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      To all the girls and boys who are afraid of the dark. You are the light.
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        * * *

      

      In Loving Memory of my mother

      Joyce Elizabeth Hampton Baker

      1937-2009

      You will always be my shining light.  I love and miss you.
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          HARRIET KNOWS THINGS

        

      

    

    
      Harriet knew today wasn’t going to be the best of days. She had a sense about these things—she wasn’t sure how it worked, but she just knew. Call it just a feeling or a sixth sense; it didn’t matter. There was no disputing this intuition.

      When Harriet woke up that morning and tumbled out of bed in a tangle of sheets and covers, she was aware something was different. The sensing would start with an overwhelming whoosh of emotions, like an electrical charge going through her system and leaving a wake of tingles and sensitive nerves. The charge would envelop her like a cocoon, unwilling to release her from its embrace.

      She always slept with her head under the covers because of those darn feelings. It was as if the blankets were a protective shield, keeping the sensation away. Like every other night, she would say her prayers, jump into bed, pull the covers up to her eyes, and leave the light on. She would stare at the light right above her bed until her eyes grew so heavy that she would be forced to close them and finally doze off. 

      This was the only way she could fall asleep; that uneasiness would keep her up all night otherwise.

      It happened more frequently in the presence of a crowded room, but even more so, it occurred particularly when she walked by the room that was her brother’s. It was an ordinary room, but it just felt so cold. Harriet always ran briskly by it, unnerved by both the memories and the atmosphere that was left behind.

      Atop a hill overlooking the rest of the neighborhood, her house stood, appearing fragile, as though the wind could easily knock it over with a weak gust. It looked like an old castle, bent and crooked with age. A lone path stretched from the edges of the property, leading to a forest at the base, hidden by the height of the hill. It was there that she lived with her father, Herbert Honeybee, and her brother, Rico…or it had been where she lived with Rico until he disappeared. She swallowed a lump painfully at the thought of her dear, sweet brother.

      No matter where she went in the house, she always thought of Rico and her mother. It was just a little over two years since he went missing and nearly four years since her mother left, leaving just a small handwritten note behind.

      
        
        I will always love you, my little Harriet. I only hope one day you will understand why I did what I had to do.

        —Mom

      

      

      The house was a painful memory of happy times that were now tarnished with tragedy and sadness. The strain of losing both his wife and his son showed on her father’s face with each passing day. It was strange and unlike her. Her leaving tore the family to pieces. Yet, this place—though it didn’t look like much—was still home.

      They had originally moved there for her brother to cure his enduring sadness by “putting him as close to the clouds as possible,” her father would say.

      Her father was a hard-working man, and he often worked late nights and slept through the day. This had forced Harriet and Rico to become self-sufficient; each day, she would make sure food was always prepared when her father got home and her brother was well-looked after. Despite Rico’s constant sadness, he could make her smile and laugh, even when she didn’t want to. They were as close as siblings could be, having to rely on each other while their father worked. Rico had always been charismatic, kind, and empathetic, not to mention funny and playful.

      Before Rico went missing, his days of lucidity weren’t normal. While Rico had hidden it as best as he could, Harriet saw through it, and perhaps that’s why her guilt was so strong on why she hadn’t tried to do more. Her father, unfortunately, wasn’t around long enough to notice how much worse it had gotten until it was too late. Their father was a man of few words, his quiet personality mistaken for meanness. His lack of presence, though Harriet knew better, came off as neglectful.

      Her father would come home and eat his meal quietly while Harriet sat across from him, looking on. He’d then finish, slowly rise from the table, and glance at her before instructing, “Make sure you eat your oatmeal.

      Her father’s abandonment abounded as he retreated to his room, and she wouldn’t see him until the next day. He hadn’t always been like this, but ever since her mother left, he was never the same. She would remember, as a little girl, her mother and father coming into her bedroom together to wake her up. Her mother would sit on her bed and whisper, “Wake up, sweet girl.” Harriet always looked forward to this time, knowing that they would both be there. She would pretend she was deep in sleep, knowing that her father would whisk her up in his arms, carrying her downstairs and sitting her down at the breakfast table. Harriet would feel much comfort as she watched the interaction between them and the way that he looked at her mother with so much love in his eyes. There was so much joy and laughter that they shared together that it just didn’t make sense why she left. Her father was never the same after that.

      Mornings for Harriet were her favorite part of the day; it was a symbol of renewal that she found intriguing. The sun finally peeked out beyond the clouds to say hello; it brought a sense of comfort to Harriet as she breathed a sigh of relief, casting her room in a warm glow. Today, though beautiful, Harriet had a sense, a feeling, that something was going to go wrong.

      The house was quiet, indicating she was the first to rise. Glancing at the clock, Harriet hurried to her closet, where she got dressed, and rushed to the bathroom, tying her thick, curly hair into a bun on top of her head before finishing up by brushing her teeth. Once presentable, she made her way down the long corridor of her home, pausing outside her brother’s room, where she used to knock to wake him up. The door that led to his room filled her stomach with knots—she hated that room so much. It had once belonged to her mother—a workshop of sorts for her arts and crafts—before it was converted to storage, and then her brother moved in. Why he felt the need to be in that room was beyond her. Everything with Rico seemed to get worse after he moved into that room. And she wouldn’t dare go near it.

      Her morning routine started with waking the household and starting breakfast. Before Rico disappeared, she would start by waking him, making it inevitable that she’d have to interact with that room. Inhaling deeply, Harriet stared for a moment longer, remembering how her brother would grumble at her in his sleepy state, causing her to smirk and laugh at him. She remembered he once tossed a pillow lackadaisically at her in a desperate attempt to remain asleep, but his aim was poor, and it missed her entirely.

      She smiled sadly at the memory before turning away to approach her father’s room. She slowly turned the knob and peered inside to see her father sprawled out on the bed, snoring deeply in his sleep.

      “Dad?” She whispered to him, but he didn’t stir. For a moment, she weighed the option of shaking him awake but decided not to. 

      In the kitchen, Harriet began putting together the ingredients for oatmeal; it wouldn’t be long before her father came stumbling down the stairs, barely awake, looking for food.

      At the sight of the oatmeal, immediately her nose scrunched up. Her mother would say, “Some of the healthiest things are the most bitter,” as they worked side-by-side. She would reproach her lovingly as they mixed the spices and stirred the pot. She hated oatmeal like a cat hated being thrown into the water, but her mother’s insistence kept Harriet from voicing her disgust—whatever her mother put in there didn’t mask the taste well enough, but still, the act of making it was a cherished memory.

      Not much was extraordinary about Harriet’s life if she had an opinion about it. 

      Her task was suddenly interrupted by the sound of a horn. Harriet immediately knew who it was, and she ran to the living room, where a large window overlooked the front yard. In the driveway was an old Volkswagen buggy with a tiny green trailer attached to the end— “Geeves,” the car had been dubbed—and she squealed with excitement before rushing to the front door to greet their visitor.

      “Grandma Zuzu!” Harriet yelled with a bright smile.

      Her car was iconic in Harriet’s life. The woman traveled everywhere with it, preferring to live as small as she could with only the things she needed to survive. “It isn’t extraordinary, but it is home,” Grandma Zuzu once said.

      Harriet idolized the older woman; with nearly nothing to her name, she’d built her tiny home from scratch and traveled across the country when the mood struck her. Not extraordinary? Harriet thought it was the coolest thing! It was like having a tree house on wheels.

      Grandma Zuzu would come to visit and then leave for long amounts of time without any communication. Harriet would get an occasional postcard, but she wouldn’t say much.

      
        
        I’m here. Love you!

        – Grandma Z.

      

      

      It didn’t matter what she wrote, Harriet was always excited to see the places she visited. Late at night, she would pull those postcards out and imagine being there and how exciting it would be to go on an adventure and explore a place she had never been to.

      She vowed to do just that when she got older.

      Harriet ran down the porch steps as Grandma Zuzu exclaimed with open arms, “Harriet, my dear girl!”

      They embraced tightly, giggling like little schoolgirls who had been separated during summer vacation and were reuniting at the beginning of another school year.

      “Grandma, I didn’t know you were coming,” Harriet said with a bright smile.

      The older woman threw her a wink and stated, “Oh, you know me. I do love a surprise!”

      That she did.

      Unlike other grandparents who would visit on special holidays with lackluster gifts and even worse desserts, Grandma Zuzu would bring epic tales of a time spent across the country with unique people and strange customs, her lips parted wide with a smile as she retold each juicy detail to her beloved grandchildren. She was the most remarkable person on the planet in Harriet’s eyes.

      She didn’t look or act like any other grandma that she knew. She was tall and regal with the most beautiful, glowing brown skin, youthful for a woman her age, as if she was ethereal and eternal, like time refused to touch her.  She wore big, round, black glasses that seemed to take over her face. Harriet would always joke that they looked like binoculars, which would make Grandma Zuzu laugh and tease, “The better to see you with, my dear!”

      Grandma Zuzu wore what she described as her “get up and go” uniform: a scarf tied around her beautiful long locs of silver hair with a knot held firmly in place at the top of her head. Around her shoulders was a long shawl that flowed down to her knees and her bell linen pants. The style was uniquely her grandmother’s, and Harriet had commented once that she looked like she could take off and fly.

      “When did you get back?” Harriet asked eagerly.

      With a wave of her hand dismissively, the older woman replied, “Oh, just a bit ago.” In other words, just now.

      Immediately, Harriet clung to her arms and pulled her towards the house, questions rapidly firing from her mouth. “Where have you been? What was it like? I didn’t get one of your postcards, so I wasn’t sure if I would see you anytime soon.”

      “You know, here and there and everywhere!”

      By no means was that satisfying enough, but from experience, Harriet knew she’d get answers soon. Looking around, the young girl couldn’t help but notice something amiss. “Where are your bags?”

      “Oh now, don’t you worry about that. I have everything I need right here.” She patted the satchel she had thrown across her side. “Trust me, my girl, you only need a few things on the road. A good outfit, a pair of comfortable shoes, a suitcase small enough to carry but big enough to hold your most important items. You know, just in case you need to get somewhere fast,” she answered with another conspiratorial wink that had Harriet laughing.

      “Where would I have to go to, Grandma?” Harriet asked with excitement.

      Grandma Zuzu tugged her closer and looked her knowingly in her eyes. “You’ll know when that day comes.”

      Harriet found Grandma Zuzu’s stare a bit uncomfortable. It lasted longer than usual with a sort of urgency as if she were entranced. Unable to look away, she swallowed heavily and broke the awkward silence.

      “Uh, Grandma Zuzu… Are you okay?” 

      As if coming out of a trance, she blinked rapidly and smiled sweetly. “The most important thing to have when you travel,” she began, “is a good heart, your wits, and a sense about ya. Those are the essentials!”

      Finally, Harriet felt the awkwardness melt away. “You’re the best!”

      “I know, aren’t I?” Grandma Zuzu responded with a grin and threw her head back, laughing out loud. Tugging her along, the older woman pushed the front door open and said, “Now let’s see what we have going on here.” Looking around, she frowned. “Where is your father?”

      Pointing towards the stairs, Harriet replied, “Sleeping.”

      “Yes, yes, of course he is.”

      Harriet shrugged. “Do you want me to wake him?

      “No, that’s quite alright. Let him rest, and you and I can spend some time together, just us ladies!” Grandma Zuzu spoke fast and led Harriet into the kitchen with a gentle hand on her shoulder.

      Confused, she followed. “Oh, okay… I have to make my oatmeal anyway.”

      “Of course, of course. But, before you do, dear, sit with me for a bit,” her grandmother urged, suddenly looking serious and grim.

      Feeling unsure, Harriet nudged herself into a seat as she eyed the woman peculiarly. “Is everything okay, Grandma?”

      It took the older woman a second to respond as she peered around the room yet again as if she were making sure they were truly alone. It baffled Harriet to no end.

      “Has anyone come by the house of late?”

      Frowning, Harriet shook her head. “No. We never get visitors. Unless you count the mailman,” she tried to joke.

      Grandma Zuzu looked relieved and nodded, her shoulders relaxing a fraction as she sat back in her chair. “Wonderful, that’s very good! Very good, indeed.” She patted Harriet on the knee.

      “Why? You look worried, Grandma.”

      Grandma Zuzu paused and looked as if she had something important to say. Without a word, she stood and gazed out the window, her eyes peering back and forth as though she was searching for something.

      When moments passed with no response, Harriet began to gnaw at her lower lip. “Grandma?”

      The woman pivoted on her heels and offered a look of reassurance, but it was darkened by an undertone of solemnity that Harriet couldn’t quite make out. “Everything is just fine, dear. I was expecting someone to meet me here, but I may have missed them after all.

      “Who?”

      Sighing, Grandma Zuzu shut the shades and said, “Oh, no one you need to be concerned about. Just an old acquaintance.”

      “You’re acting a bit strange,” Harriet pointed out with a bit of perspective for her age.

      “When you get old, strange becomes a norm.” Approaching her, Grandma Zuzu patted her cheek. When she sat down, she muttered, “For most people, anyway.”

      “What’s going on?” Harriet glanced at the clock and went to stand. “I really should make that oatmeal before Dad gets up.”

      As she turned to do just that, she heard, “Harriet.”

      Turning back to face her, she froze. Her grandmother sat there, looking as normal as can be, but her eyes held a firmness, a wisdom that usually was sparked with life and mischief, and this time it held an unfamiliar darkness. “The oatmeal can wait. We need to talk.”
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          EVIGILARE FACIATIS

        

      

    

    
      The oatmeal was completely forgotten as Harriet was tugged back to the table. She sat down and folded her hands, her posture that of a child ready to be scolded, but her concern was evident by the way she held her grandmother’s eyes. The older woman sighed and shook her head. “I had hoped this conversation wouldn’t happen for a few more years.”

      “What conversation?” Harriet paled. “If you’re about to give me the birds and the bees talk⁠—”

      The tension broke briefly by Grandma Zuzu’s laughter. “Oh no, no, no! I’ll save you that embarrassment for now,” she teased before turning serious once more. A second later, she grasped Harriet’s hand and patted the back of it. “You’re at that age now where things are about to get confusing,” she began.

      Harriet chuckled with barely concealed worry. “Did I do something wrong? Did Dad say something to you?”

      “No, sweetheart. It’s just…you need to understand something. You are in a delicate position where you are just learning about yourself, and there are people out there who will tell you who you are as if you don’t know yourself.” She touched the young girl’s cheek and smiled. “You, my girl, are filled with a lot of doubt.”

      Harriet frowned but said nothing.

      Her grandmother continued. “You’ve grown up so much, and a lot has been asked of you…”

      Looking away, Harriet grimaced. “Grandma…”

      “Listen. Look at me.” She raised her eyes to the woman and was trapped in her gaze. “You’ve got so much spirit in you, sweetheart! It pains me to see it overshadowed by all this doubt you carry, but you need to know that you can trust no one better than yourself if you only listen.”

      Her words were thick with urgency that left Harriet befuddled. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Grandma Zuzu looked disappointed, and she let out a long exhale. She opened her mouth to say more when a door from somewhere in the house creaked open and closed. Glancing over her shoulder, the tension seemed to evaporate. “Perhaps we’ll have this conversation another day.” She stood. “I must be getting along now.”

      “Wait, what?” Harriet frowned deeply and began to follow her grandmother out of the kitchen. “But you just got here!” She nearly panicked as she grabbed hold of the woman’s arm and hugged it to her. “Please, stay! Just one more day, please?”

      It was hard not to plead, but the routine was a familiar one for which Harriet was grateful. Like a palate cleanser for the bizarre conversation that left a bad taste in her mouth, she was thankful for the distraction. Often, Harriet would plead with her grandmother to stay. It was hard being the only girl in the house, even more so when you were a young teenage girl playing the adult. Having another woman around made it so much easier, and Grandma Zuzu brought positivity and delightfulness that Harriet soaked up eagerly.

      Thankfully, this song and dance ended differently. Grandma Zuzu would turn to her with a look of reassurance, claiming sweetly that she would be back soon with more stories, but this time Harriet was rewarded with a bright smile, and with a sense of urgency she responded, “Yes, yes—I think I will!”

      It was shocking—the traveling woman never stayed longer than a day. She would blame her restless personality, the need for adventure too overwhelming to delay, and off she would go.

      Harriet squealed happily and hugged her tightly. “Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you!”

      Grandma Zuzu hugged her back, swaying back and forth as they giggled together. “How about we make that oatmeal?” After pulling apart, she removed her coat and satchel, hanging them up on the rungs by the door before tugging her sleeves up in preparation.

      It wasn’t long before the two were standing at the stove, stirring and adding ingredients as they joked with one another. It was never boring with her grandmother around, and Harriet hardly smiled or laughed as much outside of her presence. Soon, the oatmeal was ready and awaited her father, who was still nowhere to be seen.

      As Grandma Zuzu was ending an epic tale of how her car got a flat tire and a traveling folk band pulled over to help, Harriet made a passing glance at the clock on the wall, and she gasped. “No! I’m going to be late!” she exclaimed as she rushed from the kitchen to get her shoes.

      “Late for what?” Behind her, Grandma Zuzu stood and watched with amusement, her hands on her hips.

      “Guidance counseling before school,” she said out of breath, “with Mr. Hartley.”

      Immediately, the older woman tsked her tongue, and she took up her satchel and coat once more. “Well, then, we shouldn’t keep the man waiting! We’ll even take dear old Mr. Geeves!” Pulling her keys free, she jangled them with a smirk and a wink.

      Harriet jokingly asked, “Can I drive?”

      Grandma Zuzu laughed hard. “Oh, no, no! Geeves isn’t quite ready to handle you just yet!” Gesturing with her head, she instructed, “Now go get your things, and we’ll be on our way.”

      The thought of arriving at her session in her grandmother’s awesome car was too much to pass up. Harriet ran up the stairs to gather her things for school, shoving everything in her backpack quickly. As she left, she noticed her brother’s room was slightly ajar—her father was more than likely in there. Now and then, she’d find the door cracked, and her father would be sitting on the edge of his bed with his head in his hands.

      She paused. Whenever their grandmother stopped by, Rico would always be just as eager to see her, and they would tackle the woman together in a giant bear hug. It hurt thinking about that. She sighed, turned, and ran outside. The car had been started, and Grandma Zuzu waved at her to hurry as she climbed in, and off they were.
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        * * *

      

      The discussion came to a halt as they pulled up to the school. Harriet wasted no time as she jumped from the car. Her grandmother assured her she’d be inside after she parked Mr. Geeves. Harriet was out of breath as she ran down the hall to the room where Mr. Hartley waited, and as she reached the closed door of his office, she bent over and panted.

      “Whew!” She ran a hand over her forehead and straightened. “Made it!”

      The door was still closed, which meant he was with another student, letting Harriet off the hook for her tardiness. It was an occurrence that happened far too often for either of their liking, and it would not have been the first time Mr. Hartley had a stern talking to her about promptness.

      Trying to recover her breath, she took a seat on the bench directly across the hall, and soon her grandmother was beside her.

      “Did we make it?” she asked.

      Harriet beamed. “Yes! Thanks, Grandma!”

      The older woman waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, it was nothing! Mr. Geeves has gotten me out of a pickle or two. Yes, indeed.”

      Harriet smiled and slumped in her chair as she waited for Mr. Hartley. Finally, the door opened and out walked one of the students. A beautiful, tall girl dressed in what looked like a school uniform—a navy blue plaid skirt, a white shirt, and an accompanying jacket—with her light brown hair braided in a high ponytail. Her ensemble was completed with a blue bow tied neatly atop her head. Above her glasses, their eyes met briefly, and Harriet quickly looked away with a frown.

      “Well, if it isn’t little Harriet,” the girl commented smugly as she passed them by, tossing Harriet a crooked smirk full of wickedness.

      “Griselda,” grumbled Harriet, her mood darkening instantaneously.

      Next to her, Grandma Zuzu stood, and Griselda paused in her step, her eyes wide as if she hadn’t taken note of the elderly woman before. “You didn’t tell me you had a friend!” her grandmother said in delight. “Well now, my dear, who do I have the pleasure of meeting? I am Harriet’s Grandma Zuzu!”

      Before Harriet could get the words out, the other young girl stretched her hand toward Grandma Zuzu and introduced herself. “I’m Griselda Grayson. I go to school with Harriet,” she said loudly.

      The older woman smiled and shook Griselda’s hand. “You have a very strong voice, young lady.”

      Griselda smiled. “Mother always tells me to speak loudly and proudly,” she boasted.

      “You certainly do that. I’m sure she would be quite proud of you.”

      The beautiful girl’s smile turned from boastful to soft, as if the thought warmed her. The transformation to her face had Harriet inhaling sharply. She wasn’t sure what to make of the exchange, but she knew for certain she wanted to be anywhere but there.

      “Harriet,” she heard her name called from within the office. She stood up abruptly and briskly started walking past Griselda.

      “Isn’t it exciting?” Harriet paused in her step and turned back around. “About the play?”

      Glancing over her shoulder, she saw a coy grin on Griselda’s face, and her eyes narrowed before responding with a small, “Sure.”

      Chuckling lightly, Griselda turned to Grandma Zuzu and explained, “In our English class, there are only three parts, and I’m sure to get one of them.”

      “Is that so?” Grandma Zuzu asked with intrigue.

      “Oh, yes! I’ve been practicing every day with Joey Mason. He comes to my house, and we go over my lines together.” Griselda sighed before sharing a look with Harriet, who was steaming beneath her façade. “He’s just so smart and dreamy.” Turning back to the older woman, she declared, “Well, I better get going. I’ve got lines to practice!”

      She walked off with a pep in her step, and Harriet knew she had missed her chance to say anything to her. It wasn’t the first unpleasant encounter, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last. Harriet wasn’t a violent person, but there was something about Griselda that made her want to slap that smug look off her face.

      She hated that she could never produce something clever to retort. Her brain would just draw a blank, and she would get her words all tangled and twisted. It wasn’t until much later that she would finally manage a witty response, something like, “Who names their child Griselda anyway? A grizzly bear?” The thought of Griselda’s shocked and speechless face before she stormed off had Harriet wishing she was quicker.

      She chuckled to herself, but even as Harriet found it funny, a pang of guilt would come over her. She could never say that to her face, and that was a source of frustration for her. Why did she have to feel bad for saying mean things? Griselda certainly didn’t seem to. It came naturally to her. 

      Harriet stared after her, silently wishing to one day get some form of payback.

      “You, my dear girl, are filled with doubt,” she recalled her grandmother saying to her earlier that morning. If there was any moment that made that apparent, it was now. The truth sucked.

      Griselda made her way to the revolving door, as she pushed it, the door became stuck, trapping her inside. She pushed and pushed, but it would not budge. Soon, her persistent pushing turned into banging and slapping the glass, her confused mumbles turning into demanding screams to be freed.

      “Open this door!” She yelled angrily, her hands slapping the glass again.

      “Oh my, looks like I should probably go help her out,” Grandma Zuzu said as she patted Harriet on her shoulder. “Now don’t you worry, my dear. I will be right here when you’re done.”

      Harriet smiled back as her grandmother winked, and the older woman left her side. Her curiosity got the better of her as she watched the two interact. Unsure of what she was witnessing, Grandma Zuzu made a subtle movement with her hand, and as soon as she touched the door, it swung loose and freed Griselda, who tumbled out onto her knees in a huff.

      It was odd, but she shrugged it off as a coincidence. However, it was hard to keep the smile on her face at seeing Griselda embarrass herself. It was hilarious!

      “Harriet, I haven’t got all day!” She heard Mr. Hartley call to her sternly.

      “I’m coming, sir!” Harriet always had a mixture of excitement and hesitation before going to her sessions. Though Mr. Hartley was a stern guidance counselor, his wisdom and encouragement to see her succeed, in both school and her personal life, was enriching.

      And to be honest, she often felt better towards the end…often, but not always.

      As of late, her sessions were becoming more and more difficult. Her grades had dropped since Rico went missing, and her eagerness to join a club or attend any social event had all but disappeared. Mr. Hartley was very perceptive, which made him an incredibly good counselor, but it could be extremely annoying when he poked at a particularly tender subject just to get her to open up.

      Walking in, she saw him sitting in his chair in the corner of the very tiny room that was much too small to be considered an office. Her bedroom closet was even larger than his office. In the center of the room were two empty chairs, a little rickety desk that he kept his laptop and bag on, and a pile of papers that were more than likely for these sessions.

      All around the room, pictures decorated the walls; some had inspirational quotes that Harriet found a bit corny, but the others were interesting. Her eyes drifted to one in particular; it read in beautiful scripture: Evigilare Faciatis. She wasn’t sure what it meant, and she always wanted to ask Mr. Hartley, but she was too afraid to. He tended to give more information than she was prepared for or had the patience to listen to, so it remained an intriguing curiosity waiting to be satisfied.

      I’ll ask Grandma Zuzu if I remember. She knows everything.

      “Okay, Harriet, let’s get started.” Mr. Hartley began as he sorted his papers and pulled on some reading glasses. “I believe last week we left off with⁠—”

      “Um…” Harriet set her stuff down and plopped into a chair. “Could we not talk about that today?”

      Mr. Hartley eyed her curiously and said, “I’m not going to make you talk about anything you don’t want to, Harriet.” He sighed and sat back. “However, you know acknowledging it would be more favorable than ignoring it. Nothing good comes from shoving your problems under a rug and hoping they go away.”

      He was a curious fella; serious, yet comical. She could never quite figure out if he was being funny or sarcastic. His poker face didn’t give a whole lot away. She liked him well enough; he was just a very intimidating man, although his choice of style did not quite match his ancient demeanor. He always wore his silver hair slicked and parted neatly to the side. His attire always consisted of the same sky-blue denim shirt tucked into his high-waisted, white-washed jeans with a worn brown belt and aged penny loafers. Harriet wondered what his closet looked like if he always dressed like this.

      “I know,” Harriet murmured timidly.

      “And it’s concerning to see how this has affected your grades.” He pulled out her report card, looking it over. From where she sat, she could see the low grades perfectly, as though they were mocking her with the series of notes that sat next to each one.

      
        
        Lack of determination

      

      

      
        
        Withdrawn and doesn’t participate in class.

      

      

      The only class on there that she excelled in was Mrs. Ott’s—which was her favorite, both class and teacher.

      Behind his spectacles, Mr. Hartley had piercing eyes that made Harriet feel he could see right through her, and they always peered at her from over the rim that rested on the bridge of his near-crooked nose. The sight drove Harriet crazy, and his finger would twitch as if to push them up the ridge, but he never did. She could see the indentations on the sides where they sat. The marks were red with a bit of sweat right above the rim of his glasses. Harriet wanted to hand him a tissue to wipe the sweat off so badly, but that was never going to happen. 

      “Has your father seen this yet?”

      “No.” She hugged herself and shook her head. “He works so much, and…I don’t want to bother him.”

      “Why is that?”

      Looking up at him, she bit her lip, unsure if she should voice it out loud. It felt terrible to even think it, but to actively speak it seemed…wrong.

      “Are you afraid he’ll punish you?”

      “No. I doubt he would.” Already, she was saying too much. This seemed to be a trend when she was around Mr. Hartley. He’d say little, but what he did say was enough to pull the words from her mouth without much effort. It didn’t matter how hard she tried to keep her thoughts and feelings to herself; he had a knack for finding out the truth.

      He was a good counselor.

      He waited expectantly, his eyes blinking at her slowly. It was a piercing gaze filled with no judgment, and yet Harriet wanted nothing more than to hide from those eyes.

      “Well…you already know my dad works a lot.”

      Mr. Hartley nodded. “That still doesn’t stop him from being your father. It shouldn’t stop him from taking an interest in your schooling.”

      “That’s what you think.” Harriet scowled and looked away. “He’s always sleeping at home, and when he isn’t, he spends the rest of his time…” She trailed off and swallowed heavily, her throat bobbing with the effort.

      “Go on,” he encouraged.

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      Mr. Hartley sighed and took off his glasses to rub his eyes. It wasn’t that he was frustrated, that much she knew, but perhaps he was beginning to believe how much of a lost cause she was.

      “It does matter, Harriet.” The man gestured with his hands before laying her report card in front of her as well as a few letters from her teachers who noted her odd behavior. “You’ve become withdrawn. There was a time when you loved coming to school. And now, the only class you seem remotely happy to attend is your first class of the day, and the rest you barely spare any attention to.” Replacing his glasses, he leaned his elbows on the desk and said, “I know you lost your mother and your brother in a short time⁠—”

      “Mr. Hartley,” she tried to interrupt, but he cut her off.

      “You’ve experienced a lot of grief at fourteen, more so than most, but life doesn’t stop because of loss.”

      “I know,” she admitted with a frown.

      “You’ve been falling asleep in class or daydreaming a lot. You don’t seem to be interested at all. Eventually, you’ll run out of chances to make it right, and then what?”

      “It’s not that I’m not interested,” she argued passionately. “It’s hard to focus when I’m up all night with these stupid dreams, or I’m frozen in place because of this bubbly feeling in my gut!”

      He blinked in surprise and leaned closer as he asked, “What bubbly feeling?”

      The way he acted was like he was deeply concerned, more so than one would be about describing an insane feeling. Her father called it anxiety. Her grandmother said they were simply instincts or butterflies, but neither seemed appropriate.

      “I don’t know how to describe it,” she admitted before feeling restless. Unable to sit, she stood and began to pace the incredibly small room as she tried to put it into words. “It’s like…It’s like one minute, I’m fine, and then the next, I get lightheaded, and my skin gets tingly, and my stomach churns, but not like I’m gonna throw up.” She patted her thigh with each pass, the movement helping her to focus. “Kind of like I’m on this super-fast rollercoaster, about to drop down a really big hill, and I go upside down immediately after it, but then it stops, and I’m hanging upside down. My dad says it’s anxiety, but I know what that feels like, and this is…exciting and scary. Sometimes, it’s so hard to ignore, but it makes me feel…powerful!”

      She chanced a look to find him staring down at his desk with a furrowed brow, his hands clasped together and his eyes far away.

      “Mr. Hartley?”

      He glanced up at his name with an unreadable expression. “When did this come on?”

      “Um…” Harriet licked her lips in thought and said, “Sometime around when my mom left. Maybe a little before. I mean, I’ve always felt this way, but it’s gotten worse. Some days aren’t so bad, and I can pretend it isn’t there, but that’s happening less and less.”

      “Perhaps your father is on to something. Your mother leaving was a traumatic experience, and some people deal with things like that in many ways. It’s only natural to feel anxious and not understand why. Your mother left suddenly and unexpectedly; that could make you react negatively to anything sudden and unexpected.” What he said was logical, Harriet knew, but instinct told her he was wrong.

      She shook her head in denial, and Mr. Hartley stood. He rounded the desk and sat on the edge of it, crossing his arms and legs as she continued to pace. Eliminating the barrier between them made her feel oddly better—he was listening, at least.

      “What about these dreams of yours? Tell me about them.”

      Harriet hugged herself as she recalled her most recent dream. “It always starts the same. Someone’s calling my name, and I’ll follow the voice, and it’ll lead me to my brother’s room. I’m always afraid to go inside that room. But there’s this bright light that I can see around the doorframe, and I can hear something inside. Then, someone will be standing behind me, forcing my hand on the doorknob, and as soon as they make me twist it open, I wake up screaming.”

      It took everything for Harriet to choke back the tears. Between Griselda’s snide comments and this session, this day was already starting off swell. There was a thick silence lingering in the air. Mr. Hartley was stroking his chin, looking increasingly unsettled, but the emotion was gone as quickly as it appeared when he noticed she was watching him closely.

      “Are you afraid of something?”

      Harriet found herself a bit offended, despite the fact he was spot on. “I’m not afraid!”

      “It’s okay if you are. A lot of people are afraid of things, but if this is what’s affecting your studies, then you need to address it head-on. There’s no point in avoiding it. Best to get straight to it. The only way to defeat it,” he said while wielding his pen like a sword.

      Her frown deepened. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I’m not afraid. Sir,” she added quickly. She knew that wasn’t true; she was afraid of a lot of things, and she hated that. She couldn’t even figure out what it was she was afraid of, but the fear was stifling.

      “Well, all right then. I expect to see you tomorrow well rested. You’re usually more chipper and less angry, and I’d like to see that girl come in, not a shadow of herself.”

      Harriet’s tongue became tied. She didn’t know what to say other than, “Yes, sir.” This little exchange threw her off, but Mr. Hartley had always been strange.

      “Well, off with you then,” he said, shooing her off as he retreated to his desk to file his session with her. “Make sure to keep the door open for my next student.”

      Suddenly, it was like time began to slow. As Harriet turned to leave, that familiar feeling crept up her spine and plummeted in her mind. The ambient noise of his typing combined with the faint conversation in the hallway faded, just like it always did right before this happened. As the silence befell her, she stared at the knob that was currently in her hand, and a whoosh of air caused her hair to curl around her face.

      Suddenly, Mr. Hartley was standing behind her with a strange look in his eye, and he whispered, “Evigilare faciatis!”
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