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PART I
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Anyone who knows winter knows the deep denial that comes with it. A magic trick of time. Afternoon was nightfall, and night was forever—being young is a lot like this too. I ran outside, sled over my head, and was greeted by a twilight ravaging over dirty snow. Purpling skies and pine trees with shadows like lengthening teeth. The air smelled sharp. I carried my foam sled over my head like I imagined soldiers did through the trenches. My boots crunched, and my chest hurt. Too cold, too late in the day, each chilled breath hitting like a puncture wound.

I could hear the other kids shrieking with laughter around the bend, and I was late. I had lost track of time by inches and then miles watching TV I hadn’t even liked. Before I knew it, my stepbrothers had escaped the house, my head was full of syrupy static, and I was alone. Well, alone with her, of course, and the snow was turning to ice.

I rounded the road and made out long coats and the puffballs on hats. With a war cry, I shook my sled back and forth in the air. Jessica and her younger brother waved back and gestured at the ramp they built. The best sledding hill was a plummet right off the main road, and the best way to ride it was by building your own ramps that sent you hiccupping through the air, up and down.

“Save that for me!” I roared, however late in the day, however cold. The holidays were a few days away, and this would be the last time to sled with everyone before they disappeared into family dinners and shopping trips. Jessica tapped her wrist, and I broke into a run. Leaping into the road and straight into a pair of car headlights, I was caught. The car let out a series of New York City honks. Copperville, Colorado, was a tiny mountain town: one road, one lake, a distant cluster of houses, and no traffic.

I threw myself back, breathing hard, all puncture wounds. The car gave another series of honks, and my cheeks flushed. The car was a bright-blue SUV with headlights blaring despite the sun still being up.

The car passed in a slow, purposeful crawl, and a head popped out of the back window. I held still, jutting my chin out, ready to stare them down. The figure had a mess of reddish curls and wore a short-sleeved striped T-shirt. Short sleeved! Her arms goose-fleshed, pink as pink.

It took me a moment to realize she wasn’t looking at the kid who ran out in front of her parents’ car. She was looking out at the sledders laughing and hiccupping down ramps. Her entire body seemed to lean out the window, fingers wrapped around the sill, throat bared to the twilight. I had a moment of wondering if she’d jump out. The car disappeared around the bend.

If I had known, known at all, I might have jumped out in front of the car again. I might have yelled. In movies, it’s all spindles and star maps and red string tied between two people, but long after that, I thought of fate as a road going forever forward.

Then, at fifteen, young and limber and gone, I ran to the good sledding hill and threw my body down, belly first, and slid.
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That winter, I met her on a day the land was all light. The fresh snow piled up, and a storm had given way to a cloudless day. Winter sun drenched over heaps of white on white, turning it into an ocean of light so big, your body can barely hold what your eyes can see. People don’t talk about that type of winter much—when it becomes more light than land, more sun than earth. The type of eye-watering light that wanted to strip the meat from my bones and lick it clean. I wanted to be holy like that. Clean like that. Bigger than myself. The summer sun was too much honey and forgiveness. The truth of it lies in winter, and it doesn’t forgive much.

Restlessness pressed on my heels like an angry older sibling against the backs of my ankles. Half past midday, and I was out. The road was empty, no one and nothing but pine trees weighed down to trim silhouettes, and the rolling hills of snow pristine. It was going to be a white Christmas. It was going to be “perfect,” according to Veronica, and I was on the lam. I couldn’t stand to be in the same house as her for a second longer, and I imagined Veronica might’ve been relieved that I took a hike as well.

I wrenched and kicked my way in the opposite direction of town and toward the fancy houses perched on the hills. Homes with families who are rich enough to live at the top of things and turn their walls into windows.

Away, away, away. The mountains crested like the peaks of waves all around us, and below, a lake sparkled like the flat bottom of a cup. Leaving the trees, I was wrenching and kicking and away, and sun caught in my eye. My eyes watered, and I rubbed them spotty and white with my palms. When I looked back, someone was on the lake.

The figure was in an orange jacket—the type of orange you see on bicyclists when they’re trying not to get hit by cars. She wore a pair of red skinny jeans, and a lavender knitted cap, reddish-brown curls bursting from underneath. She looked like a brightly colored bird of paradise lost in the Colorado Rockies.

She jumped like a cartoon character with both feet in the air and limbs flailing. I glanced over my shoulder, checking for an explanation or someone to gesture with, like, Are you seeing this?

It was the day before Christmas. The hills were empty. I skidded to the edge of the ice. The girl’s tennis shoes shone wet and white, coming down hard on each impact. I cleared my throat. She kept banging on the ice like she was mad at it, wanted to shatter it action-movie style.

“Hey.” I waved, a hokey soccer mom trying to get a clerk’s attention at the grocery store. I cleared my throat again. “Hey!”

She landed. Bits of hair fell into her eyes. She snapped to attention. She had a rounded chin that stuck out like a hockey chin guard, and the same kind of gaze as well—like I was about to get hip-checked.

“What’re you doing?” I asked more hotly than I meant to.

She cocked her head to the side, probably taking in my ratty jeans and deflated black coat. The stringy blond hair and my forehead that I referred to as my “neanderthal brow.” I shoved my hands into my coat and waited.

“Nothing,” she said so factually that I considered if I had been seeing things a few seconds ago. “I’m not doing anything.”

I shrugged. My breath clouded the air above my head. “I don’t suppose you’re trying to break the ice? Because I doubt you’re gonna get that far.”

She put her hands on her hips. “Who says?”

I grinned. I was always good at getting under people’s skin—a talent people don’t talk nearly enough about. “It’s gotta be at least two inches thick.” I sniffed, wiping my nose. “So don’t be stupid.”

The girl’s face grew redder. She hissed, “Who are you?”

I chuckled like some cool guy on TV. Maybe. I hoped. “Zadie Harris. With a Z.”

“With a Z?”

“Yeah. Like Zadie Smith. The author.”

“Who?” She coughed out the word.

“Never mind.” I arched an eyebrow. She shoved her hands in her pockets, glaring down, and the author-thing might have shut her up. One of the problems with getting under people’s skin is when they don’t try to get under yours back. “Now you say your name. Like Jenny or Delilah or something.”

She shuffled forward, and her shoelaces were iced over. She stopped an arm’s length away from me. “Do I look like a Delilah to you?”

“Maybe. Your hat is all”—I waved my fingers in the air—“purple.”

“A nametag,” she deadpanned.

“Sure.” I grinned wide. “Delilah is purple. Hannah is like brown leather, and Lacy is a baby-blue or something.”

She gave me a hard look. “Maybe you should be breaking through the ice.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“My name is Paige.” I waited for her to put her hand out. She didn’t. We observed each other like zoo animals through the glass. Paige leaned forward. “So? What do you want?”

I shrugged. “What’s somebody doing out here on Christmas Eve?”

“This. You’re seeing it.” She scratched the backs of her hands, and they were pale pink, raw, close to bleeding. “What’re you doing out here on Christmas Eve?”

“My stepmom’s the worst.”

She looked up, eyes bright. “Are you running away?”

“Just, you know, clearing my head.” I raised my eyebrows. “Are you?”

She looked me up and down, frowned, and then her back straightened all at once. “I’m going home. That’s what I’m doing.”

Paige brushed past me in a straight-backed march. I glanced over my shoulder, checking on my shadow, the oceans of light, the snow, and back again. I trailed after the girl. “You’re wearing the wrong clothes.”

“You’re kind of rude, you know.”

“My mom says I’m honest.”

“Moms are liars.” She bared her teeth, and I stored that information away. “And I’m from Phoenix. I don’t have that many winter clothes yet.”

“Phoenix. That hell-on-earth kind of place?” I didn’t know much about Phoenix except for the heat and what people said about the heat. We stepped in time with one another.

“Yep.” A huge smile spread across Paige’s face. “I’m from hell. Don’t forget it.”

“What part?”

“The part with all the sodomites and people-trees.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Sounds bad.”

“At least I’m not going there for being rude.”

I matched her grin. “What’re you going to hell for?”

“Being too patient. And nice.”

I laughed. Sure. This could be my holiday. “What school do you go to? I’m at Platte View. Different kind of hell, I guess, but we got a vending machine last year, so, you know.”

“I wish I was going to Platte high.” She made a guttural sound, shoving her hands deeper into her pockets. “My parents are sending me to this fucked-up Christian school like an entire town over.”

I winced. “Do they make you wear uniforms and say prayers every morning?”

“Something like that.” She looked away. “I hate it.”

We stumbled onto the flattened road, and I kept Paige in the corner of my vision. “I wouldn’t like it either. My mom’s Jewish, but my dad is Protestant. We do both Hanukkah and Christmas like some sort of demented new age family.” I shook my head. “It’s overrated.”

The girl gave a wide smile, and at least I had her attention. “What’s Hanukkah like?”

“Not bad. Eat food. Light candles. Get a few presents. My mom doesn’t like to make a fuss.” And now she was in California with her new boyfriend and a different type of sunshine altogether. I don’t mention that part.

Paige stopped in place like a pedestrian hit by a bus. She whipped around. “You’re not very happy, are you?”

I gave a coarse laugh, also kind of like someone just hit by a bus. “I’m outside during my big family holiday, talking to someone I don’t even know.” I met her eyes, all that hot-iron gaze, and lifted my chin. “But I don’t know a lot of people who are happy anyway. How old are you?”

She stared, careful. “Almost sixteen.”

“Me too,” I lied, but we couldn’t be that far apart, and I didn’t want her getting the upper hand. We faced one another, and Paige blinked, slow and deliberate.

“Happy,” the girl announced, “is overrated anyway.” She smiled. “So is being sixteen.”

“I know, right? It’s supposed to be sweet. If you don’t have a car, it’s, like, mild at best. Mild sixteen.”

She laughed, a small tittering sound. “It’s the alliteration. I’m sure we could get stuff like Tart Twelve or Zesty Seventeen to catch on, too, if we repeated it enough.” She rolled her eyes.

I laughed. “You’re onto something. Lake Girl Eleven, maybe?”

She snorted. “How’re you still outside again?”

“How’re you?”

The girl stood stiff and unmoving like a roadside scarecrow. “I don’t really want to go home.”

“Want to come to my house? I have two stepbrothers who are almost my age. They suck, but all my friends want to fall in love with them and become my new in-laws or whatever.”

She wrinkled her nose delicately. “It’s fine, I guess. I’ll go inside.”

“Alright.” I followed at her heels.

We came up to a dark-blue house with a white door and white shutters and all the windows you could want. Paige paused at the driveway and faced me. “You won’t tell anyone I was out here, will you?”

“Of course not.” I studied her expression. “You won’t forget me?”

She smiled then, in the real way, toothy and wide and weighted like the type that could hold down a tarp in the middle of a storm.

“Here.” She reached into her pocket. “I’ll write my number on your arm.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Are you sure you want to give your number to strangers?”

“No,” she huffed. “But you’re going to let me.”

“Who’s rude now?”

She gave a crinkling laugh, all rustling Christmas wrapping paper. She took out a pen, and I rolled up my sleeve with a frantic tug, hoping she didn’t notice. Paige grabbed my wrist, hard, and held it in place. Her pale-pink fingers striped my skin like rivers forming canyons.

She pressed the pen down, and I winced. She scrawled the numbers in looping look-at-me writing. If my skin had been paper, the ink would have bled through to the other side.

“There.” She nodded at her work. “Call me.”

“Sure.” I was smiling now. In the real way.

She turned and didn’t look back at me. “I’m going in now.”

“Sure.” I held my wrist and waited. She considered her own house, and I considered her. I cleared my throat. “What if I smear it?”

“What?” She glanced at me and away.

“Your number. What if it smears?”

“Well, don’t do that.”

“You might want to write it on my other arm too.” I pulled up the other sleeve of my jacket, and she rolled her eyes. I imagined she might say something grandmotherly like “You’re impossible” and “What about ink poisoning!” She had a somewhat grandmotherly energy in those days. She did not say those things and sat on her steps with a thunk that shook the wood and uncapped her Sharpie. I took a seat next to her.

Paige wrote her number in bold look-at-me letters on my other arm.

“Should I write my name in case you forget that too?” There was a teasing note in her words, and I clicked my loose heels together like Dorothy.

“I won’t, but”—I gave her a leery look—“you can never be too careful. Might want to write my own name too just in case.”

“Zadie Smith.” She shook her head. “The amnesiac.” We sat on her porch that afternoon, alone on an island of time. She drew a devil next to her name and a stick figure next to mine with her mouth open wide. The sun rose to its full power, and I took my jacket off, scrunching my sweater sleeves as far as they might go into my armpits. We sat in silence, and I let her doodle spirals and tiny bad words onto my flesh.

An SUV appeared with its headlights on.

“Oh.” She capped her pen.

“Oh?”

“Christmas,” she said.

Paige stood. She marched, knees straight, arms swinging. I rose, tearing my sleeves down and gripping my coat in one hand. “You want me to wait out here for you just in case you change your mind?”

She flashed me another weighted smile and walked into the house.

I had to go back home then. My dad would be waiting in his cable-knit sweater, watery eyes fixed right above my shoulder. Veronica and I would have to go through the motions of being family, and it wasn’t even that she was cruel or snarky or even that bad. She just didn’t want me, and I knew it.

I called Paige twice after that, but she never picked up. Part of me thought I made her up.
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The thaw came during the second week in April, and the mountain turned green and soggy. A long weekend left me with no school and a sense of unease. I never liked spring. The sun came out, and suddenly everyone wanted to be a new person and wanted you to know about it.

Veronica and my dad wanted a new baby. Their baby. But who needs a new baby in this day and age? It wouldn’t even know what a polar bear was.

I went hiking. They wouldn’t miss me, and it was exercise and fresh air and all that. I picked a path at random. A thin indent of a trail led straight up and up, and the woods closed in around you about ten minutes in, and the houses disappeared. It was too early in the year for tourists, and I inhaled the feeling of being singular.

Birds twittered above, and chipmunks begged for sandwich bits. My thoughts wandered to people who had hiked this way before. If they made it to the top. If they had worn the right shoes or had enough water or thought about me just like I was thinking about them. Or how maybe they got eaten by a mountain lion and got to tell all the other died-of-old-age ghosts and slipped-in-the-shower ghosts that they were eaten by a mountain lion.

An hour or so in, I came to a sharp incline. Through the trees I could make out a flat landing, an unnatural flatness that led along to a ridge above. I left the path, climbing, straining to see like someone discovering a lost civilization.

The ledge evened out into a perfect open-mouth cave. Old mining caves were built into the mountain from Leadville to Jamestown. They meant bad air, loose wires, crawling things, bats even. I had to check it out. Leaving the trail, my boots skidded among the pine needles, and I scraped my knee clambering onto the flattened ballast.

I heaved myself up and stiffened. Straight metal rails fed out of the arch of a tunnel, and I must have wandered much farther than I assumed. A railway gaped back at me.

There were all sorts of ghost stories about mountain railroads, built through solid stone with the power of dynamite and human lives. The mouth of the tunnel was a perfect toothless mouth, and the walls were too dark to make out as a cold wind trickled out. The spirits of dead workers could be looking out at that very second, and I wouldn’t even know.

I backed away one step at a time and was glad my stepbrothers weren’t there to see. I turned into a patch of sunlight, and there she was. A mirage. A figure lay across the metal bars like a lost sunbather. I started jogging and then running and didn’t know why.

It had been weeks and weeks, yet I recognized the curly hair and jut of her knobby chin. She was lying across the tracks as calm as you please, hands folded over her stomach.

“Hey! What are you doing?” I said in a sharp bark.

She stretched back, blinking rapidly. “Lake girl.”

“Lake girl,” I repeated. I stood over her and repeated in a more even tone, “What are you doing?”

“Can’t you tell?” She gave a little smile. “Doing a Bugs Bunny.”

That made me scowl harder. Maybe I had been spending too much time with Veronica because I said, “It’s not a playground.”

“It’s fine.” She sat and brushed the dust off her collar. “Trains stopped coming along these rails ages ago. I checked.”
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