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A cartwheel on a warm, sunny day should feel entirely happy. Especially if it’s not just one cartwheel, but a whole series of cartwheels done by a whole group of girls who have just been let out of the classroom for recess. Hands land on freshly mown grass and laughter bubbles across the field, so joyful that it sounds like it’s filled with glitter.

My cartwheel was not that kind of cartwheel.

Or maybe I just wasn’t that kind of girl.

It was April. Teachers had started calling us “almost middle schoolers,” even though there were still two months left of fifth grade. Sometimes they meant it as a compliment. Other times as a warning to improve our behavior.

No matter what, it always made me worry. How was I supposed to handle what came next when what was right in front of me kept getting trickier and trickier?

Like recess. It used to be games of tag and racing to the swings and four square tournaments. A swirl of motion. Coats tossed to the ground no matter the weather. Now everyone except me seemed to have a spot, a group, someone waiting to restart a conversation that had been cut short when the morning bell rang.

I couldn’t ignore the growing suspicion that I was falling behind. That I was being forgotten.

So when Marin, the most popular girl in my class who was also actually nice, yelled, “Cartwheel contest!” I looked in the direction of her voice.

Marin and I weren’t really friends, but sometimes if she liked the cover of a book I was reading, she asked to borrow it when I finished. She always returned the book with no creased pages and, if she loved the story, she hugged the book before giving it back. I liked that about her.

So even though I wasn’t part of Marin’s group, I followed her over to the field. The cartwheels made it easy. I could slip in without having to wait for the other girls to notice me. Or worse, ask permission to join.

I got lost in the rotation of arm, arm, foot, foot. I fell in a dizzy heap, caught my breath, and started again. It was laughter and light and freedom and . . . “Um, Abby?” said Quinn, Marin’s best friend who was not nice at all.

I stopped, my arms a few degrees ahead of my body.

Quinn stood beside me. Even though my vision was blurred, the smirk on Quinn’s face made it obvious that something embarrassing had happened.

And that it had happened to me.

“Maybe you should tuck your shirt in?” said Marin, pointing to her waist where her shirt was tucked into her leggings.

“Or at least wear a bra,” said Quinn.

In an instant the field came into focus. Everyone else was cartwheeling with their shirts tucked into their waistbands. How had I missed that? Had everyone seen my chest? How could I be so clueless?

Laughter came from all sides. But fingers pointed in only one direction.

“Wake up, Abby,” said Quinn, rolling her eyes.

But I was awake. I paid attention to everything. The way Quinn paused between cartwheels to throw her ponytail into a bun, twisting her hair before wrapping it tight. How Marin drank from her water bottle, examining the metallic rim to make sure that her lips landed in the exact same spot as the light pink gloss marks left from an earlier sip. How when Riley and Jayda cartwheeled right into each other, they collapsed into a happy heap instead of getting upset.

Paying attention to other people was what I did best. Most of the time.

Ms. McIntyre appeared at my side. She was the kind of teacher who could sense what was happening even if she didn’t know the details.

“Abby,” she said, bending down to whisper in my ear. “You okay?”

I nodded, squeezing every muscle in my face to hold back tears.

Ms. McIntyre smelled like roses and sunshine. Her eyes glowed with kindness. She placed her palm on my back and rubbed tiny circles.

I wanted to lean in and to pull away at the same time.

To start over and never, ever try again.

The recess bell rang. Ms. McIntyre hung back with me while everyone else walked ahead. I thought I could keep the tears inside. I really did. But then Quinn raised her cupped hand to Marin’s ear to whisper something. Quinn glanced back at me before repeating the motion with Riley.

Quinn’s gaze was a laser that shot straight into me. Once the tears started, I couldn’t stop them. I stood at the edge of the field crying into the arms of my favorite teacher while everyone else in my class walked back into school.
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That night a note from Ms. McIntyre was paper-clipped to the back of my vocab quiz.

Abby,

I know you had a hard day. If you could see my journal from when I was your age, the pages are filled with so many hard days. Sometimes I read what I wrote and wonder how I survived fifth grade. But I did survive. And you will, too.

I’m always here if you want to talk some more.

Sincerely,

Ms. McIntyre

I could not imagine Ms. McIntyre ever feeling the hot sting of embarrassment that I felt at recess that day. But I could imagine her writing in a journal.

Ms. McIntyre swooned when talking about a book that she couldn’t wait for our class to read. She did a funny celebration dance on library day. And sometimes, when I wrote something she liked in my weekly reflection, she drew a tiny pencil heart in the margins, both sides equal and round with a perfectly crisp point at the bottom.

I reread the note. If you could see my journal.

I tried to picture Ms. McIntyre’s journal. Maybe it had a bouquet of flowers on the cover? Maybe she wrote in pink ink? Or alternating colors? Did they even have colored ink back then?

The more I tried to imagine what Ms. McIntyre’s journal might have looked like, the more I thought about the notebook that Grandma had given me a few weeks before for my eleventh birthday. She’d slid it across the kitchen table in her apartment at the retirement village in Florida. I’d flown down all by myself from New York to spend the weekend.

“For you,” Grandma had said, keeping both hands on the gift. She had an intense stare, a steadiness in her eyes. Like she was not only looking at me, but looking into me.

I lifted the present into my lap, grateful to have something to focus on other than her face.

Sometimes Grandma’s gaze made confetti bombs of excitement explode in my belly. A sparkle in her eyes signaled that she saw the whole of me and loved me just the way I was. Other times that same look made me want to curl in a ball and roll away down a giant hill because Grandma seemed to be searching for something to pull out from deep inside of me.

This was one of those other times. I didn’t know what Grandma was searching for, but I guessed that it had something to do with the present.

I unwrapped the silver paper to find a fuzzy green notebook with an A for “Abby” in hot pink sequins. The pages were lined and tinted a pale blue.

“For you to write in,” said Grandma.

“What should I write? Stories?”

“Maybe stories. Or you could write about what you’re feeling. I know there’s a lot going on in your head, Abby. Sometimes it helps to put your thoughts down on paper.”

I flipped through the pages one more time and closed the notebook.

How could I describe that I was happy to be spending my birthday with Grandma, but also wondered if my parents had planned the trip to save me from having to host a birthday party? The worry over who would come. If anyone actually wanted to be there. What activity we should do.

How could I explain that even as I rubbed the soft green fuzz and flipped the hot pink sequins, I also wanted to hide the notebook away in the darkness of my duffel bag because I didn’t have anything worth writing?

I stood up to give Grandma a hug. As I rested my cheek against her shoulder, she squeezed me tight and whispered, “You’re going to figure it out, Abby. I promise.”

Grandma sounded so certain, like it was only a matter of days before the pages of the notebook would be stuffed full of entries about sleepovers, movie nights with endless candy, and trips to the mall to pick out scented bath bombs with my huge group of friends.

As if I could snap my fingers and make those sort of plans happen, which obviously I could not.

I didn’t write in the notebook that night. Or the next.

When I got home from Grandma’s, I slid the notebook into the top drawer of my dresser. I’d taken it out a few times since then and admired the cover, but the only thing I’d written was my full name—Abigail Jane Herman—on the very first page.

Now I walked to the dresser and pulled the notebook out carefully, as if maybe it had turned into a green dragon with hot pink scales. But the notebook was the same as when I’d left it weeks ago.

No flames. No fangs. Just empty lined pages.

I brought it to my desk and reached for my favorite pen, which was topped with a purple fluff ball. I ran the fluff against my lips.

Grandma wanted me to write about myself. Ms. McIntyre had written about herself when she was my age.

They were two of my favorite people. Maybe it was time to give it a try.





Dear Notebook,

Dear Journal,

Dear Diary,

How do I start this? Do I give you a name? You’re green and pink and sparkly. So maybe I’ll name you . . . Poppy? Pippa?

Dear Pippa,

No. You’ve got an A on your cover, which obviously stands for “Abby.” But even though I’m supposed to write about my own feelings, I don’t want to fill you up with all the things that I’d rather forget. You’re too happy looking for that.

So how about I just call you Notebook, and I can tell you about everyone else. My notebook of observations. Like my science journal. But for life.

So here it goes, Notebook. Wish me luck!

Never forget that before you do a cartwheel you have to tuck in your shirt. This is something that is so obvious no one says it out loud. You’re just supposed to know it. And if you don’t know it, someone like Quinn will remind you in front of everyone.

In case that makes Quinn sound nice, you should know that she is not nice. You can practically see her celebrate when someone else makes a mistake. Like other people’s embarrassment is her favorite flavor of milkshake, and she wants to drink it up with a striped straw.

Why do people like Quinn have so many friends? Why is Marin (who is actually nice) best friends with someone like Quinn?

Is it because when Quinn’s chasing down a ball in PE she looks like she’s gliding instead of running? Or because Quinn’s allowed to watch whatever she wants on TV and then she says the character names like they’re actual people who you’re supposed to know even when you’ve never heard of them? Or is it the way she paints her nails in alternating glitter colors and they always look so smooth—not lumpy or chipped.

Why doesn’t Quinn’s nail polish chip??!!

I guess what I really want to know is: Why does being Quinn work for making friends? And why does being me not work?

Sorry, Notebook. I just meant to tell you the rule about cartwheels. The other stuff slipped out. I’ll do better next time.

Love,

Abby
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The next morning I packed my backpack with all the normal school things: math workbook, science binder, language arts binder, water bottle, and a book to read at silent reading (and also probably recess).

I almost left my notebook on my desk, but the hot pink sequins sparkled in the morning light like they were dying to come along.

I had no choice. I couldn’t resist sequins.

When I walked into the kitchen, Mom noticed the notebook right away. “Is that the one Grandma got you for your birthday?”

I nodded, wishing I had it in my backpack instead of carrying it in my hand. What I had written last night was private. I didn’t want Mom to get curious.

While Mom spread peanut butter over toast, I slipped the notebook into my backpack and zipped it closed.

Mom was a housing rights lawyer who argued cases in court. If she read what I wrote, she would shake her head and list all the reasons why I should not be comparing myself to other girls, especially not girls who watched inappropriate TV shows.

Every single word would sound smart and be true.

But even when Mom’s words made sense in my brain, they didn’t always make sense in my heart. Whenever I tried to explain to Mom that I was lonely, that I didn’t understand why it was so hard for me to make friends, she would immediately suggest some new after-school activity. Maybe tennis lessons at the public courts next to the library? Or pottery at the community center? How about theater?

Mom’s answer to every problem was doing more. Like if I was busy enough, I would forget that I had signed up for the activity alone. Which was ironic because Mom refused to let me do the one thing that I wanted most: go to sleepover camp at Camp Longatocket.

My old babysitter, Juliet, had gone to Camp Longatocket. She used to tell me about it, her voice going all soft, like she was wrapped up in a snuggly blanket.

Camp Longatocket was Juliet’s favorite place in the world.

Juliet was away at college now, but I’d been on the Camp Longatocket website a million times and memorized all the pictures. There was a lake that sparkled in the sun. Cabins with rocking chairs on the front porches. Smiling girls with their arms wrapped around one another. Hand-painted signs nailed to trees.

I wanted to meet those girls. Swim in that lake. See where those signs pointed.

Also, there was part of me that wondered if I was so lonely because my person, the one who couldn’t wait to continue our conversation as soon as Ms. McIntyre let us out for recess, just wasn’t at my school.

Maybe there was nothing wrong with me except bad friendship luck.

Would someone at Camp Longatocket like me just the way I was? If I went, would I finally find out how it feels to have a best friend?

I would never know. Mom and Dad said sleepover camp was too expensive. Too far away. They’d miss me too much.

So after months of begging, I’d finally given up asking.

Besides, according to the website, Camp Longatocket was already full for the summer.

I poured a bowl of cereal while Mom finished her toast. Then Dad walked into the kitchen wearing real clothes, and I froze mid-bite.

Dad worked from home writing articles for nature magazines. He only wore pants with zippers and shirts with collars when he had a meeting or an appointment. And he always made a big deal about that the night before, complaining about the hassle of buttons and belts. He hadn’t said anything at dinner last night.

“Why are you wearing those clothes?” I asked.

Dad glanced at Mom as he poured a cup of coffee. “You didn’t tell her?”

“I was waiting for you.”

“Tell me what?”

I hated when Mom and Dad talked over my head. It was like getting to the end of a mystery novel where all the questions were about to be answered, but you still had pages to go before finding out the true villain.

I repeated the question.

Mom slid onto the stool next to mine. “Ms. McIntyre emailed us last night. She asked if we could come in to speak with her in person. I’m in court starting tomorrow, so this was the only time I could make it work.”

“Ms. McIntyre wants you to come into school? Why?”

“We were hoping you might know,” said Mom. “Did something happen?”

I shook my head, even though crying on the playground definitely counted as something. But Ms. McIntyre had promised that it wasn’t my fault. She’d said it over and over. “It’s not your fault, Abby. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

If I hadn’t done anything wrong, then why had she called my parents in for a meeting?

“Well, we’ll find out soon enough,” said Mom. “Let’s get going. You don’t have to take the bus today, Abby. We can all drive together.”

We got to school before the main doors were even unlocked. Ms. McIntyre was waiting to let us in. I tried to catch her eye, but she just smiled like it was any old day. Any old parent-teacher conference.

I waited outside the classroom while my parents met with Ms. McIntyre. The time tick-tocked super slow. With each passing minute, more people entered the building until the hallway was full, my entire class waiting outside the closed door.

I wanted to tear a page from my notebook, print “YOU HAVE TO LEAVE RIGHT NOW!!” in large letters, and slide it under the classroom door.

When that door opened and my parents walked out in front of everyone, it was going to be a giant, humiliating disaster. For the second day in a row.

Everyone in my class would be thinking the same thing: Why are Abby’s parents here? What did she do wrong?

Even I didn’t know the answer to that.

“What’s taking so long?” whined Quinn, her arms crossed. “Ms. McIntyre always opens the door by now.”

“No idea,” said Marin.

“Oh, well,” said Quinn. “At least we can talk about K.C.”

Marin brought her hands to her heart and sighed. “K.C.” She said the letters slowly, as if they were floating in the air surrounded by heart emojis.

Who was K.C.? I scanned through the class list in my mind. There was no one with those initials. Then Quinn began to sing a song about beach rocks, and I realized that K.C. stood for Kai Carter, a super-popular singer who always wore a red hoodie. Kai Carter was so cute that he made chewing on the ends of his sweatshirt’s drawstrings look delicious, not disgusting.

“I know Kai Carter,” said Oliver Frank.

Oliver was a super-smart boy in my class. His hair flopped down to the edge of his glasses, and he had a habit of tucking his chin into the collar of his shirt, so it was easy to overlook him. Or even forget he was standing right there. Until, like now, Oliver popped into a conversation with no warning, as if the entire topic had been his idea.

“Duh,” said Quinn, rolling her eyes. “Everyone knows Kai Carter. He’s like the most popular singer in the world right now. I’ve memorized his entire new album.”

“Me too,” said Marin.

I made a mental note to write in my notebook about memorizing Kai Carter. Had I heard his new album? Or just his old one? How was I supposed to know which was which?

Oliver Frank raised his pointer finger in an attempt to say more, but at that same moment the classroom door swung open. My parents stepped out. Together. With Ms. McIntyre right behind them.

“Oh, hello, Mr. and Ms. Herman,” said Oliver, as if he was welcoming my parents to his hallway.

“Uh, hello, Oliver,” said Dad.

I wanted Oliver to be his most Oliver-ish and start a random conversation with Dad so I could slip into the classroom behind my parents, unnoticed.

At the same time, I wanted to pull Mom and Dad aside so they could tell me what Ms. McIntyre had said. Mom had a concerned expression, and a strand of hair was loose from her normally perfect bun. But Dad smiled and gave me a thumbs-up, as if he’d had a completely different conversation than Mom.

Before I could learn more, the hallway came to life. Shoulders bumped into mine. Sneakers shuffled along the floor. Murmured greetings of “Good morning, Ms. McIntyre. Good morning, Ms. McIntyre. Good morning, Ms. McIntyre,” drifted into the air.

I’d done the same routine every school day since kindergarten—waited in line, made eye contact
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