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How to Begin a Diary at the Worst Possible Time
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🔍  how to start a diary when your life is on fire


My name is Lola Vance and I am eleven years old and I am writing this in a brand-new notebook with a brand-new pen because my mother has told me, very gently, three different times this week, that maybe I would feel better if I wrote things down.

She did not say what things.

She did not say better than what.

She did not say anything specific at all, actually, because that is how my mother handles a crisis. She gives you tools, not instructions. She gave me a paintbrush once and let me paint a whole wall in the kitchen without telling me first that paint, on a wall, does not come off. The wall is still partly orange. We call it the orange wall. My father called it something else when he saw it, but my father does not live with us anymore so the wall and his opinion of it no longer share a room.

Anyway.

This is the diary.

I am writing it because tomorrow I have to start at a new school in the middle of Budapest, in a building that, according to the website, was originally built in 1880 and which, according to my grandmother, has a ghost. My grandmother does not believe in ghosts. My grandmother does, however, believe in not lying to children. This was a sentence she said to my mother last week while standing at the kitchen sink, holding a wooden spoon like it was a microphone, and I heard her say it very clearly because I was eavesdropping from the hallway with my little brother Bencus, who was eating cereal out of the box.

Bencus is six. Bencus believes in everything. Last week he believed our toaster was sad.

My grandmother believes the toaster is fine, just old, and that I am about to have a very interesting school year.

I would like to record, for the future, that I would prefer NOT to have an interesting school year. I would prefer a boring school year. I would prefer a school year where nothing happens, nobody notices me, my braces continue to be pink and blue and entirely my business, and where, ideally, my parents get a little less divorced.

I know, I know.

You can't get a little less divorced.

They explained that to me very carefully, both of them, sitting on the same couch, in the apartment we don't live in anymore, holding hands like it was a presentation.

◆  ◆  ◆

Here is what I know about the new school:


1.  It is called the Ivybridge Academy. Everyone, apparently, just calls it Ivybridge.

2.  It is in the Castle District, on a street I cannot pronounce on my first try, even though I have lived in Budapest my entire life. It is called Úri utca, which sounds fine, until you try to say it three times in a row to a tram conductor.

3.  The girls there wear actual ironed shirts. I have seen them. I walked past it last Tuesday with my grandmother. The girls wore IRONED SHIRTS. Outside. As if that were a normal thing for a Tuesday.

4.  There is a courtyard. There are three courtyards, actually. Three. Like a hotel.

5.  There is a ghost.


(There is not a ghost. My grandmother does not believe in ghosts. She also does not lie to children. But she did say, when she dropped me at the gate to take the tour, that I should knock on the door of the old gymnasium, because someone might knock back. And then she winked. My grandmother does not wink, and she did. I am still working on this.)

◆  ◆  ◆

I am writing this in pencil because if I write it in pen and I am wrong about everything I will not be able to erase the evidence.

My mother says I overthink things.

She is correct. But I do not consider this a problem. I consider it research.

Tomorrow morning I will put on the new shirt my grandmother bought me, which is white and has a small pocket, and the dark blue skirt that everyone at Ivybridge is required to wear, and I will brush my teeth around my braces very carefully because the colors are NEW (turquoise and rose, my decision, my orthodontist did not approve, my orthodontist also does not pay for my braces), and I will walk into the courtyard, the first of the three, and I will try not to die.

That is the goal.

Do not die.

Everything else is optional.

◆  ◆  ◆


List: things I am bringing to my first day at Ivybridge



1. My school bag (gray, boring, intentional)

2. My pencil case (also gray, also boring, also intentional)

3. This diary (purple, NOT boring, mistake)

4. Two pens that work

5. One pen that doesn't work but I keep it for emotional reasons

6. A photo of Bencus in my wallet, in case I need to remember that I love him

7. A photo of my dad in my wallet, in case I need to remember that I miss him

8. A photo of my mom in my wallet, in case I need to remember that she is still alive even when I have to be somewhere without her

9. Three hairbands

10. Snacks (cucumber, no thanks, but Mom says)

11. A small piece of paper from my grandmother that says GOOD LUCK in her handwriting

12. (I will not show anyone the piece of paper. I will, however, touch it in my pocket every twenty minutes.)




Okay. That's enough for tonight. I have to go to sleep.

Bencus is already asleep in the room across the hall and he is talking to himself, which is a thing he does, and tonight he is muttering something that sounds like “unicorn, unicorn, you've got the wrong room.” I don't know what that means. I have stopped trying to know what it means.

My grandmother is in the kitchen with her tea and her old magazines.

My mother is on the phone with my father, very quietly, in a low voice that is supposed to mean I cannot hear, but I can. They are talking about something complicated and grown-up. The word “lawyer” came up once and then they laughed about something else, which was nice, and that is the part of being divorced that I never see in movies — that sometimes the people who used to be married still know how to make each other laugh, just not enough to live together.

I am going to close this diary now.

Tomorrow I become a Ivybridge student.

Whatever that means.

Chapter 2
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The Three Courtyards and the Boy Who Was Actually a Statue
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🔍  how to look confident at a new school when you absolutely are not


There are, in fact, three courtyards.

I had been told this. I had counted them on the website. I had stood across the street and seen the building from outside. None of that prepared me for the actual experience of walking through the front gate at seven forty-three in the morning and discovering that what I had been imagining as “three small courtyards in a row” was, in reality, a building that opened up like a Russian nesting doll: through the front gate, into a vestibule, through a stone archway, into a wide first courtyard with a tree in it, then under another archway, into a second smaller courtyard with a fountain (a FOUNTAIN), and then, through yet another archway, into a third courtyard, which was the smallest and the darkest, and where, I would later learn, no one was allowed to play because that one belonged to the headmistress, like a private back garden.

My grandmother walked me to the gate. She did not come in. She had said, in the kitchen, while putting eggs into a bowl, that she did not want to “make a fuss.” My grandmother saying she does not want to make a fuss is, generally, a sign that something is about to be a fuss. But this morning she just kissed me on the forehead, said something in Hungarian that translated into English would have sounded like a war cry, and walked away.

So there I was.

Standing in the first courtyard.

Alone.

Surrounded by ironed shirts.

◆  ◆  ◆

The thing about ironed shirts is that they make people look like they have been pre-approved. As if a committee somewhere, in a tiny office, has sat down with a list of children and put a tick next to each one. Pre-approved. Pre-approved. Pre-approved. And then there's me, in a shirt my grandmother had ironed at six o'clock this morning while talking to the radio about Hungarian gymnasts, and the iron had stopped working halfway through, so the left side of my shirt was tidy and the right side looked like it had survived a small war.

I tried to keep my left side facing outward.

This required me to walk sideways.

I have never tried to walk sideways across an unfamiliar courtyard before. I do not recommend it. It looks, I am told later, exactly as confident as it sounds.

◆  ◆  ◆

There was a statue at the far end of the first courtyard. A bronze woman holding a book. According to the small plaque underneath, which I read because I had nothing else to do, this was Louisa Ivybridge, who had founded the school in 1880 with “her own funds and her own vision,” and who had, at some point in 1893, “left for travels abroad.” The plaque didn't say when she came back. I assumed she had, because plaques usually only commemorate people who have managed to die properly.

I stood there for a minute, reading the plaque, very interested in the plaque, EXTREMELY interested in the plaque, in fact reading the plaque so intently that it would be possible to mistake me for someone who had a specific and important reason to be at that exact spot, and not at all someone who simply did not know where the bell would ring or where her classroom was or whether classes had started yet.

And then a voice behind me said: “Louisa Ivybridge was sixty-two centimeters tall in this statue and her actual height was a hundred and sixty-one centimeters, so the bronze ratio is approximately three-eight-seven to one if you don't count the book.”

I turned around.

Standing behind me was a girl in glasses.

She was, I want to be clear, an entirely normal-looking girl in glasses. She was small. Her dark hair was tied back tightly. She had a backpack with eight different pins on it, none of them matching, and one of them was a small enamel heart, and one of them was a button that said, in English, BE QUIET I'M THINKING. She looked at me without smiling, but also without unkindness, in the way that, I would later learn, was her default face for all human beings she did not yet have data on.

“Hi,” I said.

“The statue is over-scaled,” she said.

“Okay,” I said.

“It was made in 1934 by someone who had never met her. I assume he scaled her up to fit the budget.”

“I'm Lola
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