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To my mother, who always looks on the bright side
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These are just some of the things I’m afraid of.

1.  Climate change.

2.  World War Three.

3.  Terrorist attacks.

4.  Getting cancer and dying.

5.  Getting cancer and dying without ever falling in love. I’m pretty sure that if I get cancer, there won’t be a gorgeous guy with one leg in my support group.

6.  My hair getting caught in a bus or car door and strangling me.

7.  Being kidnapped and murdered by a serial killer and buried in someone’s back garden.

8.  Failing all my A levels. Or doing badly and it all goes wrong from there and I can’t get a job and have to live at home for ever – wherever home is.

9.  Civilisation breaking down and me dying because I don’t know the right berries to eat.

10. Zombies. Obviously they don’t exist, but still.

11. Skiing and other dangerous sports.

12. Urban foxes. They know how to get inside houses, and there was one on the news that mugged a man for his quiche.

13. My parents getting divorced and Mum remarrying.

14. Mum marrying a man who makes us go skiing with his twins.

So far only 13 and 14 have actually happened.


[image: img] 2 [image: img]

I wish I was, literally, anywhere but here.

OK, I take that back. That’s a misuse of the word ‘literally’. I wouldn’t want to be living in a post-apocalyptic wasteland. But at least there I’d be forced to grow up quickly and I’d be a free agent instead of being strapped into the back seat of a rented Mercedes on a motorway in Austria, between two eight-year-old boys.

‘Everyone OK in the back?’ Mum asks, turning her head round to beam at us. That’s typical of my mum: she makes unpopular decisions and then wants reassurance that they’re fine. Such as asking me to be a flower girl at her wedding to Ed. Whoever heard of a seventeen-year-old flower girl?

‘Juno? All OK?’

I have to clear my throat because it’s so long since I said anything. I’m about to say, ‘I’m fine,’ when Ed starts, ‘Simon? Simon? OK yeah, I can hear you. So what did Boots say?’

Mum is still looking at me: in response I widen my eyes, point to Ed with my chin and flatten myself against the back seat, clinging to my seat belt. Mum widens her eyes back at me, and turns round again. I don’t need to say anything; she knows how I feel about people who talk on the phone while driving. Even if it is hands-free.

I’m not paranoid: I’m safety-conscious. In a cinema, I always try to sit near the fire exits, and I also check for the best escape route in case there’s a hostage-type situation. I wear natural fibres on a plane, as synthetic clothes cause the worst burns if it crashes. I also concentrate as hard as I can during the flight, to help the plane stay in the air, and if I can afford it I buy a bottle of perfume before boarding, because obviously we’re less likely to crash if I’ve just spent twenty-five pounds on perfume. The one I got at Heathrow was Chance – which now strikes me as a bit ominous. Chance is not my favourite thing in the world. If they made a perfume called Security or Certainty, now, I would definitely wear that. I’d spray it all over.

Thankfully, Ed finishes his call without the car crashing. This time, anyway.

‘OK back there, boys?’ he asks over his shoulder.

Henry and Josh don’t reply; they’re plugged into their iPads, pinging and killing things on their screens. They each have an iPad and they’re eight. It’s insane. If only my phone hadn’t treacherously died on the plane, I would be listening to one of my audiobooks right now, instead of staring out at this unending string of chalets, hotels and snowy, darkening fields. We keep passing red LED signs with mysterious maps and numbers. I’d like to know what they are, but I can’t ask Ed, because although he’s officially my stepfather, he still feels like a stranger.

‘What are all those numbers, Ed?’ Mum asks. It’s spooky how sometimes our thoughts run along the exact same wavelength. At other times, it’s like she’s from a galaxy far, far away.

‘They show which runs are open and the snow depths at the top. So that run, near St Anton, has a hundred and fifty centimetres of snow at the top.’

‘Fantastic!’ says Mum in an experienced tone, as if she’s been skiing every winter all her life.

Ed laughs. ‘Not really, Siobhan. It’s pretty average. But I’m glad you’re excited.’

This is one of the things I don’t like about him. Any time Mum says something ditsy, he laughs as if he finds that cute – as if he likes her being dumber than him. Which she’s not. Her only problem is that she’s too adaptable. She’s like a chameleon. For example, whenever she’s with other Irish people she starts sounding way more Irish, which makes me want to die inside. And now she’s married Ed, she’s reinventing us as this sporty family that go skiing together at Easter.

But I don’t want to be angry at Mum. Because she’s the only person in the car who actually wants me on this trip.

‘No, Ed. She’s too young,’ I heard her say, one night in February when I’d come home from seeing a film with Emma.

I froze in the hallway, not wanting to eavesdrop but also wanting to know what exactly I was too young for. An arranged marriage? Being sent away to a Swiss finishing school? Actually I secretly like the idea of finishing school. In my head, it’s like The Sound of Music, which is one of my favourite films – except without the Nazis.

My ex, Jack, also loves The Sound of Music, which in retrospect should have been a clue that we weren’t meant to be. The signs were all there, but I don’t think I twigged until the night he stayed over at my place while Mum was away. I was all set for a romantic evening in front of the fire but it petered out after a few kisses. Then the next morning I heard him singing ‘Let It Go’ in the shower and things sort of … clicked.

‘I don’t think it’s too young,’ Ed said. There was a pause, and then he continued, ‘But it’s up to you of course.’

‘It’s just, I know Juno: she says she’ll be fine but she’d be terrified alone in the house for a week. And … I think it’s important we do something as a family?’ There was a question in her voice that broke my heart, and I was almost glad for her when he said, ‘Sure.’ But he didn’t sound as if he meant it. Then she went on, ‘Is it the money? I can contribute …’

‘No, no. Don’t worry about that side of it.’ Another pause. ‘Though it is a lot to shell out if she won’t enjoy it.’

‘You don’t know that,’ said Mum, sounding hurt.

‘I know, babe. I’m sorry. Come here.’ And then there was a noise that was ten times worse than the previous argument and made me tiptoe outside and walk round the block and come home again, this time giving them plenty of warning with slamming doors and jangling keys.

What I should have done was burst in and say that of course seventeen was old enough to stay home alone, if that was what Ed wanted. I mean, what’s more frightening: staying home alone and getting some study done, or going on a holiday where I could genuinely end up breaking my neck and living out the rest of my days on a life-support machine? But when I suggested as much to Mum the next day I got one of her rare but genuine ‘no’s. So, I’m going skiing. And yes, I am going to try to enjoy it, instead of giving Ed another reason to think of me as an ungrateful brat.

Ed is one of the founders of a very, very famous smoothie empire. When he married Mum, my best friend Emma (who always looks on the bright side) said, ‘You can have free smoothies every day!’ I hate smoothies. Ed makes one every morning, and the noise of it is ear-splitting; the first time I heard it I thought the house was falling down. He also works from home twice a week and leaves Sky News running in the background all day. Believe me, the endless footage of war and terrorism is not relaxing.

I look at Mum in the front seat, where she’s playing Candy Crush. Whenever I play games like that she sighs and talks about it rewiring my brain and giving me ADHD. I suppose she’s only playing it because she can’t read in the car. She’s an obsessive reader, like me.

That’s why I can’t understand what she sees in someone like Ed. My dad teaches philosophy at Birkbeck College, and he’s brilliant and witty and kind. Everyone loves him; he has six hundred friends on Facebook. He wears glasses, cardigans and cords, and he looks like a sort of handsome, balding Humpty Dumpty.

Ed, on the other hand, wears Ralph Lauren and Penguin polo shirts, Diesel jeans and Nike trainers, listens to cooler music than I do, and rides a Vespa scooter. Which is another fear to add to my list: that Mum will be killed while riding on Ed’s scooter. He also owns – believe it or not – a skateboard. If there’s anything creepier than a thirty-nine-year-old man skateboarding, I don’t want to know what it is.

‘So tomorrow,’ Ed is saying to Mum, ‘I thought you and I could try out a blue slope, while the kids do ski school?’

‘Well – it depends what Juno wants,’ says Mum. ‘Ju? Do you want to do ski school or come out with us?’

‘Um …’ I hesitate. I know, from all my online research, that a blue slope is the least dangerous – or rather the second-least. The least lethal one is green, then it’s blue, then red, and then black – although obviously I won’t be going near any of those.

Before I can reply, Ed says, ‘Sorry, Siobhan – you can’t go on the blue slopes until you’ve done ski school, Juno. It’s too risky.’

‘Oh. OK.’

Good. I’ll be much happier in a nice warm classroom. Mum’s already gone mad spending hours at the weekend practising on the fake slope at Wembley. She offered to take me with her but I always had more important things to do, such as studying or examining my pores in the steamy bathroom mirror, and also I was hoping that the ski holiday wouldn’t happen. Except it has, and in fact the car is slowing down and we seem to be arriving at our group of chalets.

Now, this is like something out of The Sound of Music. Two storeys high, built of yellow wood with lattices and cut-outs, eaves loaded with snow. It looks cosy, homey, welcoming. Just like the gingerbread house probably did to Hansel and Gretel, and look what happened to them.

The boys have abandoned their games now and are swiping at each other behind my head.

‘Ow! Dad, Henry hit me,’ says Josh.

‘I did NOT! Josh pulled my hair, and he said my Skylanders were all rubbish!’ Henry howls.

Mum glances back and says tentatively, ‘Try and keep it down, boys. Your father’s parking the car.’

They both look sulky. Josh repeats, in a ‘nah-nah’ voice, ‘Your father’s parking the car.’ Henry, who always copies him, starts doing the same, kicking the back of Mum’s seat.

‘Joshua! Henry!’ thunders Ed. ‘That’s enough!’

They’re both instantly quiet. And I find myself with two opposite but equally strong feelings:

1.  They are brats and I hate it when they’re horrible to Mum.

2.  I totally know how they feel.

We’ve parked now. I feel reluctant to leave the car, which feels like a cosy bubble.

As we get out, a big, noisy group of about eight girls and boys comes towards us from one of the chalets. Even from this distance I can tell they’re the kind of posh, intimidating people I dread. They look like a gang of Jack Wills models or Made in Chelsea extras. One girl is in the middle of a story, waving a cigarette around and talking at the top of her voice. The others are talking over her and laughing. The girls are in tight jeans, snow boots and Puffa gilets, and the boys are wearing bulky sports jackets, scarves and jeans.

World War Three has broken out behind me. Josh is screaming about something that Henry did, or vice versa – it’s hard to tell with all the yelling but it seems to involve David, who is Henry’s teddy bear. Henry is officially too old to carry around a teddy bear, but he does it anyway. I almost wish I’d brought Mr Ted, my own ancient bear, who lives in a basket in my wardrobe and is brought out at very low moments.

Ed has gone into full-on United Nations mode, practically holding a tribunal to establish who did what and why. Mum thrusts David at me, saying, ‘Juno, hold that, please.’

Perfect. As they stride by me, they all clock me, in my non-sporty long black coat and Converse, holding a teddy bear. One of the girls looks at me and says something that makes them all laugh. At me.

All except one of the boys, who’s taller and broader than the others, with dark circles under his eyes and a sort of beard-slash-stubble thing going on. He smiles when he sees David, but then looks away as if he’s thinking of something else. Then they’ve passed me by, leaving their voices and footsteps hanging behind them on the frosty air.
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