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Praise for Miranda Hart’s
Is It Just Me? and Peggy & Me:

 

‘Is Miranda Hart a National Treasure yet? If not, it can only be a year or two before she joins Stephen Fry and Alan Bennett in the trophy cabinet of the country’s affections … That personality and voice belong to a uniquely cherished comedian … there’s nobody like Miranda.’ Daily Mail

 

‘Funny and charming and full of terrific comic ideas … Unlike most comedians, she can actually write … Every Christmas there is, at the very most, one celeb book that is genuinely worth buying and reading. Here is this year’s. Accept no substitutes.’ The Spectator

 

‘I can’t wait to get my hands on a copy of Miranda Hart’s new book – we should all embrace our inner Miranda gene and learn to laugh at ourselves.’ Daily Express

 

‘Miranda Hart is the best thing to have happened to British comedy for years, and if you’re a fan of her TV series you’ll love this book.’ Mail on Sunday

 

‘Hilariously funny and often moving memoir … we loved every word.’ Heat
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Chloe was singing ‘Happy Birthday’ to herself in bed. ‘Happy birthday to me … Happy birthday to me …’ Then to amuse herself she stood up on top of her bed and made a speech in a low silly voice. ‘Eleven years ago today Chloe Long was born, and what a day that was for the world …!’

‘PIPE DOWN IN THERE,’ shouted her father as he walked past to use the bathroom. Chloe collapsed back down on to her rather thin mattress.

‘Hurry up and get ready for school,’ he boomed, then slammed the bathroom door shut muttering to himself, ‘… can’t get any peace in my own home … I don’t know …’

Chloe whispered a final, rather feeble ‘Happy birthday to me …’ as quietly as she could.

Oh dear, the morning hadn’t got off to the start she had hoped for, to say the least. When her alarm had gone off half an hour earlier, she’d lain in bed expecting her parents to burst into her bedroom, laden with presents, and start singing ‘Happy Birthday’ in funny harmonies, as in previous years. She’d waited and waited but they never came. So … she’d decided to sing to herself instead.

After all, she was cheery Chloe, the girl with the unbeatable SMILE. And when she smiled, people couldn’t help but SMILE back at her. It was a gift she believed she’d inherited from Gran Gran, her grandmother and FAVOURITE person in the world. Being happy whatever the circumstances was Chloe’s purpose in life and it was one she prided herself on maintaining, come what may.

But sometimes, especially on a day like today, it was hard. She scrambled out of bed to get dressed, and felt less of a spring in her step than usual. Understandably. It was her eleventh birthday and she was beginning to worry that her parents had … well, FORGOTTEN. They couldn’t have, could they …?

I mean, admittedly Mr and Mrs Long had not been the cheeriest people of late. And it was true that at Easter a few months ago, they had given her just two eggs. Not chocolate eggs. Not coloured or painted eggs. Not even boiled eggs with toast soldiers, just … two eggs. Which she then had to boil herself for breakfast. But even they wouldn’t forget their only daughter’s birthday … would they?

With all this in mind, Chloe quickly reached under her pillow for her emergency joke book. It was a large, thin notebook, now very battered, with a faded map of the world on the cover. Gran Gran had bought it for her years ago and ever since she had been filling it with her favourite jokes so she’d be ready to pull out the perfect one-liner for every situation. Oh yes, Chloe was truly committed to making the world a happier place.

The notebook was nearly full now with her joke collection and any one of them was guaranteed to make her laugh, even the very old ones written in large childish writing that probably weren’t that good any more.

Like the one her dad used to tell her and loved because he was a bus-driver:
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She definitely needed a good one today. She flicked to her favourite section – the one she called ‘Just Silly’.
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That was very silly and funny but, oh dear – she peered in the mirror – there she was, looking just the same as ever: same freckly face, same long dark hair sticking out in all directions (her mother used to help her brush it and keep it under control, but she was too big for that now, apparently), same wide dark brown eyes staring back at her BUT … with only a very faint smile. How strange, Chloe thought. That’s not like me.

She took a deep breath, determined to remain cheery about the day despite its strange start. This was her BIRTHDAY and her parents were bound to greet her with smiles and a hug and the biggest, best breakfast EVER as soon as she got downstairs.

Before heading down she gave a quick look round her bedroom to make sure she had everything for school. It was not a large room – Mr and Mrs Long had never been rich – but it had everything she needed. A bed, a bedside table with a little lamp, a wardrobe, and a small wooden desk where she did her homework and drawing. Chloe loved to draw animals, especially horses. All over one wall she had tacked up her pictures of galloping horses, and on another there were her drawings of sweet puppies and funny-looking penguins. There weren’t so many recent pictures because her favourite hobby of all, these days, was daydreaming and she’d been doing more of that than ever recently – sometimes she would sit at her desk, staring out of the window and just IMAGINE …

Chloe lived at the top of Elmswater Crescent, a semicircular cul-de-sac of detached houses with neat uniform gardens at the front and back of each house. Her window faced a few of the houses opposite and some of the street, but she could mainly see the park and fields beyond. They were on the edge of a small market town that had built up around a wool factory hundreds of years ago. (Even at the height of summer the older generation would wear their locally produced jolly jumpers and knitted hats, out of loyalty to their town’s brand, despite a lot of sweating!) It was only a ten-minute walk to school and the shops, but Elmswater Crescent was right next to the greenery where the town ended. One of her favourite DAYDREAMS was to imagine herself flying out of her window, over next-door’s house, brushing the treetops and flying on and on until she found herself in Chloe’s Magic Land.
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It was not a large room – Mr and Mrs Long had never been rich – but it had everything she needed.

 


Chloe had created her imaginary land as a brilliant place to escape to if she ever felt sad or lonely, or if her parents were arguing. She called it her Magic Land because it was her favourite elements of all four seasons in one day there. Yes, JUST IMAGINE – all the best parts of every season existing together. There was a lake where she could skate with friendly penguins (yes, penguins that skate, well it is called Magic Land, remember), but in her shorts and T-shirt because of the summery weather. And of course because it was Chloe’s Magic Land the ice never melted.

Once hot from all the skating exercise she could dive into the cool waters of the neighbouring lake and ride on the back of dolphins (who couldn’t skate but could dance upright on their flippers – I KNOW, dancing dolphins!) to the nearby waterfall, to listen to the rushing water. After that, there were piles of lovely, crisp autumn leaves just waiting for her to crunch and stomp through on the nearby banks. There were Easter eggs to hunt for (and eat!), bonfires where you could cook (and eat!) marshmallows, and all year round there were Christmas presents to unwrap (and eat! Well, only if you could eat them. It would be strange to eat a pair of woolly gloves, for example). It was all her FAVOURITE things in one place and she spent hours in this brightly coloured land.

In her mind.

         Keeping herself happy.

                Escaping when she needed to.

Suddenly, from below her window, in the real world, Chloe realised she could hear voices: Mr and Mrs Sweet next door, chatting to each other and their flowers. ‘Now come on, Mr Sunflower,’ Mrs Sweet was saying, ‘you gorgeous plant with your lovely yellow face, you can grow taller than that! Here’s some delicious water from my best watering can, aahhh, doesn’t that feel better?’


 


[image: images]



 


Chloe peeked out of her window – Mrs Sweet was a pink-cheeked woman with perfect auburn hair, always styled with a neat little flick at the ends. Chloe often wondered why Mrs Sweet did her hair so perfectly as by the end of a day of gardening there would be leaves and petals stuck all through it, or the back would be so messy it would look like she had gone through a hedge backwards. Because she quite often literally had!

This morning she was still in her nightie but with a pair of bright yellow wellies on underneath.

Mr Sweet, with much plainer hair (black, peppered with grey), and wearing a checked shirt tucked into his rather high-waisted sensible brown trousers, was pruning his magnolia tree by their fence whilst looking over with concern at Chloe’s house and overgrown lawn. As Chloe watched, Mrs Sweet joined him. ‘Don’t you worry, lawn, we’ll soon have you shipshape!’ she said cheerily.

‘But look at all the weeds, Mrs Sweet, tut, tut, it’s very upsetting, those flowers used to be cared for properly.’ Her husband shook his head, worried.

The Sweets were both very keen gardeners and abhorred mess in a garden. They were forever posting leaflets into everyone’s letterboxes with suggestions about how to keep the cul-de-sac gardens tidy and blooming with flowers. If you didn’t comply, they might suddenly be at your door with a wheelbarrow, spade and fork and insist they do it for you. (Chloe imagined they had special powers and moved hovering just above the ground so no one could hear them approaching!) They might sound a little bossy, but everyone loved them anyway, especially Chloe. The Sweets were very gentle, and indeed, very sweet.

And their garden was gorgeous – a RAINBOW of brightly coloured flowers, almost as bright as Chloe’s Magic Land. There was a perfect green lawn, a splashy water fountain set in the middle of a small pond and a bush in the shape of a peacock. Mr Sweet had created a bird banqueting suite and Chloe liked to watch the greedy robins, the tiny wrens and the swooping black, white and red woodpecker that came to hammer at the peanuts, twittering more loudly than in any other garden. In fact, their neighbours in the cul-de-sac would hang birdseed up in the hope of attracting some of the birds into their gardens, but still they all flocked to the beauty of the Sweets’ garden. Which was good for Chloe because her bedroom was always full of birdsong. And it was part of what made her feel safe there, along with the sound of Mrs Sweet chatting to her plants as if they were her children.

It seemed like Chloe’s parents hadn’t chatted to her in that kindly, encouraging way for a long time. They had stopped tucking her in to bed or asking about her day at school too. The Sweets didn’t have any children, and on some difficult days of late Chloe had guiltily wished they were her parents, and that her bedroom was in their house, with a fat, fluffy, soft duvet, like the one she could see on their bed from her own bedroom window. All Chloe had was a worn sheet and an old blanket.

Actually, a duvet would be the perfect birthday present, Chloe reflected. Especially with horses or puppies on it. But … maybe there IS one, waiting for me as a surprise downstairs, she suddenly thought. It would be too big to bring upstairs without me guessing straight away what it was. Of course … they must have been planning a birthday surprise all along…

With that happy thought, and her SMILE determinedly back in place, Chloe ran downstairs towards the kitchen. But as soon as she reached the bottom of the stairs she could hear her parents arguing. Oh dear …

She crept into the small kitchen and sat down at the round table in the middle of the room. The kitchen tops were covered with papers and letters that Mr Long never seemed to get around to dealing with, and piles of her mother’s favourite nail kits.

Mrs Long was obsessed with her nails. She might leave her long brown hair unwashed and wear an old, stained, fluffy dressing-gown with holes in it where fluff was coming out (there would sometimes be bits of dressing-gown fluff in a trail around the house, showing where she had been), but her nails had to be done to perfection at all times. Chloe’s dad had used to joke about it, saying, ‘All ready to meet the Queen, darling – I’ll just fetch the limousine?’ But Chloe hadn’t heard him say that in a long time.

‘What’s that smell? You’re burning the toast!’ Mrs Long screeched suddenly. ‘QUICK!’

Mr Long leapt up, banging his head on the lampshade, he was that tall, and rushed to rescue his toast. ‘Well it wouldn’t be burning if we still had a toaster and I didn’t have to use the blasted grill …’ he shouted, his furrowed brow now furrowing so much there were big dented lines between his eyes.

Chloe smiled slightly at the memory of the day Mrs Long threw the toaster out of the window, nearly knocking a passing Mr Sweet on the head, because the sudden POP of the toast had made her jump and splash glittery nail polish along her finger.

‘That’s your fault for buying such a loud toaster, you stupid moo!’ Mrs Long blew agitatedly on her Russet Red nail varnish.

‘Don’t call me stupid, who are you calling stupid?’

‘You, I am calling you stupid, do you see anyone else here?’ quipped Mrs Long.

Mr Long looked around the room, suddenly spotted Chloe at the table and jumped so high in the air he actually hit his head on the ceiling. ‘What on … What were you doing creeping in like that?’

‘Sorry, I didn’t want to disturb you,’ said Chloe quietly. ‘I just wanted some cereal before going to school, and I thought, er, today, maybe you might—’

‘Well, hurry up and eat quietly.’ Her father plonked himself back down at the table, straightened his tie – part of his bus-driver uniform – and began gulping his tea down, it has to be said, rather noisily. ‘It’s bad enough I have to put up with people getting on and off my bus all day, blathering away, opening and closing the doors, letting traffic fumes in, all I want is a moment’s peace before starting my day, and now my own daughter is trying to give me a heart attack,’ he muttered to himself between gulps.

Mr Long had been fed up with his job since not getting a promotion to work in the bus depot office, but Chloe was sure she remembered a time he used to LOVE driving the bus, chatting and laughing with all the passengers. Why did her parents seem so sad?

For the next few minutes, Chloe’s family sat in silence. She kept trying to catch her parents’ eyes, to give them one of her brightest SMILES, to see if she could help them to start their day in a better mood – but neither of them looked up. No matter. SURELY they were about to surprise her and sing ‘Happy Birthday’ any second …?

‘What’s that racket?’ bellowed Mr Long suddenly.

‘The racket is you asking what the racket is. There isn’t a racket, there was no racket until you made a racket!’ Mrs Long retorted.

Mr Long ignored her. ‘It’s coming from Chloe’s place mat.’

‘Sorry. It’s my Crispy Crackles …’ Chloe apologised.

‘Well next time, choose something that doesn’t CRACKLE and POP. I am trying to read my newspaper.’

Usually this might have made Chloe chuckle inside – even cereal being too loud for her grumpy dad – but not so today. For a moment she had a terrible thought – what if this unhappiness was all her fault? If she wasn’t around they wouldn’t have noisy cereal or frights at the table to deal with, and maybe Mr Long wouldn’t have to work such long hours at a job he hated to put cereal on the table. Chloe wasn’t sure where the terrible thought had come from, but she didn’t like it one bit. She usually saw the BRIGHT or funny side of anything in life. She jumped up from the table.

‘I think I will just go to school.’ She plastered her best SMILE back on to her face and waited hopefully for a birthday goodbye, but her mother was concentrating on turning the page of her favourite magazine without smudging her nails and her father had stuck in the earplugs he liked to wear to work so he couldn’t hear his annoying passengers.

Chloe told herself she wouldn’t make her parents feel bad by reminding them it was her birthday. She never wanted to bring anyone down; besides, they were her parents and the Longs were still a team, weren’t they?

‘The Longs against the world!’ her father used to say as he saluted Chloe and her mother before putting on his bus cap and bouncing off to work. Though not bouncing too high lest he banged his head on the door frame. And, thinking about it, he hadn’t said that for a while either …

Chloe set off for school as cheerfully as she could. SURELY they would have remembered by tonight. Besides, she knew her best friends at school wouldn’t have forgotten and maybe Mr Broderick, their headmaster, would crack her up in assembly with one of his embarrassing guitar solos. Chloe had once tried so hard to stop LAUGHING at him she’d snorted orange juice out of her nose. Yes, the day would soon be back on track …
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‘Morning, Chloe, have a lovely day at school,’ Mrs Sweet called to her as she walked down her path and past the Sweets’ front gate. Chloe gave them both a SMILE and a wave but didn’t stop to chat. She was busy opening the card she’d found on the doormat as she’d let herself out of the house. True to form, Gran Gran had found her a perfect birthday card. This time it was of a sweet brown bear made out of fur that stuck out from the card. Chloe stroked it before opening it.
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Chloe laughed. Typical Gran Gran, always having wild adventures. Last year she had ONLY JUST made it in time for Chloe’s birthday, dashing back from some crazy-sounding holiday in the Alps where, aged sixty-five, she had been on a zipwire down a mountain, amongst other things!

Chloe walked on down the road and as she did so she smiled at the postman as always. He SMILED back, felt renewed energy in his weary legs and found himself delivering the rest of his letters at twice the pace, whistling all the while. She smiled at the angry businessman who had just missed his train. He SMILED back and calmly decided he would use the time until the next train to sit happily for a moment in the sun before going in to the office. She smiled at the lollipop lady as she crossed the road. The lollipop lady SMILED back, and felt her patience and kindness returning, before skipping over to collect her next gaggle of unruly children.

You see, sometimes the world seemed hard to Chloe, full of adults who were sad and shouty and tired all the time. Which was why she made sure she was always SMILING and joking, ready to cheer everyone up. Gran Gran would say it all the time:
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‘A SMILE COSTS NOTHING, BUT IS ONE OF THE BEST GIFTS YOU CAN GIVE ANYONE.’

 

And though it felt a little harder than usual today, Chloe had to agree. For that reason, this morning Chloe smiled at her exhausted-looking headmaster Mr Broderick too, as she crossed the playground. He had big bags under his eyes that seemed out of place with his jolly ginger hair and moustache, and was carrying a litre-size flask of coffee to keep him awake. But even he took a deep breath, SMILED back and felt a little bit better about the day ahead as Chloe marched past.

Once inside the school building, Chloe went straight to assembly and plonked herself down next to her three best friends – Ruby, Hannah and Benjamin.

‘Morning,’ the three of them said at once to Chloe. ‘And Happy Birthday!’ Then they laughed because they had all said it at exactly the same time and in exactly the same way.

‘We are so in tune, we are like some kind of girl band,’ said Hannah. Benjamin looked a bit put out, but before he could say anything they were rudely interrupted.

‘Urgh, don’t think so!’ quipped Princess, the leader of the cool girls gang, as they all strode past with their long fair hair, in identical ponytails, swishing violently from side to side. They were the kind of girls who thought they were prettier and cleverer than everyone else, and Chloe and her friends really didn’t like their arrogance.

What IS the point of being mean? Chloe thought. Surely it can’t make you happy? No one in the school actually knew if Princess was Princess’s real name, or just what her mum called her (very loudly) at the school gates. Either way – in Chloe’s opinion – it was an abomination. No one so set on making others feel bad about themselves should be allowed to answer to a name as regal as that, quite frankly!

Mr Broderick walked on to the stage of the assembly hall, swinging his arms over-enthusiastically. The truth was, Mr B was actually a little shy and he always found assemblies slightly terrifying. The thought of them even kept him awake at night. But to hide his shyness he would make his infamous assemblies as peppy, energised and over-the-top as possible. He took a big breath and with as much POSITIVE energy as he could muster shouted out a silly-sounding, holiday-camp style,
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Ruby snorted back a giggle and Hannah leant forward and whispered to Chloe, ‘See you at the oak tree at lunchtime – we’ve all got PRESENTS for you!’

Chloe’s SMILE widened. That was better – her birthday was getting back on track.

And though Mr B didn’t get out his guitar as Chloe had hoped, and do a random song like an embarrassing dad trying to be a rock star, he did ask Mrs Bucks the chemistry teacher to say a few words about the new science club … and the most hilarious thing happened. As she tried to get up out of her chair, it was plain to see that she was completely wedged in it. Mrs Bucks had arrived late to assembly and by the time she’d got there, the only seat still available was a teeny tiny reception-class chair.

But she stood up proudly, with the chair still attached to her bottom, and continued to tell the whole school about the science club, even though she couldn’t really be heard for the sniggering. No one was being mean, except Princess probably, but it was just too funny not to laugh. And a lovely gift for Chloe. By the time assembly had finished she had virtually forgotten all about her disappointing morning at home.

Chloe couldn’t concentrate in the lessons before lunch break, she was so excited about her birthday lunch. The oak tree was her friends’ FAVOURITE place to hang out. It was right at the edge of the school grounds, beyond the playing fields, and in the summer term it was where they would go to have their lunch under the shade of the big oak branches.

To Chloe it often felt like a magical tree, because they were always so happy and calm there.

The four of them had been firm friends for years, ever since they sat together once in a home economics lesson. They’d got a recipe for a treacle sponge cake so wrong that it started oozing out of its baking tray, and when they quickly whipped it out of the oven, it fully exploded, sending bits of hot treacle flying everywhere so people were ducking for their lives! Especially Princess, who was terrified it might land in her perfect hair. Thankfully, their teacher ended up seeing the funny side of it all and named their concoction the Volcano Cake and the four of them the CHAOS CREW. They had stuck together ever since. Much like a lump of treacle sponge had stuck to the ceiling of that classroom ever since.


When the lunchtime bell went, Chloe and her friends made a mad dash for their beloved oak tree and it wasn’t long before they were sitting on the grass beneath it, munching on the birthday picnic lunch that Hannah had organised for them all. Hannah was tall, had ruler-straight dark hair and could be very bossy but in a well-meaning way, so Chloe knew it was definitely her that had planned and laid out the picnic. Especially since the food was arranged alphabetically on each plate.

Ruby immediately started weeping with joy at the whole occasion. She was physically the opposite of Hannah, small with wavy strawberry-blonde hair, and would get emotional at the smallest thing. She had been known to burst out crying even at an ant getting squashed, so her friends were quite used to it. But she started getting even more teary than usual when Hannah brought out some flapjacks for their pudding. She was virtually wailing.

‘What on earth could be sad about flapjacks, Ruby?’ asked Ben, or rather Benjamin, since he preferred to be called by his full name at all times. Benjamin was the super-sensible one in their group, always very neat and organised. He had deep, dark green eyes that looked slightly oversized, which Chloe thought was appropriate really because nothing ever seemed to get past him. ‘I mean really, they are just FLAPJACKS!’

‘But … you see …’ spluttered Ruby. ‘Well, this is my birthday present for you, Chloe.’ She handed Chloe a sticky parcel and when Chloe unwrapped it she found a huge slab of home-made flapjack inside. ‘I actually cooked something and it didn’t go wrong and I thought it was perfect for you … but Hannah got there firrrrst!’

‘But who can have too many flapjacks? Not me!’ said Chloe, giving Ruby a hug. ‘In fact, I am placing an order for TWENTY Ruby-baked flapjacks, and in time for breakfast tomorrow please!’

Ruby sniffed, then smiled. Good old Chloe, always cheering everyone up.

‘I thought we were going to do presents after pudding, but OK … here’s mine,’ said Hannah.

Chloe unwrapped Hannah’s present – it was three pairs of rainbow-striped socklets, to be worn under trainers in the summer. Chloe loved them, even when Hannah added, ‘After all, you spent the whole of last summer wearing long purple socks with pink trainers, Chloe – it was NOT a good look!’

‘True, although I’ll rather miss it …’ Ruby said, her lower lip trembling.

‘Why are you welling up now?’ asked Hannah impatiently.

‘I was just thinking of our lovely summer holidays last year, that’s all, these are happy tears.’

‘Perfect timing then for my present,’ announced Benjamin, who handed Chloe two gifts, both of course perfectly neatly wrapped. Chloe opened the long thin one first and found a shiny new ruler inside.

‘A ruler?!’ said Hannah, her eyebrows raised questioningly.

‘Just wait … it goes with the other one …’ said Benjamin defensively. Chloe opened the other parcel he’d given her to find a lovely hardback notepad with a seaside scene on the front. ‘I thought you could use it to write down all the things we want to do over the summer holidays. And then you can draw all the things we do in it too. The ruler is obviously to make all your lists as neat as possible.’

‘Obviously,’ laughed Hannah and Chloe together. ‘Thanks, Benjamin,’ Chloe added. ‘It’s a perfect present.’

‘Oh that is too much, a summer notebook, how BEAUTIFUL …’ Ruby started crying AGAIN. This time they all knew it was with happiness.

But despite the lovely moment under her favourite oak tree, Chloe was surprised to feel a sudden twinge of sadness. The hugs and presents from her friends had reminded her that she’d got neither of these things from her parents that morning. Chloe needed to cheer herself up quickly, keep the day on track …

‘Let’s play a round of School-amentary.’ This was their current FAVOURITE game, invented by Chloe. It involved giving a running commentary on everything they saw around them in a nature documentary style.

‘You start, Chloe,’ Ruby begged. ‘You’re the best at it!’ The others nodded smilingly.

‘OK.’ Chloe looked around at the playing field and beyond to the school, and began. ‘And here we see a strange beast prowling the school grounds … Mr Broderick, sometimes known as Mr B, seems to walk on two legs but with his head hanging so low it’s like he’s about to fall over at any moment … oooh and he bangs into a bench he didn’t see coming … he’s a clumsy species and looks a bit like a baboon farting and rather embarrassed about it …’
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‘A ruler?!’ said Hannah, her eyebrows raised questioningly.

 


They all burst out laughing, although Chloe noticed her laugh didn’t make her feel as free and light as usual. In fact, if anything, there was a tight knot in her stomach. Her favourite game felt like an effort, and it wasn’t making her smile like it should. She looked desperately about her but couldn’t see anything that seemed remotely funny. ‘Actually, lunch break is nearly over, we should probably head in. We don’t want to be, er, late …’ She bowed her head and started stuffing her presents into her bag – whatever was wrong with her?

Benjamin looked at Hannah, a bit confused. Chloe was usually the last person to want to leave their oak tree at breaktime; it was Benjamin who kept his eye on the time.

As they headed back across the fields for afternoon lessons, Hannah asked, ‘By the way, what did your mum and dad get you?’

‘Oh, er, we usually do presents at teatime,’ Chloe said quickly, telling herself that had to be her parents’ plan anyway, so it wasn’t strictly a lie.

‘Remember when your dad borrowed one of his company buses and turned it into a PARTY BUS,’ Ruby chimed in a little hysterically. ‘That was my FAVOURITE birthday party ever – that Snakes and Ladders game your mum brought, and the balloon animals, and the ice-cream machine on the back seat! And then he drove us all the way to the beach …’

‘… and bought us all fish and chips,’ Benjamin added.

‘… then the seagulls swooped down and stole your mum’s portion,’ Hannah finished off. ‘That was hilarious!’

Oddly, Chloe found it hard to remember any of this. It seemed like much longer than a couple of years ago. Dad hated the buses so much now – she couldn’t imagine him getting on one for FUN.

‘Shall we come for a Chaos Crew birthday sleepover?’ Hannah suggested. ‘Or are they planning another trip …?’

‘Er …’ Chloe mumbled.

‘Put something in the SUMMER BOOK, somewhere your dad can take us …’ suggested Benjamin.

 Can we just stop talking about my dad?’ Chloe snapped. They all stared at her – wow, that was not like Chloe.

She quickly changed the subject back to the game. ‘And there’s Mrs Bucks, a turtle-related species with a very unusual shell – yes, they sometimes grow chairs out of their bottoms.’ Her friends couldn’t help but laugh and Chloe breathed a sigh of relief as her momentary grumpiness and potential birthday day out was forgotten.

The rest of the afternoon passed quickly, although not especially happily for Chloe. She couldn’t focus in her classes, worrying about home. But she had to think POSITIVELY and when school was finally over she waved goodbye to her friends at the corner gates, before heading home for the birthday tea she had decided would be waiting for her.

As Chloe approached her front door, she paused hopefully. Maybe they’re waiting to surprise me as soon as I step inside, she told herself. She opened the door … and … nothing. The house was no different from any other day. Her dad wasn’t home yet and her mum was sitting in her favourite leather reclining chair in the sitting room where she did her nails all day. There were usually piles of nail clippings and discarded nail varnish bottles dotted around the chair.

Once her nails were groomed, she’d obsessively read her way through several glossy magazines. There was a pile as high as the ceiling next to her chair, and when she finished reading one magazine she would remove the next from the pile, being very careful not to topple it over in the process. It was like magazine Jenga. Sometimes it took Mrs Long a whole hour just to extract one magazine from the pile!

Chloe reckoned the reason her mother loved to read about the glossy world of other people’s lives was because she was convinced that hers wasn’t as glamorous or EXCITING as everyone else’s. Chloe didn’t believe her mum had always felt like this, but recently she never saw her without a magazine by her side.

Chloe poked her head around the sitting-room door.

‘Oh you’re back, tea is on the kitchen table, then it’s bedtime, isn’t it?’ Mrs Long said automatically, so engrossed was she in the glamorous world of her magazines. ‘Good to get an early night on school nights, I always think.’

‘Right, thanks, Mum,’ Chloe said as cheerily as she could.

Chloe went into the kitchen; there was a sign saying:
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with an arrow on it pointing to a box of cereal. It was only half past four but nowadays Chloe often went to bed that early. She thought her parents liked to get her out of the way so they could argue in peace – but Chloe didn’t really mind. Early evening and bedtime had become her FAVOURITE part of the day. She felt safe closing her bedroom door behind her; drawing and daydreaming; watching over the activities of her little cul-de-sac.

She took her bowl of cereal upstairs and ate it on her bed watching the Sweets gardening outside. The Sweets would make such brilliant parents, she thought to herself again. Though Chloe knew deep down she just wanted her own parents … but as the parents they used to be.

Although it was ridiculously early and very light she got ready for bed and slipped under her old thin sheet, feeling her scratchy blanket through it. Now she felt stupid to have hoped that Mr and Mrs Long might have got her a duvet for her eleventh birthday: not only was there no duvet, but the worst had happened – they hadn’t even remembered her special day AT ALL.

Oh dear. She clearly needed a trip to Chloe’s Magic Land. Her secret, perfect place. Of course, she knew it wasn’t a real place, it was all in her imagination; but it was somewhere that no one else knew about, that nothing could spoil, somewhere that made her happy.

Surely it would make her feel cheery again …
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Chloe stared at the sky outside then slowly closed her eyes. She imagined herself flying out of her bedroom window, over the houses, over the fields, up and up and on and on, the wind cooling her cheeks, until finally she landed in her very own, special, Chloe’s Magic Land. She went straight to the banks of the summery dolphin lake and ran through the bright red and orange autumn leaves. In fact some of the leaf piles were so high that she could climb the surrounding trees and fall backwards from the branches into the leafy heaps – it was like landing on a soft crunchy mattress.

And these weren’t just any trees, they were apple trees, and these weren’t just any apple trees, they were TOFFEE APPLE trees. Oh yes, DELICIOUS toffee apples hung from their branches ready to be picked and eaten. Chloe sat on a pile of leaves and munched one. It might have been imaginary, but it was still the best-tasting apple she had ever eaten.
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Dearest Darling Chloe,
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