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DEDICATION

To my dad, the ultimate storyteller.

I miss your stories.
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A NEW FRIEND

Day 1—Monday morning

“Harper! Come quick!”

Harper Raine looked up from unpacking her books to see her four-year-old brother, Michael, in her doorway. He could hardly stand still, hopping on one leg and then the other. She wiped the sweat beading on her forehead and fanned herself with the book she was holding.

“Little dude, the bathroom’s across the hall,” Harper said, turning back to fill her bookshelves.

“I don’t have to pee! I just want you to come to my room. Hurry up!” Michael said. He ran in and grabbed her by the hand, trying to pull her onto her feet.

Deliberately making herself heavy, Harper slumped down and placed a little of her weight on his shoulders.

“All this unpacking and moving is exhausting,” she said. “Maybe you should carry me on your back.”

“Okay, Harper, I’ll help you,” he said, his little feet sliding around on the wooden floors. With a loud grunt, her brother pulled harder, trying to move them as quickly as he could.

After a long moment, Harper smothered a smile and relented. She straightened up with a big stretch. “That helped a lot! Thanks, buddy!”

He grabbed her by the hand again. “Let’s go!”

The hallway was even hotter than her room and Harper cursed their new but ancient house for the millionth time. There was a reason it had been abandoned for over twenty years. It was a wreck. When their parents had decided to relocate to Washington, D.C., they’d bought it because of its “gothic charm.” Harper still couldn’t figure out the charming part. One year of renovations and the house was still not ready, but it hadn’t kept their parents from moving the whole family down from New York City in the height of the summer.

Michael seemed unaffected by the heat, rushing her down to the other end of the corridor. His room was the first that they’d unpacked so there were no boxes. It was bright and airy with three large windows that faced the front. Everything had been neatly organized and arranged by their mother and father. Harper was bummed that twelve was deemed old enough to unpack her own room. The only thing worse than unpacking was packing in the first place.

As she stepped in, she couldn’t help but notice how much cooler his room was. Puzzled, she sat on the edge of his bed, discomfited by the unnatural chill.

“What are you so excited about?” she asked, ignoring the creepy-crawly sensation that sent a shiver down her back.

“My new friend, Billy,” he said, pointing to the corner where his large toy chest sat.

Harper gazed at the corner, and the hairs on the back of her neck began bristling. There was a sudden distortion in the air, and her vision blurred. And then nothing. She gave her brother a quizzical look.

“You can’t see him?” Michael looked crushed.

He turned and stared at the toy chest again and then nodded. “Billy said you have to be special to see him. I guess you’re not special,” he said sadly.

His words triggered a sudden memory. Harper was five years old trying to introduce her best friend to her older sister, Kelly.

“I’m telling Mom that you’re making stuff up!”

“I’m not! She’s right there. Why won’t you believe me?”

There was a loud humming in her ears and she could feel the beginning of a migraine throbbing in her right temple. She took a deep breath and focused on her brother. But before she could speak, there was a knock at the door and their mother, Yuna, appeared.

“Michael, you can’t leave your toys out in the hallway,” she said. “Somebody could trip and hurt themselves on them.”

In her hands, she held a beat-up old-fashioned red fire truck. It was completely made of metal and looked like an antique. The paint was a dull red, chipped and faded. On the side of the long wagon, it said “City Fire Department” in gold paint. There were two ladders on either side of the truck, with a pulley and a crank to hoist them up, and a little brass bell hanging from the front of its engine.

“But that’s not mi—” Michael stopped short. “Oh. That’s Billy’s!”

“Who’s Billy?”

“He’s my best friend,” Michael said. “He lives in the house.”

As a look of puzzled alarm spread over their mother’s pretty face, Harper jumped to her feet with an overly loud laugh.

“We were just playing a game,” Harper said. “You know, making up stories about people who lived here before. Right, Michael?”

Harper turned her back to her mother quickly as she faced Michael. She pressed her finger to her lips, her eyes growing big as she gestured for him to be quiet.

Michael laughed. “Harper, you’re so funny.”

Harper grabbed her little brother and swung him onto his bed, tickling him into a fit of giggles. She stole a glance at her mother, noting that her expression had relaxed a little.

“All right, next time be more careful,” Yuna said. She placed the truck on the nightstand and walked out.

Harper heaved a sigh of relief and collapsed on the bed. Michael climbed on top of her and sat on her stomach.

“Why didn’t you want me to tell Mommy about Billy?” he asked.

A rising nervousness made Harper’s stomach clench as she pictured her mother’s look of disappointment.

“Mom doesn’t like things she doesn’t understand,” she said.

“Because she can’t see him, either?”

“Yeah,” Harper said. From the corner of her eye, she thought she saw a movement. She looked around the room in confusion. Her head throbbed.

“That’s okay, as long as I can see him,” Michael said. He hopped off the bed.

Reaching for his Lego box, Michael dumped all the contents onto his carpet and sat down.

“Come on, Billy, let’s play!”

Harper was walking over to the door when Michael stopped her.

“Hey, Harper, wait. Billy said don’t go up into the attic.”

“Why?”

Michael shrugged. “He just doesn’t want anyone up there.”

“Well, I don’t think Mom and Dad plan on touching the attic for a while,” Harper said. “They’re focused on fixing the central air-conditioning and everything else that’s wrong with this stupid house.”

The spotty air-conditioning was their first priority. They’d only been in Washington, D.C., for two days and were already suffering from the heat and humidity. Yet Harper found it odd that the old house was strangely cold in certain spots. Like Michael’s room.

Michael stopped playing with his Lego toys and looked up at Harper with a serious expression.

“Billy doesn’t like it when you call his house stupid,” he said.

“Well, it’s not his house, it’s our house,” she retorted.

“No, Harper, this is Billy’s house. He’s one of the people who lived here before us.”

The cold in the room deepened, causing goose bumps to spread all over her arms and back. Harper fumbled for the doorknob. She was desperate to get away.

Back in her room, Harper felt warm and clammy, as if she was running a fever. She welcomed the heat that she’d been cursing only a few minutes earlier. At least it was normal. Her head still pounded, and she knew if she didn’t take something, the migraine would overwhelm her. She rifled through her bag and pulled out the little pillbox that her mom refilled every day. All other medicines in the house were kept locked in the medicine cabinet. After swallowing some ibuprofen, Harper continued unpacking.

While sorting her books onto her shelves, she came upon a small photo album. Her mother had given it to her as a memory book when they were packing to leave New York. Harper had barely glanced through it before, but now she sat down on her unmade bed and flipped it open. Each photo was methodically labeled with the date and Harper’s age. It was typical of her mother, who was a corporate lawyer and notorious for her meticulousness. There were a few baby pictures, which Harper paged through. She smiled at seeing her two-year-old self eating spaghetti for the first time and a photo of her at four underneath the T. rex exhibit at the Museum of Natural History. She was making a scary face at Kelly, her older sister, who stood there looking bored. Seeing those early pictures again, she felt like she was looking at a finished jigsaw puzzle that had one obvious missing piece. No matter how you stared at it, you couldn’t help but be aware of the gaping hole in the middle. The trouble was, Harper couldn’t put her finger on what the missing piece was.

And that wasn’t all. Nothing had been the same since the accident. She just didn’t feel like herself anymore. Harper turned the pages, trying to ignore her aching head. The more she thought about her missing memories, the worse she felt. All she knew were facts: the ones her parents relayed to her. Last fall, there was a fire at school, she was hospitalized, and had a terrible accident. But she had no recollection of what had happened to her.

In her photo book she found a picture of herself lying in a hospital bed with two arm casts. Kelly was holding a cake in front of her, which Michael was trying to eat with his entire face. It was her twelfth birthday. Halloween. In the picture, she was smiling, but her eyes looked haunted.

Harper absently rubbed both her forearms. The casts had been removed six months ago and the doctor had warned her of “phantom pains” in her injured areas. But she didn’t have pain as much as the odd sensation that her casts were still on her arms.

Two badly fractured arms, a broken collarbone, several broken ribs, and no memory. Whatever had happened, Harper figured it must have been so bad that her mind had repressed the memories. Did she really want to remember them now?





HARPER’S STUPID DC JOURNAL

Entry #1

Things I hate:

1.  Our new/old house

2.  Talking about my feelings

3.  Washington, D.C.

4.  Writing in this stupid journal

The only reason I’m writing in here is because my therapist said it’ll help regain my memories. She said now that I’m in Washington, D.C., I need to write everything down since I won’t be able to see her anymore and it’ll take time to find a new therapist. To be honest, I’m really not looking forward to that. I really like Julie a lot. What if I don’t find a therapist I like as much? How’m I supposed to share my deepest private thoughts? It’s not like I enjoy therapy all that much, anyway. It can be pretty boring at times.

At least no one will be looking at this but me, so I can use different color ink and doodle all over the pages. My sister, Kelly, would say that this is a waste. She disapproves of paper. She lives her life online for everything. Before we moved to D.C., there was a week where she went around telling everyone how paper was dead. It got to be so annoying that I went into the bathroom that she’d claimed for herself and took out all the toilet paper. On the mirror, I wrote in her red lipstick, “Paper is Dead.” She hasn’t bothered me since, but she does like to glare disapprovingly whenever she sees me using my notebook.

I don’t really care what she thinks. I love paper. I love the feel of it when I’m writing or drawing on it and I love the smell of it when I open a brand-new journal. But mostly because if this journal helps me regain my memories, then I have to do it. I’ll do anything to get rid of the empty feeling that comes with no memory. Sometimes I’ll panic without even knowing why. I hate it! So I’m writing in this dumb journal. I just hope it helps.
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THIS OLD HOUSE

Day 1—Monday afternoon

Late in the afternoon, Harper lay on the floor of her sweltering room fanning herself with a pretty folding fan that opened to a picture of a blossoming cherry tree. Her migraine had gone away, but she was still surrounded by boxes and she had no energy to unpack. The only things she’d managed to put away were her clothing and all her precious breakables: her prized Totoro and Spirited Away character figurines from Studio Ghibli and a black lacquered jewelry box with a butterfly design in mother-of-pearl that her grandmother had brought back from Korea.

She’d piled her long, thick, dark-brown hair loosely on the top of her head but still sweat trickled down her neck.

“I hate this place.”

She longed for the air-conditioned luxury of her old New York City apartment. Summer might be unbearably hot in New York, but there were plenty of places you could duck into for some cold, refreshing air-conditioning. Here in their Washington, D.C., neighborhood, the closest store was over two miles away and it was just too hot to walk. Her older sister had her driver’s license but probably wouldn’t want to go out. She was too busy chatting online with her friends. Harper could only hope one of her parents would stop unpacking and head out to the mall. She closed her eyes and thought of all things cold: Lying facedown on an ice-skating rink; sticking her head in the freezer; eating a cold, sweet ice . . .

“Ice cream! Who wants to go for some ice cream?” a voice hollered.

Harper’s eyes flew open in amazement. Wow, I’m good, she grinned.

“Harper! Come on!” shouted Michael as he thundered down the stairs squealing ecstatically. Harper shook herself from her thoughts and dragged herself off the floor.

In the hall, her sister’s door opened, letting out a cool draft from the electric fan blowing in her room.

“Hey!” Harper glared in disbelief. “How come you got a fan in your room and I don’t?”

She started to walk into Kelly’s room but was blocked when Kelly closed the door behind her.

“I have a fan because I’m studying for the SATs, doofus,” Kelly said. “Don’t even think about going into my room.”

Without moving from her position in front of her door, Kelly shouted, “Mom, can you get me a Mocha Frappuccino?”

As soon as she heard an affirmative, Kelly went back into her room and slammed the door. With an aggravated sigh, Harper stomped down the stairs.

“Mom, it’s not fair! You and Dad have a ceiling fan in your room. Michael’s room is cool, and now Kelly has her own fan,” she whined. “It is so hot in this house! Why can’t I have one, too?”

“You can sleep with me in my room, Harper,” Michael said. “I don’t mind.”

“No way,” she said, ruffling his hair. “You sleep like a wild man. I’d be one big bruise by morning.” Not to mention how weird the abnormal chill in his room was—no way was she sleeping in there.

As she came downstairs, her mother was checking her face and hair in the elaborate gold-framed mirror in their foyer. Harper always felt like a circus elephant compared to her mother’s petite gracefulness. It didn’t help that Kelly was Yuna’s clone. At twelve, Harper was already four inches taller than her mother and her older sister. She glanced for a brief moment into the foyer mirror, reaffirming once again that she looked nothing like her mother. Her face was round, not oval, her dark hair was wavy, her cheeks covered in freckles instead of being smooth and clear. The one thing she did inherit was her mom’s narrow, monolid eyes, only without her mom’s long full lashes. Even when she smiled, all she ever heard was that she was cute, not beautiful like they were. Not that she cared.

Just then a creepy sensation coursed down her spine, causing her to shudder. She had the oddest feeling. As if someone was watching her. She looked up toward the stairs, almost expecting to see someone peering over the banister at her. There was no one there, but the feeling remained. She backed up until she was right next to the foyer mirror and reached out to put her hand on the ornate gold frame. There was something comforting about the antique mirror. It had been in their family for as long as she could remember. When her mother had considered exchanging it for something more modern, Harper had panicked, refusing to give it up. She’d asked to hang it in her room but her parents had said no. So it hung in their new foyer, just like it had in their old apartment. It was something familiar that Harper could still rely on. Like now. She could feel the weird sensation fading as she clung to the mirror.

Finally done primping, Yuna hustled them out the front door and to the driveway where a silver minivan was parked.

“Mom, did you hear me?” Harper asked. “I really need a fan!”

“Oh, honey, I’m sorry, but if we put a fan in your room it would probably trip the circuit breakers,” Yuna said. “The electrician and the air-conditioning repairmen will be here tomorrow. Hopefully you won’t even need a fan once everything is fixed.”

Her mother ignored her sullen look as she urged Harper and Michael into the minivan.

“If it gets too bad, you can sleep on the sofa downstairs. It’s a little cooler there,” her mother replied.

“Oh great, another sweaty miserable night. I hate this house,” Harper fumed as she helped her brother buckle up. She was never allowed to have anything for herself.

Michael patted her hand in sympathy. “It’s not so bad,” he said. “And now we have lots of room!”

The old house was huge compared to their three-bedroom apartment in Manhattan. And it was nice to have her own bedroom and not have to share with Kelly, but Washington was entirely different from New York. The metro system was nowhere near as good as the New York subway. Also, people said “good morning” to you on the streets and expected you to chat with them. It was so weird.

No, she didn’t like Washington. The only thing she liked about the move was being closer to her grandmother. She hadn’t seen her in person since she was seven years old. But she always talked to her on the phone on her birthday, Christmas, and New Year’s, and exchanged letters with her during the year. Her Grandma Lee was not much of a phone talker, but loved to send cards and little presents.

“When do we get to see Grandma?” Harper asked.

Their mother backed out of the driveway and onto the road. Harper could see her lips tighten in the rearview mirror.

“I don’t know, we’re a bit busy right now,” Yuna said.

“I want to see Grandma!” Michael shouted excitedly. “I’ve never seen her. I only talked to her on the phone.”

“Not right now,” Yuna responded.

Harper sighed loudly. Just the other night she’d overheard her father telling her mom that she needed to make her peace with Grandma Lee now that she lived so close by.

“Well, can we call her and tell her we’re here?” Harper asked.

“Drop it, Harper!” Yuna snapped.

The car quickly became quiet. Harper glanced at Michael, who was sticking out his lower lip in a pout.

“Mommy, does Grandma not want to see me?” he asked in a quivering voice.

Their mother ran a hand through her hair, clearly trying to control her temper.

“No, honey, that’s not it at all,” Yuna said with a sigh. “She loves you. It’s about my relationship with her. We don’t agree on anything.”

Before Michael could ask any more questions, Harper shook her head at him. Their mom looked sad and angry. But it was Michael that Harper felt sorry for.

Harper didn’t know why it was that Grandma Lee stopped visiting. But she at least remembered when they used to see Grandma Lee often. Harper knew how much fun Grandma was. When Harper was younger, Grandma used to come once a month to cook Korean food and buy them special treats from the Korean market. It had been five years since Harper had last seen her grandmother, but she could still picture her vividly. She could see Grandma’s bright happy smile, the way her eyes crinkled tight at the corners. The way she always smelled of oranges.

She remembered being told that traveling was getting hard for Grandma. But then she’d stopped visiting on Christmas also, and Harper realized that her mother and grandmother had had a big falling out. When she’d asked Kelly what had happened, Kelly had said, “It’s because of you . . . it’s always because of you.”

Harper shivered at the memory. It had upset her so much that she’d never asked anyone about it again. Not even her grandma.

As their minivan pulled into the parking lot of the local supermarket, Harper sighed with disappointment.

“What’s wrong now?” her mom asked, sounding annoyed again.

“Nothing,” Harper said. She was bummed her mother hadn’t taken them to the mall instead. It would have been nice to walk around a cool place and just people-watch. It was one of her favorite pastimes when she’d lived in New York. You could be anywhere in the city and find interesting people to gawk at.

Inside, Harper shuffled slowly down the aisles, bored with suburbia, then almost bumped into an old lady. Harper stared. The woman’s skin was nearly translucent and she had brassy yellow hair, which matched her yellow horselike teeth.

“What are you looking at?” the old lady groused at her. “Such a rude thing.”

Shocked, Harper didn’t know how to respond.

“What’s the matter? Don’t you speak English?”

“Of course I do,” Harper replied indignantly.

“Where are you from?”

“From New York . . .”

“No, no, no, where are you really from? Where are your parents from?” the old lady badgered.

Harper had been taught to always respect her elders, but she could feel herself getting angry. Harper knew exactly what the old lady wanted to know. She was angling to find out what foreign country she was from. She’d heard this question many times before and it always upset her. It made Harper feel like she didn’t belong.

“My father was born in Queens, New York, and my mother was born in Maryland,” Harper shot back.

“What, are you adopted?”

“No. I was born here. We’re Americans.”

“Not with that face you’re not,” the old lady said.

Harper felt as if she’d been slapped. Anger raged through her. But before Harper could yell at the old lady and call her a racist, her mother appeared, holding Michael’s hand.

“What seems to be the problem?” Yuna asked, putting a calming hand on Harper’s back.

“Now you, I can tell, are Chinese,” the old lady replied. “I don’t know why you Chinese people can’t teach your children better manners. We don’t stare in this country. It’s rude.”

“I’m not Chinese,” Yuna replied in a mild manner. “I’m actually Korean, and I’m sorry if my daughter did anything to offend you. She is very well mannered and would never be rude on purpose.” Yuna gave the old lady a sharp glance. “Unless she’d been provoked.”

“What are you implying?”

“Have a nice day,” Yuna cut her off and quickly led Harper and Michael into another aisle.

When they were safely away, Yuna let Harper go.

“You okay, honey?”

Harper was still upset. “I’ve never had an old person be racist to me before.”

Her mother’s face looked sad. “They come in all shapes, sizes, colors, and ages,” she said. “But don’t let them hurt you. That’s giving them power that they don’t deserve.”

“She said I couldn’t be American with a face like mine.”

“She’s just jealous of your beauty,” her mother said, as she reached over to grab Harper by the cheeks and kiss her nose.

“Yeah, Harper, you are beautiful!” Michael said. “And that old lady wasn’t.”

“Michael,” Yuna chided. “That’s not nice.”

“Well, she was mean to Harper! And I don’t like her,” he said folding his arms. “Besides, she had yellow teeth and bad breath.”

“Michael,” Yuna said in a stern voice. But Harper could see she was trying not to laugh.

Harper had to smile at her little brother’s earnestness. She could feel her anger and hurt dissipate as she listened to his endless chatter. Fifteen minutes later, they carted their Popsicles and groceries to the car and headed home.

When they got there, Michael made a beeline for his bedroom, with Harper following slowly behind. As soon as he entered his room, he began talking to his imaginary friend. Harper took the last bite of her Popsicle and she lingered outside his open door, listening uneasily to his conversation. Suddenly he was quiet and when he spoke again, his voice was lowered, as if worried. Harper leaned closer.

“I’m sorry I didn’t get you one. You want some of mine? I can share.”

There was a slight thudding sound and then Michael cried out in dismay.

“What’d you do that for?”

Harper quickly ran into the room and saw Michael picking up the pieces of his Popsicle. It had been smashed, and his lips were quivering as he tried to clean up the blue stain that was spreading on his rug.

“What happened?” Harper asked. She grabbed some tissues and began to wipe up the mess.

“Billy is mad because I didn’t bring him a treat,” Michael said. “He knocked mine on the rug and said that now we both don’t get any.”

Harper would have laughed if Michael hadn’t looked so upset. It was a pretty creative excuse for dropping a Popsicle.

“Well, that’s a rotten thing for him to do,” Harper said. “Tell you what, let’s go downstairs and eat another one on the porch.”

Michael shook his head sadly. “I don’t feel like it anymore. I need to stay and play with Billy.”

Harper froze at his words, gooseflesh rising across her arms. A wisp of a memory floated through her head, but she couldn’t catch the details. Whatever it was, it made her uneasy. Leaning over, she picked Michael up and swung him around.

“Oh yeah? I don’t think so! I want another Popsicle, and I need a good reason to get one. You’re my excuse!” Harper carried him out into the muggy hallway.

Giggling, Michael wriggled out of her arms and ran down the stairs first.

“I’m gonna beat you!” he shouted.

As Harper began to follow him, Michael’s door slammed shut abruptly. Harper stared at his room in shock.

“It was probably just a draft or these shaky wooden floors,” she said to herself. “Stupid old house.”

Suppressing a shudder, she hurried away, afraid to look behind her.





HARPER’S STUPID DC JOURNAL

Entry #2

Things I hate:

1.  D.C. is way too hot and humid.

2.  No stores close enough to walk to

3.  This house is so old and creepy, and it smells bad sometimes.

4.  Nightmares

Ever since moving here, I’ve been having awful nightmares. They’re so vivid and detailed. I can feel myself thinking and acting and moving in such a real way. But it’s just in my head, right?

Sometimes, I’m not even sleeping. I’m just kind of sitting there and all of a sudden I’m in a dream. It’s like watching a horror movie where the character who you know is about to die next is heading toward the danger instead of running away like any smart person would do. And you can see their horrified expression as it dawns on them just how dumb they’ve been. I hate those movies. Fact—Real people run away from danger. But in my dream, I’m the one walking right into the monster’s trap, and no matter how much I try I can’t make myself stop. Except, the thing is, I never get to the end. I wake up right as I head into the darkness. Yeah, that’s what my dreams are like. Super frustrating. I know that if I could just stay in the dream a little longer, I’d find out what happened to me at Briarly and then I could stop writing in this stupid journal. No offense, journal.

It
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