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To Ewan and Robert
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I hate the school bus.

I’m glaring over my shoulder at the boy standing behind me. I growl at him. ‘Your elbow is JABBING me in the BACK. Can you move it, PLEASE?’

He isn’t budging so I shove his arm and he pulls a stupid face at me that looks like stretchy pizza cheese, and says, ‘Oooh! Sorr…eeee. Temper.’

He’s a lot bigger than me, but I DON’T CARE. I’ve been in a MASSIVE GRUMP for months. I’m a TOTAL GRUMPSTER. It’s already June, the last term of Year Seven, and so far at Beckmere School I’ve managed to lose ALL my friends (although I’ve made one new one), fall behind with ALL my work and get the highest number of detentions in my registration group.

It’s been an ELEPHANT DUMP of a year.

I’m trying to catch up with the homework so I don’t end the summer term on a TOTALLY disastrous note, but I’m not optimistic. Miss Haliborn, my group tutor, says she’s ‘making allowances for my home circumstances’. Yeah? Then how come she wrote persistently awkward and aggressive in my journal today?

She’s CLUELESS about my ‘home circumstances’.

And before I even GET home I have to survive the journey. There’s never a free seat on the bus, so loads of us end up standing. It’s probably illegal to wedge us in like this. It smells bad, too, like Noah’s Ark on a hot day, and the windows are thick with steam from people shouting. All the oxygen has been gobbled up and the big kids at the back are throwing leftover sandwich crusts around. The rest of us are choking on sweaty-sports-kit whiffs and wet-blazer pongs. My nose catches wafts of cloggy hair gel, chewing gum, fartiness and, to top it all, David French is munching smelly crisps with his mouth open RIGHT IN MY FACE, as if I’m not here. I can’t avoid seeing the cheese and onion debris sloshing around in his big gob. There’s loads of it stuck between his millions of wonky teeth. A TRULY stomach-churning sight.

My stop is coming up, thank goodness. I can only see this because I’m far too tall for a twelve-year-old. I’m pushing my way through to the door, stepping on people’s feet because I’m in a hurry. I don’t mean to tread on them, but am I, Cordelia Codd, the only one screaming in my head ‘GET ME OFF THIS STENCHWAGGON!!’?

The bus jolts to a standstill. There’s a hiss and swoosh as the doors scrape open. Rain-filled air rushes at me. RELIEF. I jump off. The usual insults are thrown at my back.

‘Oi! Coddy! Fish fingers for dinner, is it?’

‘Swimming the rest of the way, are you, Coddy?’

I ignore them. It’s not their fault that they’ve got frogspawn for brains.

I’d like to ride my bike to school but the chances of still having two wheels and a saddle by the end of the day are pretty slim at Beckmere, so I have to catch the bus. One day I’ll take taxis everywhere. One day, when I’m the [image: images] costume designer in the history of cinema.

One day.

Meanwhile, it’s only a short walk from the bus stop to my front door. I live on an estate of about fifty houses that all look the same. They were built in a hurry so some of them, especially mine, are already starting to look scruffy. The paint is peeling off the white front door and the garden is overgrown. It didn’t used to be a mess but I can’t take care of Mum AND the house AND the garden, even if it is only the size of a tea towel.

Most people who live around here work at the call centre in town.

‘Hello, my name is Cordelia. How may I help you?’

AAAAGH!

I will NEVER work in a call centre, except maybe in the holidays, when I’m at art school, learning to design costumes.

Before she got poorly my mum used to say that I had ‘vision’. She meant that I know exactly what I want to do when I’m older. She said I should hang on to my vision no matter what and keep working towards it. I’m sure she still thinks that, but she’s not very talkative these days so I have to remember to remind myself. I’ve written it on a piece of bright yellow card in black felt tip and stuck it on the wall opposite my bed so that I see it every morning when I wake up. It’s just above my pictures of Rita Hayworth and Audrey Hepburn (two of my favourite film stars). It says:



You are going to be the
greatest costume designer
in the history of cinema!



Some days, watching old films is all that stops me from drowning myself in a bucket of mud. Mum and Dad have a MASSIVE collection. It covers one wall of our living room, but I still borrow films from the library or get them as presents. When Mum was well enough to go to the supermarket I used to tag along and rummage in the bargain baskets. I got some good films there: The King and I, Gigi, An American in Paris, and some modern films with great costumes, too, like Titanic, Star Wars – The Phantom Menace and Shakespeare in Love. But Mum doesn’t go out of the house much these days so now I don’t get the chance to find supermarket bargains.

I watch films over and over again so that I can draw the costumes in my sketchbook. I draw the long evening dresses and big swirly skirts and the men’s suits that fit so perfectly. An American in Paris is mostly dancing. Gene Kelly is one of the stars in it and he was a FANTASTIC dancer. Sadly, not many boys dance like that these days – not at Beckmere School, anyway. There’s no Gene Kelly or even a Billy Elliot at Beckmere. If there were I’d probably fall in love with him, even if he was shorter than me, which is quite likely as I’m the tallest girl in Year Seven, even in my flattest-flatty-flat-flat shoes. Mum says I’ll be ‘statuesque’ one day. I looked ‘statuesque’ up in the dictionary and it means ‘attractively tall, graceful and dignified’, which sounds OK to me. It sounds like Ingrid Bergman in Casablanca or Katharine Hepburn in The Philadelphia Story (you have GOT to see those films).

Nearly home. It’s at this corner, by the newsagent’s and the broken payphone, that I usually start to wonder what sort of mind-weirdness Mum will be displaying tonight. By that I mean will she be in an UP mood or the usual DOWNER? I never know until I open the door.

It’s been like this for weeks. If I were a teacher I’d probably say that, like me, Mum has ‘behavioural problems’. Hardly surprising considering the stuff that’s happened to us this year.

My life used to be quite normal. It was full of ordinary girl things – jokes, boys, music, clothes, magazines. Nowadays, I haven’t got time to spend the whole of Saturday trying clothes on in the shops with Jen and Angela (my EX-best friends) or taking hours to paint each other’s nails, or curl and straighten our hair.

These days I have to make sure Mum has clean clothes and gets out of bed once in a while, and takes a shower. I have to wash my school blouses and clean the loo and wipe the kitchen floor when it gets sticky. I have to check that we have enough bread and milk and whether anything has gone mouldy in the fridge. I know which day of the week it is by the jobs that need doing.

Wednesday is rubbish day. Early in the morning a huge van rattles its way around the estate to empty all the dustbins. I always hear it coming. It’s my signal to rush downstairs in my pyjamas, pull the big black bag out of the kitchen bin and take it outside. When I’m rich and successful, Wednesday will be manicure, pedicure and hair day, not BIN BAG day.

Fridays are for cat litter. Mr Belly, our ginger tom, MUST have his tray emptied by then. If I haven’t done it I’ll know by the terrible pong that it’s at least Saturday. I can count how many days have gone by since the last time I cleaned it out by the number of poos sitting there. However, I do NOT intend to spend my life counting cat plop. One day I’ll have a RIDICULOUS looking, floppy little dog with sticky-up hair, and someone else will clean the ‘business’ end of it. Perhaps they’ll even invent a dog that doesn’t poo by then.

You can spot Sundays a mile off. Everything is shut and all you can hear are church bells and lawn mowers. The whole estate is like a graveyard and my heart sinks from the unbearable DULLNESS of it. When I live in a big city nothing will EVER close. There will always be restaurants and shops to go to and parks full of people with ridiculous looking, floppy dogs like mine. We dog walkers will talk to each other about films we’ve seen and parties and art galleries and dresses.

Mondays are easy to remember, too. Mondays are last-tin-in-the-cupboard days. I have to remind Mum to go to the post office for her sickness benefit. She leaves the money on the table so that I can buy food from the corner shop when I get home. We’re really skint now that Mum can’t work, so I have to get what I can with her benefit money. In my glamorous future there’ll be tons of exciting food in the cupboards every day and my kitchen will always smell of mouth-watering goodies.

Meanwhile, THAT’S how interesting my life is: bins, cat poo and shopping for tinned food. Some days I try to cook something, not that Mum ever eats much. It’s usually

beans on toast

or cheese on toast

or tomatoes on toast

or pasta…maybe…sometimes, if Mum supervises me.

I’m not a good cook, not like Dad. That’s his job. He’s a chef. And you might wonder why he isn’t doing all the cleaning and cooking and looking after Mum while she’s poorly. Well, he’s the REASON she’s poorly, that’s why. This is all HIS fault, him and the HORRIBLE man Mum used to work for, Mr Snaul.

Sometimes I’m angry with Mum for not being able to work. She doesn’t even get out of bed some days. I know she can’t help it so I let myself be angry with Dad instead. But he’s not here for me to shout at and the FURIOUS RED FEELINGS I get have to burst out somewhere. That’s why school has gone hopeless and messed-up and why I fell out with Jen and Angela, and just about everyone else in the whole FUDGE-SQUITTING world. And that’s why Miss Haliborn wrote persistently awkward and aggressive in my journal today.

As soon as I open the front door I can tell by the smell from the rubbish bin that it hasn’t been one of Mum’s UP days. On her UP days Mum cleans like a whirlwind then collapses in an exhausted heap on the sofa. She doesn’t have many UP days. If it had been an UP day, I’d be choking on bleach and furniture polish fumes by the time I’d kicked off my shoes.

Today is only Monday, but the bin is already overflowing. The washing-up from yesterday is piled high around the kitchen sink and Mum hasn’t made it to the post office because there’s no money on the table. Half a loaf of bread has been left out of the bread bin and the jam jar is standing next to it with the lid off, dribbling red stickiness. There’s a fly licking itself on the rim. I shoo it away and screw the lid down.

Mr Belly has forced his way into a box of Cat Crunch. He’s chewed a corner of the packet off and it looks like he’s spent the whole day shoving his paw in through the hole and dragging biscuits out. There are cat snacks ALL OVER the floor.

[image: images]

I know Mum will be asleep on the sofa, so I just peek into the living room without calling to her. She’s there, breathing deeply, her pink fleece blanket rising and falling gently. The room is stuffy and dark. Daylight peeps in through the worn-out patch near the top of the closed curtains. I go back to the kitchen and talk to Mr Belly instead. He offers me his chin so I scratch underneath it, making him purr. Then I look in the fridge and cupboards for something to cook later. All that’s left is a tin of macaroni cheese.

On Mondays and Fridays, before I leave for school, I always put some washing in the machine. I empty the clean clothes out now, giving them a shake to straighten the crumples, and hang them on the big airer near the back door. Next, I write a list of jobs Mum needs to do tomorrow. My lists help her to remember what needs doing. Her memory is like a tea strainer these days – nothing stays in her head. But I know I mustn’t make the job list too long or she’ll have one of her STRESSY PANICS.

Mum used to do a zillion things a minute, now it’s

…one

  …thing

    …at

     …a

      …time,

        …very

          …slowly.

Poor Mum.

I work out a list.



 1. wash up

 2. gather paper for recycling



I look up at the souvenir calendar we brought back from our holiday in Scotland last year. There’s something written on it for tomorrow. I thought so…



 3. doctor’s appointment 2.30 p.m.

 4. read three pages of your book



I don’t know which novel Mum’s reading at the moment. She used to have five or six on the go at once, piled up by her bed or near the sofa. Nowadays it’s amazing if she finishes one book in a month. She says she can’t concentrate any more.

By nine o’clock tonight Mum will have gone back to bed. If I’m lucky she’ll get off the sofa and stay awake long enough for a bit of macaroni cheese and some toast.

I always take her a cup of tea in the morning and reset the alarm clock if she has to get up for something, like her doctor’s appointment tomorrow. The tea is usually still there, cold and scummy, when I get home. Her tea used to go cold before, when she was working at the office for creepy Mr Snaul, but that was because she was always in a hurry to get moving and do fifty things before her first meeting. That’s all stopped now. She filled up with sadness and worry because of what Dad did, and because Mr Snaul made her work far too hard.

She got worn out with unhappiness and having too many things to do.

‘She just needs a nice long rest,’ Dr Khan says.

But I think she has a [image: images] heart
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Back in October, when I’d just started at this school, Dad went to a big meeting down in London. It was a conference for chefs. He went to these meetings quite often, but this time he was late back. Not just a bit late, like a few hours, so that his dinner was cold and soggy, but DAYS late. Mum told me that he’d got held up by ‘one thing and another’. Later, she said it was the weather.

‘But the sun’s shining,’ I said.

She snapped back at me, ‘Not down in London, it’s not.’

It isn’t like Mum to snap. Usually, she’s really gentle.

Her handbag was on the kitchen table in front of her. She often sat there to read or think or sort out bits of paper, like bills and letters. When she snapped at me she blushed and shuffled things about in her handbag, staring into it, as if she didn’t want to look at me. Much later on, I asked again, ‘Any news from Dad?’

Mum was still at the kitchen table. She was picking at her fingernails and scanning the newspaper. She didn’t look up but just flipped another page of the paper over and pretended to be interested in what was there.

‘A friend of his needs some help,’ she said. ‘He’s had to stay on and lend a hand.’

‘What with?’

I could see that she’d opened the football pages of the paper. Mum NEVER looked at those pages. She thought football was the most boring game in the universe. So I knew she wasn’t really reading the paper.

‘I’m not sure,’ she said. ‘Something to do with work.’

‘Which friend is it?’ I asked.

Mum stood up quickly then, and busied herself. ‘Janet. I think her name’s Janet.’

She started moving packets around in the cupboards for no reason. Her hands were shaking, which got me worried. I went on at her a bit, but I needed to know what was happening.

‘Will he be back tomorrow?’ I asked.

Mum kept shuffling things around. ‘I hope so. Now, off to school with you.’

That’s when I started to feel frightened. Something must be wrong with her.

‘I got BACK from school ages ago, Mum,’ I said. ‘It’s nearly seven o’clock in the evening!’

Mum looked up at the clock. She blinked, looked down at the packets she’d taken out and spread along the worktop, then looked back at the clock. She sighed and smiled like she was trying to be cheerful, but I think she was a bit shocked at how muddled she’d got. She touched her forehead and looked like she didn’t know what day it was or even what planet she was on and said, ‘Goodness. What was I thinking?’

It scared me to see her all shaky and mixed up with her hands trembling over the packets of food.

‘Are you all right, Mum?’

She took a deep breath and smiled again, looking at me.

‘Yes, of course. I’ll put some dinner on.’ She stroked my hair saying, ‘Don’t worry, I’m just a bit tired. Dinner won’t be long. Shall we have bacon and eggs? An all-day breakfast, eh?’

‘Great. Yes, please.’

I didn’t know what else to say so I went upstairs and put on Breakfast at Tiffany’s. That’s probably my ABSOLUTE favourite film. It’s guaranteed to take my mind off ANYTHING. While I watched I tried to draw the costumes really quickly. Mr Gruber, my art teacher, says this is a good way to improve my sketching. He says it will train my eyes to spot things and my fingers to move fast. But sometimes I pause the film I’m watching so that I can add in little details from a dress or the feathers on a hat or the clip on a handbag.

My drawings were rubbish that night. I was trying to sketch the black dress that Audrey Hepburn wears right at the beginning of the film, but I couldn’t concentrate. Underneath the picture I’d started, I’d drawn around my hand, like they teach you to do when you’re a baby – in and out between my fingers with a pencil. I’d made the lines wobbly on purpose. It looked like Mum’s hands when I saw them shaking.

We didn’t talk a lot at dinner time. It was pasta and tomatoes followed by strawberry yoghurt. I don’t know what happened to the all-day breakfast Mum had promised. I didn’t ask. I think she’d already forgotten that she’d suggested it. Mum just nibbled at her dinner and stared out of the window, sighing. After I’d helped clear the table I went back upstairs to finish watching Breakfast at Tiffany’s.

[image: images]

Long after I’d switched off the film and got into bed, I was still lying awake. Through the dark I heard whispering. Maybe I listened for an hour, maybe it was only ten minutes, I don’t remember – time goes a bit weird when you’re lying in the dark. The whispering continued and I knew I’d NEVER get to sleep until I found out what was going on, so I crept downstairs, planning to pretend that I’d come to get a glass of milk.

Mum was just hanging up the phone. She was still sitting at the kitchen table – exactly where I’d left her hours ago. At first she didn’t see me standing by the door. She didn’t know I was there when she burst into tears and put her head on the table. The surface hadn’t been wiped and strands of her lovely long brown hair spread out into the crumbs and drips of coffee. It was silent crying. Her shoulders were moving up and down. I hadn’t seen a grown-up sobbing before, except in films, where they do it all the time. It’s VERY different when it’s real, when it’s your own mum all out of control and soggy with her nose running like a baby’s. It’s PROPERLY frightening. But if I knew what the problem was, perhaps it wouldn’t seem so scary? I spoke very quietly.

‘Mum?’

She jumped and sat up, surprised to see me downstairs so late, then wiped her face on a piece of kitchen roll that was screwed up in her hand, sniffed and gave me a wonky smile, like she couldn’t quite hold it straight because she was so upset and wanted to sob again.

‘Oh, dear. Oh, Coco. Sit down, love.’

Only Mum and Dad call me Coco.

‘What’s wrong? What’s happened, Mum?’

She patted the table opposite her. My chair was pulled out and I didn’t move it in. I didn’t want to get too close because she looked terrible, so different from how she usually looked, pretty and smiling. I was a bit scared of her because I’d never seen her like this before but then I felt guilty that I didn’t want to cuddle her, even though she was so upset.

I think I already knew what she was going to tell me but I didn’t want it to be happening. It was like when you fall down some stairs or out of a tree, or onto a hard pavement. You’ve already started to lose your balance but you can’t get it back and you know there’s a terrible pain flying towards you, about to smash into you.

You can’t stop it.

You can’t control what’s coming.

A HORRIBLE moment. The moment everything changes.

‘I’m sorry, Coco,’ she said, ‘but I don’t think Dad wants to come home.’

‘What d’you mean?’ I asked, screwing my face up. ‘Why would he NOT want to come home? Everyone wants to come home.’

Mum’s bottom lip went wobbly and her eyes, which were already a mass of mascara blotches and redness, filled up with tears again.

‘Dad and I have had a long talk and he’s told me that he’s met another lady he wants to be with more than me. He wants to stay in London.’

I felt sick. A hot feeling shot up behind my eyes and ears and along my fingers so I had to squeeze my fists tight to stop them exploding. My face didn’t move for a moment, then I leaned forward and shouted at Mum, like it was her fault.

‘Then he’s STUPID and I HATE HIM.’

And I ran upstairs, leaving Mum alone in the kitchen.

Why would he want to leave us? How could he love someone more than Mum, who was beautiful and never got cross with him even though he was always late for things and was the most untidy person on the planet? And why would he leave ME? We cooked things together and had fun and went on holidays. Had he secretly HATED doing all those things and not told us?

I didn’t cry.

I tore up my best sketch of the black dress from Breakfast at Tiffany’s. I ripped it into a million tiny pieces. Then I threw myself on the bed and thumped my pillow over and over and OVER until I fell asleep.

That all happened back in October, right at the start of Year Seven, my first year at Beckmere. Two and a half terms have gone by since then. Christmas and my birthday have already passed. The weather might have got better, but LIFE has got MUCH worse since Dad did his disappearing act.

I’ve only once said out loud that I miss him, but I feel it ALL the time.

Mum tried extra hard to keep things normal. She tried TOO hard really, doing lots of stuff like taking me to the cinema and to the big shopping mall by the motorway. I think she wanted to take my mind off it all, but every time she took me somewhere I couldn’t help thinking how much better it would’ve been if Dad was there with us. Of course, I didn’t say that to her. All I said was, ‘I miss Dad.’

I only said it once, when we had baked beans for the third night running.

Dad cooked fresh, spicy food. Everything had flavour and ZING. Now my WHOLE life felt like dry, white toast with nothing more interesting on it than baked beans.

All Mum said was, ‘I know, love. I miss him, too.’


[image: images]

I suddenly had a [image: images] reduction in parents and no say in the matter. I was angry all the time and it wouldn’t stay inside me. By the Christmas holidays I’d managed to fall out with my best friends, Jen and Angela. I didn’t mean it to happen, but I’d started flying into BAZOOKA tempers with people who never used to annoy me at all. Mum was still working at the office then and I already had to help out lots more than before with things at home because Dad wasn’t there to do his share. It was OK for Jen and Angela; they only had to think about their usual worries:

[image: images]

I had all those things to stress about PLUS SO MUCH MORE. Now that Dad was gone, I had a HUGE extra brain-ache beyond the usual torments of Year Seven, and an empty, scared feeling most of the time. Really, I didn’t care a RAT’S EYEBALL any more about homework and boys and hair slides and Netball and Drama. I COULDN’T care about those things because there just wasn’t room in my head along with worrying about Dad and about all the jobs that needed doing at home.

When you aren’t COMPLETELY obsessed with the usual girl stuff there’s not much else left to talk about with friends like Jen and Angela.

And I got especially mean and snappy if anyone mentioned dads, which OF COURSE they did, LOADS.

My dad drives me nuts.

My dad’s got a new car.

My dad grounded me AGAIN.

My dad’s taking me skiing.

My dad’s an old hippy.

My dad sulks in the shed.

Mydadthis, mydadthat.

Dad, Dad, DAD.

The ‘D’ word was everywhere.

One morning, a few weeks before Christmas, when Jen and Angela were talking about stuff they were going to do with their families in the holiday and I didn’t have ANY plans and not much of a family left, I really lost it.

Jen and Angela both knew that Dad wasn’t around any more but they carried on talking about their own dads and their own holiday plans as if I had no feelings about half my parents vanishing. Then, after YET ANOTHER argument with HER dad, Jen came flouncing into the registration group. Now her dad is, I admit, a COMPLETE control freak, but she went ON and ON about how mean he was. Jen was ALWAYS complaining about him, with her eyes rolling, swishing back her blonde hair. Recently, she’d started to remind me of Miss Piggy when she did this, so I told her. It was one of those things that you might think but you’d NEVER say out loud, not to someone who was your friend. But I said it, RIGHT to her face. I just FLIPPED.

‘You look just like Miss Piggy when you flounce about, do you know that?’

Jen went VERY red and shoved her hands onto her hips, which made her look even more like Miss Piggy. I couldn’t help laughing out loud at her.

She shouted, ‘Oh, thanks, Cordelia! You’re supposed to sympathise. You know what a nasty old grinch my dad is.’

‘Yeah, but d’you have to go on about it SO much?’

I couldn’t believe what I was doing. I was falling out with her BIG TIME by just being totally…well…honest and truthful about what I REALLY thought. I must’ve had these feelings bottled up inside for ages and now here they were, flooding out, and I couldn’t stop them, even though I knew this meant CERTAIN DEATH for our friendship.

Jen SHRIEKED back at me.

‘Yes, I do have to go on about it actually, or I’ll go mad!’

Angela giggled nervously and looked down at her feet. She wasn’t as confident as Jen and was a bit scared of arguments. She was probably wishing the bell would ring and interrupt us. But it didn’t. More and more things I’d been thinking about Jen came pouring out of my mouth.

‘You’re spoiled rotten, y’know? Your dad buys you LOADS of stuff. ’

Jen’s mouth fell open. I hadn’t noticed before that she already had a big filling in one of her back teeth.



‘He does not. I don’t have an expensive bike, like you, or ice skates, like you, or a fancy watch, like you.’



I sneered at her, really HORRIBLY, like she was the most STUPID person I’d ever met.

‘They’re all OLD things passed on from my mum’s friends, and you KNOW that. I don’t get holidays three times a year, like YOU, and riding lessons, like YOU, and new shoes practically every week, like YOU.’

Then I had a final EXPLOSION and shouted the most hurtful thing I could think of.

‘You should realise how LUCKY you are and stop being such a FAT BRAT.’

And I stormed off.

Jen was super-sensitive about her weight so I knew I’d said the one thing GUARANTEED to upset her. I felt hot tingles behind my eyes and I ran into the toilets to cry. Falling out with Jen and Angela was like another big chunk had dropped off my life. First Dad, now them. Everything was changing. I was changing. The weird thing about it was that I think I WANTED to break away from Jen and Angela, I just hadn’t meant to be horrible about it and I didn’t think it would happen yet, not for ages. I was suddenly a different person and I didn’t fit in with them like I used to. I wished that I did but there was no going back. The scariest thing was that I didn’t seem to fit ANYWHERE any more. I felt like a firework bouncing off the walls, not knowing where I’d land or when all the fizzing and banging in my head would stop.
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Random things I've noticed:
v Watching old films is the BEST therapy
Life without a sketchbook has NO MEANING
Brown walls are DEPRESSING
My nose is fine just as it is
Weddings are FAIRLY BORING
Food, however, is ESSENTIAL

Pink is NOT the only colour

I8 %

1 MIGHT grow up to be a giraffe
AND

There is a VERY ANGRY girl living in my head who
KEEPS making me SHOUT AT PEOPLE!

Anyone feel the same?
Leve

Cordelia x
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