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They fire off a round of texts at me five
minutes after midnight:

We’re coming.
Get ready.

They’re not threats, but my friends have a
way of making even the simplest
demands feel like ultimatums. Sneak out.
| don’t have a choice: if | say no, they'll
make sure I'm fully aware of how much
fun they had without me.

But then again, it's cold, and not the
normal kind of cold. It's Broken Falls,
Wisconsin, Dead of Winter cold.

No one warned me about the winters
before | moved here. The books and
movies are right that Christmas in
Wisconsin is magical, with the barns
glowing under white string lights,
fresh-cut Christmas trees visible through
scalloped windows.

But everything that comes after is just
cruel. Wind-whipped sheets of snow so
thick you can’t move through them.
Mornings where above freezing is the
best thing you’ll hear all day. Layers of ice
on your windshield that take ages to chip
off.

And February. February is just the
biggest asshole.

February makes you feel like you’ll never
see the sun again. My plan was to go to

O n9Tin xBUNKMHI N0  MiBHOYI  BOHWU
bombapayoTb MeHe NOoBIAOMIEHHAMM:

Mu idemo.

36upatics.

Lle He norposn — Tak MOI nogpyrn iHogj
NepeTBOPIOOTL  HAWMPOCTIWI  MPOXaHHA Ha
yneTMMaTymu.

BucnusHu 3 domy.

A He maw BMOOpPY: SAKWO CKaxy Hi, BOHM
HeogMiHHO noabatoTb, Wob s BMOBHI Bigyyna,
SK Beceno im 6yno 6e3 meHe.

Ta 3 iHworo 60Ky, HagBopi xonogHo. Hi, He
NpOCTO XonogHo — noTurh aybak bBbpokeH
®onna wraTty BickoHCMH Yy camui posnan
31UMN.

HixTo He nonepemxaB MeHe NpPO CYBOPICTb
TYTELUHIX 3UM, KOnn A nepeipkmkana. KHKku 1
QiNnbMN  KaxyTb npasgy MPO Te, HaCKIIbKK
YyapiBHe Pi3gBo y BICKOHCWHI: cTalHi cs0Tb Y
ceiTni 6inux ripnsaHa, a Kpisb pi3bbneHi Ta
3a0KpyrneHi BikHa BUOHIOTbCA CBiXKO3pybaHi
ANVHKMN.

Ane Bce, WO HacTae noTiM — MNPOCTO
3HYLLAHHA. 3aBiptoXn, MOB CTiHM 3i CHiry, Kpi3b
AKI  HEMOXNUBO  NpouTu. PaHknM,  Kkonwu
Temneparypa He HUX4e MiHYC BICIMHaaUAaTn —
HauKpalle, Lo MOXHa MoYvyTu 3a UiNun OeHb.
Hamep3ni wapu nbogy Ha noboBomy cKni, SKi
BigLWKpibaew Uiny BiYHICTb.

| ntoTmi. JToTUn — HanBinNbLMIA MEP3OTHUK.
BiH 3mywye nodvyBaTUCb TakK, Haye TU BXe
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bed early and avoid the inevitable texts
from Bailey and Jade. Are you up? You
better be up! My friends’ restlessness is
in direct proportion to how miserable and
gray it is outside.

Tonight, though: tonight is so clear you
can count the stars like they’re diamonds.

| text back: guys I'm so tired ==

Bailey: Stoooooop.
Bailey: We’re doing the thing tonight.

The skin on the back of my neck pricks.
The thing. The thing was Bailey’s idea;
almost everything is Bailey’s idea. | take
a deep breath to slow my suddenly
skittish heart. | could call them, tell them
I’'m not coming, but they’ll just make fun
of me for being scared.

There’s shuffling outside my bedroom
door. The lamp on my nightstand is on.
My stepmom, probably, coming to scold
me for being up so late.

‘Kacey?” A tiny voice. Definitely not
Ashley, whose voice carries over hill and
sea. My stepmom’s constantly talking,
sucking up all the air so my half sister
can barely get a word in.

| fire off another text to Bailey: | can't
come. Sorry.

“You can come in,” | say. Lauren pokes
her head inside the room. She reminds
me of a doll: Dark, blunt bangs. Porcelain
skin. Round head, a little too big for her
body. We have the same eyes — wide
hazel ones that prompted a particularly
nasty freshman at my old high school to
call me that freaky Bambi bitch.

| fluff out the comforter to make room for

HiKonn He NobayvnLl COHSAYHOrO CBITNA.

A nnaHyBana nitm cnatu padiwe, wWo6
YHUKHYTWU HEMUHY4YMX nosigomsieHb Big benni
Ta [xenn.

Tu exe cnuw?
He cmit naeamu!

HeBramoBHiICTb MOIX noapyr npsiMo
nponopuinHa TOMY, HACKIfIbKM curbHa W
OespagicHa Mpsika 3a BiKHOM.

Ta He cborogHi — 3apa3 Hebo Take sicHe, WO
MOXHa NiYnTK 30pi, MOB Ti AiaMaHTMW.

A: disyam 51 Kaneupb sika emomreHa (=

Bewni: Ta Hyyyyyyy
Bewnni: Mu tdoemo Ha 0ino cbo200Hi

Mo wwui npobir moposeub. Jino. Woro
3agymana bewnni. BoHa aBTopka mano He BCiX
3agymiB. Pobnio  mmubokmnin  BOoux, WwWob6
CMOBINIbHUTU panToBe KanataHHa cepusa. A
MOXY MOA3BOHUTWU cKaszaTwu 1M, WO He noiay,
ane BOHM rMy3yBaTUMYTb, ByLiM 51 3ngkanach.
LUlock WwypxoTuTh 3a ABepuMa cnanbHi. Jlamna
Ha Tymbi Ooci BBiMKHEHa, TOX ue, MabyTb,
Madyxa 30MpaeTbCsl AOPIKHYTU MEHI, WO BXe
ni3HO, a 4 AOCi He Ccnnto.

— Kenci? — 4yo TOHEHBbKUIN roNOCOK.

Hi, ue ToyHOo He Ewni, romnoc gKoi
PO3KOYYETLCA, MOB [piM, Ha KiflOMeTpW.
Mauyyxa nocTinHO 6asikae, Habupawoun B
nereHi Tak 6arato MnoBiTps, WO MOS 3BedeHa
CeCTpMYKa Hacuny Moxe BCTaBUTU CIOBO.
Hapgcunawo we opaHe nosigomneHHs benni:
Cb0200Hi be3 meHe. Bubaume.

— Moxxew yBinTw.

JlopeH 3asunpae po kimMHatu. BoHa Haragye
MeHi NAnbKy: TEeMHi Kyyepi, pPiBHUMA 4yOuuK,
nopuensaHoBa wWkipa. Kpyrna ronieka, gewlo
3aBenuka ang il Tinbus. Y Hac ogHakoBi oYvi —
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Lauren to crawl underneath with me. “You
okay?”

Lauren hugs her knees. She’s wearing
fleece sock-monkey pajamas. There’s
something about my sister that makes
her seem younger than most kids her
age; she still cries when she falls off her
bike and bleeds. Tonight there's a raw
pink strip over her upper lip from the cold.

“Keelie is texting me pictures from
Emma’s party,” she whispers. | want to
fold my sister into a hug. Squeeze the
sad out of her. Emma Michaels lives
down the road—she’s been Lauren’s best
friend since preschool. But Lauren isn’t at
Emma’s thirteenth birthday sleepover
right now, because Keelie March told
Emma not to invite her.

Keelie is thirteen, like Lauren, but she fills
out her leotards in a way that makes the
dance dads want to wait in the car. | saw
Keelie in the parking lot over the summer,
when | went with my stepbrother, Andrew,
to pick Lauren up from her
Saturday-morning class. Noticed the way
Keelie watched Andrew from the corner
of her eye as she lifted her leg onto the
ramp railing in a perfect stretch. Sweat
glistening between cleavage that even |
didn’t have. It was sweltering out; Keelie
was twelve going on twenty, staring at a
seventeen-year-old boy like he was a
Popsicle.

“They’re drinking wine coolers,” Lauren
says. “That’s why | wasn’t invited.”

| think of the American Girl dolls still set
up in Lauren’s room, arranged around a
tea set like they're waiting for a party
that’s never going to happen. | know she
won’t play with them because the girls at

LUMPOKI 1N Kapi, 4epe3 sKi OAWH OrMOHWUN
HOBOCMEYEHNN CTApPLLIOKNACHUK Yy CTapin LKOSI
Ha3BaB MeHe «beMmbi-no4Bapotoy.

A posnpaBnsal KoBApPY, 3BiNbHAKYM Micue,
o6 BOHa Morna 3arni3Tv nopyu.

— Bce rapasa?

JlopeH obinmae cBoi koniHa. Ha Hin cnicoBa
nxkama, po3usiLbKOBaHa irpaluKoBUMM
MaBnamu. Y MOIn CECTPI € LLOCb Take, 3aBAsiku
4YOMY BOHA 3[0a€ETbCSA MOJSIOALLOK 3a BiNbLUICTb
oaHoniTkiB. BoHa poci nnade, konu nagae 3
Bernocunega n po3duBae KomiHO. A CbOrogHi
yepes xonoa Hag i BepxHboW  ryboto
3’aBunacs 3ananeHa cMyxka LUKipu.

— Kinni Hagcunae MeHi (POTKM 3 Bedipku
EmMMmn, — weno4ve BoHa.

A xouy 3rpebtn i y obimn. BuyaButun 3 Hei
BeCb Len cMmyTok. EmMma Mawukns xmee no
cycioctey — BOHM 3 JlopeH ppyxatb 3
autayoro cagka. Ta JlopeH 3apa3 He Ha
nbkxamHin  Bevipui 3 Harogn EmmuHOro
TpuHagusaTupivdg, 6o Kinni Mapy Benina ii He
3anpoulysaTu.

Kinni TpuvHaguatupiyHa, sk i JlopeH, ane
TaHUoBanbHe TPUKO NigKpecntoe ii irypy Tak,
O TaTyci BUMYLLEHI JOXNOAaTUCA CBOIX LOYOK
3 TaHUIOBanbHOrO ryptka y malumHi. Bnitky s
6aunna Kinni Ha napkoBui, Konwu i3guna 3
Engpto, moim 3BegeHMm GpaTtom, 3abupatu
JlopeH 3 ii cybOTHBOro paHKOBOro 3aHATTA. |
nomitna, sk Kinni ckoca nornagana  Ha
Engpro, 3agepwm  HOry Ha Oropoxy B
OesgoraHHoMy nporuHi. [T 6nuwas  Mix
AeKonbTe, SKUM He MOXY MOXBanuTUCh HaBiTb
s. CTosna cTpawHa 3agyxa. [lBaHaguaTupivyHa
Kinni noBogunaca Ha BCi  ABaguATb,
pO3aMBAAIOYNCE CIMHAOUATUPIYHOIO Xnonus,
HeMOB DPYKTOBUM Nif Ha nanuyu,.

— BoHun n'toTb, — kaxe JlopeH. — Tomy meHe
i He 3anpocunu.

MeHi npuragyoTbCa nNAnNbkN «AMEpPUKaHCBKI
AiB4atay, Lo OoCi CTOATb Y KiMHaTi JlopeH, —
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school have already packed theirs up and
put them in the attic.

Those girls are thirteen and drinking. |
should call Emma’s house and tell her
mother what’s going on in that bedroom.
Then | remember the things that went on
in my house when | was thirteen.

‘Do you want me to block Keelie’s
number from your phone?” | ask Lauren.

She shakes her head, sending a tear
down her cheek. “I just really wish | was
there.”

I’'m about to tell her fuck Keelie March
and those other dumb girls, you have me,
when headlights flash through my
bedroom window. My room faces
Sparrow Road, the outer edge of our
cul-de-sac. It's what Bailey and Jade
branded the perfect loading spot for a
sneak-out. And it seems that despite my
texts, they came anyway.

Bailey flashes her high beams; then
there’s darkness.

Lauren frowns. “Who’s that?”

“‘Just Bailey and Jade,” | answer,
fumbling for my phone. [I'll tell them
Lauren is awake. | definitely can’t come
out now.

“Are you guys going somewhere?” | hear
the hopeful lilt in her voice.

“‘No—we were just—’

Snow crunching outside my window.
Bailey’s face, illuminated by the light from
the phone under her chin. She makes a
ghostlike bwahahaha noise and | jump,
even though I’'m looking right at her. Jade
appears next to her. Adjusts the messy

pPO3CTaBMeHi  HaBKOMO  4YaWHOro  Cepsisy,
HEMOBOM B OYiKyBaHHi BEYipKM, AKa HiKOMWN He
BinOynetbcsa. £ 3Hal0, WO BOHA BXe He
rpatume 3 HuMmK, 60 AiBvarta 3i LWKOMM OaBHO
chnakyBanu CBOIX Ta NOBUHOCUIN Ha ropuLle.
Tum AgiB4atam nNo TPUHAOUATbL | BOHM BXe
m'ioTb. A mana 6 noasBoHUTUM MaTtepi Emmu i
pO3MOBICTU, WO LUiEl MWUTI KOITbCA Yy Tin
cnanbHi. Ta noTiMm npuragyto Bce, WO Koinocs
y BflacCHOMy AOMi, Konu TpuHaguaTtb 6yno
MEHI.

— Xoueul, a1 3abnokyto Homep Kinni y Tebe?
JlopeH xuTae ronoBok i cnbo3a cTikae i
LLIOKOHO.

— A npocTo ayxe xotina 6 3apas Tam 6yTu.
36upatoca ckasatn 11 «[Jo 6ica Kinni Mapuy i
BCiX iHWMX Aypen, y Tebe € s», KOnu y BIiKHO
MO€ET cnanbHi NpoOpUBaETLCS CBITNO
aBTOMOOINbHUX ¢ap. Mos KiMHaTa BUXOOUTb
Ha Cneppoy-Poya, 30BHiWHE y36iy4sa Halioro
3akputoro nposynka. Came Tomy bBenni Ta
[bxeng Hapiknu ue wMicue igeanbHUM Ong
TAaEMHOro BUCNM3aHHA. Cxoxe, BOHWU npuixanu
HaBiTb MOMPWU MOI MOBIAOMIEHHS.

Benni 6numae panbHiMn  dapamu. [oTim
TempsBa.

JlopeH cmypHie:

— Lle xT10?

— Bceboro nuw  benni Ta [xena, —
BiANOBigal0, HaBMNOMALKN LUyKakun TernedoH.
Ckaxy 1M, wo JlopeH He cnuTb. 3apas noixatu
TOYHO HE 3MOXY.

— Bu  kyaucb 36upaeteca? — 4y
obHaginnuenin Nignom ii ronocy.

— Ta Hi.. Mn npocTo...

XPYCKIT CHiry 3a BiKHOM. |3 TeMpsaBU BU3Npae
obnnyua bewnni, nigceiveHe TenedoHOM BIfg
nigbopioas. BoHa TArHe 3roBicHe
«B-y-y-yaxaxa», Bpgatoum npuBmga, i A
NigCKakylo, Xoda 1M OUBMIOCA NPAMO Ha Hel.
Mopyd 3'aBngaetbca xkend. BoHa nonpasnse
Heabanui Ny4yok Ha rofnosi Ta CTyKae nanbLeMm
Mo BIKHY.
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bun sitting atop her head and taps on my
window with one finger.

| dart over and raise the glass. Bailey
mashes her face against the screen,
makes a pig nose. “Ready to go?” she
whispers.

| cringe. Even when Bailey whispers,
she’s loud.

| think of nosy Mrs. Lao next door,
probably perched in the armchair by her
living room window with a Sudoku book.
A small wooded clearing separates us
from the Laos, but in the winter, when the
trees are bare, the slightest noise from
our house is enough to send Mrs. Lao’s
Yorkie, Jerome, into a barking fit.

Jade notices Lauren sitting on my bed
before Bailey does. She nudges Bailey
and flicks her eyes to me, as if to say,
What the hell is she doing here?

“She came down here because she was
upset and couldn’t sleep.” | steal a glance
back at Lauren. She’s picking at the pills
on her fleece pants, but beneath her
bangs, her eyes are on us.

“Can we just go another night?” | whisper.

“No,” Jade says. “Put your pants on. Live
a little.” She wiggles her eyebrows at me
and grins.

But when | look at Bailey, she’s not
smiling. | could swear that there’s a hint
of fear in her face, and for a second, |
think I’'m off the hook. Then: “I have all
the stuff. Don’t wimp out, Kacey.”

Wimp out? | never agreed to this thing in
the first place.

A wmuraro TyagM nonigHimaro  wnbky. bewnni
NPUTUCKAE HIiC A0 CITKW, iMITYHO4M M'ATAYOK, i
Luenoye:

— Tw rotoBa?

A siwymooca. benni ranacye HaBiTb Konu
Lenove.

Ha gymky cnagae Hawa gonuTnuea cycigka
micuc Jlao, ska, mabyTb, came npumocTunacs
y Kpicni 6ina BikHa BiTanbHi 3 XXypHanom
cyooky. Big poguHm  Jlao Hac Bigginge
HeBenu4yka ransBuHa 3 JdepeBamMu, ane
B3MMKY, KONMW BOHM CTOATb rOMNi, BUCTadae
HalMEHLLOro LWypXOoTy B Hawomy Aomi, abu
cnpoBokyBatn [xepoma, KpuXITHOro Tep’epa
Micuc J1ao, Ha CKa)XeHWN raBkiT.

[bxeng nepwoto nomivae JlopeH Ha Moemy
nixkky. BoHa wtoBxae beunni niktem i Bupsyye
Ha MeHe od4i, MoB4YkM nuTatoumn: «Lo, Gnsaxa,
BOHA TYT pobutb?».

— BoHa cnyctunacqa, 6o 3acmydeHa W He
MOrfia 3acHyTu.

Mwuruem pawmeniocs Ha JlopeH. BoHa 3aupae
KOBTYHLi 3 cpnicoBmx LITaHiB, ane 1i ovi 3-nig
yyba cTexaTb 3a Hamu.

— Moxe npocTo noigemMo iHWuM pasom? —

LLenouy.
— Hi, — Bigpizae xeng. — Hataran wTaHi.
Haconogmcb XUTTAM XO4 TPOXW, — BOHA

BUrpae 6poBamu i LUMPOKO BCMIXaETbCS.

A nepeBogxy nornag Ha benni — aHi HaTaky
Ha ycMiwKy. [oToBa NPUCArHYTUCS, WO Ha 1i
obnnyydi  nNpomarHyB CTpax, | Ha MUTb
30aeTbCs, WO Bigkapackanacs Big dina. Ane
Ton;:

— Y MmeHe Bce 3 cobotw. He gaBsain 3agHio,
Kewnci.

3agHio? Ta 4 HaBiTb He NoroaXyeanacs Ha Le.




