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For my dear dad, Martin Hankey, who passed away during the writing of this book.


Thank you, Dad, for all your silly songs, funny jokes and crazy stories. We miss you every day.
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I have always wanted to write a book. I write a journal already (this is it) and I like to think that one day someone will find my diary and publish it. Maybe when I am as dead (and famous) as Charles Dickens or Roald Dahl or Astrid Lindgren (if you don’t know who she is, look her up – she is awesome). But I would really like to have something published before I die, so that is why I have decided to write a novel.


I have been a bookworm since probably forever and I think that being a writer must be the best job in the world. I mean, you get PAID for living inside your imagination. What could be better than that?


Trouble is, it turns out that putting your imagination on to the page so that other people can read your brilliant, creative ideas is harder than you might think. I find, for example, that my brain is overflowing with great stories and insightful observations while I am staring out of the bus window on my way home from school. However, as soon as I get home and open a notebook and try to get the ideas down on paper, everything seems to evaporate, and I am left doodling in the margins, or scribbling ‘I CAN’T THINK OF ANYTHING TO WRITE’ over and over again.


I asked Mrs Ball, the school librarian, how I could get over this problem. She said, ‘Write what you know.’ Well, I am only twelve (nearly thirteen), so I haven’t exactly had the most riveting of life experiences from which to draw inspiration for a novel. When I told Mrs Ball this, she smiled and then said, ‘You have to start somewhere, Skye.’


So that is what I am doing: I am going to have a go at writing about My Mortifying Life.


The trouble is, how do you ever know where the true beginning of a story lies?


In my case, for example, do I start with how Aubrey Stevens has been my best friend since we were three? Because without her, none of this would have happened. She and I have been all but surgically conjoined since the minute we set eyes on each other at nursery.


I can clearly remember that day, even though Mum says it’s not possible for me to remember it because I was so small. But I do: Aubrey came toddling over to me while I was playing with one of those shape games where you have to put the cube through the square hole and the pyramid through the triangle hole and so on. I was struggling with the pyramid and Aubrey came right up to me, snatched the shape out of my hand, and stuffed it expertly through the triangle hole. Then she patted me on the head, gave me a slobbery kiss and said, ‘Best fwend.’


At least she started as she meant to go on: telling me what to do and how to do it from day one. You can’t fault her for consistency. She is as consistent in her bossiness as she is consistent in her always-being-there-ness.


I literally do not know what I would do without her. We go everywhere and do everything together. We even have matching friendship bracelets which we made at a holiday club in Year 5 and which we have sworn we will wear until the end of time. (Or until they fray and drop off of their own accord, which will hopefully be when we are too old and wrinkly to care – but I can’t even imagine that.)


Everything about Aubrey is cool. Even her name is cool – way better than mine, but then most names are. I am always telling her that her name is lovely. It makes no difference what I say, though, as Aubrey actually hates it. This just goes to show that people are never happy with what they have.


‘I can’t believe you would want to change your name,’ I tell her.


‘So would you if your name meant “elf ruler”!’ she wails.


She has no idea. I would LOVE it if my dad had chosen my name from the amazing and excellent Lord of the Rings trilogy, instead of from a stupid island in the middle of the freezing ocean.


‘It could have been worse,’ I tell her. ‘They could have chosen Galadriel instead. Or Findis.’


Anyway, back to my life, as that is what I am supposed to be writing about . . .


I was apparently conceived (Hideous Word Alert – and equally Hideous Image Alert) on the Isle of Skye in Scotland. So I ended up with the idiotic name, Skye, which I hate with a passion more dark and more fierce than any you can imagine. Actually I hate it just a little less than my APPALLING surname: Green.


‘What is so appalling about “Green”?’ you may ask.


‘Try saying it after my first name,’ I may reply.


Yup, that’s right, my name is Skye Green. Mum couldn’t even get that right.


So when people (mainly people like Izzy and Livvy – I’ll come to them later) are not calling me ‘Skyscraper’, or asking me if my head is in the clouds, they are saying, ‘Doesn’t the sky look GREEN today? Hahahahaha!’


SO HILARIOUS!


Not.


My little brother got the better name, by the way. He is called Harris, also from a holiday in the Hebrides. I guess Scotland did it for Mum and Dad. (Goodness knows why. The only time I have been there I got bitten to death by midges and it rained all the time.)


I did once moan about my name, and Mum said, ‘Be grateful for small mercies. We could have called you Eigg or Muck.’


So I guess I am stuck with the name until I am legally allowed to change it.


But anyway, back to my story . . .


Maybe I should start it right at the beginning? From when I was a baby?


No, I think not. That would mean I would have to talk about my dad, and seeing as I can’t remember him, there’s no point in starting there.


He died. That’s all you need to know. Don’t ask me any more about it, because there’s not any more to tell. Mum won’t talk about it without blubbing and, like I say, I don’t remember. So. I tend to avoid the subject.


Mmm. OK, I’m just going to go for it. I am going to plunge right in and start this story on a typical day in my mad household. After all, I may as well show you exactly how mortifying my life is.


You literally could not make it up.
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It is the last week of the Easter holidays and I have just about had enough of being at home with my insane excuse for a brother, Harris. At this precise moment in time (i.e. nine o’clock, i.e. breakfast time, seeing as it’s the holidays) he is sitting in the dog’s bed, checking the dog for fleas.


‘Harris, that is gross,’ I mutter, flinging my spoon down with a clatter. ‘How is anyone supposed to eat around here while you’re doing that?’


‘It’s very important to check Pongo for fleas,’ says Harris. ‘Especially when he’s been snuggling up with Gollum.’


Gollum is our cat. I named her when I was going through a major hobbity phase (encouraged by Aubrey’s mum and dad). She hisssssses a lot, so it made ssssenssse, my precioussssssss.


‘Harris, since when has Pongo EVER snuggled up with Gollum?’ I ask.


My cat is not known to snuggle. She’ll share her claws with you, yes. Cuddles? Not so much.


‘What are you two talking about?’


Mum has waltzed into the kitchen. Literally waltzed.


‘Why are you dancing?’ I ask. I take a sip of orange juice and look Mum up and down with narrowed eyes. ‘And what are you wearing?’


Mum twirls around, holding out a purple satin skirt as though she is about to curtsy. ‘You like?’ she says, in a silly high-pitched voice. She is also wearing an exceedingly inappropriate clingy low-cut top, covered in silver sequins.


‘No! I do not “like”,’ I splutter. Some of the orange juice goes up my nose.


Harris laughs.


What is it with Mum’s dress sense lately? She has taken to going into charity shops and coming out with the most ridiculous collection of lacy, sparkly, velvety, frilly numbers. She calls her new wardrobe ‘vintage’. When I told Aubrey that, she laughed and said, ‘ “Vintage” is what old people say when they mean “manky second-hand clothes that other people don’t want any more”.’


So now I am worried that everyone thinks my mum basically gets her clothes from jumble sales.


‘You’re not going out dressed like that, are you?’ I say.


Mum roars with laughter. ‘I should be saying that to you, now that you’re nearly a teenager.’


I flinch. I hate being reminded that I am nearly thirteen. Ever since Aubrey has turned thirteen she has started doing weird things like stuffing tissues down her bra (which she doesn’t even need to wear yet) and talking about boys like they are some fascinating species she has only just discovered, rather than the smelly creeps and lowlifes they actually are.


Mum is still laughing. ‘Your face!’ she says. ‘I’m not that much of an embarrassment, am I?’


Harris leaps up from Pongo’s bed and yells, ‘You’re not embarrassing. You’re beeeeoooootiful!’ and launches himself at Mum’s legs. He rugby-tackles her to the floor and they roll around, shrieking and giggling. Pongo loves any kind of rough and tumble, so he joins in.


‘For goodness sake!’ I shout. ‘You are such losers.’


Mum pushes Harris and Pongo off and says, ‘That’s enough, boys.’


‘Aaaaaoooowwwww,’ Harris whines. ‘But it was fun!’


Mum gets up and gives him one of her indulgent looks as if to say, ‘You are such a naughty cutie-pie’. (She has been known to call him this. I have no idea why. Most of the time he is less of a ‘cutie-pie’ and more of a ‘grubby little worm’, if you ask me).


‘Come on, outside with you,’ says Mum.


Harris huffs and puffs but he takes Pongo into the garden and soon they can be heard shouting and barking at each other and doing what only Harris and Pongo do to have fun (which usually involves mud and mess and general nut-headedness).


Mum is looking at me. Her hair is wild and her eye make-up is smudged. She is still panting slightly from the rough-and-tumble. She looks like Roald Dahl’s character, Mrs Twit (i.e. quite mad).


‘Oh, Skye,’ she says sadly. ‘It wasn’t that long ago that you would have jumped in and joined us. You’re growing up so fast.’


‘Yeah, well, someone’s got to act like a grown-up around here,’ I mutter.


Thing is, I wish it wasn’t me.


‘This’ll cheer you up,’ Mum says, ‘Milly Brockweed tells me that the new people are moving in next door this week.’


‘Oh yes, that has brightened up my day no end,’ I say. ‘Anything to do with Milly Brockweed is bound to be fabulous. Tell me, is it her long-lost son from Australia that she is always banging on about? And will he have a million cats in his house, just like she does?’


Mum sighs. ‘Noooo,’ she says.


Milly Brockweed is our babysitter and a right old curtain-twitching nosey parker. She also has a houseful of cats which I have to feed when she is away. The first time I agreed to do it, she offered to pay me five pounds. I thought she meant ‘five pounds per cat’ so of course I was up for it. Turns out she meant ‘just five pounds’. Even though I went twice a day for a fortnight and had to put out food all over her horrible house (which smells of cat wee). Gollum made me suffer by being extra-scratchy with me during that time. Can’t say I blame her. From her point of view I must have reeked of The Enemy.


‘I wish Mrs Robertson hadn’t had to move,’ I say. Mrs Robertson used to be our babysitter. She lived next door until a few months ago when she had to move into a care home. ‘I miss her so much,’ I say.


‘I know,’ says Mum. She puts her arms around me and gives me a quick squeeze. The sequins on her top squash into my face, so I pull away.


Mum releases me and sighs again. ‘I miss Mrs Robertson too, but it will be nice to have some new neighbours at last. It’s been too quiet with her house standing empty. Maybe they’ll be super-friendly and offer to babysit,’ she adds, smiling. ‘Then I can stop asking Milly.’


‘No one can be as nice as Mrs Robertson,’ I say, staring at the floor.


Harris and I used to go next door after school when Mum was late from work. She always gave us homemade cakes and lemonade and helped us with our homework. It’s because of her that I love reading so much. When she came to babysit in the evenings, she always read to us. I was a slow learner and not that much good at reading at school, but when I was seven Mrs Robertson read The Secret Garden to me and it was like someone had turned on a light bulb in my brain. It is a story about a girl who is sent away to live with a relative she doesn’t know or like. She is full of anger until she makes a friend and finds a secret garden which becomes a special place where she can hide. I haven’t been sent away from my family, but sometimes I wish I had a special place just for me where I can go when I want to be alone. I suppose that’s why I read so much: books are like a secret garden for me.


I asked Mrs Robertson if I could borrow her copy of The Secret Garden, and I ended up reading the rest of it on my own and have been a bookworm ever since.


‘Well, maybe it will be a nice family with kids your age,’ Mum says, breaking into my thoughts. ‘Wouldn’t you like to make some new friends?’


She is still talking about the house next door.


‘New friends?’ I say. ‘I don’t want new friends. Why does everyone think that just because I am nearly thirteen I need to grow up and move on and try new things and – and change everything?’


Mum takes a step towards me, but I back off. I don’t want another faceful of those sequins and Mum’s cleavage.


‘OK,’ says Mum. She looks a bit hurt, but I can’t help that.


I open my mouth to say I am going to my room, when Harris bulldozes through the patio doors, a mud-splattered Pongo hot on his heels.


‘They’re here!’ he is shouting. ‘The new-people-next-door are here!’


And so begins a new and entirely unwanted chapter in the story of My Mortifying Life.
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The rest of the morning has been taken up with Harris doing his best to find out as much as he can about next door without actually leaping over into their garden and inviting himself in to help them unpack.


OK, so I have been snooping too. In fact, I have been watching out of the bathroom window for . . . let’s just say ‘a while’, as my brother bounces on the trampoline to get a view over the fence. I should really have gone out ages ago and told him that it’s easier to see from up here but I can’t be bothered. From my higher vantage-point, I can see everything. Not that it has been that riveting. I have watched as the new neighbours (a man and a boy) told the removal men where to put their garden furniture, and I have seen them bring in two bikes, some tools and a lawnmower. So far, so yawn-making.


I wonder if there is a mum as well. If there is, there’s been no sign of her.


The man looks nice enough. He laughs a lot as he chats to the removal men. He is tall, has very short brown hair and is wearing dark jeans and a checked shirt. He has a beard – not one of those dirty great bushy ones, thank goodness. I wonder what it would be like to have a dad with a beard. Would it tickle or scratch when he kissed you goodnight? (Why does my brain come up with such weird thoughts?)


I have to lean close to the window to get a really good view. The glass kept clouding with my breath to start with, so I had to wipe it with my sleeve. The boy is almost as tall as his dad. They carried a ping-pong table in just now. They certainly have a lot of stuff. Our garden has the trampoline and a shed full of junk, that’s all. We don’t even have a table and chairs.


I haven’t seen the boy’s face properly yet because his straight, black hair falls into his eyes. I wonder how old he is. Well, that has put an end to Mum thinking I would be making a new friend, anyway. There is no way I am making friends with a boy.


Wait a minute: Harris has jumped down from the trampoline and is running inside with an excited grin on his face. I can hear his feet drumming on the stairs. He is probably charging up them two at a time as usual.


I’m going to have to stop: he will tell Mum I was writing in the bathroom and then she will find out about this journal and might even read it. NO!


The door crashes open just as I shove my journal under a pile of towels.


‘Hey, watch it!’ I cry, as my little brother barges past me to the loo. He starts using it with no consideration of the fact that I am still in the room. ‘What are you doing?’


Harris looks at me. ‘Having a wee,’ he says.


‘Well next time, don’t do it in front of me!’ I shout. At least he hasn’t asked me what I am doing in here.


Harris pulls a face. Then he says, ‘Guess what? I have been spying on the neighbours. There is a dad and a boy!’


‘I know that,’ I say.


‘Oh.’ He looks disappointed.


I watch him go to the sink to wash his hands and the expression on his face makes me feel a tiny bit sorry that I have stolen his thunder. ‘So. What exactly have you discovered, Midget Spy 003½ ?’ I say, wiggling my eyebrows.


Harris looks up and giggles as he dries his hands. ‘One of them plays the drums,’ he says. ‘I heard them talking about which room they should put them in.’


‘And this is good news how, exactly?’ I ask, as I follow him out of the bathroom and down the stairs.


‘It’s COOL!’ he says, pounding the air with pretend drumsticks.


‘What’s all the noise?’ says Mum, coming out of the kitchen.


‘Harris is excited cos next door have drums,’ I say. ‘As if that is something to celebrate.’


‘Oh, lovely,’ Mum coos. ‘Someone with a bit of creativity – that will liven up the street.’


‘You won’t be saying that when you can’t sleep because they’re playing the drums all night,’ I say.


‘Well, I think it’s fab,’ says Mum.


I cringe. Why does she have to use words like that?


‘Yeah!’ says Harris, punching the air. ‘Maybe they are rock stars.’ He starts jumping up and down, holding his arms as though he’s got a guitar and begins violently strumming the air.


Mum grabs a hairbrush from the shelf by the stairs. ‘Cos we all just wanna be big rock stars!’ she bellows.


‘Give me strength,’ I say.


‘Well, you had better get used to me dressing up in sequins and sashaying along to groovy tunes,’ Mum says. She puts the hairbrush back and gives a twirl in the jumble-sale (sorry, vintage) satin skirt she showed me the other day.


I stare at her. ‘What?’


Mum beams. ‘While you have been spying on the neighbours, I have been Surfing The Net,’ she says.


Uh-oh. I scrutinize Mum’s face for hints of what to expect next. She is grinning and looking pleased with herself. This does not bode well.


‘Have you been shopping online?’ Harris asks. ‘Oh yay! Have you bought us a new TV?’


Mum ruffles his hair. ‘Sorry, little bean,’ she says. ‘I still haven’t won the lottery, so the answer to that will have to be a big fat no.’ She makes the kind of noise they play on quiz shows to indicate that a contestant has lost: ‘Eeeh-uuuhhh!’


Harris whines. ‘Aaaawwwwooo.’


‘What then?’ I ask. ‘Mu-um! Please don’t tell me you’ve been “liking” Aubrey’s posts again?’


Mum shakes her head and says, ‘No, come into the kitchen and I’ll show you . . .’


‘Oh my goodness!’ I cry. ‘You haven’t gone and posted another embarrassing photo of me as a baby so that all my friends can see? Why do you keep doing these things?’ I drop my head into my hands.


It should be illegal for parents to follow their kids online. Mum is always stalking me and posting stupid comments like, ‘What are you doing on here? Thought you were doing your homework? [image: image]’ When is she going to learn that she is too old for this kind of thing? I can’t stand it when she uses ‘winky face’. ‘Wrinkly face’ would be more appropriate.


‘You are ruining my life,’ I groan.


‘I hate to break it to you, Skye,’ says Mum. ‘I haven’t done any of those things, because – it’s a funny thing, I know – but my life doesn’t revolve one hundred and ten per cent around you. In fact,’ she says, her eyes glinting, ‘for one night a week from now on, it is going to revolve around me. Which is what I was about to explain until you got all stressy on me.’


I groan. ‘Don’t say “stressy”. No one says “stressy”.’


Mum ignores me. ‘Come on, I want to show you the website,’ she says, beckoning me and Harris into the kitchen.


‘But I want to go back outside and spy on the neighbours,’ says Harris.


‘You won’t have to spy on them for long,’ Mum says over her shoulder. ‘I’m going to invite them round once they’ve had a chance to settle in.’


‘And once you’ve had a chance to change your clothes, I hope,’ I mutter.


If Mum hears me, she doesn’t react. ‘So . . .’ She goes over to the kitchen table where her laptop is open. ‘I have been thinking for a while about getting a new hobby. I was having a look at evening classes—’


‘Not this again!’ I say. ‘The last time you did this we had to listen to you practising Italian all hours of the day and night. And you set the satnav to Italian – you nearly crashed the car when you went straight on instead of turning right and ended up on the pavement outside the cinema.’


Mum laughs. ‘Oh yes, I’d forgotten about that. Che scherzo!’ she adds in a sing-song accent.


‘Well I haven’t forgotten,’ I say. ‘Livvy and Izzy were waiting outside and you almost mowed them down. They have never let me forget it.’


Livvy and Izzy are twins in my year and they are the most evil people I have ever met. Their surname is Vorderman, so Aubrey and I call them the Voldemort Twins, or the VTs for short. They take great delight in the misfortune of others. Particularly in mine.


Mum is rolling her eyes. ‘You need to chillax a bit more, Skye,’ she says.


‘How can I “chillax” and “stop being stressy” when you insist on saying things like “chillax” and “stop being stressy”?’ I say. ‘Don’t forget the time you joined that drawing class and our house was covered in sketches of ugly naked people.’


‘That was Art,’ Mum says. ‘It was a serious life-drawing class where I learned important skills.’


‘All those bottoms were very funny,’ says Harris, snorting with laughter. He wiggles his own (thankfully not naked) bottom to make a point.


‘ANYWAY,’ I cut in, before Mum starts going on about the natural beauty of the human body. ‘Are you going to tell us what crazy idea you have had for a hobby this time?’


Mum smiles. ‘It was this lovely new outfit that gave me the idea,’ she said, twirling around.


‘Why do you keep doing that?’ I ask.


‘Because,’ she says, curtsying, ‘I am going to join a ballroom-dancing class.’ She flings her arm out and gestures to the laptop with a flourish.


There on the screen is a site for a class in the town hall. I read it out loud.


‘“Tuesday evenings, seven till nine. Learn to dance together. HAVE FUN! BE STYLISH! GET FIT! Follow in the footsteps of our professionals and you’ll soon be tangoing your toes off and waltzing your way to weight-loss!” ’


Oh. My. Actual. Life.


Mum has grabbed Harris by the hand and is holding his arm high, spinning him round as though he is a ballerina.


‘This is fun. Can I come dancing with you?’ Harris says, his eyes shining.


‘No, sausage. It’s an evening class for grown-ups,’ Mum says. She lets Harris go and he makes a big deal out of feeling dizzy, staggering around the kitchen and ending up on top of Pongo, who is snoozing in his basket in a patch of sunlight. (Harris likes joining Pongo in his basket. He does it a lot. That’s how weird he is.) Pongo takes this intrusion as a cue for a game: soon the two of them are chasing each other and running rings around the table, knocking the chairs flying as they rocket past.


I feel my stomach go cold as I realize what day it is. ‘Tuesday? Did it say Tuesday?’ I turn my back on Harris and Pongo and confront Mum. ‘It’s Tuesday today. You’re not going tonight, are you? You can’t.’


‘Why not?’ she says.


‘Er, well . . .’ I grasp at the first reason that comes to mind. ‘School starts tomorrow,’ I say.


‘Not for me!’ says Mum.


‘OK, but you should be here for us the night before school starts!’ I say.


Mum’s face falls. She looks a bit like Pongo when he’s been told off for chewing something he shouldn’t have. ‘I guess so,’ she says. ‘But I won’t be late. I can’t miss the first class, Skye.’


For one tiny second I feel my heart go melty at Mum’s wounded-puppy face, but then my brain is flooded with images of her doing the foxtrot in spandex and the rumba in sequins – all with other people her age, who no doubt also love spandex and sequins – and all my meltiness hardens into a hot knot of rage.


‘You so can miss the first class,’ I say. ‘In fact, you can miss the second and the third and every single one after that!’


Mum looks shocked. ‘What has got into you, Skye? What earthly reason have you got for demanding that I give up on this idea? How does it affect you in any way?’


‘I’ll tell you how,’ I say. ‘Number one, because it is hideously embarrassing, and number two, because it is the last night of the holidays and there is no way I am putting up with Milly Bad-Breath Brockweed coming round and “babysitting” and telling me I can’t watch what I want on TV and that I have to go to bed early.’
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