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“That was a memorable day to me, for it made great changes in me. But it is the same with any life.”


—Charles Dickens, Great Expectations
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To those who opened this book:
I am happy you are here.
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THE STRANGE ENCOUNTER


I was the only person in the park.


Tucking a damp strand of hair back behind one ear, I surveyed the abandoned slides and empty benches. It was just past six p.m. on a Friday, but it looked like nobody else wanted to be out in the rain. As I strode briskly forward, icy wind numbed the tips of my fingers, making me clutch my basketball tighter. Even though we hadn’t officially left summer behind, the cold front that had settled over Victoria, Massachusetts, didn’t show any signs of leaving.


So … empty court. Lousy weather. And things at home were just as dismal.


My older sister, Mina, had just grilled me for nearly an hour after finding out about the “unacceptable” grade I had received on my latest algebra quiz. When she finally finished, I stormed out of the apartment, making sure to grab my basketball and a water bottle; I planned on being gone awhile. Now I kind of wished that I had taken a warmer jacket, too. Or at least a hat. But rain or shine, I wasn’t ready to go home yet.


I headed past the playground equipment, where the swings swayed back and forth, their rusted metal chain-links creaking in the wind, a chilling noise that made me look twice over my shoulder as I passed them. The basketball court was just up ahead, hemmed in by the line of dense trees that marked the start of Grey Woods. The woods were named for some rich guy who had given the land to the town back in the last century, but on a day like today the name was eerily appropriate. In the drizzle and fog, the shadowy, thick trunks made me uneasy.


Rotating the ball between my stiff, raw hands, I stepped onto the centerline. I inhaled deeply and felt my back muscles start to relax. Basketball did that for me every time. I dribbled my ball toward the hoop. As I concentrated on the way the ball felt bouncing against the tips of my fingers, thoughts of impossible algebra problems and my nagging sister faded from my mind. Every movement felt natural, like the ball wasn’t something outside my body but a part of it.


I headed to the free-throw line, dribbled twice, and sent the ball arcing toward the hoop. Swish. Nothing but net. It was one of the most satisfying things in the world to watch the ball whoosh through that hoop—and, not to brag or anything, but I was good at it. Actually, I was more than good; I was great.


Which was why I needed to get back on the school team. I had managed to make it on my first try—a big deal for a sixth grader—and by the end of last year, I’d been on the starting lineup for every game. My plan for this year had been to become the team’s star player. But that dream had died quickly after my math grades dipped last spring, and Mina barred me from rejoining the team.


Her husband, Jung-Hwa, had gently tried to talk her out of it—but Mina nearly bit his head off. The best I could do was get her to agree that if I got better grades this year, she’d think about it. But a D on my first quiz today had sealed my fate.


Swish, swish, swish.


Not to mention, she had Omma on her side. That’s my mom, Ji-Min. Although I had been born in the U.S., my mom wasn’t a citizen, and she hadn’t been able to renew her work visa when it expired around my fifth birthday. So she’d left me here with my sister and Jung-Hwa. But even though she lives back in South Korea, Omma still rules my life with her strong Korean fist. When Mina tells her about my latest scholastic failure, I'll definitely get a brutal lecture. No distance, not even 7,000 miles, can make Omma any less intimidating.


At the thought of that phone call, my concentration broke, and the ball rebounded off the edge of the rim at a wild angle and bounced into the woods. There went my streak. With a sigh, I peered into the darkening trees. The rain clouds made it hard to tell how late it was, but I thought I must have been playing for at least an hour.


A gust of wind swept across the desolate court and whipped at the swings, which began screeching once again. I frowned; I should call Mina. I had left without telling her where I was going or when I’d be back, and that was never a good thing, especially when she was already mad at me.


I reached into my left pocket for my phone, but it wasn’t there. It wasn’t in my right one either. Of course. In storming out, I had forgotten to bring it. What else could go wrong? I took a long swig from my water bottle then set it down and headed after my ball.


I jogged across the court, but at the edge of the woods I skidded to a stop. A tall, hooded figure lurked among the trees.


The stranger took a step toward me. And then another. And another. My mouth opened and I felt a scream welling up, but all that came out was a little squeak.


People always say that in situations of high stress, you’re supposed to have a fight-or-flight reaction. Not me. The stranger came closer but instead of sprinting in the opposite direction, I froze. Apparently, in addition to struggling with algebra, I was also screwing up the “stranger danger” lessons Mina had been drilling into my head since kindergarten. There was a state prison right outside town … what if this was an escaped convict? A murderer? Was I going to be the next victim of an escaped convict murderer?


The man’s forest-green hoodie shadowed his face. He held my basketball in one hand and a bulky black case—narrow at the front and wider at the back—in the other. What did he have stashed in the case? The remains of his last victim?


“Please don’t hurt me,” I blurted out. “Mina would kill me if I, well, died.”


The stranger stopped short. And then, with an annoyed huff, he held out my ball to me. That’s when I realized that the mysterious figure was a teenage boy—and probably too young to be a seasoned killer. Underneath the green hoodie, there was a slight roundness to his acne-scarred face that made me think he couldn’t be older than seventeen.


“Take your basketball,” he commanded as he set the black case on the ground. His voice sounded a little froggy, like he had a cold.


For the first time, we locked eyes. By this point, my vision had adjusted to the dark, and I could see that his eyes were an intense hazel shade.


“Thank you,” I said automatically. Mina had always taught me to say please and thank you, and although I wasn’t sure what the rules on politeness were regarding mysterious strangers, some habits were hard to shake. Still slightly wary, I took the ball and clutched it against my ribcage.


Meanwhile, now that his hands were free, Green Hoodie jammed one of them into the pocket of his jeans. What was he reaching for? I leaped back.


He gave me a sour look as he pulled out … a cell phone. I started to breathe normally again.


“You play for one of the middle schools around here?” he asked.


“I used to. For Victoria Middle. My sister made me quit because of my grades.”


The words were out before I could stop myself. Why was I even talking to him?


“That’s a shame. You’re good.”


“Do you play basketball?”


What was wrong with me? Now I was the one keeping the conversation going.


Instead of answering, Green Hoodie scowled down at his phone and gave it a little shake. He patted his pockets. Wrinkled his nose.


“You don’t happen to have a portable charger on you, or something?”


I riffled through my pockets even though I one hundred percent knew I did not have a portable charger on me; I didn’t even own one. I did, however, discover a crinkled packet containing one semi-squished Happy Promise Custard Cake. I looked at the packet and then, for some reason, I handed it to him. It was not remotely close to what he had asked for, but I guess I thought he looked hungry. Or maybe just sad.


“No charger, but I have this,” I said. “It’s a Korean snack. From Lotte—the best brand. They’re really good.”


Green Hoodie stared at me, then at the Happy Promise Custard Cake, then back to me again. He pressed his lips together like he was suppressing a frown. Or maybe he was contemplating killing me after all. I gulped.


But then his lips softened into a smile. “Thank you,” he said, taking the cake. He paused, and then said it again. “Thank you … er, what’s your name?”


“Oh. Pippa. Pippa Park.”


Oh man! I definitely wasn’t supposed to tell him my name. I wanted to hit my palm against my forehead. Idiot!


He squinted as a pair of headlights lit up the street outside the court. He took a step back toward the woods, and his eyes darted in every direction. “If anyone asks, I was never here, okay?”


All right, now that was definitely sketchy.


“Not a problem,” I said, “since I don’t even know who you—”


“Thanks, Pippa. Pippa Park.”


With that, he disappeared. And I was back to standing in an empty park—still cold, still damp, still alone, and now bewildered as well. For a minute, I stared into the woods, replaying our conversation in my mind and wondering where he was going with his black case in this chilly rain. Then the drizzle began to turn into a heavier rain, and thunder rumbled. I shook myself. What was I doing? What time was it? Mina was going to kill me!


Inhaling sharply, I clutched my basketball and started jogging home. As my sneakers thudded across the damp pavement, I pushed any lingering thoughts of Green Hoodie from my mind.


After all, it wasn’t like I would ever see that guy again.
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MEET THE SIBLINGS


By the time I reached my block, I was panting and thoroughly drenched. I slowed to a quick walk, attempting to catch my breath. I peered up through the rain at the blocky apartment buildings on my street. To anyone but those of us who lived around here, they all looked identical: five-stories high with gray brick and cherry-red doors that shed paint chips onto the sidewalk. But to me, it was easy to spot the details that breathed life into the neighborhood, from the Lees’ billowing laundry, perpetually left out to dry on the fire escape (and now totally soaked), to the Flynns’ Christmas lights blinking in the window all year long, to the collection of potted aloe vera plants on Mrs. Wilson’s windowsill. Mrs. Wilson claimed the light-green sap could heal anything from bruises to sunburns to acne.


I turned the corner of my street and passed by the Lucky Laundromat. It was a small but tidy place, with its name painted on the window in pastel blue. Mina had opened it nearly eight years ago, and while business wasn’t booming by anyone’s standards, it kept us afloat, alongside Jung-Hwa’s long hours working at a computer-chip manufacturing company. My mom sent what she could from Korea, but she’d had to switch to part-time work because of some health problems, so it wasn’t much.


As I hurried upstairs to face Mina, I prayed for my own kind of luck—that she would let me go to my room without another lecture. I reached our apartment on the second floor, and hesitated. Gathering my courage, I twisted my long, dark hair to squeeze out some of the rainwater and then, trying to be as quiet as possible, I inserted my key into the lock and nudged the door open.


It smelled faintly of sour kimchi and salted mackerel, but I couldn’t hear anyone moving in the kitchen, and the cramped entry hall was mercifully empty. I heard the faint sounds of a TV coming from Mina and Jung-Hwa’s bedroom, making my heartbeat speed up with hope. Maybe Mina was absorbed in one of her favorite, cheesy K-dramas.


I slipped off my shoes and started forward—but I hadn’t gotten more than a few steps when Mina’s voice startled me.


“Do you know how worried we were?”


I hugged my basketball tighter against my chest as my older sister came storming out of her bedroom. She stopped a few feet in front of me, indomitable, her dark eyes narrowed and her clenched fists resting on her hips. Behind her, Jung-Hwa ran a big, calloused hand through his shaggy dark hair and hunched his broad shoulders. He looked worried—but I suspected it had more to do with Mina than with me. When my sister was angry, everyone suffered.


“I was just in the park,” I replied. “I lost track of time.” I thought briefly of the guy in the woods, but I didn’t say anything about him. Partly because he had told me not to, but also because it would only have complicated things. “And I would have called, but—”


“But you left your phone at home,” Mina finished. She held up my battered cell. “Again.” I made a grab for it, but she pocketed it before I could reach it. “This chunk of plastic could pay groceries for a month, not that it matters to you.”


“Come on, yeobo,” Jung-Hwa said, reaching forward to massage the back of Mina’s neck. But not even the cutesy endearment could calm my older sister. She shook off Jung-Hwa’s hand and stepped closer to me.


“You know, if you spent half the time on your school-work that you do dribbling that stupid thing around—”


“It’s called a basketball,” I interrupted her tirade.


“I don’t care what it’s called!”


“Well, maybe that’s the problem,” I said hotly. “You never care!”


“Did you hear that, Jung-Hwa?” Mina laughed without humor. “I never care.”


Jung-Hwa’s shoulders slumped some more. He hated when we fought, but we both knew it would only make things worse if he stepped in.


“Who cooks your meals?” Mina ranted. “Who cleans your clothes? Who pays for that basketball and this phone? Me! I brought you up by hand, all on my own! Although right about now, I have half a mind to really bring you up by hand…. “The tips of Mina’s fingers twitched, like she was thinking about giving me a good slap. “How much more care do you need? You live in my home. Eat my food. I raised you as if you were my own child—”


“But I’m not your child!” I snapped. “And you’re not my mom, no matter how much you act like it!”


“Yeah? Well, I’m glad I’m not Omma! Because then I’d have a disappointment for a daughter!” Mina stepped closer to me. “Omma left you behind so you could grow up here, in America. She gave up everything for you, but you don’t appreciate anything.”


Tears welled up in my eyes. Quickly, I pinched the piece of skin between my thumb and pointer finger as hard as I could. I’d read somewhere online it was supposed to stop you from crying, but the first couple of tears slipped down my cheeks anyway.


The thing was, Mina was right, and that’s what hurt most. It would crush Omma to know that despite her sacrifices, I could barely pass math.


“Don’t do that.” At the sight of my tears, Mina cleared her throat and crossed her arms, the closest to an apology I would get. She went on, her voice somewhat gentler. “I’m serious about your grades, Pippa. I know you’re young, but you have got to start taking your schooling seriously.”


Toward the end of the sentence, Mina’s voice started to rise again. She pursed her lips and inhaled sharply. Jung-Hwa nodded encouragingly at this. He was always trying to make Mina inhale through the nose and exhale through the mouth for five seconds whenever she felt herself getting heated.


Mina exhaled. “I did some research,” she said. “The Lakeview School has a free tutoring program, and I’ve signed you up. From now on, you’re going to be spending your Tuesday evenings studying math.”


“What? I didn’t agree to that!” I protested, wiping away a stray tear with the back of my hand. No way was I going to get tutored by one of those horrible, conceited private school kids. Wasn’t cruel and unusual punishment illegal?


“I don’t need your permission, Pippa. But I would like your cooperation, and if you want this back—” Mina held up my phone— “then you’ll do as I say.”


Before I could continue the fight, Jung-Hwa cleared his throat and stepped in between us. His good-natured face was scrunched up in an anxious smile.


“I think everyone is pretty tired right now,” he said. “Why don’t we discuss the tutor later?”


“What’s there to discuss?” I snapped. “It’s not like I get a choice.”


I stomped past Jung-Hwa, grabbed my cell phone from Mina, and stormed into my room. I knew Mina, and when she acted like this there was no changing her mind.


For a long while afterward, I could hear the low voices of Mina and Jung-Hwa in the living room. When Jung-Hwa’s heavy footsteps headed toward my door a half hour later, I quickly shut off the lights and dove under the covers, burying my head in my pillow.


My door creaked open.


“Pippa? You awake?”


I didn’t answer.


Jung-Hwa crossed over to me and ruffled my hair. “Don’t take your sister’s words too hard,” he whispered. “She just wants the best for you.”


He took my hand, unfurled my clenched fist, and placed something papery and thin in my palm. “Don’t tell your sister.”


In the dim light streaming in from the hallway, I could see a crumpled five. When I glanced up, his face looked hopeful.


“Just a little pocket change so you can pick up something sweet,” he said. “Like some Choco Pies. Or maybe those walnut cakes filled with red bean paste? You used to love those. Whenever Mina would buy them, she would have to hide the package, or you’d finish the whole thing before the rest of us could try one. Remember? She hid those cakes inside cereal boxes, kitchen drawers, empty shoeboxes. You name it.” Jung-Hwa laughed. “But you’d always find them.”


I forced a chuckle. Jung-Hwa tapped me on my nose—a tiny gesture that he had been doing once a day for as long as I could remember—and then headed to the door.


As he closed it, I sighed under my breath. I loved Jung-Hwa. My own father had died less than a year after I was born, but Jung-Hwa tried hard to fill that role for me. He was the kind of person who was happy if the people around him were happy, and the kind of person who would take the blame if, er, someone happened to accidentally turn all of Mina’s white underwear pink.


But he was also the kind of person who thought that an extra helping of dessert made everything okay.


I felt bad the moment that thought went through my mind. Jung-Hwa tried his best. But despite his good intentions, my future still looked abysmal. No more basketball team, and now tutoring once a week with a snobby Lakeview kid.


Sorry, but no amount of Choco Pies or walnut cakes could fix this.
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THE HAVERFORD HOME


On Tuesday, I trudged into math and took my usual seat next to my closest friend, Buddy Johnson.


“You look miserable,” he observed.


I shot him a sour look. “Gee, thanks.”


I’d met Buddy back in the third grade, when he had moved to Victoria all the way from Alabama. The day Maximillian Graver, the class bully, had stolen Buddy’s cookies from his lunch bag, I shared my buttery waffle snacks with him and gave him hope for the future. The look on his face—tears rolling down his pudgy cheeks even as he stuffed waffle after waffle into his mouth—had cemented our friendship. He’d grown out of the pudgy cheeks, but we’d been close ever since. Close enough for him to get away with calling me miserable looking, even.


I scowled, thinking about the reason behind my unhappiness—my first tutoring session was today. With a sigh, I crossed my legs, and a stickiness under my right sneaker captured my attention. I’d stepped in chewed gum in the hallway. Again. I peered at the underside of my shoe with disgust.


“Is that the second time, or the third?” Buddy’s brown eyes sparkled with amusement. “Come on, Park, we’ve only been back for two weeks.”


He stretched his gangly legs out in front of him and admired his battered basketball shoes. Before I could reply, our teacher, Mr. Raskol, hurried through the door. He was one of the tallest men I had ever seen—practically seven feet. He would have made a great basketball center—if he’d been the type to enjoy team play. Unfortunately for those of us in his class, Mr. Raskol seemed a lot more comfortable grading tests than interacting with actual humans.


“Settle down, everyone,” he boomed, as he always did. “Everyone pass the homework up, and let’s flip to page forty-two in the textbook.”


I turned to the correct page and peered down at the strings of letters and numbers, gnawing the inside of my cheek as I tried to make sense of them. Tried being the key word.


“Would anyone like to volunteer to answer this first question?” Mr. Raskol peered around the room.


Not me, not me. I stared down at my desk, banking on the ridiculous notion that if I couldn’t see him, he couldn’t see me, either.


“What about … you, Ms. Park?”


At the sound of my name, I cringed. Did I look like I was volunteering?


Mr. Raskol pointed to the chalkboard, where an equation loomed: If 7 + 2x = 3x-1, then what is x?


I swallowed. Numbers alone were bad enough. What masochist had decided to throw the alphabet in as well?


Everyone waited. I stared at the board. Everyone waited some more.


Behind me, someone hissed, “Aren’t Asians supposed to be good at math?” A quiet snicker followed.


I scowled.


Stereotypes sucked, but sometimes not being able to live up to the stereotype felt even worse. I tugged nervously at my hair, wishing I could hide behind it.


Buddy kicked my chair, and I gave him a quick glance. Eight, he mouthed.


I dutifully repeated the number out loud.


“Thank you, Buddy,” Mr. Raskol said, making both of us flush.


With a long sigh, Mr. Raskol turned to Francine—the smartest kid in our grade, hands down—for the next problem.


“Why don’t you take number four, Ms. Stein?” he asked, in a tone that implicitly added “and restore my faith in humanity.”


As Francine rattled off numbers, I kept my head low, but I knew the real danger was over. Mr. Raskol only humiliated students once per class period, which meant I could spend the next thirty-nine minutes pretending to follow along with relative ease.


When the three-thirty bell finally rang, Buddy and I headed for the exit, walking side by side.


“Want to come to my house?” he asked. “Mom just stocked up on Goldfish. We can play video games or shoot some hoops.”


“Wish I could,” I said. “But Mina signed me up for algebra tutoring.”


Buddy’s eyebrows bobbed upward.


“With some kid from Lakeview,” I added.


“She got a Fakeview kid to teach you? Betcha ten dollars she shows up with Gucci glasses and her very own engraved protractor.”


“Not an engraved protractor!” I cringed in mock horror. “Honestly, try not to miss me too much if I die of boredom.”


“Why take the risk?” Buddy’s brow furrowed. “You know,” he said, “I could always tutor you.”


I shrugged. “No offense, but Mina doesn’t count A minuses as real A’s.”


Buddy ran his hand through his unruly brown hair, looking disappointed.


We headed out the school’s double doors and into the bright, chilly day, where students milled around the parking lot, some waiting around for a ride home, others loitering and swapping gossip. I spotted my former teammate, Cami, talking to one of the new players who I’d never met. We made our usual swish signal at each other and grinned, but she didn’t step away from her conversation.


Buddy snorted, diverting my attention. I followed his gaze to one of the school’s windows. Jack Dover, a lunch mate of ours, stood inside a classroom with his entire face pressed against the smudged glass, his mouth stretched out in a goofy grimace. He had written HELP ME in erasable (I hoped) marker on the glass pane.


“Tell me he didn’t get another detention today,” I said.


“Two, actually. Probably three by now.”


“Harsh.” I groaned sympathetically. “Jack’s in detention so much he deserves visitation rights.”


We continued toward our neighborhood. The Lake-view tutor lived a mile past it, in the ritzier part of town. As we approached the Lucky Laundromat, Buddy slowed.


“Should we stop and say hi to your sister?” he asked.


I glanced inside. A few people were feeding quarters into the machines or waiting on the benches while Mina bent over an ironing board, smoothing out the wrinkles on a button-down shirt. Her cell phone was trapped between her shoulder and the side of her head as she spoke to a customer.


“Not today.” I hurried Buddy forward. After last night, I wasn’t in the mood to be around Mina.


We passed the dingy corner store at the end of the street, with its displays of Choco Pies, Nongshim Shin Ramyun packs, and red-bean stuffed walnut cakes in the window. I wished I had remembered the money Jung-Hwa had given me so that I could buy a whole carton, but I had only two quarters on me.


Buddy waved goodbye as he turned onto his street, and I watched him go. I wanted to follow him back to his Goldfish and graham-cracker-stocked pantry. Instead, I trudged forward until I left my neighborhood and arrived downtown.


I glanced into the big windows of Duo’s Diner, envious of the kids inside sharing fries and milkshakes. On any other day, Buddy and I might be lounging at a booth, too; it was our favorite snack spot. Just pushing through the doors was like time traveling to an earlier era—one with vintage Coca-Cola signs on the wall, red leather booths, checkered flooring, and a working jukebox that played cheesy oldies. It seemed a small tragedy to waste a gorgeous day like today cooped up in some stuffy rich kid’s house with math textbooks, and not here, sharing a triple chocolate sundae with Buddy.


At least I still had some time to enjoy the fresh air. Tutoring didn’t start for another half hour, so I headed to the park and watched a pickup game for about twenty minutes. Too soon, I had to force myself to move on.


I double-checked the tutor’s address, written on a slip of paper in Mina’s scratchy handwriting. I had to assume the family was well-off, since they lived on the west side of the Alder Bridge, where the streets were lined with expensive houses—the big, posh ones with wide lawns and fancy gates.


As soon as I crossed the bridge, the grand homes loomed into sight. I walked all the way to the end of Satis Street to my destination—and that’s when my jaw almost hit the ground. My new tutor lived in one of the largest houses in all of Victoria. I had biked past it once or twice but had never really stopped to marvel at the size. In fact, to call it a house seemed almost insulting. Mansion might have been a better word.


It was built of red brick in the Victorian style, with a wrap-around porch, gigantic shuttered windows, a round tower, and iron bars fencing off the front garden. Yet despite its grand exterior, whoever was in charge of the gardening must have been on permanent vacation. As I pushed open the heavy gates and headed up the stone path toward the front door, I noticed that weeds sprouted from every crack and crevice. The shrubs by the fence were wildly overgrown. Something thorny snagged my ankle and I had to tug my jeans free.


At the front door, I used a heavy bronze knocker shaped like a lion’s head to announce my arrival. Minutes passed, but nobody answered. Frowning, I tried to peer in the window, but the curtains were drawn and I couldn’t see anything.


I was about to knock again when the door flew open. I stepped back at the sight of a towering man in dark business pants with a crisp navy button-down shirt. He was about fifty, with salt-and-pepper hair, square black glasses, and cold blue eyes under heavy brows.


“No soliciting!” the man practically shouted.


I gulped. “Sorry. Do I have the wrong place? I’m supposed to be getting tutoring lessons with—” I checked Mina’s note. “Someone named E. Haverford?”


The man’s bushy eyebrows pressed together. “E?” Finally, he blinked. “Ah,” he said. “You must mean Eliot. My apologies. I’m Eliot’s father.”


Mr. Haverford turned around and headed into the house, clearly expecting me to follow. After a moment of hesitation, I did, closing the solid oak door behind me. So, apparently my tutor wasn’t going to be some nerdy girl with a personalized protractor … it was a nerdy boy with a personalized protractor.


Hurrying forward to keep up with Mr. Haverford’s long-legged pace, I couldn’t help but gape at the huge entry hall, which was paneled in gloomy, dark wood. I tried not to stare as we passed through the enormous living room, which was … not at all what I expected.


The furniture was all fancy carved wood and silk and velvet, but it was also extremely old. Like it had been bought way back when the house was first built. The silk was faded and threadbare, and the velvet looked dusty. There was a giant painting over the mantelpiece, but it was covered with a piece of black cloth so that I couldn’t see what it pictured. What appeared to be a grand piano squatted at the far end of the room, also covered in a dusty cloth. The stale air and the high ceilings made the place feel like a recently closed museum. Not the sort of place where you could picture kids living.


Mr. Haverford turned the corner into the dining room, and I darted after him … before skidding to an abrupt stop as I suddenly found myself gazing at the single most gorgeous boy I had ever seen.
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