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Dedication


From Robin: For Lindsey (you know why)

From Lindsey: For Robin (you know why)
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Prologue

Dear Passerby:

That’s great that you found this non-interesting collection of nothing, but this isn’t for you.

    Please put the notebook back where you found it.

Thanks,

Management


Seriously. If you found a dirty sock, would you keep it? No. You would not. So leave this notebook alone. It is a dirty sock.*

*Ew.


Last chance.

Step away slowly.

There you go.


Whew. I think it’s safe now. Piper, meet me on the next page. [image: images]





Chapter 1

Piper,


You. Me. This top secret notebook. Together again! Finally!!

It felt like winter break lasted forever, but in a mere nine hours, forty-three minutes, we will be walking through the doors of Kennedy Middle School, where every student will be sporting brand-new itchy sweaters. Yay! (I think.)

The plan will be the same—we’ll drop off the notebook in our lockers and exchange it in the hallway between classes. Let’s document every step of the way for fun. Or as my dad, the Coolest Anthropologist in California, would say, “For anthropology’s sake!”

Our wise words could educate the little green aliens when they someday beam down here. (Or do aliens beam up here? Come on, scientists. We need answers!) Not that aliens should read this since we made it very clear this notebook is off-limits.

These are our secrets.

Our precious thoughts.

Our “only my best friend will understand” letters.

Perhaps we should have made it clear to the aliens . . . “Do not read even if you’re not a human and from the future.”

It’s possible aliens-from-the-future will be very gossipy.

Also, the Martians could steal all our amazing double wedding ideas, and suddenly everyone will have six-foot-long banana splits at their reception, and our original idea won’t be original anymore.

[image: image]

Stay on your own planet, please.

So here I am sitting on my bed staring at Blinkie as I wait for school to start. He’s meowing a lot tonight. Maybe he’s nervous for me.

Am I nervous? Hold on.

I just asked Blinkie. He blinked twice.

As we all know, my cat blinks once for YES, twice for NO.

And guess what! He’s right—I’m not nervous. Which is practically headline news. You know how I get when I have to deal with change—it turns my stomach into a knot. The tricky kind of knot you have to learn for a Girl Scout badge. Usually going back to school puts me in Full Worried Mode.

What if it’s too warm inside to wear this sweater and I, you know . . . sweat?

What if headbands suddenly went out of style over the holidays?

What if I’m assigned a report that has to be read out loud . . . in front of PEOPLE?

But that’s the old me; even more specifically, it’s December me. January me has decided to take charge of her life.

Be bold.

Be fearless.

No, I didn’t read any self-help books over winter break. It’s better than that!

Remember when I told you I started having lunch in Ms. Benson’s office once a week? Well, it’s supposed to be a friendly chat, but she’s been using her guidance counselor skills on me. I can tell. My guess is once you get your counseling degree, you can’t really turn it off, lunchtime or not.

Anyway, lately she’s been giving me strategies to deal with anxiety. But I don’t like calling it anxiety (because that word makes me . . . anxious). I call it Worry Wort Syndrome (WWS), which is a more accurate description of me. Or it was.

Ms. Benson told me all about this thing called “catastrophic thinking,” which is figuring out the worst thing that could happen and then letting that thought bounce around in your head until you almost convince yourself that awful thing will definitely happen.

She says I’m supposed to question my thoughts like I’m some sort of detective getting to the facts. During our last meeting, we examined my catastrophic thinking about not giving my brother the perfect Christmas gift and how I assumed he’d be disappointed because it wasn’t cool enough for his college dorm room and he’d get all moody and mean and our holiday would be ruined.

Catastrophic thinking.

So I cross-examined my thoughts and realized that wasn’t the most likely outcome. She had me close my eyes and imagine the best thing that could happen. I imagined Jason loving his gift and then asking me to play a game of chess. (And yes, I imagined that I was wearing a super snazzy business suit for all this. My imagination is very classy.)

Guess what happened! Jason loved his Snoopy calendar and we played chess, but not just one game . . . four games! And we also went to the mall together without Mom, just the two of us having fun and eating waffle fries.

I was wrong to assume my winter break was going to be a disaster. It went amazingly well!

Ms. Benson was right when she said that life can be surprising sometimes—that things can actually turn out better than we ever imagined.

So!

That brings us to January.

It marks the beginning of the year, and I’m excited to get back to Chess Club and the animal shelter. January also means it’s my favorite time of year . . . no, not the annual clearance sale at the Yarn Hut—that’s your favorite time of the year.

For me, of course, it’s time for Battle of the Books. My annual tradition! I get to talk to other readers about books. Study the story and characters. Answer reading comprehension questions at a competition. Can you spell H-E-A-V-E-N??

Sign-ups were in October, but I haven’t heard much about it since. This explains why I’m so excited because tomorrow—tomorrow!—is the first meeting. It’s during lunch, which makes it even more exciting . . . books and food. Who wouldn’t want to go? I’m sure our librarian, Miss Nikki, has lots of plans to make this amazing. Oh, sheesh, I need to stop calling her Miss Nikki because that’s what the kids called her when she worked in the elementary school. I know this because she sometimes volunteers at the public library and I see all the little kids crowd around her. “Miss Nikki! Miss Nikki!” They don’t even have actual questions; the kids just like calling out her name. Like she’s a rock star.

Now that she’s here—in serious middle-school territory—we have to call her by her “proper” name: Miss del Rosario. Which I honestly love so much more. It rolls right off your tongue and into a bowl of luscious chocolate. Sophistication is what I’m going for here.

I’m not sure what will happen at this first meeting. I heard that our middle school has placed last in the competition for three years in a row. I hope we can turn that around since Miss del Rosario is here now. Being on a losing team is . . . well . . . my worst nightmare. But it’ll be okay—I have lots of ideas about how we can get everyone to learn the information quickly. Maybe I’ll email my ideas to Miss del Rosario.

Oh! Speaking of emails . . . (Note: this next paragraph has nothing to do with emails. It’s all about Jackson Whittaker. But you knew that.)

I have some Jackson news. But I’m not even going to tell you about it yet. Getting panicky about conversations with boys is so last December. I’ll tell you all about it in my next letter.

Cool as a cucumber—that’s me.

So tell me everything that’s been happening. Every detail! Let’s start January off with a notebook celebration! Which means we should meet sometime soon out at the tide pools—our sacred spot. We’ll do our best this time to not stand directly under any pelicans flying by.

Let’s rock the rest of this sixth-grade year.

Januarily yours,

Olivia

As always, my five gratefuls:

       1.    This notebook

       2.    The brand-new sweater I’m wearing tomorrow (Embroidered daisies—total cuteness without, hopefully, any embarrassing sweat!)

       3.    Battle of the Books

       4.    Tide pools

       5.    This notebook (It’s a repeat of #1, but it deserves this much admiration.)

Oh! And I’ve attached our family’s Holiday Newsletter. Mom and Dad were so busy that they didn’t get around to writing it so I offered to do it. Which is why it was sent out late this year. Also, I’m not sure if I’m doing “Holiday Newsletter!” correctly. Other people seem so cheerful. I just really like numbers and math.




[image: image]

(All Mom had was this University of Georgia stationery. Bulldogs aren’t super festive, but oh well.)

THE WESTON FAMILY’S ANNUAL HOLIDAY NEWSLETTER

Greetings,

We hope you are having fun. And eating food. And asking your kids a bunch of questions. That’s what the holidays are for, right?


Here is our year by the numbers:

31: number of weeks until the Georgia Bulldog football season starts

3: number of chess matches Olivia attended

1574: year of Dad’s favorite civilization

6: number of parties Mom held for the University of Georgia football games

14: number of University of Georgia Rice Krispie Treats Olivia consumed

2: number of times Jason visited us from college

1: number of cats named Blinkie that still live with us



We wish you the best this coming year. Hopefully nothing bad happens to you.

The Westons






Hi, friends!

Merry Christmas! I love Christmas card season, because I finally get to put all my skills from the stationery store to good use. Also, I’m hardly ever on the social medias (or computer. I know! I’m awful with technology), so I miss out on updates from everyone. That’s what I love about letters—they’re a great way to reconnect. In fact, one of my New Year’s resolutions is to write more letters. I probably won’t, but a mom can dream. :)

We miss you all and hope you had a wonderful year. Here’s an update on our little piece of the universe.

The Jorgensen Clan

RUBEN: Ruben is working hard as Mr. Brake. We are opening another shop in Thousand Oaks next year, so he’s spent lots of time scouting and hiring. He’s also the new Sunday school teacher at our church! Ruben went on an Alaskan fishing trip with college buddies in September . . . just for the halibut (his joke, not mine). He’s also started to grow out a beard and I must say, even after twenty years of marriage, he is one handsome guy.

BROOKE: I’m still working part-time at Doodlebug stationery store. I love the store displays and interacting with customers . . . stocking isn’t my favorite task. I’m also taking photography classes at Cal Poly, focusing on portraits. And of course, I’m escorting kids to their various activities and sometimes I even get a meal on the table. I love what I do.

LUKE (17): Luke took all-state for the second year in a row in volleyball. He’s already looking into schools, and he’s only a junior. We spent three weeks last summer checking out different colleges—he has a favorite but I’m not allowed to say. He’s also big into CrossFit. Still a very accomplished cellist. Grown three inches in one year!

TALIN (14): Oh boy, Talin has blossomed this last year. Such a beauty. She’s also on the straight-A honor roll and growing as a pianist. She volunteers at the library and the food bank, where she feeds the homeless during the holidays. She’s turning into such an accomplished, graceful girl.

PIPER (12): Piper is just . . . Piper! She loves playing with her brothers and helps me with babysitting. I won’t even tell you the name of her favorite TV show, because I’m not totally sure she should be watching it. :)

FLYNN (3): Funniest kid. Star of his soccer team. Scores goals until they have to drag him off the field. Still carries blankie everywhere with him. Random women stop me in the store all the time so they can touch his curls. Starts art academy with Spencer this spring.

SPENCER (3): Spencer still loves eating vegetables. I could give him a piece of cake and he would ask for a bell pepper. He knows 178 words in Spanish. It started off with flash cards, but now he watches language videos and starts a Spanish class next summer. He is muy inteligente!

And that’s us! Another year of fun and crazy. Wouldn’t change this group of all-stars for anything.

Merry Christmas to you and yours!

THE JORGENSENS




 








Chapter 2

Dearest, darlingest Olivia,


Why didn’t I have you write our Christmas card too? I added it to the notebook. I didn’t include the family photo because it’s just so awful.

This is what you don’t see in the family photo: Flynn throwing up three minutes after the picture was taken. Or Talin getting mad at Mom because of the matching plaid shirts. Or the photographer singing the jingle from Dad’s Mr. Brake commercial.

What you also don’t see is me. I’m blocked by Talin’s head. Is this supposed to be a metaphor, Olivia? We learned about literary devices in reading. And I’m pretty sure that is a metaphor for my place in the family. Perhaps even my lonely place in the world. This is just like our family fridge.

There’s an article from the newspaper when Luke got all-state. There’s also a program from Talin’s last performance. There are notes from teachers, pictures the twins drew, clips . . . but nothing like that for me. Yes, there are a few photos, but nothing broadcasting my extreme awesome.

That one line keeps echoing in my head. “Piper is just . . . Piper!”

It’s like my mom couldn’t think of anything else to say about me. All my siblings have these long lists of achievements and Mom makes it sound like I’m some lonely cat lady who watches soap operas all day. (Which, I should mention, is not a bad thing. The plotlines and characters in Love and Deception are preparing me for real-life situations. If someone ever goes into a sudden coma or takes on a fake identity, they’ll all come running to me for answers.)

I have other things going on. She didn’t mention the animal shelter, or LARPing, or knitting. I mean, I had this big birthday party with all these new friends just a few weeks ago. I totally proved that I’m able to make friends, even if my motivation was sort of tied into the Drama! Intrigue! and Scandal! of it all.

And what about my videos?! Guess who documents all of Talin’s piano recitals and Luke’s games? It’s good old Piper-just-Piper with the camcorder I got two Christmases ago. Then I edit those videos so that they’re not the most boring things on earth to watch. And when I’m babysitting, so the rest of my family can go out and do all these amazing things, I write and direct videos of my twin brothers. Which, yes, only have twelve views on YouTube, but I’ve been so focused on the creative side, I haven’t done much marketing.

Whew. Okay. I’m not bothered by this. Well, not really. I’m just confused. Nothing I do is very refrigerator-brag-worthy. I don’t know how to be more than “just” me. But I’ll figure it out. And keep you posted.

Otherwise, Christmas was all:

[image: image]

Oh, and I guess there was family time and presents and yuletide spirits in there, but I thought I would mention the important thing (FOOD) first. The scarves I knit everyone were a hit. You were right to choose the color of yarn that I thought fit their personality. Luke has worn his burgundy one every day of break, and I don’t think it’s to be nice. It’s not like we live in the arctic, so I appreciate the gesture.

Our church class did this Favorite Things party where you bring five of the same item and leave with a basket of random goodies. Of course, my mom—the gift basket queen—was very jealous. I knit beanies, and Bethany almost got in a fight with Tessa over the green one. Which was so sweet! I’ve never made an accessory so desirable that people almost shed blood trying to get it.

Sorry I couldn’t hang out this weekend. Friday I had to do back-to-school chores and babysit the twins. We made a video where I cooked all these weird food combos then recorded the twins eating them and grossing out. Spencer kept saying Spanish words like “ay, caramba!”

But it came out as “I kawumby!” Crazy cute.

So far, only nine views, but I could make those kids stars.

Here’s what I really want to tell you about though. On Saturday, I babysat for Andrea. It’s always weird to say “babysat” with Andrea, because we are sort of friends. And we . . . sort of play. Saturday night was My Little Pony night. Poor Pinkie Pie got in a fight with Fluttershy for stealing her boyfriend, but Fluttershy couldn’t help it because she drank a truth serum from Buzz Lightyear (there aren’t many boy My Little Ponies. Clearly a creative limitation).

The babysitting part was normal, but then Danny came home with his parents. I guess his dad volunteers for a nonprofit that donates water filters to developing countries, and Danny helps out so he went to a gala. His mom had on a ball gown and Danny wore a suit. A suit!

So then, they’re standing there in all their fanciness, and after the awkward part where Mrs. Moss pays me money, Danny says, “You don’t need to drive her. I’ll walk Piper home.”

Liv. What? WHAT?

I couldn’t say no! Because things are still a little strange with Danny Moss. He used to be super rude to me every time I walked by his dumb lemonade stand. Then he asked me to set him up with Tessa. Then that little fight happened at LEGO Club and I accidentally gave him a bloody nose. Then he came to my birthday party. Voluntarily. Almost happily, I think. And now . . . he wants to walk me home? Olivia. If aliens actually do read our notebook someday, maybe they can explain the weirdness of Danny Moss.

Mr. Moss slapped Danny on the back and said, “That’s my son. Yes, walk Piper home. Don’t be out too late.”

So ten minutes after Rainbow Dash almost lost her pony life in a tragic rock slide, I’m kicking a rock down the street while Danny Moss walks next to me. Whistling. He was whistling.

“Did you have fun playing with my sister?” he asked.

I shot him a look. “Don’t make fun of me.”

“I’m not.” He held up his hands. “I think it’s great that you play with her. You’re a good babysitter. I usually make her watch skateboarding videos with me.”

Skateboarding videos? Obviously Andrea doesn’t want to watch stupid videos like that. Where’s the drama?

“How was the gala thing?” I asked.

“Way cool.” He smiled. He already got his braces off. The braces worked, if you’re wondering. “They raised a lot of money. I like that kind of stuff.”

I kicked at a rock again. “Good. I like when you’re gone so your mom pays me money to watch your sister.”

He laughed. “Yeah, it’s not a bad business if you structure it right. If you get your referral source solid, I’m sure you can increase your hourly asking price. And then people will think you’re better at childcare, just because you ask for more money. It’s like when I’m selling lemonade. If I charge a dollar, people assume it’s organic water or something and they drink it slowly.”

“Um, thanks for the business tip?” Was that a business tip? I was so confused.

“I’m not going to give you all the Andrea babysitting business, though. It’s too lucrative.”

I didn’t know what lucrative meant. “Fine, I’m not trying to steal your job.”

“I didn’t say you were.”

“Okay. Whatever.” I think we were kind of fighting all of a sudden. I don’t know why it started. My Little Pony plotlines are much easier to figure out.

“Wait, it’s not like that.” He sighed. “I like to help my parents, but sometimes I feel like I’m just their personal assistant. That probably sounds dumb.”

It didn’t sound dumb. I almost told him about that “Piper is just Piper” line, but it’s Danny. I can’t say those kinds of things to anyone except you. Imagine if I told Danny that kind of stuff.

But do you notice what was happening, Olivia? Danny was telling me things. Being nice to me. And I’d already set him up with Tessa, so it wasn’t about that, especially since they hate each other now.

So what WAS it about? I keep thinking about it. Do you think he’s like Randall Menard in Love and Deception? Baiting me with lies and kindness only to double-cross me in the end? Or is he doing that business talk because he wants me to invest my babysitting money in his lemonade stand?

TRANSLATE. PLEASE.

And finally . . . I’m glad you are excited about school starting again. Of course, that means progress reports come out in the next couple of weeks. I haven’t been, um, totally focused on my grades. So I’m a teeny tiny bit worried. What color do you wear when you’re worried again? Should I knit a worried-color beanie?

Love you, bestie,

Pipes

Grateful: Holiday treats, this strawberry lip gloss I got in my stocking, My Little Ponies and all their deep dark secrets, the scarves I’m going to make with the yarn I got for Christmas!, youyouyouyou






Chapter 3

Piper,


Magenta. It’s always my go-to color when I’m worried. But you don’t need to worry about grades. Just keep up with the homework and that big essay for literature and never, ever use a red pen in Mr. Marsdale’s class—he hates that.

This Danny thing needs more research. He would definitely be the Randall Menard type if he sometimes wore a fedora and scratched his chin all evil-like (I think Randall Menard does that? I’ve only watched five episodes with you and I have no idea how you keep it all straight). Anyway, maybe Danny’s just being friendly? My parents always say that boys will start doing the nice thing once they “mature.” Honestly, the thing you should be worried about is whether he thinks you’re a friend or a friiiiiiiiieeeeeeeennnnd-with-a-winky-face. (I’m not sure what that means either. Ignore me.)

Okay, so this morning in homeroom, I was feeling very magenta. But I quickly started feeling turquoise, my go-to color for hopefulness.

Then magenta.

Then back to turquoise.

Let me explain.

The first ten minutes of homeroom—I will admit—were filled with utter weirdness. Since we’d all been away from each other for two weeks, it was almost like the first day of school when you walk around like a sleepy zombie not knowing how to engage in a conversation.

So there we were . . . all sitting in class, all wearing warm clothes, all wiping our eyes from tiredness, all
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