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Chapter 1



So, my goal with your dress is total annihilation, my best friend, Abby, said as she pushed a large spiral-bound sketch pad across the table. In other words, you will look so pretty that Sabrina Hartley cries. Anything less than actual tears and Ill count this as a failure.

I picked up the sketch pad and set my dish full of ice cream on the far corner of our table, where I hoped it would be less of a temptation. Not that I could keep away from it for too long. I mean, my family did own the ice-cream shop in town. There was only so much resisting I could do.

But for the moment my Chocolate Fiesta was forgotten. I was looking at the most exquisite, delicate dress Abby had yet to design. Oh! Its so pretty!


She grinned at me. Really?

Really! I smiled. Only

What? she asked nervously.

Nothing. Nothing. I just dont think my waist is that small. I pointed at the tiny midsection of the dress.

She ignored my comment and leaned over the booths table, excited by her own vision. Its going to be so beautiful! Look, Ill put two darts here, for a structured effect, and then the skirt is going to fall in white waves, so that it looks like a snowfall, see? Im calling it my Princess Snowflake dress. Abby had always been something of a visionary. Where Id see a routine high school class, shed see a chance to learn something new. Where Id see a regular Willow Hill boy, shed see a handsome prince trapped in the halls of Willow High. Where I saw a pretty sunset, shed she flames of romance.

Despite her ability to see things where I didnt, I trusted Abby more than anyone, and we were both determined that my dress at the Northern Lights Ball win the Annual Best Costume Contest, or as we called it, the ABC. The winners of the ABC won free ski passes for the Mount Crow Ski Resort. Which would mean that I could actually save the money I earned working at Snow Cones instead of spending it all on skiing. But the real reason that Abby and I were so desperate to win was so the Hated Sabrina Hartley would finally lose at something.

Our list of grievances against Sabrina Hartley was long. Sabrina had moved to our town of Willow Hill, Alaska, in the eighth grade. Right away she was annoying, because she was tall and smart and by far the prettiest girl in school. Her hair was unnaturally shinyour friend Erin said she probably washed it in Criscoand she was a great skier, the number one important thing to be in our town. (Her family had moved up here so her older brother could ski year-round at Mount Crow to train for the Olympics.) Sabrina was from California and let anyone within earshot know how much superior life in San Diego was to good ol Willow Hill. But we hated her for more than just her better-than-us attitude. Her straight As robbed Erin of her rightful title of eighth-grade valedictorian. And last summer she did something worse: She stole Abbys about-to-be boyfriend, Cam Brock.

Cam and Abby were next-door neighbors, and Abby had loved him from afar for years. (Actually, I guess she had loved him from up close. I mean, they were neighbors!) At the end of the last school year, it had seemed like Cam was finally noticing Abby; hed asked her to go with him to the Spring Thaw Chili-Cook in Denali, and hed been spending time at her house studying. (Read: watching television and holding hands.) Then Sabrina set her sights on him, and bam! No Chili-Cook for Abby. Sabrina and Cam had been an item ever since. An annoying, nausea-inducing item.

Erin and I, to cheer Abby up, declared war on Sabrina, though really, we hadnt done anything except sneer at her. Our mission to rob her of the ABC crown was the first all-out assault wed planned on her perfect lifewhat could I say? There wasnt a lot to do in Alaska. Revenge was a time filler. I was nominated for the role of prize-stealer because I was the only one of us with a boyfriend.

My eyes focused on the sketch Abby made of my date, Jake. I could hardly judge mens clothes, but Jake would look so handsome in a tuxedo like she had drawn. Of course, Jake just happened to be the cutest boy Id ever met, with brown hair that flopped irresistibly over his forehead, deep brown eyes, and one mole on his cheek that was very kissable.

Youre frowning. Why are you frowning? Abby asked suddenly. Abby was a sensitive girl. I didnt even know I had been frowning and shed picked up on it. Youre not happy?

No! Gosh, theyre so beautiful. Totally crown-worthy. I reached for the dish of Chocolate Fiesta ice cream, my favorite. My mother made it by melting chocolate together with crushed hot pepper. Sounded gross, but tasted heavenly. Its just, are you going to have enough time to make this? The ball is only two weeks away.

Her face pulled itself into a slightly surprised pinch. Of course! All I need are your measurements. And Jakes so we can get his tux to fit perfectly.

At this I crammed a large, chilly bite into my mouth and peered around the inside of Snow Cones, my familys shop. The bright red booths and vinyl-covered stools were empty, save for two freshman girls poring over fashion magazines at the ice-cream bar. The black-and-white tiled floor gleamed from the hard-core mopping my mother and I had done this morning. Once the sun began to set, there would be so many customers in here Id barely be able to breathe. But now, it was quiet enough for me to lollygag with Abby and eat a little midafternoon snack. I glanced quickly toward the door, hoping Jake would walk through it. As I turned back around to face Abby, I pulled my cell phone from the pocket of my brown, extra-insulated corduroys. No messages.

Abbys face looked blatantly concerned, which made my insides do a little flip. Youll have plenty of time to get measurements, I told her. Then I ate another bite of ice cream and looked down at the sketch. I just wasnt sure Jake would be here to make it to the dance.

Jake Reid didnt live in our town or go to our school but hed been my boyfriend for three years, since I was a freshman and he was a sophomore. Jakes family owned one of the twelve pine-log cabins on the edge of the Mount Crow Resort. (His familys was the biggest, with a porch and a hot tub and a swing set.) Every year the Reid family arrived in Willow Hill the day after Christmas. Theyd stay until the day after the Northern Lights Ball, and then theyd go back down to Juneau, and Jake and I would live on emails and texts until the next time we could see each other.

Have you warned him about the dance yet? And the Make Sabrina Cry at the Ball campaign?

Ill fill him in when he gets here. He wont care about having to rent the tuxedo.

Abby looked down at the sketch and bit her lip. I know, Jess. Im just worried about clothing. We need to make sure he gets a normal tux, not some hideous discounted powder blue monstrosity.

Abby was lying. It wasnt the tux she was worried about; it was Jake. Erin had gone and planted a seed of doubt in her mind, the same seed shed been attempting to sow in mine for the past week.

The fact was that I kind of hadnt heard from Jake in about three weeks. We were usually in constant contact by phone or texts or IMs. Erin had gotten wind of the fact that thered been a Jake blackout and was convinced that he was too chicken to tell me that his family wasnt going to be here for the break. Erin didnt like Jake. Two years ago he had promised to drive her to some ungodly depressing film festival in AnchorageForeign Films by Foreign Femalesbut had to cancel when his little sister broke her leg in an unfortunate tobogganing incident involving me and my poor steering ability. Ever since then, Erin claimed that Jake was wishy-washy, which was completely ridiculous. I mean, what better reason to cancel than a sister with a broken leg? But once Erin decided something, she never changed her mind. Which wasnt so bad except she always tried to prove her case to me. Her favorite examples were the time Jake bought two ski hats, one in blue and one in red, because he couldnt choose which color he liked best, and the time at the Mountain Diner where it took him so long to decide whether to order mashed potatoes or French fries that the waitress brought him both.


Erin just didnt get him, but I did. Despite his occasional bouts of indecisiveness Jake was one of the most caring people Id ever met. He didnt like to hurt peoples feelings, unlike Erin, who didnt really care what people thought of the things she said.

But Abby, who is the sweetest, most impressionable girl you could ever meet and whose heart had been trampled by Cam Brock, was beginning to wonder if Erin was right.

I carried my empty dish behind the counter and filled it with a generous scoop of Chocolate Fiesta. As I covered it with a dollop of whipped cream, I kept a close eye on the back doorway, making sure my mother didnt suddenly appear from her office and discover what I was doing. She hated when I ate the profits, which I tended to do when I was feeling unsettled. I knew I shouldnt feel this way. Jake was a senior. He was probably busy with finals and college applications and things like that.

I licked some whipped cream off my pinkie finger, and pointed at Abby, who was still in the booth. Abby! You and Erin have me thinking the worst!


Abbys soft features arranged themselves into a smile. Im sorry, Jess. I just want your costume to be the best.

It will be. I sat back down with her and perused the sketches. Jake and I were going to look amazing; I decided then and there to stop worrying and to start imagining how great it would be when Sabrina actually came in second place! Not that that would fix Abbys broken heart. The best I was hoping for was this: that Sabrina would be so upset shed dump Cam, and hed wake up and realize that it was Abby who should be his girlfriend. I just wish you were going.

Abby scrunched up her nose. Nah, I dont want to. She didnt want to have to spend the night watching Sabrina parade around on Cams arm. I couldnt blame her. The sight of them together made me sick to my stomach and I didnt even like Cam!

Fortunately for Abby, there was plenty to do to keep her mind off her boy troubles. These three weeks were hands down the best of the year. Sure, the sun came up at ten and was down again by four thirty, but in Alaska you looked for reasons to celebrate and the winter break was one of them. No school for nearly three weeks! And the best thing was that the Mount Crow Ski Resort, which pretty much made up our entire town, was at its busiest this time of year. Normally Willow Hill was what I would call sleepy. Erin called it bleak and depressing. But for these weeks in winter, it was a happening, crawling-with-energy place. There were activities, like the Welcome to Winter Day After Christmas Faire and the Northern Lights Ball, and Mr. Winter let you take sled rides with his Iditarod dogs, and the hockey rink wasnt closed to all non-hockey-team skaters. It was what I imagined life to be like in the Lower 48 year-round.

Abby pushed her bangs away from her face. I just wish Erin would let me make a costume for her, too.

That will never happen. I giggled, and traced the edge of the dress Abby had drawn with my finger. In fact, Erin had refused to go to the dance unless Abby agreed to dress her up as a black snowflake.

The door to Snow Cones swung open just then, the clanging of the bells making me jump. I hated those bells. They were loud and meant I actually had to work. I slid the remains of my ice cream to Abby and pushed myself out of the booth. But as I was standing, I saw that it was only Will Parker and Erin.

I looked immediately at Abby, to point out the fact that Erin and Will were together. Her eyebrows shot up, and her mouth formed an O. I had decided that only love would shake Erin from her black-cloaked funk. Will was sunny enough to overcome Erins sarcastic nature, but he was the apple of almost every Willow Hill girls eye. It was a long shot that hed ever settle for dating just one, but I still held out hope, for Erins sake. Not that shed ever expressed interest, but still.

As Erin and Will walked through the door, I saw that they were both red-faced. They were sort of speed walking, not really running but moving fast while trying hard to not run. In fact, they looked like they were trying to avoid being noticed. And Erin looked funny. She had on a too-long, too old-lady-like bulky midnight-navy parka that Id never seen before. It didnt really fit her, and not only that, her left arm was draped in front of it, as if she were holding something underneath the coat.

Oh no. I didnt know what it was all about, but the two of them were each mischievous in their own right. When they got together, the havoc they could cause was untold. Like the time last month when they tried to make an indoor ice rink in the basement of Willow High.

Shut the door! Erin exclaimed, catapulting herself through the Snow Cones entrance and snagging the sleeve of the ridiculously puffy coat on one of the bells. Argh! She made an odd sound as she tried and then successfully disentangled herself from the door.

How do you lock this thing? Will Parker fumbled around the door, looking for a lock.

Hey, Will, the freshman girls sitting at the bar cooed. Will straightened up, forgetting whatever had been so urgent just moments before, ran a tanned hand through his sun-streaked hair, and flashed the smile that melted hearts up and down the halls of Willow High. Hello there, ladies.


I rolled my eyes and Abby giggled.

Will! Lock the door! Erin half shouted through gritted teeth. Will looked at the door like hed never encountered one before, so I casually walked over to where he stood and put my fingers on the lock, which was plainly above the doorknob.

Oh, he said, turning his grin on me. I dont know why I didnt see that.

Erin grunted her annoyance, teetered over to us, and pulled me by the sleeve of my shirt back toward the booth where Abby waited, puzzled.

Will Parker, you unlock that door right now! The booming voice of my mother came trumpeting in from the back room, and the four of us froze. My mother is a tiny woman, five one in sneakers. But shes all-knowing and all-seeing and can be a little bit intimidating.

How does she do that? Abby whispered while I shouted, He didnt lock it, Mom, I promise!

If any customers cant get in because of you kids, youll be manning the booth tonight, all by yourself, all night! My mother never issued empty threats, and she knew very well that Id rather do homework than have to work the booth at the Welcome to Winter Faire.

Its unlocked, Mom! I shouted again while Will and I ran to the door and each fumbled with the lock. I pushed his hands away finally and he looked at me sheepishly and mouthed the word Sorry.

Will, youll have to keep an eye out. Stand there and keep watch, Erin ordered. Her black hair tumbled down her back as she whipped off her dark gray hat. The black color of her hair came from a bottle. Naturally, it was as blond as Abbys, though she did look kind of striking this way.

Keep an eye out for what? Abby asked.

Whats going on? Whose coat is that? I asked suspiciously.

Erin nodded her head and pointed a finger at me, an acknowledgment of my observation. Its Mean Agness. I had to take it. It was the only coat bulky enough to hide it.

Oh God. Abby put her head in her hands.

You didnt. I said ominously as I sank slowly to the booths seat.

Erin pointed at Will. It was his fault! He made me take it.

Hey! You thought she should see too, Will said lazily from his post at the door. He never got excited about too much.

Yeah, but I wasnt the genius who had the idea of stealing it. Do you know what Mean Agnes will do to me if she realizes what we did? Mean Agnes was Erins boss at the front desk of the Mount Crow Resort Hotel. She had it out for Erin, ever since Erin got caught lecturing some hotel guests about vegetarianism and how meat was murder. Agnes was oldnobody knew how oldand feisty. She hated all kids generally, and mouthy ones especially. Which was why she hated Erin.

I was just going to have you come over. But it turns out that Wills a klepto. I didnt say anything to Erin, but if Will was a klepto, why was the stolen item in her stolen jacket?

Erin! Its her! Its Mean Agnes! Will pointed through the door, and Abby and I held our breaths while Erin tried to disappear beneath the table. Then Will shook his head and said, Nope. My bad. Just a big dog there.

Erin glared at him.

Guys, youre making me nervous, I said. Whats going on?

Sit down, Jessie, Will suggested.

Yeah, sit here. Erin pointed at the booth seat across from her. Like I said, this wasnt my idea. She unzipped the big bulky parka as Abby admonished, I cant believe you stole her coat.

Erin snorted. Thats the least of my worries. Mean Agnesll have a coronary if she finds this missing. And Erin produced a large, leather-bound, oversize volume from beneath the folds of the mammoth coat. She plunked it onto the table.

You stole the Mount Crow register book? I asked incredulously.

Well, it serves Mean Agnes right for not letting us get a computer. Were the most exclusive resort in Alaska, and shes running it like its the Middle Ages!

Abby put a hand on Erins arm, to calm her. Abby is very soothing, and once Erin starts ranting about Mean Agnes, theres no slowing her down.

Okay, so what do I need to see?

Erin took a deep breath.

Just show her already, Will shouted as a group of skiers walked through the door.

Ill be right with you, I said to the customers as they approached the ice-cream counter. It would take them a while to pick what they wanted. My mother always made sure there were at least seventy flavors a day to choose from, from Almond Apricot to our house specialty, Zebra Stripe, which had chocolate and vanilla ice cream in a striped pattern.

Hurry up, okay? My mom is going to kill me.

Erin took a deep breath again and flipped open the pages of the book. It was no easy feat. That book was old and dusty and probably weighed twenty pounds. From my vantage point across the table, I could see neat rows of old-lady-like penmanship, a list of names, check-in dates, checkout dates, and numbers of parties.

I found it this morning. I didnt know what to make of it. She flipped toward the back, to the list of entrants in the Northern Lights Ball. She put her finger on a pair of names and rotated the book so that I could read it.

I saw my own name next to Jakes. There you are, Erin stated matter-of-factly as Abbys face grew more and more red. Abby hates suspense. Shes too emotional to handle it. She always reads the last pages of a book first, shell never go to a movie unless she knows the ending ahead of time, and she cant stand reality television because of all the confrontation, as she puts it.

Yeah? I asked impatiently. I was getting bored with the cloak-and-dagger business, and I could see from the corner of my eye that our customers were ready to order.

Will! Erin commanded. Take care of them. She pointed at the customers.

Erin! He cant do that. Just show me.

Erin looked at me solemnly, then flipped the book to the next page. Her finger plopped on another name.

Evie Stewart? Whos that? I asked.

Keep reading.


I did. Evie Stewart, of Boise, Idaho, was entering the Northern Lights Ball Annual Best Costume Contest with Jake Reid. My boyfriend. I was too confused to say anything. I looked up at Erin, hoping she could help me figure out what I was supposed to be thinking.

Hes here, Jess, Erin said sadly, and flipped back toward the front of the book. His family got in yesterday. She pointed to another row of names in the register. Reid. Arrived yesterday at ten in the morning.

Jake had been in town for an entire day and he hadnt called me. And hed brought another girl with him.








Chapter 2



The Welcome to Winter Day After Christmas Faire is the best night in Willow Hill, Alaska, hands down. The second greatest night in Willow Hill would have to be Christmas Day, because of the Angel Parade. This isnt your typical Christmas pageant. Its a parade on skis. Nearly every adult in town straps on a pair of boards and skis down the main hill of the resort dressed as an angel. Its a beautiful sight to behold, dozens of angels floating down the snowy mountainside. When they get to the bottom, theres apple cider and hot chocolate, and then everybody has a snowball fight. Ive never been able to figure what a snowball fight has to do with Christmas, but its a lot of fun, especially when Sabrina Hartley is close enough to pelt. Normally I can pay my little brother, Brian, to full-on assault her along with his other victims. That way she has no idea that shes being targeted at all, and if she did, shed never think to trace it back to me. She probably doesnt even know I have a brother.

Anyway, the Welcome to Winter Faire had always been my personal favorite, even though theres no Angel Parade. It marked the beginning of the main tourist time here, which was my favorite not only because it meant Jake-time but because out-of-towners were good for breaking up the monotony of life. I mean, all the same kids had gone to my school since I was in kindergarten (except for Sabrina, who didnt count). There was nothing to do here but ski and ski and skate and then ski some more. So a few new faces made for a nice change of pace.

The Faire was always held at the resort, in the basin formed at the feet of three of the mountains. There were sled races and skating on the stream behind the two bunny hills and cross-country runs through the pine trees at the edge of the resort. The ski instructors and professional snowboarders from the area would give demosWills demo was always something to see: He would flip and float in the air like a bird in flight and the crowd was always huge because it was well advertised that Will had been on ESPN at the Winter X games.

In the basin itself, there were dozens of booths and stalls selling food, clothing, crafts, and other oddities. Mean Agnes recruited her employeesErin, chief among themto decorate the area with white lights, blue-and-silver decorations, strung-up cranberries, and large bales of hay. My dad landed the smallest of his planes at the south entrance of the resort, and for five dollars, he took kids up to circle the bay. My mother went all out for the Snow Cones ice-cream stall. She would make a special Welcome to Winter ice cream (vanilla, star anise, and blackberriesIm not supposed to share the recipe). Old Man Jones, who lives about a mile from our house off a dirt path that is unmarked and cant be found by anybody who hasnt lived in Willow Hill their whole life and knows the woods without needing a map, came down from his yurt in the woods and whittled gifts. I had a handmade sign that said JESSIE SLEEPS HERE hanging above my bed. Last year he whittled a heart with our initials in it for me and Jake, and then he sawed it into two pieces, one of which I kept in my locker at school.

Normally I look forward to this day all year. Abby, Erin, and I plan not only our outfits, but the order of stalls we visit, what we are going to buy, how long were going to ice-skate, whether were going to enter the three-legged cross-country skiing contest (its a sordid affair, really), and which of the sledders well root for in the races at the foothills by the stream.

But this year I wasnt all that excited. In fact, I was upset. The whole mess with the book was weighing on me. After my mother let me leave Snow Cones, I went straight home and called Jakes cell phone three times. He didnt answer. Then I called Jakes cabin three times. Again, nobody answered. I sent two text messages. No answer. The silence became loud.

I tried to calm myself down by whipping up my special Jessie Whitman Cheer-up Shake. It wasnt working. In fact, it was making me more anxious, both because of
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