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I am not looking forward to my birthday.


I know that probably sounds insane. I mean, who doesn’t look forward to a birthday? Answer: people who have a mortifying family like mine. Actually, I don’t know anyone else in the entire universe whose family is as mortifying as mine. That is why the only place I can admit to not looking forward to my birthday is right here, in my journal. If I said the reasons out loud, no one would understand.


Here they are:


Firstly, I am going to be thirteen, which means, as my mother and little brother are fond of reminding me every five minutes, I am going to be a TEENAGER. From what I have seen, turning teen is not something to which any sensible person would aspire. My best friend Aubrey, for example, went through a very strange episode shortly after she turned thirteen. She became obsessed with boys and painting her toes nuclear-reactive neon colours and hanging out with people she had suddenly decided were cool. The main obsession in the boy department turned out to be Finn Parker, who just happens to be my next-door neighbour, and whose dad, Rob, just happens to be dating my mum. Yes, HIDEOUS FACT: just to pile on the mortification to my ever-more mortifying life – MY MUM IS DATING THE MAN NEXT DOOR.


Aubrey almost broke our friendship for good last term over all her teen-tastic try-hard behaviour. This was mainly because of her frankly baffling new choice of friends – in other words the toxic twins, Izzy and Livvy Vorderman (aka the Voldemort Twins, owing to their general evilness, aka the VTs for short).


Luckily, though, I can report that all that is in the past and Aubrey and I are best friends again.


Unluckily Aubrey has been away THE WHOLE summer, so I have had no one to talk to about my fears of turning teen, and she is not here to help me get through the trauma of my birthday, which is apparently going to involve going out for ‘a nice family meal’. Without my best friend. Just me, my embarrassing mother and little brother. And Rob. And Finn.


HOW IS THIS IN ANY WAY ‘A NICE FAMILY MEAL’?!


For a start, Rob and Finn are not ‘family’.


And for a finish, there is nothing ‘nice’ about my actual family.


Mum ‘can’t understand why I am being so grumpy’. She has a point. After all, we are going to my favourite pizza place and Rob is paying, which is very kind of him. It’s not that I have a problem with Rob himself. I have even (sort of) got used to the fact that Mum has a boyfriend. (Although I can’t say that out loud – Rob is a man and he has a beard – there is nothing ‘boy’ about him. Calling him ‘Mum’s boyfriend’ is just WRONG on so many levels!) I have also (kind-of-sort-of) got used to them kissing IN FRONT OF ME. (‘Hashtag GROSS!’ as Aubrey might say.)


Plus, I would never say this out loud, but I have actually come to the conclusion that Mum is a lot happier and a much nicer mum now that Rob is in her life.


So the problem is not really Rob.


The problem is that Mum wants us to ‘bond’ and keeps using the word ‘family’ in inappropriate contexts, such as in the question, ‘Wouldn’t it be nice to go out AS A FAMILY for your birthday?’


To which the answer is: NO, IT WOULD NOT.


Hasn’t she read any fairy tales? Doesn’t she know that bringing families together and making perfect strangers accept one another as brothers and sisters is always a recipe for disaster?


Because Finn being my brother would definitely be that.


The trouble is, Harris thinks Finn Parker is big brotherly perfection itself.


I just wish Aubrey was here. How am I going to survive this without her?
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‘Here we are, guys!’ Rob says. ‘Mama Mia’s. The best pizza place in the solar system, according to one reviewer.’


‘They might be overdoing it slightly,’ Finn mutters.


‘Yeah, coz like I bet there are AMAZING pizza places on Jupiter!’ says Harris, punching the air.


Rob laughs. ‘I think Finn meant there just might be better places in Italy?’


Mum grabs Harris and tickles him until he squeals like a piglet. ‘What do aliens on Jupiter eat, little bean?’


‘Irritating small boys, deep fried in hot oil, I hope,’ I say under my breath.


Not for the first time, I wish I had been able to go away with Aubrey. She and her family (as in proper, real family) have gone to New Zealand for the whole summer to have the Lord of the Rings ‘experience’. They are going to a ‘live action battle with real Orcs and everything’ today, according to her last text.


When I mentioned this in the car earlier this evening, Finn snorted and said it just went to show what a weirdo my best friend was. I managed to hold back from saying he would know what a weirdo was seeing as he was the biggest one in the history of the entire human race. Surely anyone can see that going for a tour of Middle-earth is the coolest thing ever? It’s a lot more exciting than spending your summer listening to Finn practise the drums and ‘sharing’ the sofa and remote with him and Harris. (Although, to be fair, the drumming at least sounds more like music now and less like a box of badgers attempting to fight their way out.)


We enter the restaurant and wait while Rob explains that we have a reservation. I scan the room for any sign of someone I might know. Like I say, I am fine with Mum and Rob seeing each other, but I would rather not bump into anyone from school. It’s just too embarrassing to have to publicly acknowledge that my mum is dating Finn’s dad. Plus, what if they kiss and someone from school sees? I would literally die.


I glance at Finn. He is pulling his floppy fringe down over his face and looking shifty. I guess he’s not that relaxed about us going out ‘as a family’ either.


A waiter takes us to our table. Luckily I do not spot anyone I know. The VTs would be the worst. They too have a crush on Finn, plus they are well known for snapping away and posting photos of their whole lives online. It would be just like them to post a photo of us all together with some snidey comment. They did get into trouble for doing this last term, but I do not trust them to have learned their lesson. They could easily post a picture online of Mum and Rob, for example. They only promised not to do this of people at school, e.g. me.


We sit down – Mum and Rob next to each other on a bench, Harris on the end, and Finn and me next to each other (worst luck) – and the waiter gives us menus and takes our drinks order.


‘You can choose whatever you like, Skye,’ Rob says. ‘I want you to have a great time this evening. It’s a big deal, turning thirteen.’


‘Teenager! Teenager!’ Harris chants.


‘Shut up, squirt,’ I mutter.


Finn lets out one of his trademark sniggers.


‘Skye likes lemonade but it makes her burp!’ Harris shouts, and then laughs so hard that snot comes out of his nose.


Kill. Me. Now.


‘Boys . . .’ Mum says, rolling her eyes in mock impatience.


This has been her mantra all holiday. When Harris and Finn were racing through the house having a nerf-gun battle and hitting me between the eyes, giving me a nasty bruise, it was ‘Boys . . .’ and that eye-roll. When Finn and Harris put milk in the juice carton and juice in the milk carton so that I poured orange juice all over my cereal at breakfast, it was ‘Boys . . .’ and the eye-roll again. Basically, whenever they do anything irritating or stupid or horrible they get Mum shaking her head in a ‘you’re so funny’ kind of way. But if I do anything at all out of line, such as leaving the butter dish uncovered so that my cat Gollum eats all the butter and is then sick, I get a full-on lecture. (OK, so Pongo the dog did eat the sick and was then sick himself in Mum’s favourite pair of DMs – the bubblegum-pink ones – but how is that my fault?)


I decide to concentrate on which pizza I am going to order. The best way to enjoy my birthday is to ignore Finn and Harris, I reckon. I begin reading through the list of pizzas even though I know I will probably go for the one I always choose: ham and cheese and olives with extra chunks of pineapple.


‘Skye?’ Mum is saying, waving a hand in front of my face. ‘Earth calling Skye?’


‘Excellent!’ says Finn. ‘I am so going to use that one. “Earth calling Skye”,’ he repeats.


Harris whoops with laughter too and chants, ‘Earth calling Skye! Earth calling Skye!’


I lower my menu and glower at him.


‘Come on, Skye,’ says Mum, ‘we are all waiting for you to choose. We want to give you your presents.’


‘Er, it’s OK,’ I say. ‘I’d rather open them at home later. It’s a bit public here.’


I have had some pretty bad presents from Mum in the past, so I really could do without having to act all polite and happy in front of Finn and Rob when Mum goes and gives me a Hello Kitty pencil case. Or worse.


‘Don’t worry, I haven’t got you anything embarrassing!’ Mum coos, reading my awkwardness and exposing it for all to see.


‘Not like last year when you gave Skye some pants with Minions on!’ Harris says, a little too loudly.


The family on the next table pop their heads up like a bunch of meerkats, and Finn’s usual snigger erupts into a full-blown gale of laughter.


Mum reaches across Rob and puts her hand on Harris’s arm. ‘Don’t, Harris,’ she says.


The waiter comes back to take our orders and, guess what, I do choose my usual. The conversation turns to what a lovely summer it has been and how great it is that we have spent so much time together.


I let most of it drift over my head. I am thinking about Aubrey and whether or not she has remembered my birthday. It has been too difficult to communicate with her while she is away. Her parents won’t let her text me because they say it is too expensive. We can message each other when she is in her hotel room where there is Wi-Fi, but because of the time difference between here and New Zealand our conversations are disjointed: I can only reply when it is her night-time, and vice versa. So when I messaged the other day to say:




Can’t believe it – Finn and Rob here AGAIN. Rob cooking dinner. Mum in über-loved-up-mode. SAVE ME. [image: image]





I had to wait almost twenty-four hours before a message pinged up saying:




OMG. That is totally a crime against fashion. [image: image]





Which of course made no sense at all until I scrolled back to find she must have replied to an earlier message that I’d sent about what Mum had chosen to wear that day.


It was like a game of ‘Answer the Question Before Last’. (There is a clip on YouTube of someone doing this as if they are on the TV quiz show Mastermind. It is worth watching, as it is very funny. It is, however, not so funny in real life when you are trying to ask your best friend for advice and sympathy.)


Mum is reaching down under the table. She brings up a package wrapped in shiny paper and tied with a large purple ribbon. She pushes it across the table towards me.


‘Happy birthday, lovely daughter,’ says Mum.


‘Thanks,’ I say, smiling. I kind of want to add ‘lovely Mum’, but I can’t quite bring myself to say that. Especially not in front of Finn.


‘And Finn and I got you this,’ Rob says. He looks shy as he offers another package up from under the table.


I dread to think what Finn might have got me. A whoopee cushion or a fake dog poo? Mind you, if Rob was involved it might be an OK present.


I open Mum’s gift first. It is a beautiful leather-bound notebook with a metal clasp, lock and key and a pencil, which slots into a band of leather on the side.


Rob’s is an amazing hardcover copy of Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone in a fancy kind of box that you slide the book in and out of. The book looks old-fashioned with the words stamped in gold straight on to the cover. It feels and smells like the book itself is magical. (Of course, in many ways it is – after all, J. K. Rowling did say, ‘I do believe something very magical can happen when you read a good book.’ I couldn’t agree more.)


Harris then proudly gives me a picture he has drawn of me reading, sitting on my windowsill, which is my favourite place to sit.


I am overwhelmed by how thoughtful everyone has been. Especially Rob. I also feel ashamed of myself for being so grumpy about going out together.


‘Thank you so much,’ I manage.


How come when I am writing I can think of the words to express how I feel, but when I am faced with trying to speak those words, they just don’t come? I would like to say how surprised I am by Rob’s choice of present; I would like to ask Finn if he had a hand in it – he is looking unusually happy and not sneering at me for once. Or did Mum put them up to this to try and get me on side? I watch her look at Rob and see him take her hand and squeeze it. I realize that she must have told him what I would like. Has he done this to bribe me?


The pizzas arrive and we tuck in. I am locked in my own thoughts and am not paying much attention to the conversation around me. This happens a lot to me. I get lost in what is going on inside my head, like I am in a dream, then someone says something to me and I snap out of it and realize I have no idea what they have just said. Mum says it is not nice when I am like this. She calls me ‘sullen’ and nags me to ‘cheer up’. But it’s not that I am being moody. I just don’t always want to join in with the mindless chit-chat when I’ve got more important things to think about.


I am vaguely aware that the conversation has turned to what we are going to do before the end of the holiday. So far, so boring. Doesn’t sound as though I have missed much.


Then Harris suddenly cries out, ‘I don’t want the holidays to end.’ Everyone stops talking and we look at him. His face has collapsed. ‘I like us being all together,’ he says, throwing himself against Mum and hiding his face in her side.


Mum hugs him to her. ‘Little bean,’ she says, glancing at Rob questioningly.


Rob gives a tiny nod.


‘We have had a lovely time, haven’t we?’ says Mum. She pushes Harris back into his seat and holds his face in her hands.


‘Yes,’ says Harris softly. ‘I like Finn coming round every day. And I like going to his house too.’


‘Yeah, it’s been cool,’ says Finn.


Yeah, right. So cool. NOT.


‘It’s been really nice being able to take some time off work. I’ve loved spending quality time together,’ says Rob.


‘Yes,’ says Mum, her voice a little too high.


Harris jumps up in his chair. ‘I LOVE you, Rob and Finn,’ he cries, diving into Rob’s lap. He throws his arms around Rob’s neck and kisses him hard on the cheek.


Good grief. What a drama queen.


Rob blushes. ‘Wow,’ he says.


Mum grabs his hand and squeezes it, and Harris snuggles down happily on the bench between the two of them.


Finn looks down at his lap. It’s as if he’s reading all these actions and knows they mean something. Something I have no idea about.


I glance back at Mum, Rob and Harris. They all have insane smiles on their faces. No one says anything.


OK. This is awkward. Not to mention unsettling. Why do I feel as if I’m about to be told something I don’t want to hear?


I take a long drink of my lemonade so that I don’t have to look at anyone.


‘Maybe this isn’t the time . . . I don’t know . . . The thing is,’ Rob begins, ‘Hellie and I have been – talking.’ Then he stops.


I put my glass down and see that Mum is chewing her bottom lip and playing with the stem of her wine glass.


‘What about?’ says Finn, his voice gruff.


My chest is tight. Harris is probably right: I will now burp or get hiccups from gulping the lemonade. I might be having a panic attack, actually.


‘And we wanted to talk to you.’ Mum takes a deep breath, then babbles, ‘Aboutusmovingintogether.’


WHAT?


Then I really do burp. Loudly.


‘Skye!’ Mum exclaims.


‘Not quite the reaction I was hoping for,’ Rob jokes.


Harris is writhing and gasping with laughter, and the table next to us is joining in. I want to shoot under the table, but I can’t. Mind you, Mum has just dropped a bomb so big that under the table might be the safest place to be all round.


I open my mouth to ask Mum to repeat her announcement more slowly, but it’s too late. Finn, Harris, Rob and Mum have already started talking all at once. In any case, I seem to have lost the power of speech altogether. I hear the others talking, but it is as if I am watching events through a sheet of glass. It is like one of those nightmares where you can hear and see everyone, but you cannot make yourself seen or heard to anyone else. At least everyone has forgotten about my monster burp.


‘YAY! Does this mean we are going to be a real big family?’


‘When did you decide this?’


‘Finn is going to be my big brother!’


‘Darling, stop bouncing. Go back to your seat. There are a lot of things to discuss.’


‘We haven’t exactly decided, Finn. We just thought it was time we brought up the subject.’


Eventually I manage to open my mouth and blurt out, ‘Well, thanks for the public announcement. And on my birthday, too. How considerate.’


And just like that, the glass shatters and everyone stops talking and turns to look at me.


‘Oh, Skye.’ Mum looks at me with a pained expression. ‘We thought about telling you separately – I was going to say something earlier today – but then we thought it would be better if you were together so that one of you didn’t hear it before the other. And we’ve had such a lovely summer together. Haven’t we? We hoped you would be happy. That we could make this evening a double celebration.’


We. We, we, we. WE!


That word used to mean me, Mum and Harris.


Mum leans across the table to try to take one of my hands, but I pull away and sit on them, pressing down hard. I feel so numb inside, I want to make my hands hurt so that I know I am actually really here, hearing all this.


Rob coughs and looks awkward. ‘What about you, Finn. What do you think?’


Finn shrugs and the corners of his mouth turn down in a ‘couldn’t care less’ expression. ‘It’s cool,’ he says. ‘I like Hellie. You like Hellie. We all like Hellie. I don’t mind if she moves in with us.’


‘And me!’ says Harris. ‘I can come too, can’t I? You’re not leaving us, are you, Mum?’


Mum laughs, but her eyes are filling up. ‘Of course I’m not! And anyway, who said anything about me moving into your house?’ she says, to Rob. She is making an effort to keep her voice light, I can tell.


‘Well, we’re not moving into yours!’ Finn says. He suddenly sounds a lot less nonchalant.


The numbness in my head melts away: I am starting to feel something now, all right. ‘Yeah, well we’re not moving into yours!’ I shout, pushing back my chair.


‘Skye, sit down,’ Mum hisses. ‘People are staring at us.’


‘They have been staring at us all evening,’ I snap. ‘Ever since Harris announced to the world that I burp when I drink lemonade and I have Minion underpants.’


‘Well, you did burp,’ says Harris. ‘And you still have the pants. I saw them on the washing line this morning.’


‘Shut UP! This is supposed to be my birthday treat!’ Oh great, the tears are welling up now. ‘I want to go home. I’m going to get the bus.’


‘Skye—!’


‘Let her go,’ Rob says quietly.


I turn to make a dramatic exit – and come face-to-face with a woman who is walking towards us with a huge birthday cake, covered in candles and indoor fireworks. There is a cheer from behind me. The woman beams and says, ‘Happy Birthday, Skye!’


And then the whole room explodes into a tuneless rendition of ‘Happy Birthday’.


Literally, a roomful of strangers is singing ‘Happy Birthday’ to me.


Just when I wanted to be at my most invisible.


Not only do I wish it wasn’t my birthday.


I wish I had never been born.
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We are silent on the way home. Or at least, Mum, Rob and I are. Finn and Harris are having a tickle fight and thinking of all the words that rhyme with ‘bum’ and ‘poo’. So mature. NOT. If only Aubrey could see Finn like this, she would be mortified that she had ever crushed on him. He is really only an eight-year-old in a fourteen-(nearly fifteen)-year-old’s clothes.


Thinking of Aubrey makes me want to talk to her even more than ever. I need to let her know about this cataclysmic announcement of Rob and Mum’s as soon as possible. I have literally no one else to confide in. I decide to message her about the whole evening, even though I know she will not be able to reply for hours.


Then, freakily, as I am typing, I get an alert to say that Aubrey has messaged me. I open it and it reads:




Totally awesome! I love it when that happens. [image: image]





Which is not appropriate at all, seeing as I am in the middle of messaging to tell her about Mum and Rob’s totally UN-awesome announcement and the way in which they delivered it. ON MY BIRTHDAY.


Oh, no. Mum is leaning round from the front passenger seat and tapping me on the knee. She is saying, ‘Skye, Skye!’ in an urgent whisper. What now?


‘Skye!’


‘Yes?’


‘Do you think you could please stop texting and say something?’


‘I’m not texting,’ I say.


‘Whatever,’ says Mum.


I roll my eyes. I hate it when Mum says ‘whatever’, like she thinks she is being cool.


‘Skye! Please?’


‘What?’


Mum frowns and whispers, ‘Say something to Rob,’ gesturing to him with her head. ‘He put a lot of effort into this evening. How was I to know that it was going to be so awful for you to have everyone sing you “Happy Birthday”? You have never minded before.’


I slide down in my seat, fold my arms and stare out of the window. Of course she should have known. And if she thinks that is the only thing I have a problem with right now—


‘Skye! I am talking to you!’


‘Hellie,’ Rob says in a low voice.


‘No, Rob. I am not going to let her get away with this. You planned a lovely evening, just for her. I can’t understand why she is being so sullen.’


Here we go.


‘Oh, really?’ I snap my head back to face her. ‘You can’t see what is wrong with having a load of strangers stare at you and sing “Happy Birthday”? Couldn’t you see they were all laughing? They were probably thinking, “What kind of a freakoid family is that!” And we’re not even a proper family!’


Mum gasps and puts a hand up to her cheek as though I have slapped her.


I immediately want to take back what I have just said. Mum looks so upset. I open my mouth to say sorry, but she has already turned her back on me. I catch sight of Rob looking at me in the rear-view mirror. He raises his eyebrows. What is that supposed to mean?


‘Why did you have to say that?’ says Harris. ‘We were having fun.’


Finn bends forward to give me a sour look, too. ‘Yeah, you always have to ruin everyone’s fun, don’t you, Skye?’


‘Boys . . .’ says Rob.


Harris sticks his tongue out at me, and Finn turns away and puts his headphones on.


Great. So now I am Public Enemy Number One. On my birthday.


I feel tears roaring up inside me along with a tidal wave of anger. This. Is. Not. My. Fault.


We are turning into our road now. I can’t wait to get home. I want to get out of the car right now and hurl myself through our front door and up the stairs and into my room and under my duvet.


While it still is ‘our’ front door and ‘my’ room, that is.


I still can’t believe Mum and Rob have seriously decided that we should live together. They have obviously made up their minds, so there is no point in trying to talk them out of it. They want to be together. I can’t insist on us staying in our house, I know that. This is what I hate about being a child. We are powerless. And yet I don’t really want to be a grown-up either. Unless I could jump straight from being like I am now to being a sophisticated grown-up who can run her own life and leave home so I don’t have to share it with Finn Parker.


Oh, flip – I don’t know what I want, other than for everything to be how it was before our old neighbour Mrs Robertson sold her house to Rob and Finn and moved into a care home. I would give anything – even my signed copy of Starring Tracy Beaker, which I won in a writing competition in Year 5 – to go back in time to before this most recent appalling chapter in my mortifying life began.


I seriously hope Mum is not thinking of us moving into Rob’s house. He has changed it so much since Mrs Robertson lived there – I hate it. Last time we went round, Rob had ripped out all the bookcases. I couldn’t believe that. He is in the building trade and says he is going to ‘improve’ the house, which in my opinion is a euphemism for ‘making a huge mess of everything’.

OEBPS/html/docimages/chap1.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/chap2.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/page93_1.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/page9.jpg
Tke £\
% 'er
f‘\z o
'@1
uf' S
hye €
e
1

I
art JKH% \
%





OEBPS/html/docimages/title.jpg
THE

FAMILY
FIASCO

)

Tllustrated

Y
Nicola Kinnear

MACMILLAN CHILDREN’S BOOKS





OEBPS/html/docimages/page18.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/page7.jpg
MORTALLY
° MORTIFIED

< MEGA
MORTIFIED

MODERATELY
MORTIFIED

MILDLY
“NMORTIFIED

"« MINIMALLY
MORTIFIED






OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
‘r

lans 4]" TJ‘ILL"}L';—;U/'/LL‘ L\)LLSW\, and (,HH-} Cu;ji«,’.y

Sk _
will Love this’ Yunday Express
J j

(“\‘JL/\/;J Lbj;‘,}

] -
movrud





OEBPS/html/docimages/page27.jpg





