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Grace Ellis writes gloriously awkward, big-hearted comedies about teenage chaos, friendship, and the art of being unapologetically yourself. A lifelong fan of pop culture, and the perfect mixtape, she has a knack for turning adolescent disasters into laugh-out-loud moments of truth.

Grace celebrates the messy beauty of growing up, one mortifying mishap at a time. Grace embraces the chaos of growing up, one cringe-worthy moment at a time. Off the page, she can often be found explaining to her kids why the internet used to make that noise.

Grace believes cool is overrated, authenticity is everything, and nothing beats a good story told with heart and humour.
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Alice Brown: The Not-So-Cool School Chronicles follows the hilariously awkward and often misguided journey of 14-year-old Alice Brown, a girl who’s determined to become popular and fit in with the “cool kids” as she enters secondary school, Hillside Secondary. Set in 1990's, this laugh-out-loud coming-of-age story unfolds through Alice’s personal diary entries, capturing her wild schemes, misguided decisions, and the chaotic consequences that come with trying to navigate the dangerous world of middle school popularity.

Alice’s best friend, Louise Hurley, is the complete opposite of the cool crowd, nerdy, unfashionable, and perfectly content with who she is. However, Alice’s obsession with gaining status often leads to her neglecting Louise, choosing instead to chase after the approval of the most popular girls in school: Sasha (the leader of the pack), Natasha (the rich girl), and Lorraine (the queen bee with a sharp tongue). What Alice doesn't realize is that the more she tries to be someone else, the further she drifts from who she truly is, and who’s always been there for her: Louise.

As the story unfolds, Alice's attempts at achieving popularity often backfire, leading to hilarious and embarrassing situations. Whether she’s accidentally ruining a school event, trying to outshine Sasha at a talent show, or making a fool of herself at the school dance, Alice’s schemes are both absurd and endearing. But through all the chaos, Alice learns some valuable lessons about friendship, self-worth, and the importance of authenticity.

Her road to self-discovery becomes even more complicated when she meets Robbie, a boy in her science class who’s dating Sasha. Alice, initially believes that Robbie is her ticket to coolness, finds herself caught in a complicated love triangle filled with unexpected twists and plenty of awkward moments. But as the drama unfolds, Alice realizes that trying to win someone’s affection at the cost of who you are isn’t worth it.

After a series of embarrassing public moments, failed attempts to fit in, and heartfelt conversations with Louise, Alice begins to understand that the secret to happiness isn’t in popularity, it’s in being true to yourself. By the end of the book, Alice makes peace with who she is, reconnects with Louise, and finally acknowledges that she doesn’t need to be “cool” to be valued or loved.
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Chapter 1: New Beginnings–Monday, 3rd September 1990

Mood: Optimistic & Scared
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The house was in chaos as usual. It was the first day of high school, and somehow, the day had already gotten off to the perfectly disastrous start. The clock on the kitchen wall ticked away with that annoying rhythmic “tick-tick-tick” sound, as though it were counting down the minutes until my life was thrown into even more confusion. I trudged downstairs, dragging my feet like a sloth on its worst day, dreading what lay ahead. It wasn’t the schoolwork. It wasn’t the new teachers. It was the same old problem that I faced every year: how to navigate the treacherous jungle that was school. New beginning. Same old drama.

My name is Alice Brown and I am almost fourteen years of age, which is technically old enough to babysit and too old to still be treated like a child, yet somehow young enough for my mom to choose my clothes. I live with my younger twin brothers, William and George, aged almost 13, who were genetically designed to ruin my life, to exhaust my poor mom Bridget, my caffeine-obsessed dad Harry, and Jess, our troublemaking terrier who thrives on attention.

Today, I am transitioning from junior school to first year in Hillside Secondary School. Most of the people in my class will be joining me with a few new faces from other local schools. I am excited yet terrified, but in the most delusional part of my brain, I keep telling myself I’ve "got this.” My entire future, reputation, and social standing were about to be determined by what I wore, how I acted, and whether or not I tripped over my own shoelaces before the first bell. Attempting not to die inside every time a cool kid looked at me. New school, new beginning... same old drama. No pressure, right?

Of course, the first day of secondary school is a special kind of torture, like stepping onto a battlefield and realising you’re still not ready, armed with nothing but a soggy sandwich and a misplaced sense of finally being an adult. I’d been preparing for this moment my entire life, or at least the three months since the end of summer, so I should have been ready. But when I woke up this morning, staring into my wardrobe, I realised that “prepared” wasn’t a word that applied to me. I mean, sure, I had a vague idea of how to not embarrass myself. No neon socks. No cartoon T-shirts. No tracksuits.  

As I entered the kitchen, I was greeted by the usual morning chaos, a scene from a disaster movie. My dad, Harry Brown, was standing at the counter in jogging shorts so old and saggy they looked like they’d survived a war. His hair, what was left of it, was sticking out in all directions, like a mad scientist who had just been electrocuted, his face pale, his eyes bloodshot. He was clutching a chipped mug like it was the last piece of sanity left in his life. Except most of the coffee had missed the mug and was dripping onto the floor. Dad rummaged through a drawer in search of what I assumed was his second cup of coffee. The first one, clearly, had been a complete disaster. It was spilling over the side of his chipped mug, dripping onto the floor in what I assumed was a completely intentional and extremely harried fashion. 

“Alice, grab that mug,” he said without looking up. “The dog knocked it over again. Can’t a guy get a quiet morning in this house?”

I gave him my best disdainful stare. 

"Dad, you say that every morning, but I’m pretty sure this is the same routine as yesterday. Can we, like, get a new one? Maybe one where you don’t spill half the pot before eight a.m.?”  

But of course, Dad was too wrapped up in his caffeine crisis to hear me. He was muttering something about how coffee companies should make industrial-sized mugs, like actual buckets, so he could just drink out of one and be done with it.

He rummaged through another drawer, batteries, rubber bands, half-dead pens, takeaway menus. “Where’s the bloody spoon?”

“In the spoon drawer,” I said.  “Which one’s the spoon drawer?”

“The one labelled Spoons, Dad.”

Meanwhile, the twins were already at it. William and George, eleven-year-old terror machines, were shouting at each other across the kitchen table. They were as identical as two peas in a pod, except for the fact that William had the constant urge to bully George, who was much more intellectual and, let’s face it, boring.

The twins escalated and were now in full-scale battle. William had grabbed the Lucky Charms and was holding the box high above George’s head. George was shrieking like a car alarm.

“William, that’s MY cereal!” George screeched, his voice so high-pitched it made the dog howl. He grabbed at the box of Lucky Charms, but William, the instigator, pulled it just out of reach.

“You snooze, you lose,” William taunted, pouring himself a mountain of cereal that could feed a small country. “This is breakfast law. I got here first.”

George lunged. William dodged. Milk spilled. A spoon clattered.

“MUUUUM!” George wailed. “William’s a cereal thief!”

“You snooze, you lose,” William taunted, holding the box high above his head. “This is my cereal now. Deal with it, nerd.”

“You’re a cheater, William!” George retorted, his face turning beet-red. “Mom, William’s cheating again!”

Mom, who was wearing her ancient floral bathrobe that should’ve been retired sometime in the early eighties, was busy scrambling eggs in a frying pan, flipping them with the precision of someone who had been making breakfast for a family of lunatics for over a decade. She glanced over at the twins, sighed, and shook her head, but she didn’t seem particularly inclined to intervene. She’d learned years ago that if you tried to stop one of the twins, the other would just find something else to scream about.

“William, stop tormenting your brother. George, stop squealing. Alice, talk some sense into them. I’m busy keeping us all fed.”  Dad shouted.

“Stop fighting, you two,” Mom said without looking up from the stove. “Alice, will you please talk some sense into your brothers? I’m trying to get breakfast ready before we all miss the bus.”

“Me?” I asked, collapsing onto a stool. “Why am I always the referee? You realise they only listen to you, right?”

“They don’t listen to me either,” Mom muttered, flipping eggs like a robot.

I rolled my eyes and took a seat at the counter, trying to summon the energy to deal with the day ahead. My mom was always trying to play referee between the twins, but honestly, nothing could stop them when they got going. I had learned to tune them out, like background noise. But this morning felt different. It was the first day of grown-up school, and I was determined to make it count. This year, I was going to make a serious change. This 

Jess, the terrier, bolted into the room, nails clicking against the tiles. She went straight for the bin, nose deep in yesterday’s pizza box, tail wagging like she’d struck gold.

“Jess, no!” I lunged, grabbing her collar. She twisted free, crust dangling from her mouth, looking so pleased with herself.

Dad finally located a spoon and held it aloft like he’d discovered treasure. “Victory!” Then promptly spilled more coffee.

At that moment, I realised: I hadn’t even left the house yet and my life was already a sitcom.

And then came the dress.  The mint-green polyester monstrosity my mother had insisted was “perfect for the first day.” She’d hung it up the night before like it was the crown jewels. It had ruffles. It had puffed sleeves. It had the ability to destroy my social life in under three seconds. But what I didn’t account for was that everyone else would be on a completely different level of fashion entirely. They were already perfect. I, on the other hand, looked like I had wandered out of a time machine from the 1980s and into 1990, still stuck in some kind of polyester purgatory.

“Mom,” I begged, holding it up. “Please. Please don’t make me wear this. I’ll look like a boiled pea.”

“Nonsense,” she said brightly. “It’s fresh, it’s fun, it’s professional. Very Julia Roberts.”

“Julia Roberts has never worn anything this hideous in her entire career.”

“Well, Madonna would!” 

“Mom, Madonna wears cone bras. This has ruffles.” I cried.

“It’s appropriate,” she said firmly. “Your teacher will like it. Besides, you look adorable in green.”

“I look like I’ve been dipped in mouthwash.”

The twins chimed in, of course. “You look like mushy peas!” William cackled.

“More like toothpaste!” George added.

Dad squinted over his mug. “Bit bright, isn’t it?”

“See!” I pointed dramatically. “Even Dad agrees!”

Mom folded her arms. “You’re wearing it.”

And that was that. I was sentenced to fashion death.

My mom, bless her, thought it was the “perfect choice.” Her advice, before I left for school this morning, was a motivational speech that could’ve been sold on VHS to struggling executives.

“Remember, darling,” she had said, her face glowing with pride, “you’re not just going to school today. You’re going to conquer the world! Think about the famous people who wear outfits like that. Julia Roberts! Madonna! Well, in the 80s, anyway. You’re going to make waves, Alice. This is your year!”

My mint-green dress was my so-called “good outfit,” the one my mom had selected as perfect for the start of secondary school. And let me tell you, that was a mistake of historic proportions. With the wisdom of hindsight (a whole eight hours of it), I can say with confidence that the mint-green dress belonged in the lost-and-found box of a defunct circus.

“Mom, I’m not going to school in that hideous green dress,” I said, holding it up like it was a biohazard.

Alice!” she cried, turning to give me one of her disapproving stares. “It’s perfect! I bought it for you specially. It’s the exact right shade of mint green. Fresh, young, and fun! You’ll look so cute in it. Just like when you were little. Don’t you want to look nice for school?”

I stared at the dress in disbelief. It looked like it belonged on someone’s grandmother or maybe in the background of a sixties sitcom. It was light mint polyester, with ruffles around the collar that made me look like I was attending a wedding at an old folks’ home.

“Mom, please,” I said, clutching it dramatically. “This is so embarrassing. I’ll look like a walking bowl of pea soup.”

“Nonsense! It’s appropriate. Your teacher’s a fan of professionalism.” She smiled, as if that explained everything.

“I’m sure she’ll love me looking like a fashion disaster,” I muttered under my breath. But of course, Mom had a way of making you feel guilty for not being grateful.

Jess, our terrier mix with the personality of a toddler on sugar, bounded into the kitchen at that moment, tail wagging furiously. She had an uncanny ability to find trouble before breakfast. Today was no exception. She ran straight for the trash can, knocked it over, and dragged last night’s pizza box across the floor.

“Jess, no!” I yelled, lunging to grab her by the collar. Jess looked up with wide, innocent eyes, like she had been framed.

Of course, Mom didn’t intervene. She was too focused on making sure the eggs didn’t burn. Meanwhile, Dad muttered something about how if he didn’t get caffeine soon, the dog would be walking him.

By 7:45, I was out the door, I grabbed my bag, adjusted the mint-green dress one last time (it felt like wearing a nylon bin bag), dog barking in farewell, twins shouting something about “pea soup girl.” I kept my chin up, with a brave face, trying not to overthink, though inside I wanted the pavement to swallow me up.

The walk to the bus stop was a blur. Everything seemed too fast, too loud. This was it. This was the moment where I would either sink or swim.

At the bus stop, the cool kids were already there: Sasha, Lorraine, and Natasha, the trio of “cool kids” who had somehow gone from casual acquaintances to living, breathing reminders of everything I was not. Sasha was talking to Natasha about some shopping spree. Lorraine stood nearby, flipping through a glossy magazine like she’d just flown in from Paris. And Natasha looked like she’d stepped out of a catalog.

They stood in a perfect triangle like some kind of pop group album cover. Sasha was the leader, obviously. She was tall, glossy-haired, always laughing at something mysterious.  Lorraine, flipping pages like she was at Paris Fashion Week. Natasha had a new jacket, designer of course, and the smug smile of someone who never had to shop in the sale section.

Then there was me. Mint-green lettuce girl. I also spotted Louise Flanagam, my best friend, standing near the curb in her stiff wool cardigan that looked like it was knitted by a blind relative and gigantic glasses. Louise was not cool. She spent all her time reading Tolkien and debating Star Trek captains. But she was mine. Today, though, I needed her to pretend I wasn’t wearing the worst dress in the history of humanity.  She waved, grinning.

I walked up. “Hey, Lou,” I said. “How are you? Excited for the new school year?”

Louise looked at me, then at the dress. Her lips twitched. “You know, Alice, it’s okay to wear something that doesn’t make you look like you raided your nan’s wardrobe.”

I groaned. “Don’t remind me. Mom’s idea. She thinks mint polyester screams ‘professional.’ I think it screams ‘help me.’”

She gave me a once-over again. “Wow. Minty fresh.”

“Don’t.”

“You look like chewing gum.”

“Stop it.” I hissed, totally mortified.

“Or a bathroom cleaner.” She giggled.

“Louise!”

She laughed so hard she nearly dropped her bag. “Sorry, sorry. But seriously, Alice, you’re trying to impress Sasha while dressed like a grandma’s sofa.”

“I had no choice.”

“There’s always a choice.”

“Not when your mom has the power of guilt.”

“Fair,” she admitted.

Louise smirked. “Tell her you’re allergic to mint.”

“Yeah, but that would be too easy,” I sighed.

I took a deep breath and forced myself toward the cool kids. “Hey, everyone!” I said brightly.

Sasha gave me a nod. Natasha smiled politely. Lorraine didn’t even look up.

“You’re really going with that, huh?” Lorraine finally said, flicking her eyes at my dress.

“Well, I thought it was nice...” I mumbled. But she was already back to her magazine.

When the bus arrived, chaos exploded. Kids shoved, shouted, jostled. The driver looked like he regretted his career choices.  The bus screeched up, and I climbed aboard, heart hammering.  The bus smelled like wet coats, crisps, and old sneekers. Someone had already dropped a half-chewed gum wad on the floor, and naturally, I stepped in it. Of course. Louise shuffled behind me, sighing dramatically as if she were being dragged into prison.

We shuffled down the aisle. Kids were shouting about holidays in Spain, a cousin’s new Nintendo, and who fancied who over the summer. My mint dress squeaked against the plastic seats like a deflating balloon. I could practically feel people staring. Or maybe that was just paranoia.  I slid into a seat halfway down. Louise plonked beside me, already pulling out a battered paperback..

“Seriously?” I hissed. “You’re going to read The Fellowship of the Ring now?”

She didn’t even glance up. “Hobbits calm me down.”

Two rows ahead, Sasha and her crew were already holding court. Lorraine had her feet on the seat in front, like she owned the place, and was loudly describing her summer in Spain. Natasha was showing off her new Walkman and her new neon-pink backpack, which probably cost more than our entire weekly food shop.  Sasha just laughed at everything while flicking her long hair like a movie star. 

I leaned toward Louise. “Okay,” I whispered, gripping my bag. “Here’s the plan: I’m going to talk to Sasha today. Make her like me. She’ll take me under her wing. Boom. New me.”

“That’s your plan? Just... walk up and talk?” Louise sighed.

“Yes.”

“That’s like saying you’ll climb Everest because you bought trainers.” Louise frowned.

"Exactly. Trainers are the first step.”

Louise raised an eyebrow so high it practically left her forehead. “Alice, she’s the queen bee. You’re... not.”

“Exactly,” I said, determination flooding through me in the same way it floods through people seconds before disaster. “That’s what makes it the perfect opportunity. If I can get her to notice me, I’m in. It’s like... The Lion King, but instead of Simba being king, I’ll be... queen of lunch tables.”

“Or you’ll be trampled in the stampede,” Louise muttered.

I ignored her.

Louise groaned. “Fine. But when she ignores you, don’t cry on me.”

“Noted,” I said, even though inside, I was already panicking.

I leaned forward, trying to eavesdrop. My bag, traitor that it was, slid off my lap and thunked straight into the aisle, spilling its contents like an exploding piñata. Out rolled a banana, three pens, my math book, and, worst of all, my emergency deodorant canister.  It clattered right under Sasha’s seat.

Time stopped.  Every single kid on the bus burst out laughing.

"Nice one, Alice!” someone shouted from the back of the bus.

Lorraine picked up the deodorant with two fingers, holding it as though it were radioactive. “Uh, is this yours?” she asked loudly, twisting her face into the universal expression for gross.

My face went nuclear red. “Y-yeah. Thanks.” I scrambled up to grab it, nearly knocking Louise’s book out of her hands.

Louise sighed. “So much for blending in.”

I slumped back into my seat, clutching the deodorant to my chest like a war medal. This was going to be a long year.

By the time we arrived, my nerves were fried. The senior school loomed ahead like a castle designed specifically to chew up and spit out awkward fourteen-year-olds. Kids poured into the courtyard, already forming cliques, laughing, shouting, hugging. I gripped my bag tighter

Walking into senior school was like being dropped into a foreign country. The hallways were packed. A tidal wave of teenagers carried me along until I slammed into a notice board, where some cheerful teacher had pinned up a sign saying Welcome First Years! in bubble letters. Underneath, someone had drawn a moustache on the smiley face.

The hallways swarmed with kids. Cliques formed instantly. Teachers shouted directions. Older kids leaned against lockers, smirking at us newbies like predators spotting fresh prey.  I clutched my bag, tried to breathe, and muttered to myself: Don’t trip. Don’t spill. Don’t say anything stupid.  Which was basically saying: Don’t be yourself.

“Okay, okay,” I muttered to myself. “You’ve got this. Just... act natural, that  was just an accident.  Don’t trip. Don’t say anything weird. Don’t ...”

“Alice!” Louise called, tugging my sleeve. “Form groupings are over there.”

I found my classroom, sweating in the polyester sauna of my dress. The teacher was a tall man with wild eyebrows, a huge moustachem named Mr. Greaves. He gave me a look that said, “You will never succeed in life,” even though he hadn’t spoken yet.

We did introductions. Everyone else had normal hobbies like football or swimming. When it was my turn, I panicked and said, “I like... stationery.”

The room went silent. Then someone snorted.  The entire class erupted in laughter. I slid lower in my seat. Maybe if I melted into the mint dress, I could disappear.

“Good morning, class,” he boomed. “Welcome to your first day of secondary school. I expect discipline, punctuality, and ...”  Mr Greaves spoke for about 30 minutes.

The rest of the morning was a blur of introductions, timetables, and rules. Louise raised her hand during every subject assignment. I tried not to be noticed.  A new boy JJ got in trouble twice for whispering about how Mr. Greaves’s moustache looked like a ferret.

By lunch, I was exhausted.  The cafeteria was a battlefield. Kids queued, barging past each other, trays clattering. The smell was a mix of chips, bleach, and spag boll.  I opened my lunchbox and looked in at the disgusting sandwichs inside (egg, obviously already soggy), an apple was bruised. The crisps had exploded in the bag. Perfect.  Iclosed it immediately, the smell of egg sandwiches already getting attention from some of the students.

Louise and I hovered, scanning the tables. The cool kids had already claimed the central table. Sasha sat at the head like a queen. Lorraine leaned back, laughing too loudly, and Natasha was carefully arranging her cutlery like she was at the Ritz.

Louise nearly choked on her milk. “Alice, no.” I strolled over to the cool gang's table.

“Yes. This is my destiny.”

“It’s your funeral.”

Ignoring her, I marched over, tray wobbling. “Mind if I sit here?” I asked, my voice at least three octaves higher than normal.

I was starving and desperate to be noticed by the cool gang. This was it: my chance to sit with Sasha. To be noticed.  I approached their table, tray shaking in my hands. “Mind if I sit here?” I asked, aiming for casual but landing somewhere between squeaky and desperate.

“Sure,” Sasha said, sliding over without really looking.

I sat at the wrong end of the table. Rookie mistake. Lorraine gave me a stare so icy it could’ve frozen water. Natasha smiled politely before turning away. Sasha carried on laughing at something I didn’t understand.

I opened my lunchbox and unwrapped my egg sandwich. It was soggy. I took a bite. Mush dribbled onto my chin. Lorraine raised an eyebrow. “Appetising.”

I took a deep breath. “I’m doing it. I’m sitting with them.”

I wanted to sink under the table. Instead, I choked down another bite. My tray rattled. My juice carton squirted onto my sleeve. Everyone stared.  This was not my transformation into a cool kid. 

I wanted to die.  As if that wasn’t enough, my second egg sandwicht slid off the tray, plopped upside down on the floor, and somehow managed to splatter egg all over my mint dress.

Silence.

Then laughter.

Even Sasha smirked.

I sat frozen, egg mayo dripping down my lap, wishing for a sinkhole to open beneath me. Louise, bless her, rushed over with napkins, but she was laughing so hard she nearly fell over.

“Classic Alice,” she giggled.

And just like that, my dreams of coolness drowned in custard.  I bolted to the bathroom after lunch, clutching my tray like a riot shield, egg mayo dripping down my legs. Of course, the girls’ toilets were already filled with year seniors reapplying eyeliner so thick you could probably use it to resurface roads. They glanced at me, mint polyester smeared with egg and custard, and burst out laughing.

One of them, tall, perfect hair, chewing gum so aggressively it could’ve been a sport, looked me up and down. “First year, right?”

“Uh... yeah.”

“Figures.” She blew a bubble and let it pop right onto her lip gloss. “Word of advice? Don’t wear... that.”

I wanted to argue. I wanted to scream IT WAS MY MOM’S IDEA. But instead, I nodded, ducked into a stall, and tried to scrub egg mayo off with one-ply toilet paper. It only made things worse. The dress smelled faintly of lemon cleaning spray and rotten eggs by the time I staggered back into the hallway.

The afternoon classes blurred together. History was a lecture about the Romans where Mr. Davies shouted so much his forehead vein looked ready to burst. Science was even worse: Bunsen burners, safety goggles, and some new lads daring each other to see who could stick their finger nearest the flame without crying. The smell of burnt hair lingered for the rest of the lesson.  By the final bell, I felt like I’d survived a natural disaster.

The bus ride home was no better. I’d hoped for peace, but naturally, I sat on my skirt wrong and it made the loudest rrrip sound. Everyone turned. I froze. “That was... my bag,” I lied, even though my bag was on the floor, completely silent.  Everyone roared with laughter. Louise hid behind her book, shoulders shaking.

When we finally got home, I stomped upstairs, locked my bedroom door, and collapsed onto my bed. The mint dress lay in a crumpled heap on the floor, looking smug, like it knew it had ruined my life.

Dinner that night was chaos, which, in my house, was just another word for “normal.”  Mom had decided to make spaghetti, which was ambitious considering she can’t even boil water without turning it into a small-scale natural disaster. Dad was late, stuck in traffic, so it was just me, Mom, Louise, and the twins. The dog was stationed under the table like a furry vacuum cleaner, waiting for dropped meatballs.

“Tell us about your first day!” Mom said, ladling spaghetti onto plates with such enthusiasm that half of it slid off the spoon and onto the table.

I nearly choked. “Um... it was fine.”

“Fine?” William snorted, twirling spaghetti around his fork. “You mean egg all over your legs fine?”

George cackled. “And deodorant rolling under Sasha’s seat fine?”

“Shut up!” I snapped, face blazing. 

Mom clapped her hands. “Enough! No fighting. Alice, I’m sure your day wasn’t that bad.”

I stabbed a meatball with unnecessary violence. “It was worse.”

The twins exchanged evil grins. “Tell Mom about the mint dress,” William teased.

Mom blinked. “What’s wrong with the dress?”

I gestured wildly at myself. “What’s wrong with it? Everything! It’s itchy, it squeaks, and everyone laughed at me. I looked like a giant piece of gum.”

“You looked adorable,” Mom said firmly. “You should be grateful.”

“Grateful?” I squeaked. “For looking like a radioactive lettuce?”

Louise finally looked up. “She’s not wrong, Mrs. Brown.”

Mom gave her the death stare, but Louise just shrugged and went back to reading about elves.  The dog took advantage of the distraction and snatched a meatball straight off my plate.  By the end of dinner, spaghetti was on the walls, William had noodles in his hair, and I’d sworn never to wear mint polyester again.

Homework was the final straw. Mr. Davies had given us an essay on “The Importance of the Roman Empire,” which I was definitely not in the mood to write. Louise had already finished hers in neat handwriting while I sat at my desk chewing the end of my pen and staring at a blank page.

“What’s so important about the Romans, anyway?” I grumbled. “They wore sandals, built roads, and stabbed each other. Congratulations.”

I scribbled that down. Maybe if I wrote enough sarcastic commentary, it would count as analysis.

Meanwhile, William and George were running up and down the hallway with colanders on their heads, shouting, “We are the Romans! Fear our spaghetti swords!”

It was impossible to concentrate. 

By nine o’clock, I’d managed half a page and a doodle of Mr. Greaves’s  moustache wearing a crown. Not exactly award-winning. 

When I finally collapsed into bed, I pulled my diary out.  The sacred place where I could confess all my humiliations in peace.

Diary Entry – Monday, 3rd September 1990

Mood: Humiliated and mortified.

Dear Diary,

Today was the most humiliating, stressful, ridiculous day of my life. It will go down in history as the Worst First Day Ever. Scratch that, the worst day ever.

Morning Chaos,  Dad spilled his coffee AGAIN, the twins tried to murder each other with cereal boxes, and Mom forced me into this mint-green polyester nightmare that made me look like a radioactive lettuce. Honestly, if aliens had landed today, they’d have abducted me just to study the outfit.

The Dress,  Mint-green polyester ruffle nightmare. Everyone looked at me like I was a walking salad. Even Louise called me “chewing gum.” My brothers called me “pea soup.” Future fashion icon? I think not.

Bus Stop, I stood next to the cool kids and tried not to melt. Failed. Tried to act normal. Failed. Louise roasted me non-stop.

Bus Ride Of Doom, I  sat behind Sasha, Lorraine, and Natasha. Formed a plan to talk to them. Plan still in progress. Might require actual personality transplant.  My deodorant escaped my bag and rolled under Sasha’s seat. Everyone saw. Lorraine held it up like it was a dead rat. I could hear my dignity screaming as it died.

Hallway , I survived without falling over, though I nearly got trampled by the new first years. 

First Class Lesson ,  Accidentally declared my love of stationery to the entire class. Already branded a nerd.

Lunch , Oh, dear Lord. I tried to sit with the cool kids. For one glorious second, it almost worked.  The soggy egg mayo sandwich incident. The dripping juice carton. Lorraine’s sarcasm. Sasha’s total indifference. Natasha’s polite smile of pity.  Entire cafeteria laughed. Lorraine smirked. Sasha smirked. Even Louise laughed, though she at least pretended to help.  Kill me now.

Dinner,  A total disaster. The twins mocked me, the dog stole my meatball, and Mom still insists the mint-green lettuce dress is “adorable.” Spoiler: it’s not.

Also, homework is stupid. The Romans probably didn’t even like the Romans.

So, yeah. First day = total disaster.  But, and this is a very tiny but, I survived. I didn’t die. I didn’t burst into flames. I didn’t run away and join the circus (though I looked like I was dressed for it).

Tomorrow, I’ll do better. Maybe. Unless Mom tries to put me in the peach ruffled blouse. If she does, I’m moving to Canada.

Tomorrow I will:

Hide mint green dress at the back of my wardrobe behind winter coats.

Bribe Louise into lending me something less embarrassing.

Avoid soggy sandwiches, and never ever bring egg mayo sandwiches to school again.

Avoid Sasha, Lorraine, and Natasha at all costs.

Don’t let deodorant roll across any public floor ever again.

Try to say something witty, not “I like stationery.”

I didn’t actually die. That’s something. I survived Day One of Senior School. My coolness rating is currently below zero, but there’s always tomorrow. If tomorrow is worse than today, I’m dropping out and becoming a goat farmer. Goats don’t care what you wear.

Remember that survival is enough.  Maybe not aim for “cool kid acceptance” straight away. Baby steps.

This is the beginning. It is so hard being a teenager. It can only get better... right?

Yours in eternal misery,

Love

Alice Brown

PS: Oh, I forgot I won't be here tomorrow, am going to visit my Grandad and Granny. Talk when I can.
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Chapter 2: Operation Coolness: Plan B - Wednesday, 5th September 1990.  Mood: Almost Defeated, but I’m Not Giving Up Yet
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Wednesday morning began with a bang. Literally. William had somehow managed to wedge George’s head into the laundry basket, and George was running around the hallway like a headless chicken, slamming into walls and shouting, “I’m blind! I’m blind!”

“Stop running!” Mom yelled from the kitchen. “You’ll break something!”

“You already broke my brain!” George howled, voice muffled through the basket.

Meanwhile, Dad was on the phone in the living room, yelling into the receiver like the person on the other end was on Mars. “Yes, I know the photocopier jammed! I was there! The paper caught fire, Carol!”

Jess the dog, sensing opportunity, had stolen half a slice of toast and was trying to bury it under the sofa cushion.

And me? I was sitting at the kitchen table, brushing my hair with one hand and clutching a slice of bread with the other, praying the bus would somehow explode in a freak accident so I wouldn’t have to go to school.

But first, I had to escape my house alive.  

“Mom!” I shouted, shoving the bread into the toaster. “Tell William to let George out of the basket!”

“Not my problem!” she yelled back.

“IT IS YOUR PROBLEM!” George screeched, flailing into the kitchen and colliding with the fridge. Magnets flew everywhere. A postcard from Aunt Judy landed in my cereal.

“George!” I cried. “You nearly knocked over my ...”  Too late. My juice tipped over, flooding across the table, soaking my homework.

“NOOOO!” I grabbed the soggy pages. The Roman Empire bled into an orange puddle. My half-hearted essay, “The Romans were stabby and wore sandals”, blurred into oblivion.

William strolled in, chewing toast, completely unbothered. “Oops.”

“Oops?!” I shouted. “You’ve destroyed history! Literally!”

He shrugged. “Romans are dead anyway.”

By the time I’d rescued what was left of my homework, George had finally freed his head from the basket, but his hair now stuck up like he’d been electrocuted. “Great,” he muttered, glaring at William. “Now everyone will think I’m a cactus.”

“Better than a loser,” William shot back.

“I AM NOT A LOSER!” George hurled the laundry basket at him. It bounced off William’s head and landed squarely on Jess, who yelped and galloped through the house like a possessed vacuum cleaner.

“OUT! ALL OF YOU!” Mom bellowed.

I stuffed my half-burnt toast into my mouth, grabbed my bag, and bolted before I became collateral damage.

At the bus stop, Louise was waiting, of course, perfectly composed, already halfway through another book. She eyed my frazzled hair, the orange stains on my homework, and the crumbs stuck to my jumper.
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