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			“Wintergirls cracks open the riddle . . . of eating disorders. Anderson plunges readers inside the head of 18-year-old Lia.”

			—Cleveland Plain Dealer

			“What makes Wintergirls different? Three words: Laurie Halse Anderson.”
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			“This chilling tale acutely conveys Lia’s powerful psychological battle.”

			—Chicago Tribune

			“All of [Anderson’s] books have a driving force; they can’t be put down. A poignant and lyrical novel.”
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			“A vivid expedition inside the mind of a girl who is dying to be thin. Anderson offers a gripping perspective of Lia’s inner turmoil and her isolation.”

			—Buffalo News

			“With naked emotion, brutal honesty and a narrative that’s simultaneously captivating and claustrophobic, Wintergirls gives readers a haunting window into the disordered thinking behind eating disorders.”

			—BookPage

			“Lia’s struggles will touch your heart and make you think about this book long after you set it down.”

			—Justine magazine

			“Anderson presents a tale every bit as haunting and immediate as her debut novel [Speak].”

			—Shelf Awareness

		

	
		
			The pact

			I took the knife out of my pocket and cut my palm, just a little. “I swear to be the skinniest girl in school, skinnier than you.”

			Cassie’s eyes got big as the blood pooled in my hand. She grabbed the knife and slashed her palm. “I bet I’ll be skinnier than you.”

			“No, don’t make it a bet. Let’s be skinniest together.”

			“Okay, but I’ll be skinnier.”
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			To Scot—for building the fire that keeps me warm when the blizzard rages outside.
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				[Persephone] was filled with a sense of wonder, and she reached out with both hands to take hold of the pretty plaything. And the earth, full of roads leading every which way, opened up under her. . . . She cried with a piercing voice. . . . But not one of the immortal ones, or of human mortals, heard her.

				Homeric Hymn to Demeter, translated by Gregory Nagy
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				The King gave orders that they should let her sleep quietly till the time came for her to awake.

				The Sleeping Beauty in the Woods, by Charles Perrault, 1696, translated by Charles Welsh
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			Discussion Questions

		

	
		
			musing
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			Ophelia and Persephone walk into a coffee shop

			bringing with them the smell of cinnamon

			and rain.

			“Latte?” asks Ophelia.

			Persephone nods. “With an extra shot. You?”

			“Earl Grey, hot, with room.”

			I turn off my music, keep the earbuds in, type

			gibberish so I can spy

			they shoot rock-paper-scissors

			for who pays the bill.

			Persephone wins, grins, orders scones with jam.

			Ophelia leaves a huge tip.

			Unwilling avatar for silenced girls, our Ophelia,

			seen only though the male gaze;

			pale gray construct constantly

			throwing herself at boys and rivers. Found

			a few strands of her hair on a berry bush

			which I plucked and wove into the tapestry

			unconscious, she later sprang from my forehead,

			fully formed, as Melinda.

			They chatter softly, unaware or uncaring

			of the hungry looks

			thrown their way from the men and the boys

			envying the steam curling

			around the girls’ faces. They butter and jam

			the scones, erupt into laughter over a private joke.

			They speak

			their own language, those two.

			I ran into Persephone’s mom years ago

			at the grocery store, both of us worried

			about our daughters,

			all the daughters, captured by the underworld

			and pulled out of sight. Demeter wiped my tears

			and fed me pomegranate seeds

			which I swallowed whole. Their taste flooded

			back in my mouth when Lia awoke, the wintergirl

			grateful to talk mad at me for listening.

			My coffee stone-cold, fingers cramped

			from typing

			it’s time to head home,

			walk back through the woods.

			As I gather my tools, the girls quiet fall

			into each other’s eyes,

			fingers entwined on the crumbs

			knuckles satined with jam and butter

			Persephone tucks a lock of Ophelia’s hair

			behind the shell of her ear and

			Ophelia takes Persephone’s hand and gently

			kisses the palm.

			I grin and close the door behind me.

		

	
		
			hippos
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			indoctrinated by magazine covers of skeletal

			white privilege like the Kennedys

			(only peasants ate, apparently)

			my parents, poor-clanned and striving

			rose to the occasion and smothered

			my hunger

			by pinching my hips

			grabbing the fat under my chin

			when I was eight years

			ten, fourteen

			twenty-five hungry years old

			when they grabbed and pinched

			they called me “Baby Hippo”

			the insult disguised as

			love, they said others would tease

			me for being so fat

			so I might as well

			get used to it

		

	
		
			adaptable heart
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			the names of the charred survivors

			who don’t know how fucking tough

			they are

			nestle

			hidden

			in the fifth chamber

			of my heart.

			Their courage warms

			me from the inside,

			stubborn candles

			illuminating

			this scorched

			pumpkin.

		

	
		
			Turn the page for an excerpt from Laurie Halse Anderson's New York Times bestselling novel
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				—These are men whose minds the Dead have ravished. Memory fingers in their hair of murders . . .

				Wilfred Owen, “Mental Cases”

			

			

			
				—*—
			

			
				Apparently misinformed about the rumored

				stuff of dreams: everywhere I inquired,

				I was told look for blue.

				Carl Phillips, “Blue”

			

		

	
		
			—*— 1 —*—

			It started in detention. No surprise there, right?

			Detention was invented by the same idiots who dreamed up the time-out corner. Does being forced to sit in time-out ever make little kids stop putting cats in the dishwasher or drawing on white walls with purple marker? Of course not. It teaches them to be sneaky and guarantees that when they get to high school they’ll love detention because it’s a great place to sleep.

			I was too angry for a detention nap. The zombie rulers were forcing me to write “I will not be disrespectful to Mr. Diaz” five hundred times. With a pen, on paper, which ruled out a copy/paste solution.

			Was I going to do it?

			Ha.

			I turned the page in Slaughterhouse Five, a forbidden book at Belmont because we were too young to read about soldiers swearing and bombs dropping and bodies blowing up and war sucking.

			Belmont High—Preparing Our Children for the Nifty World of 1915!

			I turned another page, held the book close to my face, and squinted. Half of the lights in the windowless room didn’t work. Budget cuts, the teachers said. A plot to make us go blind, according to the kids on the bus.

			Someone in the back row giggled.

			The detention monitor, Mr. Randolph, lifted his orc-like head and scanned the room for the offender.

			“Enough of that,” he said. He rose from his chair and pointed at me. “You’re supposed to be writing, missy.”

			I turned another page. I didn’t belong in detention, I didn’t belong in this school, and I did not give a crap about the Stalinist rules of underpaid orcs.

			Two rows over, the girl wearing a pink winter jacket, its fake-fur-edged hood pulled up, turned her head to watch me, eyes blank, mouth mechanically gnawing a wad of gum.

			“Did you hear me?” the orc called.

			I muttered forbidden gerunds. (You know, the words that end in “ing”? The -ings that we’re not supposed to say? Don’t ask me why, none of it makes sense.)

			“What did you say?” he brayed.

			“I said my name isn’t ‘missy.’” I folded the corner of the page. “You can call me Ms. Kincain or Hayley. I respond to both.”

			He stared. The girl stopped chewing. Around the room, zombies and freaks raised their heads, awakened by the smell of potential combat.

			“Mr. Diaz is going to hear about that attitude, missy,” the orc said. “He’s stopping by at the end of the period to collect your assignment.”

			I swore under my breath. The girl in the jacket blew a lopsided bubble and popped it with her teeth. I tore a sheet of paper out of a notebook, found a pencil, and decided that this, too, would be a day not to remember.

			—*— 2 —*—

			A quick lesson.

			There are two kinds of people in this world:

			1. zombies

			2. freaks.

			Only two. Anyone who tells you different is lying. That person is a lying zombie. Do not listen to zombies. Run for your freaking life.

			Another lesson: everyone is born a freak.

			That surprised you, didn’t it? That’s because they’ve been sucking on your brain. Their poison is making you think that freaks are bad. Dangerous. Damaged. Again—don’t listen. Run.

			Every newborn baby, wet and hungry and screaming, is a fresh-hatched freak who wants to have a good time and make the world a better place. If that baby is lucky enough to be born into a family—

			(Note: “family” does NOT only mean a biological unit composed of people who share genetic markers or legal bonds, headed by a heterosexual-mated pair. Family is much, much more than that. Because we’re not living in 1915, y’know.)

			—lucky enough to be born into a family that has a grown-up who will love that baby every single day and make sure it gets fed and has clothes and books and adventures, then no matter what else happens, the baby freak will grow into a kid freak and then into a teen freak.

			That’s when it gets complicated.

			Because most teenagers wind up in high school. And high school is where the zombification process becomes deadly. At least, that has been my experience, both from long-distance observation, and now, up close and personal for twenty-four days, at Belmont.

			

			*   *   *

			Where was I?

			Right. Detention.

			

			*   *   *

			By the time the bell rang, I had written “Correcting a teacher’s mistake is not a sign of disrespect” one hundred and nine times.

			—*— 3 —*—

			Between the attitude chat (lecture) by Mr. Diaz after detention and my stupid locker, I missed the late bus.

			There was no point in calling my dad.

			I had four miles to walk. I’d done it before, but I didn’t like it. I swallowed hard and started down the sidewalks of the neighborhood closest to school, my chin up, fake smile waiting in case an old guy at his mailbox waved at me or a mom unloading groceries from her van checked me out. My earbuds were in, but I wasn’t playing music. I needed to hear the world but didn’t want the world to know I was listening.

			Fifteen minutes later, the safe little houses turned into strip malls and then a couple of used-car lots and then what they call “downtown” around here. I did a quick scan left and right every couple of steps: abandoned mattress store; house with boarded-up windows; newspapers covering a drunk or drugged or dead homeless body that reeked, but was not a threat. A tire store. Liquor store. Bodega with bars on the windows. Two empty lots with fields of gravel and grass and broken furniture and limp condoms and cigarette butts. Storefront church with a cross outlined in blue neon.

			Two guys leaned against the church.

			Threat

			Took my hands out of my pockets. Walked like I owned the sidewalk: legs strong and fast, hips made for power, not playing. The guys would size me up as female, young, five foot eleven-ish, one-sixty. Those facts were the language of my body, couldn’t change it. But the way I walked, that made the difference. Some girls would slow down in a situation like this. They’d go rabbit-scared, head down, arms over chest, their posture screaming: “I am weak you are strong I am afraid just don’t kill me.” Others would stick out their boobs, push their butt high and swing it side to side to say, “Check it out. Like it? Want it?”

			Some girls are stupid.

			I swallowed the fear. It’s always there—fear—and if you don’t stay on top of it, you’ll drown. I swallowed again and stood tall, shoulders broad, arms loose. I was balanced, ready to move. My body said, “Yeah, you’re bigger and stronger, but if you touch this, I will hurt you.”

			Five steps closer. The guy facing me looked up, said something to his friend. The friend turned to look.

			Assess

			There was nothing in my backpack worth fighting for. In fact, it would have been a relief if they stole it ’cause I’d have a legitimate excuse about why I didn’t do my homework. If they grabbed, I’d twist so that their hands landed on the backpack first. Then I’d shove one of them against the cement church wall and run like hell. They both looked stoned, so I’d have a huge reaction-time advantage. Plus adrenaline.

			Plan B: The Albany bus was two blocks away. I’d let them pull off the backpack, then sprint toward the bus, yelling and waving my arms like I didn’t want to miss it, ’cause if you act like you’re running from wolves on a street like that, people pretend not to see you, but if you’re trying to catch a bus, they’ll help.

			My last defensive option was the empty bottle of Old Crow whiskey carefully set next to the base of the streetlight directly across from the two guys looking at me. The long neck of the bottle would be easy to grab. I’d have to remember not to smash it too hard against the wall or the whole thing would shatter. A light tink, with the same amount of pressure you’d use to crack open an egg, that would be enough to break off the bottom. One tink and a sorry whiskey bottle turns into a weapon with big, glass teeth hungry for a piece of stoned wolf boy.

			I was one step away.

			Action

			The eyes of the guy who turned to look at me were so unfocused, he didn’t know if I was a girl or a ghost. I looked through him to the other guy. Less stoned. Or more awake. Eyes on me, narrow eyes, cement gray with muddy hollows under them. He was the one who smelled dangerous.

			For one frozen second I stared at him—glass bottle at eleven o’clock knee his nuts reach for the weapon cut everything—then I nodded curtly, chin down, respectful.

			He nodded back.

			The second melted and I was past them and past the bottle and the bus rumbled along to Albany, loaded with old zombies staring at me with dead eyes.

			

			*   *   *

			I listened for footsteps until the empty lots and closed-up businesses turned into strip malls and then turned into almost-safe little houses. At the end of the last street, past a forgotten cornfield and the ruin of a barn, sat the house that I was supposed to call “home.”

			—*— 4 —*—

			My father wanted me to remember the house. He had asked me over and over when we moved, carrying boxes in from the truck, filling the cupboards with groceries, removing rodent skeletons, washing the windows, “Are you sure you don’t remember, Hayley Rose?”

			I shook my head but kept my mouth shut. It made him sad when I talked about how hard I tried not to remember.

			(Don’t think I was crazy, because I wasn’t. The difference between forgetting something and not remembering it is big enough to drive an eighteen-wheeler through.)

			A few days after we moved in, Daddy got unstuck from time again, like the Pilgrim guy in Slaughterhouse. The past took over. All he heard were exploding IEDs and incoming mortar rounds; all he saw were body fragments, like an unattached leg still wearing its boot, and shards of shiny bones, sharp as spears. All he tasted was blood.

			These attacks (he’d have killed me if I used that word in front of him, but it was the only one that fit) had been getting worse for months. They were the only reason I went along with his ridiculous plan to quit trucking and settle down into a so-called “normal life.” I let him think that he was right, that spending my senior year in a high school instead of riding shotgun in his big rig was a practical and exciting idea.

			Truth? I was terrified.

			I found the library and a bank and made sure the post office knew that we were back and living in Gramma’s old house. On the third day, a girl named Gracie who lived down the street brought a basket of muffins and a tuna noodle casserole cooked by her mom, from scratch. She said she was glad to see me.

			Gracie was so sweet—freakishly kind and non-zombified—that I forgot to be a bitch and I fell into like with her by the time I’d finished the first muffin, and suddenly I had a friend, a real friend for the first time in . . . I couldn’t remember how long. Having a friend made everything else suck less.

			When the past spat Dad back out, he ate what was left of the tuna noodle casserole. (The muffins were already gone.) He went up into the attic and brought down a small box that hadn’t been damaged by mice or mold. In the box were faded photographs that he swore were me and his mother, my grandmother. I asked why didn’t Gramma keep any pictures of my mom and he said they’d been chewed up by the mice. By then, I could tell when he was lying.

			

			*   *   *

			So that day after detention, I made it home from school in one piece, pissed and hungry and determined to ignore all my homework. Dad’s pickup was parked in the driveway. I put my hand on the hood: stone cold. I checked the odometer: no extra miles since I left that morning. He hadn’t gone to work again.

			I unlocked the one, two, three, four locks on the front door of our house. (Our house. Still felt weird to put those two words together.) Opened the door carefully. He hadn’t put the chain on. Probably slept all day. Or he was dead. Or he remembered that I had gone to school and that I was going to come home and that I’d need the chain to be off. That’s what I was hoping for.

			I stepped inside. Closed the door behind me. Locked back up: one, two, three, four. Slid the chain into its slot and hit the light switch. The living room furniture was upright and dusty. The house smelled of dog, cigarette smoke, bacon grease, and the air freshener that Dad sprayed so I wouldn’t know that he smoked weed.

			Down the hall, Spock barked three times behind the door to my father’s bedroom.

			“Dad?”

			I waited. Dad’s voice rumbled like faraway thunder, talking to the dog. Spock whined, then went quiet. I waited, counting to one hundred, but still . . . nothing.

			I walked toward his door and gently knocked. “Dad?”

			“Your bus late again?” he asked from the other side.

			“Yep.”

			I waited. This was where he should ask how my day went or if I had homework or what I wanted for dinner. Or he could tell me what he felt like eating, because I could cook. Or he could just open the door and talk, that would be more than enough.

			“Dad?” I asked. “Did you stay home again?”

			“It’s been a bad day, princess.”

			“What did your boss say?”

			Dead. Silence.

			“You called him, right?” I asked. “Told him you were sick? Daddy?”

			“I left a message on his voice mail.”

			Another lie. I leaned my forehead against the door. “Did you even try to get out the door? Did you get dressed? Take a shower?”

			“I’ll try harder tomorrow, princess. I promise.”

			—*— 5 —*—

			Death deals the cards. They whisper across the shaky table.

			Hernandez sticks a cigar in his mouth. Dumbo tucks his wife’s letter in his helmet. Loki spits and curses. Roy sips his coffee. We pull the cards toward us and laugh.

			I don’t remember what my wife looked like, but I recognize Death. She calls for our bets, wearing a red dress, her beautiful face carved out of stone. My friends laugh and lie, already deep in the game.

			I remember what my little girl looks like. I remember the smell of her head. The scar on her left knee. Her lisp. Peanut butter and banana. I don’t think she remembers me.

			Death rattles bone dice in her mouth, clicking them against her teeth. She spits them on the table and they roll.

			We bet it all, throw everything on the line because the air is filled with bullets and grenades. We won’t hear the one that gets us, but it’s coming.

			She tells us to show our hands.

			We have never been so alive.
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