

[image: image]



[image: image]




DEDICATION


For my dad



CONTENTS



	Dedication

	Prologue

	O Holy Night

	Hear What I Hear

	Merry Gentlemen

	The Holly and the Ivy

	Wonder as I Wander

	We Three Kings

	Deck the Halls

	What Child Is This?

	Friendly Beasts

	Hark!

	Go Tell It on the Mountain

	See, Amid the Winter’s Snow

	While by My Sheep I Watched at Night

	Two Weeks Later . . .

	Acknowledgments

	Back Ads

	About the Author

	Books by Kathleen Hale

	Credits

	Copyright

	About the Publisher






Guide


	Cover

	Contents

	Chapter 1









	i

	ii

	iii

	iv

	v

	vi

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266









PROLOGUE



This letter was mailed from the

GREEN BAY CORRECTIONAL FACILITY.

Please report any misconduct to this facility.

Dear Kippy Bushman,


Nice touch with the PO box return address! I’m assuming you’re trying to keep all of this a secret from Dom, which is fantastic. INTELLIGENSIAAAAAAAAA.

No offense but he’s a worrier, and we don’t need him to fret about OUR INCREDIBLE REUNION.

By the way, I was hoping that if you wrote to me, you’d also send $$$ for the canteen—BUT PLEASE DON’T FEEL BAD ABOUT IT, MAYBE NEXT TIME.

ANYWAY.

Kippy, you sound VERY CROSS. Chad (my counselor here) says it makes sense, given what happened in October (MURDER, BLOOD, REVENGE, EXECUTION). He even had me do PSYCHOLOGICAL ISOMETRICS where I imagined things from your point of view. In one exercise, I had to talk to an empty chair.

VERY NUEVO FUTURO

Haha!

IT WAS EMBARRASSING!!

How about I share with you FROM MY HEART what I said during that imaginary conversation, is that all right?

MAYBE IT WILL HELP!!

         1.)  KIPPY, I’M SO SORRY FOR MURDERING YOUR BEST FRIEND.

         2.)  ALSO FOR DOING IT IN SUCH A VIOLENT WAY, AND WITH SEXUAL UNDERTONES. ☹

         3.)  By now you know I framed Colt Widdacombe for the whole thing. That probably wasn’t fair. (I know this part has nothing to do with us, but maybe you could tell him I’m sorry. TWO BIRDS WITH ONE STONE!!! ONE LETTER FOR TWO VICTIMS!!!)

         4.)  ANOTHER THING I’M SORRY FOR IS: after they arrested Colt, you started saying the police were on the wrong track AND YOU WERE RIGHT but instead of admitting that, I followed you around in my minivan and reported all your minor legal transgressions (trespassing, loitering, etc.) to the cops—TERRIBLE, JUST TERRIBLE—which got you into LOTS!!! of trouble.

                     SORRY FOR INVADING YOUR PRIVACY, Kippy, and for TATTLING ON YOU. I just didn’t want to go to prison for the rest of my life, if that makes sense. ☺

         5.)  Also I’m sorry for accidentally on purpose getting you sent to CLOUDY MEADOWS: A MENTAL ASYLUM. OMG. It felt like a good solution at the time BUT IT WASN’T, KIPPY, IT WAS WRONG, AND I HOPE YOU’RE OKAY, OKAY?? You’re probably not. ☹

I’m sort of getting tired of writing now because my fingers are very DELICATE. (My cellmate keeps complimenting me on them??) But I’ll write more TOMORROW.



TOMORROW: AKA TODAY:

         6.)  Sorry that when you broke into my house because you suspected me (OBVIOUSLY VALID!!!) I chased you with a machete and almost killed you.

THAT WAS MY BAD!!!

I read in the papers that you sustained a fractured skull, multiple lacerations, including a torn earlobe, a broken leg, and a cracked pelvis. ☹ Ouchie-wa-wa. I’M SO SORRY, KIPPY, I GOT CARRIED AWAY.

Does it hurt?

You can tell me.

Is that adequate? Not to sound lazy or unkind about it but I feel like I’ve done my part.

THE BALL IS IN YOUR COURT.

ALSO, KIPPY, please know that you DO NOT have to write back if you don’t want to.

But if you do write back, please send $$$ FOR THE CANTEEN. Or WHATCHAMACALLITS. You know, those candy bars with the chocolate and the crispy stuff and the caramel . . .

Remember: WHATCHAMACALLITS. No other type of candy is desired.

It’s just that the food here is terrible, Kippy—OBVIOUSLY NOT something I would say to the cook (Bernard stabbed an inmate last year for disrespecting his huevos rancheros) BUT THE FACT REMAINS!!!

I have to go now. Expect another letter from me soon.

UNTIL THEN! Until then (echo effect)

Your former neighbor,

Ralph Johnston


PS: thank you for your real cell number. I know you’ve changed it many times to avoid my calls, and I appreciate the gesture. My phone privileges were recently revoked for reasons I can’t discuss here but I will call ASAP.



I PROMISE I promise



Dear Ralph,


No offense but your letter was absolutely bonkers. We’re reading some insane/boring experimental prose poems right now in AP English, and even those are more coherent. Do they have you on medication? If so what kind? Dr. Ferguson prescribed me Ativan “as needed” but it made it hard to read Jane Eyre and I was already behind in school.

And yes, Dr. Ferguson is my psychiatrist—the same Dr. Ferguson from Cloudy Meadows who you thought was corrupt enough to collude with you. (Albus thought he was bad, too, but it just goes to show that crazy people—you + her, not me—think alike.) For your information, Dr. Ferguson resigned from Cloudy Meadows as soon as he found out that I’d been wrongfully admitted there (Thanks, Ralph—“thanks”) and now he’s helping us build a lawsuit against them. He also doesn’t think I’m crazy. He thinks I’m smart. And he’s going to do everything he can to get me ready to testify against you (and against Cloudy Meadows, hopefully, if we keep making headway). The trick is to get me past my trauma blah blah blah. Revenge is awesome.

It turns out that people who didn’t believe me at first and then saw the light feel superguilty and are even more loyal than they were before. (Jim Steele, for instance, and Dom, too—though Dom’s a completely different story. He and I haven’t been getting along well lately. Not that it’s your business.) Anyway, sometimes accepting someone’s help is the same as accepting an apology, and if there’s anything I’ve learned it’s that forgiveness is a great way to feel better (BTW I’m not forgiving you. I no longer believe in forgiveness. Your stupid jail counselor might disagree with me on that front, but tell Chad he can go ahead and judge me once he’s walked a mile in my bloody shoes—which were, in fact, so bloody following your attack on me that Dom literally had to take them to the incinerator because raccoons kept breaking into our garage to eat the blood.).

Anyway, freedom is nice. I’m writing this from the passenger seat of Libby Quinn’s truck. She’s been driving me to my PO box to check for mail from you because she says it’s what Jesus would do. She also says she feels bad about the way she treated me “during the Ruth thing.” I don’t love euphemisms but what can you do. My leg’s in a cast and I can’t drive.

What else. Dom and Miss Rosa are dating now, not that it’s any of your business either. They still spend most nights apart—I think it’s because they decided that was better for my development or something. I didn’t even realize I liked hanging out with my dad until he started having other plans. Anyway, remember Miss Rosa? She was my anger management instructor after Mom died. We reconnected after you murdered Ruth because I thought that if I sat in on some of her classes I might get an idea of what kind of person could do a thing like that—you know, because all of her students are so violent or whatever. I ended up settling on you as a suspect by accident. It just sort of fell into my lap. So don’t get it into your head that I’m some sort of savant detective because the truth is you’re just a shitty killer.

Dr. Ferguson says it’s natural to feel this angry and that I should let myself feel my feelings, which sounds obvious but doesn’t come so easily when you’ve been taught to be a nice girl all your life. Ultimately revenge doesn’t exactly jibe with society’s sexist rubric for femininity. I’ve been reading a lot of Gloria Steinem fan blogs on the subject if you can’t tell. Also Dr. Ferguson says I’m right.

I know what you’re thinking. “Ooooh, I’m Kippy, I love Dr. Ferguson.” Well I do. Sort of. Not like in a romantic way (blegh) but I’ve been feeling so much better since I started working with him. One day in the hospital I woke up and I was like, “Hm, maybe it’s not normal that I have conversations with my dead friend Ruth.” But then Dr. Ferguson sat with me and helped me feel better about it without making me feel weird. And that’s a hard thing to do because I’m weird. And I don’t know. I’m starting over, letting go. Some days it’s like you were never here.

And by the way, I’m still dating Davey and we’re really happy together. He still has bad days where he thinks he’s underattack (I think I am, too), but the good news is I’m like a sponge in therapy, so I can sort of transfer what I’ve learned in there to my conversations with Davey, which is helping us both learn how to deal with our PTSD. I don’t know why I’m telling you this. I guess no matter how much I hate you there’s still this familiarity and it’s hard not to revert to that. See how good I am at understanding my behavior?

Lastly I want you to know that I’ve been writing letters to other people, not just to you. So don’t feel special is all I’m saying. I definitely haven’t forgiven you.



Love,

Kippy






O HOLY NIGHT


My name is Kippy Bushman, and I’m a crippled interloper, a girl detective in retirement, but also—

“What’s that?” Sarah McKetta asks, nodding at the letter in my hands.

We’re in the wheelchair van on the way to school, and per usual she is all up in my business.

“A letter from my grandfather,” I lie, stuffing it back into my coat pocket.

“Yeah, right,” she says. The van’s radio is blasting Christmas carols, and between the icy wind whipping through the windows and our driver Mildred’s penchant for loud music, I’m starting to freak out. Some days at school the chorus of pencils scratching paper will shrink into silence and beneath the nothingness I’ll hear Ralph’s heavy footsteps on unseen stairs, with the scrape and thump of a machete dragging behind him. Often I can’t tell if the lightning outside is real or remembered.

Dr. Ferguson gives me stacks of books and case reports, all of which prove that people with PTSD can improve, which is good, because personally, I’ve got a lot of “improving” to do.

“How’s it going, ladies?” Mildred shouts, glancing at us in the rearview mirror.

“Pretty bumpy, actually, you incompetent dickhead,” McKetta yells back. “Just because I can’t feel my fucking legs doesn’t mean you have to hit every pothole.”

Another dip in the road jostles my bad leg and I shudder, secretly hoping that we get a speeding ticket so that Mildred is forced to slow down. Ever since he took full credit for capturing Ralph, Sheriff Staake has been too busy throwing parades for himself to monitor the local speed limits. Friendship used to be a safe and boring place. But now that the cops are so caught up in their potlucks and their cakewalks—taking advantage of Friendship’s goodwill to raise all sorts of money for God knows what—the roads simply aren’t safe anymore and petty crime is on the rise.

I do a double take, thinking that I see my former Cloudy Meadows roommate, Albus, on the sidewalk. But it’s just a mailbox. My brain knows that Albus is still in the psych ward, but no matter how many times I remind myself of the facts, my mind rebels. I’ve been “seeing” her a lot lately: riding her bike around town, or in the crowd during a school assembly. It always turns out to be someone else: a little girl with short hair that looks like it’s been chopped with kitchen scissors. Some shadow out of the corner of my eye, or in the reflection of a mirror. There’ll be a flash of Albus coming around the corner that turns out to be a boy in hunting gear. Once it was a golden retriever. It’s normal to get hung up on the people we miss.

Still, you’d think if I were going to be haunted, the ghosts would be of my former best friend, Ruth, (murdered by Ralph), or Mom (murdered by cancer)—someone actually gone, in other words, not some living girl who once helped me escape from a sanatorium. It almost seems like an insult to Ruth and Mom, since I only knew Albus for less than a week. But she’s like a song stuck in my head.

Anyway, things didn’t exactly turn out so great with my last few friends: Ruth’s dead and her photo, now faded by the sun, has been stuck with wires into the shoulder of the highway next to the crop where she was killed; Ralph’s awaiting trial in Green Bay for murdering her; and crazy Albus is 100 percent crackers and bananas. So I sort of feel like maybe no friends from now on. It’s for other people’s own good because maybe I’m bad luck—although actually that’s a complete lie, now that I think about it. It’s all for me, this reticence (SAT vocab word) because I just can’t stand to lose anybody anymore. There’s nothing left inside me to carve out.

I cringe again. My leg.

McKetta laughs. “How’re those bones, cripple?”

“I get my cast off tonight,” I mutter. McKetta’s been paralyzed from the waist down since trying to fly when she was four, so you’d think she’d be more empathetic about my temporary disability.

She sneers. “Well, it’s good to see you dressed up for the occasion.”

“These are my most festive pants!” I pull out a stack of laminated flash cards, determined to ignore her. Surely no one will remember I wore these Christmas-tree-print pajama pants yesterday.

“I bet you’re studying for some test, aren’t you,” McKetta says, “like a big old dork banana.”

“Dork banana?”

“Yeah, you cunt, a dork banana. Your new name is Cripple the Dork Banana. Fuck you.”

“Your hostile words hurt my feelings.” Dr. Ferguson is trying to get me to be more confrontational when people say things that I don’t like. (“If you can address it in the moment, you’ll be less likely to repeat the conversation in your head later.”)

I pore over the flash card in my hand, trying to focus. I’m testing myself on sex moves for later. I’ll finally be free of my cast after school, so Davey and I decided that tonight’s the night. (For sex.)

The front of this card says DONUT THINGAMAJIG.

“How come you study so much anyway?” McKetta asks. “If I had a boyfriend as sexy as yours I’d never waste a single fucking second—”

“Stop.” Donut Thingamajig = Eat a donut off your male partner’s penis, or “dick,” as some people like to call it. I read about this move in Cosmopolitan magazine and I was like “Whaaaa . . . ?” Cosmo doesn’t say exactly what type of donut to use but I think it should be the kind with a hole in the middle. That way, the donut hole mimics the vagina, or “cunt,” as McKetta would say. I’ve also decided I’m going to get two donuts in case one doesn’t fit correctly. The bad thing is that I make a lot of crumbs, even when I eat off regular plates, so I will probably make a big mess. Plain donuts will be the easiest to clean up, but they are also, objectively speaking, the worst type of donut.

Also what if I miss the donut and bite Davey by accident? Most plain donuts are flesh colored (well, if you’re white like Davey they are—God, I’m being so race normative). The perfect donut for this would be fluorescent orange like those reflective vests that hunters wear so they don’t get shot. That way I could protect Davey, because I would know where the donut stops and Davey begins.

One last problem is I don’t love donuts. Like, at all. In terms of snacks I would definitely prefer M&M’S, but rules are rules, and M&M’S are probably hard to balance on penises.

“What are you muttering about?” McKetta asks.

I don’t know where she gets her confidence from, but I wish I could borrow some. I’m actually pretty body conscious lately, mostly because of the cast, and I’m nervous about achieving my desired sexiness factor tonight because Dr. Clegg said my healed leg is going to look skinny and shriveled, and also kind of grayish, like a corpse leg. (He actually said “Corpse leg.” I was like, “Pardon, what did you just say?” And he was like, “Corpse leg.”)

“Look at you,” she continues, shaking her head. “I mean, no offense but how in the world did you get such a hot boyfriend?” People say this crap all the time to me. All the time.

Also it’s crazy how people think they can say “no offense” and magically temper whatever inherently offensive thing they’ve just said. I glance back at the donut flash card one more time, biting my lip. I still don’t totally understand how it will work, but I’m sure that part of it will be instinctive—like, the animal inside of me will rear up and in this gruff voice yell out, “DONUT.”

“Davey Fried is a dangerous, erotic man,” she continues, ignoring me, her eyes all faraway, “so troubled and dark . . . like a beautiful villain prince.” She makes a noise somewhere between a grunt and a sigh. “I bet when he’s naked you can see every muscle.”

I wrinkle my nose and keep flipping through my flash cards. The next one is superweird and maybe even physically impossible. I remind myself that Cosmo is a reputable publication and would never be allowed to publish anything that was made up or unhelpful, so this particular piece of advice must be based on biological facts that a virgin like me simply wouldn’t understand.

“I wanna kiss him so bad,” McKetta says.

Like everyone, including me, McKetta has a crush on Davey that borders on maniacal. I just wish she wouldn’t talk about it to my face. Mildred’s the same way. I once caught her crouched outside of the Frieds’ house with binoculars.

The truth is, I’m not sure how Davey likes me, either. But the fact is, he does. So I figure it’s kind of a waste of time to go around all insecure, asking the universe, “Why? Why me?” I’d rather ogle my boyfriend’s body, sit on his lap, ease my tongue into his mouth until erstwhile dormant parts of my body fill with magma. (Erstwhile is one of my SAT vocab words.)

“You little snotbags mocking my driving?” Mildred hollers.

She’s paranoid.

“Yeah, we’re back here gossiping about you, per usual,” McKetta shouts, rolling her eyes. “Your paranoia is completely real, Mildred.”

I slap my forehead. It’s just like McKetta to provoke her. Last week, McKetta pissed off Mildred so bad that she careened onto the sidewalk. While the van’s radio played joyous Christmas songs, Mildred screamed like a banshee for almost an entire carol and a vein popped in her eyeball.

“What’ll you do when you don’t have any lesser-abled types to drive around?” McKetta adds loudly. “Kill yourself?”

Mildred regards McKetta in the rearview mirror. I notice that one of her eyes is still bloodshot.

“Watch the road,” I whisper, more in prayer than conversation. “Please watch the road.” A car swerves around us and I brace myself, anticipating a collision. Finally, after all these near misses: death. But after a few achingly long seconds, Mildred lets out a forced, honking laugh, yanking the wheel just in time to avoid the passing car’s rear bumper.

“I’ll cut off some legs and create more customers,” she says gleefully, slapping on her blinker. I close my eyes, unable to watch any longer. This is the last time I’ll have to ride in Mildred’s van, and we can’t get to school fast enough.

“Hey, Kippy,” Colt shouts from across the crowded hall, watching as I struggle to get through the bathroom doorway on my crutches. “You need help?”

I shake my head, propping the door open with my elbow and trying to inch through before it closes on me again. After a few failed attempts, Colt jogs over, seemingly oblivious to the way his friends are staring. Everyone in town has been weird around me since Sheriff Staake lied to the press and said that he was responsible for finding “that galdanged murdering psychopath.” Of course, he didn’t just stop there, he completed the betrayal by telling reporters, “The Bushman girl was just a nutcase who nearly threw me off course, no offense. I’m the hero here. I’m the guy.” So now, instead of being “girl detective” or whatever I used to aspire to, I’m that kid who almost got murdered after escaping a psych ward.

“Here we go,” Colt says, holding the door. “Come on, Ms. NASCAR.” It’s the last day of school before winter break, so like most people, he’s in a pretty good mood—though the truth is that since “the incident,” as Dom calls it, Colt is always pretty cheery around me. In general, people fall into two camps where I’m concerned: 1.) “Kippy is crazy—did you hear that she escaped from a mental ward the night she got all hurt? We better talk a lot about how insane she is, because then it’s like she brought it on herself and we can distract ourselves from the randomness of violence and bad things will never happen to us!” or 2.) “Gosh I used to be sort of mean or dismissive to Kippy, and gee she almost died and I’m vaguely Christian, so I better make up for it now by being a total sycophant.” Colt falls into the latter group.

“Thank you,” I tell him, glancing at the football players who are still watching us with bemused looks on their faces. Granted, Colt genuinely owes me big time; my investigative prowess (or at the very least, my tendency for nosiness/being in the wrong place at the wrong time) basically freed him from jail. We’ve come a long way since the days when he thought it was funny to call me a prude in the hallway and put deer urine in my car’s exhaust system. He and Libby are even covering for me tonight when I go to Davey’s. Dom thinks I’m sleeping at Libby’s place, and if he calls to talk to her parents, Colt is going to get on the phone and pretend to be her dad. Then they’ll call me and I’ll call Dom on my cell from Davey’s, pretending to be annoyed that he doesn’t trust me. It’s pretty much foolproof.

“Where are you going, anyway?” Colt asks as the lunch bell rings. “I’ll walk with you.”

“Mr. Zarwell’s to get my anatomy test.”

“Colt!” somebody screams, and there’s Libby sprinting toward us. I used to have a lot of feelings about how she was so mean to me after Ruth died. But it turns out it’s pretty easy to go from enemies to friends. After Libby sent me that weird, passive-aggressive card saying she was dropping all her charges against me, she just started showing up in my hospital room, and sitting there, and talking to me while I drifted in and out of consciousness.

The thing is: a lot of people came to see me, at first—even Diane Sawyer’s offices called. But then, all of a sudden, it was just me and Dom and Rosa, and sometimes Libby, and having her around made me feel a lot less claustrophobic. Mostly because Dom only ever wanted to talk about how sorry he was for sending me to Cloudy Meadows, and those conversations always devolved into him yelling about good intentions.

“Oh my Gah,” Libby says now, breathless, tugging on Colt’s sweatshirt. They’ve been hooking up for a month, but they’re not “official”—a fact Colt brings up whenever he doesn’t want to see her. “Hey, Kippy.” She winks at me. “Long time no see.” She’s alluding to the fact that she drove me to the post office during our morning free period, as soon as Mildred dropped off McKetta and me at the handicapped door, so that I could post my hate mail. Libby’s been surprisingly supportive about the fact that I’m trying to channel my anger toward Ralph into something. She’s got rage issues, too, she says, so she relates. Mostly she’s been in a good mood ever since she mailed off her application to UW–Madison. Her mom and dad and both of her older siblings went there, so she’s pretty positive she’ll get in—though as far as I know she’s gotten straight Cs throughout high school.

God, I sound like Ruth. Why can’t I just be preemptively happy for Libby? Probably because deep down I know we’re not friends, at least not in a lasting way. I only hang around her and Colt because who else am I going to talk to? Everybody at school thinks I’m damaged goods. Mystery solved.

“Hiya, Soggy Bottom,” Colt says, rustling Libby’s hair. She quickly fixes it, making a face that’s somewhere between a frown and a smile.

“Gross,” I mutter. I hate their nicknames for each other. Not that I have an issue with pet names in general; I call Davey “Lampy” because he lights up my life.

As Libby wriggles her hands into the kangaroo pocket of Colt’s sweatshirt, I try not to think about the Colt/McKetta rumors. People are saying he and McKetta have been hooking up again, and McKetta said something weird in the van once, but who even knows. Anyway, I don’t feel like I’m obligated to tell Libby about what I heard, since she falls pretty solidly into the “I’m nice to Kippy so that I’ll go to heaven” camp. I mean, she has literally told me (many, many times) that the only reason she even talks to me and drives me to the post office to send Ralph hate mail is because it’s what “Gah” would want.

“Ew, why are you looking at me like that?” she asks now. “Are you gonna puke?”

“Are you going to the Frostbite Challenge?” Colt asks, pulling Libby’s hands out of his pocket.

The Frostbite Challenge is this competition on Christmas Eve where anyone who wants to can pay a fee, get a gigantic slab of ice, and try to make something pretty out of it using any tools at their disposal, besides migrant workers. One of the wealthier families once hired an entire group of contractors from Mexico to come and carve for them, and everyone agreed it was cheating. Also, none of the contractors were mentally, emotionally, or physically prepared for the Wisconsin cold. They all showed up in denim jackets and two of them went home with full-blown pneumonia.

“Yeah, I’m going,” I say. “Davey’s making a sculpture this year, so—”

“What’s he making?” Libby asks, all lightning quick. I can hear the competitiveness in her voice. She and her dad have won the Frostbite Challenge three years in a row, and she’s always on the lookout for potential rivals. Last year they did a perfect ten-point buck and this year they’re doing Jesus on the cross (they’re really religious, hence why Libby never says “God”).

“It’s just, like, a big heart, actually,” I say, grinning. “A big heart by a big, big-hearted boy.”

She nods, satisfied that Davey won’t beat her.

“I think my dad and I are going to make a square this year,” Colt says. “Last year we tried to do a sphere, but it was too complicated.”

“Hey, did you guys see someone painted over all the speed limit signs on Main Street?” I ask. “Mildred, like, whizzed by them today and we almost died.”

“That was me.” Colt grins. “Hey, maybe you should call 1-800-TEENTIP.” In an effort to crack down on petty larceny, the Friendship police set up this thing called the Teenage Tip Line—aka, 1-800-TEENTIP—which relies on the notion that younger residents who are more “with it” will call in and rat on their hoodlum peers. So far, the tip line has mostly been used to prank people, and the most recent victim was Dom; the kids at Friendship Middle School where he’s a counselor called and said he kept human bones in his desk. Staake and his minions showed up a few hours later with their sirens blaring and essentially turned his office upside down looking for skeletons. Obviously they found nothing and meanwhile there were three car accidents on Main Street.

“I’ve actually called the tip line about speeding,” I tell them quietly, “countless times, and to no avail.”

Colt and Libby laugh, thinking I’m joking.

I frown, picking lint off my crotch. “Whoever runs it must recognize my voice or something and delete the messages. I don’t exactly have the most sterling reputation around here, if you didn’t know.”

“You’re so paranoid,” Colt says, rolling his eyes. “Look at how many people like you.” He flicks a finger at my leg cast, which is covered in squiggly signatures. After a while people at school ran out of space and started signing my arms and stuff—like, my actual skin—and since I couldn’t always
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