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The Promise Book

By Annika Strand
Rikki liked to climb to the highest branch of her grandfather’s tree. It was very high and very dangerous, but Rikki was strong and fearless, so there was nothing to worry about. One day, she brought her grandfather’s binoculars with her. She saw the boy next door who played the violin in his bedroom most afternoons. His name was Eli, and he had very few friends. While looking through the binoculars and scanning the field to the edge of Eli’s lawn, Rikki spied a book. It was in the field and not in Eli’s yard, so Rikki climbed down and fetched the book for herself. The book was titled THE PROMISE BOOK, but its pages were empty. Perhaps she would use it as a diary. So that night, when Rikki was in bed, she picked up the book and opened it to write about her day. To her astonishment, on the first page were the words “promise to be a good friend.” She was so stunned that she could not write a thing, and she put the book her backpack for school the next day. The next morning, while walking to school, Rikki saw Eli was being teased by a few of Rikki’s good friends. Rikki ran up to her friends and. . .
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. . .began to tease him with them. The book had said to be a good friend, right? And she was being good to her friends, right? So it must be ok.  Next class, when she got her books from her locker, she decided to check the book. The promise, crossed out in bold red pen, was followed by one word: “FAILURE”. Shocked, she flipped the page. On the next page was written, “Promise to be helpful”.  In her next class, Woodshop, she saw one of her friends, Emma, waving her to the table where she was working.  Rikki started to stride over to Emma, until she saw Trudy, the most nerdy and unpopular girl in school, struggling with a sander.  Trudy was not the sharpest knife in the drawer. No, she was more of a spoon. Or a rock. 

Rikki had a knack for power tools, growing up around her father, a carpenter. Rikki knew that her friend was waiting for her, but remembered what the promise book had said. She walked toward Trudy.  After righting the troublesome sander and setting Trudy back in the right direction, Rikki stood and blew her blonde hair back. Trudy looked up, a little surprise. “Um. . . . Thanks?” she mumbled. 

“You are very welcome.” Rikki replied, walking back over to Emma’s table and sat down. 

Ms. Armstrong, the weirdest teacher in West Coast Middle School, always assumed that her students knew what to do, so she was never in the classroom. It was strange. If any other teacher had done this, the students would be in chaos. But there was a certain atmosphere around Ms. Armstrong, so everyone acted like she was right there, keeping a sharp eye on everything they did. From the few times the class had seen her, they knew that she was petite and young, yet she loved building and power tools. She could lift heavy and bulky items like they weighed nothing at all.

Emma then said to her, “What was that?”

 Rikki smiled. “I was just being helpful.” 

Emma snorted and rolled her eyes. “But she’s so lame! Why bother?” 

Rikki furrowed her eyebrows, “ She’s a living person too. If you are going to be that way, why bother with you?” and stormed off.

After that, Rikki found out that Trudy was an incredible at beading, fostered lost kittens, and could stand on her head for over a minute.  After they were done with their birdhouses, Ms. Armstrong surfaced for the first time that week. She nodded, left, and right on queue, the bell rang. Rikki waved to Trudy, promising to sit with her at lunch. On her way to her locker, she saw Eli. He smiled and waved to her. That was strange. Eli never said anything to anyone. Ever. 

***

That night Rikki was thinking about a lot. 1. The mysterious book, 2. Eli, 3. Trudy, 4. Her parents, who were having a heated discussion in the living room, 5. The tricky problems on her French homework. A. K. A. all of them. Suddenly she thought, what if Eli had something to do with the book? Why hadn’t she thought of this before? She did find it in his yard, right? A little feeling in the back of her head said it was really the field in the back of Eli’s yard, but she decided to try anyway. Rikki grabbed her coat and started downstairs. She heard a door slam and her mother ran into her. She looked like she had been crying. Her eyes were red and her hair was all messed up. She was carrying a cappuccino from Dunkin Donuts. 

“Where were you?” Rikki said, not unkindly. Her mother mumbled,

“Tell you later.”  Rikki paused, then continued. It was dark outside. She checked he watch. It was almost 9.  She walked across the field and jumped the fence. She had never been to Eli’s house before. Scientific diagrams, blueprints, and detailed drawings covered the walls. Mobiles and model airplanes hung from the ceiling. A woman wearing a pilly jumpsuit and had her hair tied back in a bandana was cleaning one of the airplanes with a duster. 

“Um. . . Hello?” said Rikki.

“Warm, welcome greetings! I am Eli’s mother. Welcome to our humble Shelter! How may I make this evening better for you?”

“May I um . . . speak to Eli, Please?”

“Oh, My dear little chicita, of course you may!”

“You speak Spanish?”

“I am fluent in English, Spanish, Yiddish, Gibberish, and Pig Latin.” 

“Umm, oh, uh, okay.”

“And so smooth with your words, too! Right this way, beautiful mariposa!” said Eli’s mother, leading her farther into a physics teacher’s dream.

“Right through here, this is where my fierce tiburon prowls his lair, protecting his creations day and night.” Rikki didn’t exactly know what that meant, but she walked into the room anyway. Inside she saw Eli, fingering notes on his violin. She closed the door behind her.

“You came to ask about the book, didn’t you?” Eli said, without looking up.

“How?”

“Yes, I put it there. And yes, I have been writing those things in the book. I am not the first to do so, though.”

“What do you mean?”

“I used to be a jerk and a troublemaker, until I got the book. The promises changed me. Now everyone usually respects me, except your so-called friends. Who are they again? Emma? Tiffany? Vicki? Yeah, I know them.”  Rikki gasped. Eli had just named all her best friends, the ones that had been teasing him that morning. Then she realized. Her friends were jerks. She was too. She, Erica Grace Brown, was a jerk. She went along with everything her friends did, whether it was a good idea or not.  This realization hit her; she backed away from the doorstep, and then began to run. She ran and ran and ran until she hid safe under the cover of her sheets. The next morning she was covered in cold sweat and running a fever, so her mother let her stay home. All day she thought about Eli. Then she remembered the book and checked it. She saw written there, “Promise to remember who you are.” The next day at school, her friends were waiting for her on the bus. 

“You know that nerd Eli?” said Tiffany, Blowing her movie star blonde hair from her face.

“I don’t think he’s that bad.” said Rikki. All her friends looked at her strangely.

“Who are you and what did you do with Rikki?” said Vicki, her brown face slightly contorting.

“I just think you should be a little nicer to people, that’s all.” Rikki said, and that was that.

Over the next few weeks, Rikki received more pieces of wisdom from the promise book, which she paid very close attention to. She followed every piece of advice it gave her. Gradually, she grew apart from her friends, becoming closer to Trudy. Even Eli stopped by once in a while. The Promise Book filled up and eventually it was filled. She had been quite changed by this time, and totally ignored her ex-best friends. She began to wear her hair in two braids and stopped wearing her contacts. Finally, she turned to the last page. These words were written on it in a swirling, swooping handwriting that didn’t look at all like Eli’s:

This is a message from the person who created this book. I can’t reveal my identity to you for confidential reasons, but I will describe to you what the Promise Book is and why I created it. I created the promise book, as you have probably found out, for bullies and troublemakers and the like. The year is 1694, and as I write the Promise Book, I am twelve years old. To think, you probably are not the first one to whom this has been sent, unless you are xxxxxx xxxxx, nor hopefully the last. Since you have completed this book, now you have the power to write without a pen and ink, and to write without being in contact with the paper you are writing on. You also have the power to look at people without shifting your gaze. Now you must choose a person you think is in need of service from me , my book and your promises and do for them what the last person did for you. This message will appear when the book is filled, and disappear with all the previous promises when the next person opens it for the first time.

While Rikki was processing this information, she was also standing alone in the hallway. It suddenly dawned on her that she was late for class, and so she threw the book into her locker, slammed the door, and ran of to PE. Meanwhile, Emma was just around the corner, waiting for Rikki to leave. She had seen the book and wanted to know what it was. She had seen the look on Rikki’s face and wanted to know what was written in it. She had seen as Rikki had forgotten to lock the door to her locker. Emma walked over to the locker. She opened the door. She took out the book. Nothing. Completely blank pages. She couldn’t believe it. She stuffed the book into her pink messenger bag, stomping off.

20 years later

Erica Grace Brown Rossini looked at her reflection in the polished mahogany of her desk and saw the face of Rikki Brown. She thought about the day exactly 20 years ago when she had seen that once bratty girl spying on her from around the corner. She had known then that Emma, once her best friend, then her worst enemy, then once again a good friend, should have the book next. She knew if she did not lock her locker she would surely take the book. She had known at once in the pit of her stomach that Emma had gotten it, it and had reacted the same way as she had. In turn she knew she would see rest of her friends had began to change, and indeed they had. She gazed out of the big glass window that covered the entire back wall of her office, out over Boston. She looked at the shiny nameplate at the front of her desk. Erica Rossini, CEO. The sound of footsteps sounded outside, and then someone knocked on her door. 

“Come in!” said Mrs. Rossini. Her assistant entered and said,

“Someone is here to see you, Mrs. Rossini. Someone I think you’d like to see.”

“Alex!” She said, warmly embracing her son. 
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