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Dedication 

For every child who has ever wondered: 

"Am I good enough?" 

Remember this: 

You are not defined by one subject.​
You are not defined by one mistake.​
You are not defined by what feels easy. 

You are a reader.​
You are a creator.​
You are a problem-solver.​
You are a friend.​
You are a story still being written. 

May you always believe in the possibilities 

within you. 
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Chapter 1 

 

The Girl Who Collected Stories 

Peyton Carter believed there were two kinds of 

people in the world. 

People who read stories. 

And people who had not discovered their favorite 

story yet. 

Peyton was definitely the first kind. 

She loved books. 

She loved the way a story could carry her 

somewhere completely different without her 

ever leaving her favorite reading chair. She loved 

mysteries, adventures, funny characters, and 

especially books where ordinary kids discovered 

they could do extraordinary things. 
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Her favorite books were the ones that made her 

feel like she was stepping through a secret 

doorway. 

Especially the ones about adventures through 

time. 

Peyton often wondered what it would be like to 

discover a hidden place filled with clues, 

surprises, and new worlds. 

Of course, Peyton knew she wasn't actually going 

to find a magical treehouse in her backyard. 

Probably. 

But she also knew something important. 

Stories could make anything possible. 

Peyton lived in Harbor Heights, a busy 

neighborhood in the New England state of Maine. 

Harbor Heights was filled with tall brick 

buildings, small family-owned shops, playgrounds, 
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gardens, and people who always seemed to know 

each other. 

Every morning on the way to school, Peyton 

noticed stories everywhere. 

The baker who saved the last chocolate chip 

cookie for a child walking home. 

The crossing guard who remembered every 

student’s name. 

The neighbor who planted flowers every spring so 

everyone could enjoy them. 

Peyton noticed things. 

Small things. 

Important things. 

Her family always joked that Peyton carried an 

invisible notebook in her mind. 

"You collect stories," her big sister Lucy often 

told her. 
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And Lucy was right. 

Lucy was sixteen and always seemed to know 

exactly what to say. 

She was the kind of person who could make 

Peyton feel better with one sentence. 

Then there was Dylan. 

Peyton’s younger brother was six years old and 

had one special talent: 

Asking questions. 

Lots and lots of questions. 

"Do clouds get tired?" 

"Can turtles have best friends?" 

"Do numbers have feelings?" 

Peyton never knew where Dylan’s questions would 

lead. 

But she loved that about him. 
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On the last night before second grade began, 

Peyton sat on her bedroom floor surrounded by 

books. 

Her backpack was ready. 

Her pencils were sharpened. 

Her notebook was waiting. 

Tomorrow she would begin a brand-new chapter. 

Second grade. 

A new teacher. 

New classmates. 

New challenges. 

She opened her notebook and wrote: 

Things I Hope for Second Grade 

1.​ Read lots of books. 

2.​ Write amazing stories. 
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3.​ Make new friends. 

4.​ Learn new things. 

She paused. 

Then she added: 

5.​ Be brave. 

Peyton looked at the last line. 

She wasn't sure why she wrote that one. 

Maybe because she knew every new chapter 

required a little courage. 

The next morning, Peyton walked into Harbor 

Heights Elementary School with a smile. 

She didn't know it yet, but this year would teach 

her more than she ever expected. 

She would discover new friendships. 

New strengths. 

New confidence. 
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And she would learn that the hardest challenges 

sometimes lead to the greatest discoveries. 

Because every child has a story. 

And Peyton was about to begin hers. 
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Chapter Two 

Welcome to Room 202 

Peyton knew she was going to love Room 202 

before she even sat down. 

She could tell from the doorway. 

There were books everywhere. 

Not just on shelves. 

Everywhere. 

A classroom library filled one corner with 

colorful bins and cozy pillows. A writing center 

held notebooks, pencils, and baskets of ideas 

waiting to become stories. 

A science table displayed rocks, plants, and 

interesting objects students could investigate. 

On the wall was a sign: 

Everyone in this classroom is a learner. 
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Peyton liked that sentence. 

A lot. 

"Welcome!" said a smiling teacher standing near 

the door. 

"Are you Peyton?" 

Peyton nodded. 

"I am Mrs. Alvarez." 

"Nice to meet you." 

Mrs. Alvarez smiled. 

"I have a feeling you are going to be a wonderful 

part of Room 202." 

Peyton looked around. 

She hoped so. 

During morning meeting, Mrs. Alvarez asked a 

question. 

"What is something you love?" 
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Hands shot into the air. 

"I love soccer." 

"I love drawing." 

"I love animals." 

"I love building things." 

When it was Peyton’s turn, she smiled. 

"I love books." 

Mrs. Alvarez nodded. 

"What kind of books?" 

Peyton’s eyes lit up. 

"Adventure books. Graphic novels. Books where 

characters discover something new." 

Mrs. Alvarez smiled. 

"That sounds like you." 

Peyton wondered what that meant. 
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Then came a subject Peyton liked less. 

Math. 

She opened her notebook. 

The numbers looked back at her. 

Peyton knew she could do math. 

Usually. 

But math didn't feel like reading. 

When she read a story, she knew what to do. 

She followed the characters. 

She noticed clues. 

She imagined possibilities. 

Math felt different. 

Sometimes math felt like a puzzle where 

everyone else had the missing pieces. 

Mrs. Alvarez walked around the room. 
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"You don't have to know everything immediately," 

she reminded the class. 

"Learning happens one step at a time." 

Peyton wrote those words in her notebook. 

One step at a time. 

Maybe that was something she needed to 

remember. 

At the end of the day, Peyton packed her 

backpack. 

She looked around Room 202 one more time. 

The books. 

The writing center. 

The kind teacher. 

The new classmates. 

She smiled. 
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Second grade already felt like the beginning of a 

good story. 

She just didn’t know yet that the biggest 

adventure would be discovering herself. 
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Chapter Three 

The One Thing Peyton Couldn’t Do 

Peyton Carter had a secret. 

It wasn’t a bad secret. 

It wasn’t something she was embarrassed about. 

It was just something she didn’t always know how 

to explain. 

Peyton loved learning. 

She loved discovering new facts. 

She loved asking questions. 

She loved creating stories. 

But there was one part of school that made her 

feel different. 

Math. 
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During reading workshop, Peyton felt like she 

belonged. 

She could choose a book, find a cozy spot, and 

disappear into another world. 

During writing workshop, ideas seemed to fly into 

her notebook faster than she could write them 

down. 

But during math? 

Peyton often stared at the page and wondered: 

Where do I even begin? 

One morning, Mrs. Alvarez introduced a new 

math challenge. 

"We are going to practice solving problems in 

different ways," she explained. 

She wrote a problem on the board. 

The class leaned forward. 

Peyton looked at the numbers. 
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Her classmates immediately started talking 

about strategies. 

She heard words like: 

"equation" 

"strategy" 

"place value" 

Peyton knew those words. 

But sometimes knowing a word and feeling 

confident were two different things. 

She looked around the classroom. 

Amira was already writing. 

Theo was drawing a model. 

Mateo was explaining his thinking to a friend. 

Everyone seemed to know exactly what to do. 

Peyton lowered her pencil. 
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A small voice inside her whispered: 

"Maybe math just isn't your thing." 

That afternoon, Peyton sat in the reading corner 

during independent work. 

She opened her favorite kind of book. 

A graphic novel. 

She smiled as she read. 

Here was something she understood. 

Characters had problems. 

Characters made mistakes. 

Characters found solutions. 

Wait. 

She stopped. 

Characters didn’t always know the answer at the 

beginning of the story. 
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They figured things out. 

Maybe learning worked the same way. 

At dismissal, Mrs. Alvarez noticed Peyton looking 

thoughtful. 

"How was your day?" 

Peyton shrugged. 

"Good." 

Mrs. Alvarez smiled. 

"That sounded like a very thoughtful 'good.'" 

Peyton laughed. 

Then she told the truth. 

"I love reading and writing." 

Mrs. Alvarez nodded. 

"I know." 

"But math is harder for me." 
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Mrs. Alvarez sat beside her. 

"Can I tell you something?" 

Peyton nodded. 

"Something being difficult does not mean you 

can't do it." 

Peyton listened. 

"It means your brain is growing." 

On the way home, Peyton thought about those 

words. 

Your brain is growing. 

She liked that idea. 

Maybe struggling didn't mean she wasn't good 

enough. 

Maybe struggling meant she was learning 

something new. 

That night, Peyton wrote in her notebook: 
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Things I Know About Myself 

I am a reader.​
I am a writer.​
I am curious.​
I am creative. 

Then she added one more line: 

I am still learning. 

She stared at the sentence. 

It felt important. 
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Chapter Four 

The Lucky Duck Wall 

The next Monday morning, Peyton walked into 

Room 202 and noticed something new. 

A large bulletin board covered one wall. 

It was decorated with bright colors, drawings, 

and something Peyton had never seen before. 

Ducks. 

Lots of ducks. 

Small colorful ducks. 

Blue ducks. 

Pink ducks. 

Green ducks. 

Purple ducks. 

Yellow ducks. 
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They looked cheerful, like they were ready for 

an adventure. 

"What are those?" Peyton asked Amira. 

Amira smiled. 

"I was wondering the same thing." 

Mrs. Alvarez gathered the class. 

"I want to introduce you to something special we 

will be using this year." 

She pointed to the board. 

"This is our Lucky Duck Wall." 

The students looked interested. 

"These ducks are reminders of the amazing 

things we see in each other," Mrs. Alvarez 

explained. 

"Students may earn ducks when they 

demonstrate important character traits." 
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She held up a green duck. 

"This one represents perseverance." 

A purple duck. 

"Creativity." 

A blue duck. 

"Kindness." 

A yellow duck. 

"Responsibility." 

Peyton liked the idea. 

Not because she wanted to collect the most 

ducks. 

Because she liked what they represented. 

The ducks weren't about being perfect. 

They were about choices. 

Small choices. 
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Important choices. 

Throughout the week, Peyton noticed something. 

Mrs. Alvarez didn't only celebrate students who 

got answers right. 

She noticed students who kept trying. 

She noticed students who helped others. 

She noticed students who were brave enough to 

share ideas. 

On Friday afternoon, Mrs. Alvarez called Peyton’s 

name. 

"Peyton, I have something for you." 

Peyton walked over. 

Mrs. Alvarez handed her a small green duck. 

"Perseverance." 

Peyton looked surprised. 

"Me?" 
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Mrs. Alvarez smiled. 

"Yes, you." 

"Why?" 

"Because I noticed you working through 

something that felt difficult." 

Peyton looked at the duck. 

Math. 

Mrs. Alvarez noticed her trying. 

Not just her answers. 

Her effort. 

Peyton placed the duck carefully in her special 

classroom home. 

She smiled. 

Maybe she wasn't finished learning math. 

Maybe she wasn't supposed to be. 
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Chapter Five 

A Classroom Full of Possibilities 

By October, Peyton had learned many things 

about Room 202. 

She learned that Theo could build almost 

anything. 

She learned that Amira could explain math in 

ways that made it easier to understand. 

She learned that Mateo could make anyone laugh. 

She learned that Jasmine noticed beautiful 

details everyone else missed. 

She learned that Eli always knew when someone 

needed a friend. 

Most importantly, Peyton learned that everyone 

was learning something. 

Everyone. 
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Even the students who seemed confident. 

Even the students who answered quickly. 

Even the students who looked like they never 

made mistakes. 

One afternoon, Mrs. Alvarez asked the class to 

complete a reflection. 

"Write about something you are proud of." 

Peyton immediately thought of reading. 

She wrote: 

I am proud that I love books. 

Then she stopped. 

She thought about the green Lucky Duck on her 

desk. 

She added: 

I am proud that I keep trying when something 

is hard. 
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She looked at the sentence. 

That was new. 

At home, Lucy noticed the duck collection 

growing. 

"What's with all the ducks?" 

Peyton explained the system. 

"They show things I am working on." 

Lucy smiled. 

"I like that." 

"Why?" 

"Because they aren't showing what you already 

know." 

She tapped the green duck. 

"They show who you are becoming." 

That night, Peyton placed her books beside her 

backpack. 
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Tomorrow she would read. 

Tomorrow she would write. 

Tomorrow she would practice math. 

Tomorrow she would learn something new. 

And for the first time, Peyton realized 

something important: 

A classroom wasn't just a place where you 

learned subjects. 

It was a place where you learned about yourself. 
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Chapter Six 

The Missing Lucky Duck Mystery 

Peyton Carter loved mysteries. 

She loved trying to figure out clues. 

She loved noticing details other people missed. 

She loved the feeling of discovering an answer 

after working hard to find it. 

That was why she especially loved graphic novels 

with mystery plots. 

There was always a problem. 

Always a question. 

Always a solution waiting to be discovered. 

She never expected that one day she would have 

a mystery of her own. 

It happened on a Tuesday morning. 
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Peyton walked into Room 202 and noticed 

something was wrong. 

The Lucky Duck Wall looked different. 

She stared. 

One of the ducks was missing. 

The blue kindness duck. 

"Mrs. Alvarez?" Peyton asked. 

Her teacher looked over. 

"What happened?" 

"The kindness duck is gone." 

The whole class turned around. 

Everyone looked at the wall. 

She was right. 

It was missing. 

"Oh no," Amira said. 
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"Maybe it fell?" Theo suggested. 

"Maybe a ducknapper took it," Mateo joked. 

Everyone laughed. 

Even Mrs. Alvarez. 

But Peyton noticed something. 

The duck wasn’t just a decoration. 

It represented something important. 

Kindness. 

Someone in the classroom had earned that 

reminder. 

Mrs. Alvarez smiled. 

"I think we have a mystery to solve." 

The class became excited. 

"A real mystery?" 

"Yes," she said. 
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"But remember, good detectives don't make 

guesses without evidence." 

Peyton smiled. 

That sounded exactly like a story. 

The students began looking for clues. 

They checked under tables. 

Behind bookshelves. 

Near the classroom library. 

Peyton looked carefully. 

Then she noticed something. 

A small blue mark near the writing center. 

"Look!" 

Everyone gathered. 

"It looks like the duck was here." 

Theo examined it. 
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"Maybe someone moved it." 

The class continued searching. 

Finally, Dylan’s older sister's favorite detective 

strategy came to mind: 

Look for what changed. 

Peyton looked around the room. 

What was different? 

Then she noticed the kindness corner. 

A student had been helping organize supplies. 

The basket had moved. 

And behind it... 

was the missing duck. 

Everyone cheered. 

"We found it!" 

Mrs. Alvarez smiled. 
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"What helped you solve the mystery?" 

Peyton thought. 

"We looked carefully." 

"We worked together." 

"We didn't give up." 

Mrs. Alvarez nodded. 

"Those are excellent detective skills." 

That afternoon, Peyton wrote in her notebook: 

Today I learned that detectives and learners 

have something in common. 

They ask questions. 

They look for clues. 

They try again. 

She looked at her green Lucky Duck. 

Perseverance. 
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Maybe learning really was an adventure. 
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Chapter Seven 

Friends Who Help You Grow 

Peyton had always thought friendship meant 

having someone to play with. 

Someone to laugh with. 

Someone to sit beside at lunch. 

But second grade was teaching her something 

new. 

Friendship was also about helping each other 

become better. 

During writing workshop, Peyton was working on a 

story. 

She loved her idea. 

It was about a girl who discovered a hidden 

garden filled with magical plants. 

Peyton wrote quickly. 
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Very quickly. 

Maybe too quickly. 

When Mrs. Alvarez asked students to share 

their drafts with a partner, Peyton felt nervous. 

Sharing writing was different from writing alone. 

"Do you want me to read it?" Amira asked. 

Peyton nodded. 

Amira read quietly. 

"This is really creative," she said. 

Peyton smiled. 

Then Amira added: 

"I have one question." 

Peyton waited. 

"Can you tell me more about why the character 

feels that way?" 
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Peyton looked at her paper. 

She realized Amira was right. 

She had described what happened. 

But she hadn't described the feelings. 

"Thank you," Peyton said. 

Amira smiled. 

"That's what friends do." 

"What?" 

"They help you make your ideas stronger." 

Later that day, Theo helped Peyton solve a tricky 

math problem. 

Peyton helped Theo think of a better explanation 

for his science project. 

Mateo helped everyone laugh when the day felt 

long. 

Jasmine helped everyone notice beautiful details. 
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Eli helped people feel included. 

Peyton realized something. 

Her classmates weren't just people she learned 

beside. 

They were people who helped her grow. 

And she helped them too. 
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Chapter Eight 

Numbers Have Stories Too 

Peyton was beginning to notice something 

strange. 

Math was showing up everywhere. 

Not just in math class. 

Everywhere. 

She noticed numbers on street signs. 

Numbers in recipes. 

Numbers in books. 

Numbers in the world around her. 

One afternoon, she helped Lucy bake cookies. 

"How many cookies are we making?" Peyton 

asked. 

"Twenty-four." 
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Peyton counted the ingredients. 

"How many people are sharing?" 

"Six." 

Peyton paused. 

That was math. 

Real-life math. 

The next day, Mrs. Alvarez gave the class a word 

problem. 

At first, Peyton felt that familiar worry. 

But then she stopped. 

She asked herself: 

"What is the story of this problem?" 

She read carefully. 

A classroom had books. 

Students borrowed books. 
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Books were returned. 

It wasn't just numbers. 

It was a situation. 

A story. 

Peyton solved the problem. 

Not perfectly. 

Not instantly. 

But successfully. 

She smiled. 

Maybe math wasn't a language she couldn't 

understand. 

Maybe she was just learning how to read it. 
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Chapter Nine 

The Story Tree 

On Saturday, Peyton visited Willow Park. 

At the center of the park stood an enormous old 

tree. 

Peyton had always loved it. 

The branches stretched wide. 

The roots reached deep into the ground. 

It looked like it had been there forever. 

Peyton sat beneath the tree with her notebook. 

She began writing. 

She wrote about the baker. 

The crossing guard. 

The librarian. 
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Her classmates. 

Her teacher. 

She wrote about how every person carried a 

story. 

Then Peyton had an idea. 

What if the tree had a story too? 

She began writing: 

"The old tree in Willow Park had collected 
thousands of stories..." 

The words flowed. 

When she finished, Peyton looked at her 

notebook. 

She had created something special. 

Not because it was perfect. 

Because it came from her. 
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Chapter Ten 

Jack, Annie, and Math 

Peyton had a favorite place in the classroom. 

The reading corner. 

It was where she went when she needed comfort. 

It was where she went when she needed ideas. 

It was where she remembered that every 

adventure began with one small step. 

During math, Peyton faced a challenging problem. 

She felt nervous. 

Then she thought about her favorite adventure 

stories. 

The characters always had challenges. 

They always had to think. 

They always had to try. 

55 



They didn't give up because something was hard. 

Peyton picked up her pencil. 

First step. 

Second step. 

Third step. 

She solved the problem. 

When Mrs. Alvarez asked her to explain her 

thinking, Peyton shared. 

"I treated the problem like a mystery." 

Mrs. Alvarez smiled. 

"That is a wonderful strategy." 

That afternoon, Peyton wrote: 

Maybe I don't have to choose between being a 

reader and being a mathematician. 

Maybe I can be both. 
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Chapter Eleven 

The Science Showcase Surprise 

Peyton loved science for the same reason she 

loved reading. 

There was always something new to discover. 

A question. 

A mystery. 

A possibility. 

Science was a little like writing. 

You started with an idea. 

You tried something. 

You learned from what happened. 

Then you tried again. 

One Monday morning, Mrs. Alvarez walked into 

Room 202 carrying a large box. 
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The class immediately became curious. 

"Is it a surprise?" Mateo asked. 

Mrs. Alvarez smiled. 

"It is." 

She placed the box on the table. 

"Harbor Heights Elementary is hosting a Science 

Showcase." 

The room filled with excitement. 

Students would work in teams to create a 

project that answered a question. 

Peyton immediately started thinking. 

What could she create? 

What could she discover? 

Then Theo approached her. 

"Would you like to be partners?" 
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Peyton smiled. 

"Of course." 

Theo had a notebook filled with drawings. 

"I have some ideas." 

Peyton laughed. 

"How many?" 

"Twenty." 

"Only twenty?" 

"Today." 

Together, they decided to create a model of a 

neighborhood garden system that collected 

rainwater and helped plants grow. 

Theo loved designing the structure. 

Peyton loved writing the explanation. 

It was the perfect combination. 
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But then came the problem. 

Their invention didn't work. 

The water went everywhere. 

Except where they wanted it to go. 

Theo looked disappointed. 

"I thought my design was right." 

Peyton looked at the project. 

Old Peyton might have thought: 

"We failed." 

New Peyton thought: 

"We found something we need to fix." 

"What clues do we have?" Peyton asked. 

Theo smiled. 

"Like detectives?" 

"Exactly." 
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They examined the model. 

They changed one piece. 

Then another. 

Finally, the water moved exactly where it should. 

They cheered. 

At the Science Showcase, students, families, and 

teachers visited their projects. 

Peyton and Theo explained their idea. 

They explained their mistakes too. 

Mrs. Alvarez smiled. 

"Why do you think mistakes are important?" 

Peyton answered: 

"Because they help us figure things out." 

At the end of the day, they received a special 

recognition: 
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Outstanding Collaboration 

Peyton added another lesson to her notebook. 

Sometimes the best ideas come from working 

together. 
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Chapter Twelve 

Field Day 

Peyton loved many things about Harbor Heights. 

The books. 

The classroom. 

The friends. 

The learning. 

But there was one school event that made her 

nervous. 

Field Day. 

Field Day meant races. 

Games. 

Challenges. 

And running. 
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Peyton was not the fastest runner. 

She knew it. 

Everyone knew it. 

"Remember," Mrs. Alvarez told the class, "Field 

Day is not about being the best." 

"It is about trying your best." 

Peyton liked that. 

Trying your best was something she understood. 

During the relay race, Peyton held the baton. 

Her heart beat quickly. 

What if she was too slow? 

Then she heard her teammates cheering. 

"Peyton!" 

Not because they expected her to win. 

Because they believed in her. 
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She ran. 

Not the fastest. 

Not the slowest. 

Just Peyton. 

When she crossed the finish line, her team 

cheered. 

She smiled. 

She had done something brave. 

Mrs. Alvarez gave Peyton an orange Lucky Duck. 

"Courage," she explained. 

Peyton looked at the duck. 

She realized courage didn't mean you weren't 

nervous. 

It meant you tried anyway. 
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Chapter Thirteen 

The Author Visit 

Peyton had always wondered what it would be like 

to meet a real author. 

Someone whose job was creating stories. 

Someone who turned ideas into books. 

When Mrs. Alvarez announced that a children's 

author was visiting Harbor Heights, Peyton 

couldn't believe it. 

The author, Elena Marquez, shared her books 

with the students. 

Then she showed them something surprising. 

Her first drafts. 

They were messy. 

They had crossed-out words. 
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They had changes everywhere. 

Peyton stared. 

"Wait," she whispered. 

"Authors make mistakes?" 

Mrs. Marquez smiled. 

"All the time." 

She explained: 

"Writers don't create perfect stories. They 

create stories, then they improve them." 

Peyton thought about that. 

She had always believed good writers just knew 

what to write. 

Now she understood. 

Good writers keep writing. 
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During question time, Peyton raised her hand. 

"How do you know if your story is good?" 

The author smiled. 

"You know it matters when it comes from your 

heart." 

That afternoon, Peyton opened her notebook. 

She wrote: 

I am a writer. 

Not someday. 

Today. 
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Chapter Fourteen 

Fractions and Friendship 

Peyton was beginning to notice something. 

Math was becoming less scary. 

Not because it became easier. 

Because she became more confident. 

When Mrs. Alvarez introduced fractions, Peyton 

felt nervous. 

Fractions sounded complicated. 

But then Mrs. Alvarez used something everyone 

understood. 

Pizza. 

"If we share a pizza equally, what happens?" 

"We split it into parts," Peyton said. 

Exactly. 
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Parts. 

And wholes. 

Amira helped Peyton understand. 

"Fractions are about relationships," she 

explained. 

Peyton thought about that. 

A book had chapters. 

A classroom had students. 

A family had members. 

Everything was made of connected parts. 

Peyton created her own fraction project. 

She drew a classroom. 

One part was reading. 

One part was writing. 

One part was science. 
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One part was math. 

One part was friendship. 

Mrs. Alvarez smiled. 

"You found a way to connect math to your world." 

Peyton smiled. 

Maybe math belonged in her story after all. 
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Chapter Fifteen 

The Writing Contest 

Peyton loved writing. 

But sharing her writing still felt scary. 

When Mrs. Alvarez announced the school writing 

contest, Peyton immediately thought about 

entering. 

She had a story. 

A story about the Story Tree. 

A story she loved. 

But what if other people didn't like it? 

Amira asked: 

"Do you like it?" 

"Yes." 

"Did you work hard?" 
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"Yes." 

"Then it matters." 

Peyton revised her story. 

She added details. 

Changed words. 

Improved sentences. 

She remembered what the author had taught 

her. 

Writers revise. 

The day she submitted her story, Peyton felt 

nervous. 

Then something surprising happened. 

She felt proud. 

Not because she knew she would win. 

Because she had been brave enough to share. 
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At the writing celebration, Peyton received the 

Storytelling Award for The Story Tree. 

But the best part happened afterward. 

A younger student told her: 

"Your story made me feel like I belong." 

Peyton realized her words could help people. 

She added another sentence to her notebook: 

Stories are bridges. 
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Chapter Sixteen 

The Big Math Moment 

Peyton Carter had learned that courage came in 

many forms. 

Sometimes courage meant sharing a story. 

Sometimes courage meant trying something new. 

Sometimes courage meant admitting you needed 

help. 

And sometimes… 

Courage meant standing in front of the class with 

a math problem on the board. 

It was Monday morning when Mrs. Alvarez 

introduced a new challenge. 

"We are going to practice explaining our 

thinking," she said. 

Peyton looked at the problem. 
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It was a multi-step problem. 

A few months ago, she would have immediately 

felt worried. 

She would have looked around the room and 

thought: 

"Everyone else knows what to do except me." 

But things were different now. 

Peyton opened her math notebook. 

She wrote down what she knew. 

She circled important information. 

She solved one part at a time. 

Step by step. 

Just like a story. 

A few minutes later, Mrs. Alvarez walked around 

the room. 

"Peyton?" 
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Peyton looked up. 

"Would you like to share your strategy with the 

class?" 

Her stomach flipped. 

Share? 

Her math thinking? 

That was harder than sharing a story. 

For a moment, she almost said no. 

Then she looked at her Lucky Ducks. 

Green. 

Perseverance. 

Orange. 

Courage. 

She took a deep breath. 

"Okay." 
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Peyton walked to the board. 

Her hands felt shaky. 

But she started. 

"I knew I needed to solve the problem in parts." 

She explained each step. 

She explained her thinking. 

When she finished, her classmates clapped. 

Mrs. Alvarez smiled. 

"What did Peyton show us?" 

Amira raised her hand. 

"She didn't give up." 

Theo added: 

"She explained her ideas." 

Mateo smiled. 

"And she made math less scary." 
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Everyone laughed. 

Mrs. Alvarez handed Peyton a small card. 

Math Courage Award 

Peyton laughed. 

"I didn't know math awards existed." 

"Neither did I,”  Mrs. Alvarez said, "until you 

earned one." 

That afternoon, Peyton wrote: 

I am not only good at the things that feel 

easy. 

I am growing in the things that challenge me. 
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Chapter Seventeen 

Peyton’s Story 

Peyton had discovered something important 

about writing. 

Creating a story was wonderful. 

Sharing a story was powerful. 

The Harbor Heights Writing Celebration was 

approaching. 

Students would share poems, stories, and 

artwork. 

Peyton was excited. 

And nervous. 

Very nervous. 

At home, Lucy noticed. 

"You seem worried." 
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"I have to read my story." 

Lucy smiled. 

"That sounds exciting." 

"It sounds scary." 

"Those feelings can happen at the same time." 

Peyton thought about that. 

Excited and scared. 

Maybe that was what courage felt like. 

At the celebration, Peyton stood backstage 

holding her notebook. 

She looked at the audience. 

She saw her family. 

Her classmates. 

Mrs. Alvarez. 

She took a breath. 
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And began. 

"The old tree in Willow Park had collected 
thousands of stories..." 

She read about neighbors. 

Friends. 

Dreams. 

Belonging. 

She read about how every person had a story. 

When she finished, the room was quiet. 

Then applause filled the auditorium. 

But the moment Peyton remembered most 

happened afterward. 

A younger student approached her. 

"I liked your story." 

"Thank you." 
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"It made me feel like I belong here." 

Peyton smiled. 

Her words had reached someone. 

That was more important than any award. 
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Chapter Eighteen 

More Than Numbers 

As second grade began to come to an end, Peyton 

started thinking about the year. 

She thought about who she was in September. 

A girl who loved books. 

A girl who loved writing. 

A girl who worried about math. 

She looked at her Lucky Ducks. 

Each one held a memory. 

Perseverance. 

Kindness. 

Creativity. 

Courage. 

84 



Responsibility. 

Empathy. 

Peyton realized something. 

She had spent so much time thinking about what 

she couldn't do. 

She forgot to notice everything she could do. 

She opened her notebook and wrote: 

Things I Know About Myself Now 

I can try hard things. 

I can ask for help. 

I can help others. 

I can learn from mistakes. 

I can grow. 

She smiled. 

The list felt like the beginning of another story. 
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Chapter Nineteen 

The Last Week of Second Grade 

The last week of school arrived quickly. 

Too quickly. 

The classroom looked different. 

The shelves were being organized. 

The walls were coming down. 

The year was ending. 

Mrs. Alvarez gave the class a special assignment. 

"You are going to write a letter to your future 

self." 

Peyton loved that idea. 

A letter traveling through time. 

A message for another version of herself. 
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She began: 

Dear Future Peyton, 

You are finishing second grade. 

Remember this year. 

Remember the friends who helped you grow. 

Remember the teacher who believed in you. 

Remember that hard things can become 

possible. 

She paused. 

Then she added: 

Keep reading. 

Keep writing. 

Keep wondering. 

Before dismissal, the class gathered around the 

Lucky Duck Wall. 
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Mrs. Alvarez smiled. 

"These ducks are not just prizes." 

She pointed to them. 

"They are reminders of moments when you chose 

to grow." 

Peyton looked around Room 202. 

She would miss this place. 

But she knew something. 

The lessons would go with her. 
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Chapter Twenty 

The First Page 

Peyton Carter had always loved beginnings. 

The first page of a book. 

The first sentence of a story. 

The first day of a new adventure. 

Now she understood something. 

Endings were beginnings too. 

On the first morning of summer, Peyton sat 

beneath the Story Tree. 

She opened her notebook. 

She wrote: 

Chapter One 

Then she smiled. 
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A new chapter. 

A new story. 

She began: 

"My name is Peyton Carter, and I am a 
storyteller." 

"I used to think stories were only found in 
books." 

"Now I know they are everywhere." 

"They are in classrooms." 

"They are in friendships." 

"They are in questions." 

"They are in mistakes." 

"They are in moments when we discover 
something new about ourselves." 

Peyton looked at the page. 

She knew there would be challenges ahead. 
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New teachers. 

New subjects. 

New worries. 

New adventures. 

But she also knew something else. 

She could handle them. 

That night, Peyton placed her notebook beside 

her Lucky Ducks. 

Then she added one blank page. 

Because every story needed room to continue. 

Peyton’s Pages 

Dear Journal, 

Today I started a new story. 

I don't know everything that will happen. 

But I know I am ready. 
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I am a reader. 

I am a writer. 

I am a learner. 

I am a friend. 

I am brave. 

I am still growing. 

And the best part is… 

my story is just beginning.  

—Peyton
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Author’s Note 

Every child enters a classroom carrying a unique collection of 

strengths, hopes, worries, and dreams. 

Some children know exactly what they love. Some children 

shine in ways they immediately recognize. Others need time, 

encouragement, and a caring community to discover their gifts. 

Peyton’s story is about a second grader who loves books and 

writing but struggles to see herself as a mathematician. 

Through friendships, challenges, mistakes, and moments of 

courage, Peyton learns an important lesson: 

We are never just one thing. 

We are readers.​
We are creators.​
We are problem-solvers.​
We are learners. 

And our stories are always being written 

Best, 

Jennifer  
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