blizzard, does she? I know it’s not ideal, but we did promise Granny and Gramps we’d be there for tea.’ Mrs Mallory slammed the boot of their SUV shut and dusted her hands dry of snow. ‘We haven’t got far to go, but I will need to concentrate in this weather. So if everyone could keep all outer and inner voices to themselves till we get there, I’d be most grateful.’

‘But my inner voice today is Gráinne O’Malley,’ said Violet.

‘Whitty who-whatty?’

‘Gráinne O’Malley, the pirate queen, Mum! We did her for a special library project. She was the terror of the seas nearly five hundred years ago.’

Mrs Mallory glanced at Violet and gave a low groan. ‘Oh no, Vi, not today. Seriously. I’m not in the mood. You’ll freeze to death in that.’

Mouse took a closer look at his sister. She was wearing a floppy black pirate hat, one of her dad’s old dressing gowns and had a plastic lightsaber tucked into her belt. She pulled the weapon out and pressed it up against her brother’s nose. ‘Give me the gold, traitor, or I’ll pillage your castle and steal all your bacon. Or … you could just let me sit in the front.’

‘Hey, that’s mine!’ said Mouse, grabbing at the lightsaber.

‘Pirates take what they want. That’s why they’re pirates,’ Violet said with a grin, snatching it back.

‘No one is sitting in the front, or being a pirate, till we get there,’ said Mrs Mallory, plucking the plastic weapon from their grasp in a single, practised, swooping move worthy of any Jedi. ‘The Christmas cake we all made together is going on the front seat, as I’ve already told you.’ And with that she tossed the lightsaber into the footwell.

‘Prepare to repel boarders!’ said Violet, sweeping past her brother with a flick of her dressing gown.

His mum let out a short scream, nearly making Esme jump out of her arms.

‘Mouse! What were you thinking?’

He frowned and looked down.

Somewhere in between breakfast, thinking about Christmas and being carried down here, he had forgotten to change out of his pyjamas. They were his favourite pyjamas too, featuring robots of all kinds. There were robots dancing and robots firing lasers. Robots covered in egg marks and robots covered in juice stains. He was, at least, wearing his wellies, even if the one on the left foot was a different colour to the one on the right.

‘Oh, I give up,’ she said. ‘Just get in. You’ve got Nonky, haven’t you?’

He sort of nodded. At least, he thought he nodded.

‘Mouse! I’m not getting halfway across the moors in this weather and then turning around because you’ve forgotten that stupid toy. Have you got Nonky? Look me in the eyes, please.’

‘Yes,’ said Mouse. ‘You packed him on top of my Minecraft pants. Mum, why does looking someone in the eyes make what you say truer?’

‘I’ll tell you later,’ muttered his mum, not looking him in the eye. Then Mouse and Violet – now wearing warm coats at least – a baby sister still smeared in Easter egg and a Tupperware box of homemade Christmas cake were loaded into the car at great speed.

Mrs Mallory reversed down the short drive and out on to the empty road. Snow slapped against the windows, and before anyone could make a sound their mum had the Christmas-songs album on shuffle. In her car seat next to Mouse, Esme rocked back and forth to the music, drawing pictures in the condensation on the glass with a toothbrush. ‘Easta!’ she said, as the car echoed with the sound of angels hallooing and bells ding-donging.

On his other side, Violet was reading a book. It was the kind Violet liked and he found boring. They never seemed to be about anything, just endless non-stories of children her age, at school, and whether or not they got on with each other. There were no dinosaurs or baddies. Nobody got killed. And what was the point of a story where that didn’t happen?

‘You’ll understand one day,’ said Violet, rolling her eyes and turning another page.

‘Vi!’ called her mum from the front, doing that thing only mums can do, half looking in the rear-view mirror, half looking at the road, one hand on the steering wheel, the other stopping the Christmas cake from sliding off the passenger seat. ‘Don’t read in the car, please; you know it makes you sick. Remember how wiggly the road gets.’

As if to prove her point, the car swerved on a patch of ice and the cake tin nearly tipped on the floor.

‘No need to make it more wiggly than it is already,’ said Violet.

‘Again, not helpful,’ said Mrs Mallory, eyeing the teetering Christmas cake with deep mistrust, but gripping the wheel firmly with both hands.

Mouse stared out of the window. Everything he recognised was disappearing in front of his eyes, blanked out by the blizzard. It was as if they were driving through nothing. And in a rush it came back to him. A thought, as clear and cold as the white drifts of snow that carpeted the valleys, as hard to the touch as the car floor beneath his toes.

Breaking the daydream, Violet nudged him. ‘Go on, Mouse, tell Esme what Father Christmas is going to bring. She wants to know.’ And she whispered in his ear, ‘Dream something up. You’re good at that.’

Mouse blinked. He was back in the car. The snow was getting thicker. Everything was white and soft. The angels were singing about stars or mangers. Esme was still shouting, ‘Easta!’ at the blotchy, melting flakes on the window.

‘Nothing,’ he said in a dull voice.

The baby girl stopped, and blinked.

‘Nothink?’ she said.

‘Yes, Esme,’ said Mouse, his eyes fierce. His baby sister flinched. To his surprise, a voice suddenly came up from Mouse’s belly, like a fiery serpent, spitting out of his mouth. He might be small, but one day he would be a man, like his dad, except he wouldn’t run away when things got difficult. More than anything else, he wanted to be bigger and a grown-up, and decided now would be a good time to start. ‘Nothing. Father Christmas isn’t real. Christmas isn’t real. It’s all stupid.’

He sat back and folded his arms, ignoring Esme’s wails, Violet’s punches and his mother’s anger from the front of the car.

He didn’t care any more.

Because he finally knew why he didn’t like Christmas. It was like the world outside the windows, which was hidden under layers of snow. Everything looked blank and unreal. No more real, in fact, than the daydreams in which he spent most of his waking hours, living in a pretend world where he was bigger or older.

And daydreams were a complete waste of time, as everyone from his teacher Mr Stanmore to his mother kept telling him. He wasn’t supposed to waste precious school time making stuff up; he was meant to learn actual facts and figures so he could get a proper job when he was older.

But if making stuff up was a waste of time, what was the point of Christmas? Magical stars in the sky, a baby born in a manger, a man who didn’t even exist riding a theoretical sleigh across the sky to not drop presents down your chimney.

Christmas was the biggest annual collection of made-up daydreams in the whole world. You couldn’t touch it, you couldn’t count it, and you certainly couldn’t explain it in a multiple-choice-exam answer.

Which officially, one hundred per cent, made it the most pointless thing ever.
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The Mallorys had left their valley behind, and the car was winding over the ridge of hills that lay between them and their destination. Mouse couldn’t remember when they had last seen another vehicle. Daylight was fading, as the winter sun dwindled to a weak puddle low above the horizon.

The massive sweep of the moors, reduced to huge featureless mounds by the snowfall, seemed to rise up from nowhere – with not a house or any sign of human life in sight. A familiar view now appeared almost unrecognisable. Here and there a solitary sheep raised a woolly snow-capped head in greeting as the car roared past. Everything outside felt very far away and very near at the same time. Mouse reached into the bag at his feet and found Nonky. He hugged him tight.

He could see his mum concentrating hard as she peered over the steering wheel. The snow was coming down really fast. How much longer was it going to last for?

‘I can barely see where I’m going,’ Mrs Mallory muttered to herself. She caught Mouse’s eye in the rear-view mirror, and as if she had read his mind, switched over from the Christmas album to the travel news channel.

‘… The Met Office has issued a severe weather warning for the following areas … Motorists are advised to stay at home unless strictly–’

She hurriedly flicked back to ‘Good King Wenceslas’, gathering his winter fuel. Mouse caught her eye in the mirror and she flashed him a smile. ‘Don’t worry!’ she said. ‘Not far to go now … I think. Let’s have a sing-along to pass the time, shall we?’

‘Gathering winter fyooo-oo-elle!’ Violet and Mouse chorused obligingly, while an inky dusk fell outside, filling in the shadows, widening the cracks and blotting out the light. Darkness changed the shape of things. Trees hidden under blobs of white icing loomed into the headlights like giant snow monsters.

Mouse shivered and stopped singing. None of this looked right.

‘Are we nearly there yet, Mum?’ he asked, not for the first time.

‘It is many leagues hence, my not so noble curious kin,’ said Violet, in her best pirate-queen voice. ‘For this king and queen we seek do live in a castle far and far away. A journey fraught with certain–’

‘Come on, Mouse,’ said Mrs Mallory. ‘You know how far it is. You’ve done this journey plenty of times before. It’s only the weather making it seem different.’

They had, every year since Mouse could remember in fact. It took long enough by car in these conditions, but at least they weren’t walking – which was how they made the journey every summer, with a picnic. The longest walk ever, which always took all day, Esme snug in her papoose, Mouse protesting every step of the way, his parents trying to distract him by pointing out landmarks and making up silly stories about them.

Like the massive forest that Mum tricked them into walking through quickly by pretending it was haunted. Or the old lead-mine flue that Dad stopped them from playing in by claiming it was a well full of monsters, rather than polluted fumes. Each landmark signalled by a cairn – a small pile of stones that travellers before you had built to show the way. Even a tiny church and some cave or other – he had been tricked into walking miles only to find out that these so-called sights were just as boring close up as they were in the distance.

They could make up as many tall tales as they liked. Nothing changed the fact that by car, or by foot, his grandparents lived miles from civilisation. ‘But why do they have to live in the backside of nowhere? They haven’t even got Sky or broadband. It’s like going back to the Middle Ages.’

‘Language! Come on. Why don’t you play with the magic tablet if you’re bored?’

She passed him the battered but glowing screen. Almost immediately he and his sisters became lost in the soft blue glow that lit up their faces, like a magical treasure trove.

Because, Mouse reckoned, an iPad almost was magic, wasn’t it? A spellbinding black mirror that floated in your hands and which, with one swipe, revealed to you the whole world. Pictures from underneath the ocean, videos of the planet from outer space. Every film ever made, every song ever recorded, every game ever designed, every book ever written. He could almost see Mr Stanmore’s point. Who needed to make anything up, when it was all here in your hands, just waiting for you?

It was perhaps, second only to cheese Wotsits, the greatest human invention ever.

A tablet was better than a book, surely? Black words on a white page just didn’t give the same feeling of zooming and swiping and tapping. Things happened constantly, making him feel happy and powerful and strong. And nothing made him feel happier than the app he had just pinged into life.

JUNIOR JOUST.

It arrived with a blast of trumpets, some olde-worlde harp music and a massive horse charging across the screen.

‘Turn it down, please, Mouse. I’m trying to concentrate,’ said his mum.

Mouse wasn’t listening.

He was watching, for the eight-hundredth time, the intro animation – with more music and lots of waving flags and cheering crowds – followed by the actual game where knights his own age fought each other on horseback. Mouse could choose his horse, style of armour, and a lance, broadsword or mace as his weapon.

‘Gimme! Gimme!’ said Esme, wanting to join in, which her brother knew from experience was a bad idea. But he could also feel the warning stares from his mum and older sister. Failing to react to those was an even worse idea. He knew that from very bitter experience.

‘OK, why don’t you help me choose a knight?’ said Mouse reluctantly.

Which was how his knight ended up dressed from head to toe in bright pink armour.

‘Flowa!’ said Esme.

‘Esme!’ said Mouse. ‘He’s a knight, not a flower. And knights don’t wear pink.’

He reclaimed the magic tablet and began to joust with the Pink Knight anyway, but he kept getting knocked off his horse as soon as he got on it. He got hit in the helmet with a mace and suddenly it wasn’t magic any more. It was just stupid animated pixels on a screen with annoying music. He wanted to pick the Pink Knight up by the scruff of his digital armour and yell at him.

But he couldn’t. All he could do was Quit This Game and start another.

Esme started to tug at the iPad. ‘Have go,’ she said.

‘No – this is a grown-up game,’ said Mouse. ‘For grown-ups.’

‘Hardly,’ said Violet, who was now only pretending to read her book. She hated ever having to admit her mum was right, but the words were indeed starting to float across the page and make her feel sick.

‘Mum …’ she started, in a tone of voice that everyone recognised.

Mouse shuffled across the seat from her as far as he could get.

‘Not now, Vi,’ said Mrs Mallory. ‘I did warn you. We’re right on top of the moors. There’s no way I’m stopping here. I can’t even tell where the road starts and the verge ends. What if we go into a ditch?’ Then she glanced at her children’s faces and added brightly, ‘But don’t worry, we won’t! Why don’t we play a car game?’

‘I don’t want to play a game. Feel sick!’ said Violet. She glanced at her face in the window. She had actually gone green. She put a hand to her brow. ‘Really sick,’ she said.

‘I feel sick,’ mimicked Mouse, stabbing crossly at the Pink Knight with his finger. It was lucky computers couldn’t feel things, he thought.

‘Don’t be unkind, Mouse,’ said Mrs Mallory, gripping the steering wheel even tighter. He glanced at her reflection in the mirror. She looked worried. Oh well. Mum often looked worried about nothing.

‘Can I go?’ said Esme again, tugging at the magic tablet again. ‘Can I go?’

Mouse groaned. ‘OK. But just one joust and then I want it back.’

The car began to weave around, on snow that had compacted into slithery ice. It was as if the steering wheel had turned to jelly.

‘Mum!’ groaned Vi.

‘Sorry,’ said Mrs Mallory. ‘It was just a bit of ice. I’ll slow down. Everybody hold on tight!’

Meanwhile, as Esme hogged the iPad, Mouse looked for something else to occupy his attention. He rooted around in the rucksack at his feet and found something hard and plastic.

‘Yesss!’ he said.

Trex was a battery-powered plastic Tyrannosaurus rex. Like a dinosaur crossed with a robot, and what could be cooler? Mouse flicked the switch in Trex’s belly and his long jointed tail snaked from side to side. His tiny claws flexed and his eyes flashed devil red, jaws gaping wide.

‘Roaaar!’ said Mouse, as he thrust the dino-robot towards his sister.

‘What is it with boys and dinosaurs?’ Violet said, grabbing his lightsaber off the floor to fend off the attack. ‘They’re extinct for starters. Maybe with luck boys might go the same way.’

‘Roarr!’ replied Mouse. ‘Girls for lunch!’

‘Actually don’t mention lunch,’ said Vi, as the car weaved again across the icy road. She dropped the lightsaber and put her hands to her mouth, taking long deep breaths.

Spotting the flashing dinosaur, Esme dropped the iPad as if it was on fire. ‘I go!’ she said, reaching out for Trex.

‘Esme!’ Mouse yelled, lifting him out of her reach. ‘Never drop the iPad! You’ll break it.’

‘No fighting!’ snapped Mrs Mallory, hunched over the wheel, peering through the white fog that swirled in the headlights.

But if anyone heard her, they didn’t pay any attention. Esme was too busy lunging for Trex. Mouse was focused on keeping him out of her clutches. Violet was just trying to think of anything that wouldn’t make her sick.

Then several things, none of them good, happened all at once.

Which is how accidents often happen.
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This was the first thing that happened.

Distracted by all the shouting and grabbing going on behind her, Mrs Mallory didn’t notice the orange light flashing on her dashboard, which was the black-ice warning, telling her to slow down even more in case of skidding.

At around the same time, Mouse accidentally jabbed his older sister in the eye with the tail of a plastic T. rex. It wasn’t too serious, but it was just enough to make her lose control of her deep breathing. Which meant that very soon she was going to throw up.

‘Mum! Stop the car, stop the car!’ she cried.

Distracted by Violet, Mouse forgot about Esme. She lunged once more for the flashing toy. He yanked it out of reach again. Only he wasn’t holding Trex as tightly as he thought. The dinosaur soared out of his grip, the first ever flying T. rex in recorded history, sailing right through the gap between the front seats.

The motorised lump of plastic clipped his mum’s hand –

She flinched, letting go of the steering wheel for only a moment –

Esme started to cry, Violet began to be sick, and Trex continued to roar.

Instinctively Mouse unfastened his seat belt to reach between the seats to get his toy back –

‘Mouse!’ yelled his mother. ‘Put your belt back on!’

Which is when the car really began to skid.

Round and round it spun, two thousand kilograms of precision engineering, satellite-navigation system, cake, toys, tablet and human beings, gyrating like a spinning top on a frozen pond. Unlike a toy top though, it didn’t stop skidding after a few seconds. It skidded right across the road, over the snow-concealed verge and straight through the flimsy wire fence.

The car ploughed on through the fence, trailing wires and posts behind it. It really was only a moment, although it felt like an eternity to Mouse. The SUV spun and spun and spun, until finally it stopped – at what looked like the brow of a hill.
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