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One


“It might start melting by next Friday,” Dad said. “Sergeant Cole got a tip from someone at the National Guard.”


Mom forced the hard edge of her shovel into a mound of frozen snow.


“I’ll believe it when I see it,” she said over the crunch of metal against ice.


“Maybe they’re right this time,” I said.


Dad looked up at me from the almost-cleared front walkway to our building. “Maybe is right.”


He’d been predicting the end of the Freeze about once a week ever since the worldwide phenomenon had started in the middle of September, six months ago. New snow had continued to fall nearly every day since, piling higher and higher, until thick layers of ice seemed to cover everything. It was hard to imagine it ending anytime soon, but I knew Dad was trying to stay positive for us, so I didn’t mind playing along with him.


Will, my six-year-old brother, kicked his booted foot against the ledge Mom had made along the sidewalk while shoveling—she’d piled the snow high because there was nowhere else for it to go. What was once the front lawn of our apartment building looked like a bunny-hill ski slope.


“And then I’ll get Louisa’s old bike, like you promised, right?” Will asked.


“Yes, then you’ll get Louisa’s bike,” Mom said.


She lodged her shovel in the snowbank, her black hair falling in front of her eyes from the force of the effort.


I didn’t want to shovel anymore, either.


When the Freeze first started, Dad and his friend Brian, our downstairs neighbor, had volunteered our families to help Mr. Yu, our elderly landlord, shovel the sidewalk and front path of our building. There were five apartments in our building altogether. The other tenants were pitching in as well; we rotated weekends.


At first, it had been exciting—I’d never had a reason to shovel before—but now, after months of this never-ending weather event, it was exhausting. Lifting my arms sent a dull ache up to my shoulders, and my eyes were stinging from the cold.


Mom’s fair skin was sprinkled with golden freckles; her cheeks popped bright pink from the cold. She shook her hands out and turned, looking out onto our street.


The sky was ominous and full of thick clouds, like marshmallows stuck together. My favorite trees had died, and instead of cherry blossoms, there were icicles hanging from the branches. Their gray trunks taunted me like zombies.


Right past the trees, Brian, his wife, Alesha, and their son, Luke, were trying to break up some of the thick ice coating the sidewalk. It was weird to think about how Luke had been my best friend when we were little kids. Now, even though we were in the same sixth-grade class and our parents were super close, we weren’t.


Brian’s voice carried through the wind. He was singing something, but I couldn’t hear the words. Luke seemed to be dancing along, and Alesha giggled as she watched.


Even though I rolled my eyes at Luke’s weird moves, I couldn’t help but wish my family still goofed around like his. Mom didn’t crack jokes anymore, and since Dad was a first responder—a firefighter—all he ever seemed to talk about was the Freeze.


Brian noticed me staring at them and waved me over. He was Dad’s age—they’d been best friends ever since high school—but the dark brown waves of hair spilling out from under his red beanie made him look a lot younger.


Alesha’s eyes lit up as I trekked through the snow toward them. She had an oval birthmark on her left cheek and the prettiest curly eyelashes I’d ever seen. Today she wore her long dark hair in tight braids that she’d tucked into the collar of her lilac puffy coat.


“Lou—back me up here,” she said, once I was close. “This morning Luke was complaining about how we don’t know when the Freeze is going to end, but I’m telling him he should look at it like an adventure. We’re living through this historic moment. You’ll get to tell your kids about it one day, right?”


Our frosted-over apartment building, the shut-down and lonely-looking bodega on our corner, the streets slick with black ice: I tried to picture them on the front of a history textbook.


It didn’t seem anything like the history we learned about at school—the Great Depression or the civil rights movement. We were just stuck inside, watching snow fall and wondering when it would end.


At his mom’s question, Luke stopped dancing and huffed. “If I was living through history,” he said, “I’d want to live through the seventies. Not now.”


“Why the seventies?” I asked. To me, the seventies seemed like a million years ago. It made me think of the old, sort of orange pictures from when Mom and Dad were really little kids—the ones where Nana still had long, wavy brown hair and wore bell-bottom jeans.


“Because in Rodrigo and the Moon, it’s 1970. Space exploration was just beginning,” he said.


Of course Luke was talking about Rodrigo, his favorite graphic novel series; it was all he ever talked about. Rodrigo was an average seventh grader who’d been obsessed with the moon landing. A year after the landing, in 1970, he’d woken up on the moon. He had to find his way back to his family, and every book in the series was about a step on his quest. I’d never read it, and the more Luke talked about it, the less I wanted to.


“I’m tired of this part of history. I’d want to live in the future, where hopefully it’s warmer,” I said, brushing off Luke’s answer and turning to Alesha.


“You’ve got a point there,” she said. I knew Alesha hated cold weather; she’d grown up in Jamaica and always missed the heat.


“Here, warm up like this, then.” Luke jumped up and down, smiling with satisfaction. He looked pretty silly.


Brian was whistling now and wedging the edge of his ice pick into the crevice where the cement would have met the lawn.


“What’s that song?” I said, taking a step away from Luke and toward Brian.


“It’s one I’m writing right now.… I think I’ll call it ‘The Coldest Day.’”


Brian was a musician, the lead singer and guitarist of his own band. He played music Mom described as folksy. His voice was warm and comforting, even when he strummed his guitar fast and loud.


“Let’s hear it,” I said. I loved listening to Brian sing, even if it was a song he’d made up on the spot.




“Hey, spring! Did you forget to come around?


Why are there no flowers in the ground?


I love snow as much as anyone,


But will the shovelin’ ever be done?”





Mom, Dad, and Will stopped shoveling at the sound of Brian’s voice. They walked over to us, standing behind me in the snow. As he sang, I kept time, tapping my foot to the beat. It crunched against the snow, that crisp first-bite-of-an-apple sound.




“If you love ice-skating, it’s the day for you.


If you love snowmen, you know what to do.


If you have a snowblower, it’s your lucky day.


If not, pray it ends by May!”





When he’d finished, Brian bowed dramatically. We clapped, but our thick gloves muffled the sound so you could hardly hear it over the wind whistling past us.


“Nice, Bri. It’s no ‘Lifeguard Blues,’ but close,” Dad said.


“What’s ‘Lifeguard Blues’?” Will asked.


“When we were teenagers, we’d lifeguard in the summer. And you know, when you’re a lifeguard you spend a lot of time sitting up on those tall chairs and watching everyone else have fun in the water, and you’re so hot. Just baking in the sun. So Bri wrote a song about it.”


“Sing it, Brian!” I said.


“You’ll have to wait until my next concert. I don’t have it in me to give ‘Lifeguard Blues’ the love it deserves.”


“Come on, Dad,” Luke said.


“On my birthday, when the Freeze is over, we’re going to have a big party on the beach, and I’ll do a private friends-and-family performance of ‘Lifeguard Blues’ then, in honor of summer.”


“Dad just said it’s gonna end next week,” Will said.


Mom ruffled Will’s reddish hair. “Let’s hope so, bud,” she said, her voice tired.


“What, you aren’t having fun shoveling?” Brian said, peering down at Will. “Why don’t you see if you can jump higher than Luke?”


“Uh, I know I can!” Will said, and he leapt up, like he was trying to reach one of the icicles hanging off the tangle of dying tree branches.


“There you go,” Brian said, and Dad chuckled.


I wasn’t convinced by Brian’s birthday party promise. It was March now, and his birthday was at the end of June—it was hard to believe there were only a few months separating us from a snowless summer.


“When do you think it’ll end?” I asked, looking up at Luke.


Even though I was exactly two months older than him, he towered over me. “You heard my dad. He thinks it’ll be done by his birthday,” he said. He took off his fogged-over glasses and rubbed at the lenses with the end of his scarf.


“Right. But do you believe him?”


“What, you don’t?” Luke tilted his head, the pom-pom of his hat flipping to one side.


“I wish I did,” I said.


“Don’t worry. He knows what he’s talking about.”


It was hard for me to believe Brian, or my own parents, teachers, newscasters—anyone—after the world had stopped making sense.


Ever since the middle of September, we’d been living in a state of global emergency. On the news, we saw people all over the world struggling to cope with the unexpected snow. We watched videos of families in Brazil having snowball fights, explaining their confusion over the four feet of snow filling their streets in the summer, and their struggle with the delay in delivery of shovels and snowplows. At least we had shovels—some places weren’t used to snow at all.


In our own neighborhood, stores closed, and a curfew was put in place. We had to order groceries and wait days for delivery as food trucks arrived less frequently. Mom and Dad froze all the food they could to make it last.


It became too dangerous for school buses to drive on the roads coated in thick ice, so we were stuck inside all day, meeting for class over video call. Just to walk around outside safely, we had to wear these boots with thick grips, the kind mountain climbers used.


Every night on the news, we heard more reports of car accidents on black ice, trucks swerving on highways, snowplows getting stuck in the middle of roads. Important people—politicians and doctors and celebrities—were given safety escorts on snowmobiles to get from place to place.


And then there were Dad’s unbelievable stories: doors freezing over, trapping residents inside their buildings; heavy snow caving in people’s roofs; hail cracking windows. He was always working double shifts, on call to handle emergencies I didn’t like to think about.


Now, as we watched Dad and Brian try to knock icicles off the gutter with one of our shovels, I tried to shake my worry away. Our dads snickered as they took turns attempting to gain traction on the tall snowbank for a good angle to knock the icicles down.


“I’m the snow king!” Brian called to us from on top of a huge pile of snow lining the wall of the building; he waved the shovel like a scepter in his hand. Dad shook his head, cackling, and turned back to the gutter. When his metal shovel collided with the thick row of icicles blocking the gutter, a sound like glass shattering crackled across the yard.


I watched, mesmerized, as Dad smashed row after row of icicles along the front of the building.


“They’re just going to have to do this again next time,” I said.


Luke, rubbing his gloved hands together, said, “Yeah, but it is kind of cool. It’s like a battle with the elements: Will the ice attack our apartment, or will we eventually be victorious?”


My life wasn’t a video game, and our apartment building wasn’t the scene of some battle in a quest. If it was, after 180 days of the Freeze, it seemed like we were headed toward defeat.














Two


The next morning, I sat in the window seat at the end of our hallway while my class had our remote Morning Meeting video call.


Ms. Lee, my homeroom teacher, taught us Language Arts. She was intimidating, even over video. Her commanding voice made me question my own, so that I felt less certain whenever I had to speak in class.


“Remember,” she was saying, “scientists can tell us their hypotheses about the Freeze—but right now, they don’t have definitive facts about causes, solutions, or when it will end. Their theories and predictions are based on a number of factors: Earth’s orbit, sunlight measurements, rates of ice melting…”


I ignored the rest of her speech as I watched snowflakes slam against our windowpane and melt. Ms. Lee had already told us this a thousand times; I wanted a real explanation, even if it was bad. Even if we were destined for ten thousand years of the Freeze, and I’d never swim in the ocean or catch fireflies or smell a blooming rose again, at least I’d know the truth.


“All right, Louisa, you’re up.”


I jolted at the sound of my name.


For our current events unit, everyone had to share a news story from the past week. The stories always ended up being about the Freeze, since that was all anyone seemed to talk about anymore. Some reports were more interesting than others, especially when kids brought up competing theories. Like last week, Millie and Jamal had both given reports on the recent scientific discovery that sunlight measurements in the northern hemisphere had stopped dipping and had plateaued. Millie’s report said this was a good sign: It suggested we weren’t entering a rapid ice age and the Freeze was gradually going to end.


But Jamal reported that the ice sheets the Freeze had caused—and that climate scientists had been studying—had shown no signs of melting. He said this suggested that the Freeze was the beginning of an unprecedented continuous climate trend that could potentially last over a thousand years.


By the end of Jamal’s presentation, Millie looked upset.


“Sorry, Millie,” Jamal said, and shrugged, like he was correcting her.


Ms. Lee intervened. “These are both theories—hypotheses. Scientists are still doing research around these findings.” She rubbed her eyes as she spoke, like maybe trying to understand it all herself gave her a headache.


“Jamal and Millie showed us all a really important point today: One fact can be interpreted in two totally different ways, which is why we have to really consider the information we take in and make our own informed opinions about it.”


I’d found the story I was going to present while I was reading about this group of scientists who hypothesized that the Freeze was a rapid-onset ice age. If this was true, massive regions of the world were going to become totally uninhabitable as ice sheets spread. Scientists who believed this theory were working with architects and engineers to figure out a way to use technology to create habitable ice structures. They were studying igloos to explore how the Inuit had built homes out of snow for centuries.


So far, they’d determined that some things were really important: building with old, crunchy snow instead of fresh powder; ensuring the snow was the same thickness throughout the structure. The architects were trying to figure out a way to build with the materials available to them; I’d had the same idea in Makers Club. As club president, I’d proposed we build a sustainable model of a city out of recycled materials for this year’s Marvelous Metropolis competition.


I took a deep, rattling breath and fumbled for the unmute button so that I could start presenting; I didn’t want everyone to know how nervous I was.


“So, the article I wanted to share with everyone is about building.”


I stared at my classmates’ little faces in the square boxes that lined my screen. With everyone muted, it felt sort of like I was talking to myself.


“If the Freeze is permanent, engineers and architects and scientists will have to figure out a way to make buildings out of the snow and ice. This article talked about a team of experts working to come up with possible ways to build safe structures out of snow. I had a connection to this idea, I guess, because in Makers Club we try to solve problems with what we have available, too.”


My voice sounded shaky; I wondered if bringing up Makers Club made me seem a little nerdy.


“Nice choice, Louisa. Maybe some members of the club have more specific questions for Louisa about the article?” Ms. Lee said.


“Do you think they’ll be able to build highways for cars, even with the ice and snow?” Nellie, one of my best friends, asked. “How would people get around, and transport all the materials and stuff, if the roads are still ice?” Nellie, Priya, and I had been pretty much inseparable since the end of third grade, around the time I stopped hanging out with Luke as much.


I didn’t have an answer. I looked at Ms. Lee and felt my palms getting sweaty.


“Th-that’s a good question,” I stammered, after a silence that felt painfully long. “Maybe with sleds? Or trains, if they treat the tracks with some chemical or something so that they don’t ice over?”


“There are some risks there,” Andre said.


“Well, how do you think they’d transport materials?” I shot back, my voice sharper than I’d meant it to sound.


“Maybe helicopters? Cars feel too risky at this point, but maybe there’d be some sort of invention involving wheel traction?” he said, seemingly unbothered by my snapping.


I should have thought about these questions before my presentation. As Andre continued posing possible solutions, I felt more unprepared, and I began to tune him out. In the corner of my screen, in one of the little boxes of faces, I saw Priya reading a book; she wasn’t even paying attention.


After Andre stopped speaking, there was a pause where I wondered if I was supposed to answer him. When I didn’t, Ms. Lee said, “Okay, well, thanks, Louisa. Great share. Make sure you post the link to the story in our classroom chat.”


I mumbled a thank-you and turned off my microphone. My attention drifted out the window in front of me and to our backyard, where there was so much snow someone could build a structure without having to transport any materials at all.
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When our class was finally over, I closed Dad’s laptop with a sigh of relief. I was about to return it to the desk in Mom and Dad’s room when I heard a shriek, and then a loud smashing sound.


“Will!” Mom shouted.


I abandoned Dad’s laptop on the window seat and sprinted to the living room.


Mom stood by the tall armoire in the corner, her fingers pressed to her lips. The armoire’s glass doors were open and Will was sitting on the floor, shards of ocean-blue glass littering the hardwood.


He peered up at me like a startled deer.


“Oh, Will,” Mom said, quiet now.


“What happened?” I whispered.


“I was taking the vases down from that shelf to inventory them, and… I put them down on the coffee table. He just—he slammed right into it,” she said, rubbing her eyebrow. “You know, I tell you not to run in here. I tell you that all the time.”


“But I wasn’t running!”


“He could have gotten… You could have gotten really hurt, Will. There’s a reason we have rules… and now… it’s… That was Nana’s. The first thing I ever made for her—and she kept it her whole…” Mom took a seat on the couch, resting her head in her hands. Her hair covered her face like a curtain, but I could tell she’d started crying from the way from the way her shoulders shook.


I stared up at the empty space on the armoire shelf where Nana’s blue sculpture had lived. When we’d cleaned out Nana’s house a few months ago, Mom had taken it off the mantelpiece above the fireplace and held it close to her chest. When Dad noticed, he’d handed her another sheet of bubble wrap to protect it. On the drive home, she’d held it in her lap just to be extra careful.


Will was frozen like a statue. “Come,” I said, holding my hand out to him.
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Our bedroom wasn’t even a real room until I was five, when my parents had a wall put up that sliced right through the living room. Now Will and I shared a tiny room with an ugly old pipe in the middle; it whistled and clanged as heat steamed through it.


Will sat down on his bed, resting his head on his knees.


“I didn’t mean to break anything,” he said.


“I know.”


“She’s so… mad.”


“I think she’s just sad, really,” I said.


“Why is she always so sad now?” From the whine of his voice, I knew it was a complaint, not a real question.


I picked at my cuticle, fraying off the side of my bitten thumbnail.


“She’ll get better soon,” I said. This was probably a lie, but it was a lie I told myself every day.


“But Nana will still be dead. So, how?”


“Once the Freeze ends, and, you know, things go back to normal, and she can go back to her studio, and summer comes, she’ll feel better.”


I wanted her to be the way she’d been before. Whenever we’d visit Mom at her studio, she’d been the opposite of how she was acting now: buzzing around, examining a work in progress like a puzzle she was trying to solve; excitedly asking James and Rasheen, sculptors who rented the studio across the hallway from hers, for their opinions on a new piece; singing along to the music she blasted as she worked.


“You don’t know that,” Will said.


“You’re right. But I hope so,” I said.


Will sighed and flopped his head down on his pillow.


“Don’t think about it anymore, okay? Accidents happen.”


“Uh-huh,” he said.


I wished I could take my own advice, but thinking of the shattered glass on the floor felt like a headache in my heart.
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When I went back to the living room to help Mom clean up, she was on her knees, sweeping the broken glass into a dustpan like Cinderella.


“Can I help?” I asked.


Mom didn’t look at me. “No. I don’t want you getting cut on any of it.”


“I can just pick up the bigger pieces,” I said.


She sighed.


“Fine. Careful around the edges, and put the pieces in that box there,” she said, pointing to a cardboard box on the coffee table.


The glass shards clinked against the metal dustpan with each of Mom’s sweeps. I searched for pieces that were pretty big. I found a curved piece of blue glass the size of my palm on the floor. The sides were smooth, not sharp—and I slid it into my back pocket before Mom could see. Then I placed a few smaller pieces in the cardboard box as she’d instructed, trying not to make any noise at all.


After a few minutes, Mom’s silence started to make me wonder if she was mad at me, even though I hadn’t broken the sculpture. “Why were you taking the things out of there, anyway?” I said, mostly to see if she’d answer me.


“I’m selling all of it.”


“What?”


“I’m not making new pieces right now, so I have to sell the old ones. At least until I figure out what’s next for me.”


“Why?” I asked.


“Why what?”


“Why can’t you make new pieces? The glass studio’s only a few blocks away. You could walk there.”


“I don’t want to talk about this right now,” she said, standing up.


“I’m just asking.”


“I’m not going to do glasswork anymore. At least not for a while.” She emptied the pieces from her dustpan into the cardboard box.


“Why not?”


“Because it’s a very time-consuming, costly process that you have to be really passionate about to do well, and I’m not right now.”


I nodded, unsure of how I was supposed to answer.


“Were you really going to sell Teardrop?” I asked. That was what I’d named Nana’s sculpture years before, admiring it from the piano bench in her sunroom one afternoon.


“No. I was just going to dust it. It was the only one I was going to keep,” she said, and then she picked up the cardboard box and carried it out of the living room. The pieces of glass rattled inside the box like a rain stick.


We didn’t talk about Teardrop again, but I took the curved piece of glass out of the pocket of my jeans and hid it in the back of my bedside table drawer so that I could look at it whenever I wanted.














Three


The following afternoon, we had a remote Makers Club meeting. Mr. Rojas, our club moderator, was nothing like Ms. Lee. He never made me feel nervous to speak up, and he wasn’t always lecturing us the way she was. Instead, he asked us a lot of questions—sometimes hard ones—that led to discussions and debates. And he drove a Vespa to school before the Freeze, and had his eyebrow pierced, which I thought was very cool.


I did like getting a chance to talk to him, but these remote meetings weren’t the same as our in-person meetings. Nellie and Priya were on the call, but neither of them said much of anything. When we had meetings in person, the three of us always sat next to one another. I felt lonely, looking at them through the screen, wishing we could be together. As I listened to Keisha share a model of a playground structure she’d made out of Q-tips, and Diego showed us a needlepoint of a skyscraper he’d made with his grandma, I felt frustrated; I was club president, and I hadn’t made anything since the Freeze started.


“Before we wrap up, I have an update on the Marvelous Metropolis contest,” Mr. Rojas announced. “We’ll have to make changes to our entry. Instead of the sustainability solution we agreed on in September, all entries must pivot to solving a single question: How could a metropolis survive, grow, and eventually thrive under the conditions of the Freeze?”


I couldn’t believe it. I’d been the one who’d proposed back in September that our focus be sustainability. This contest was just one more thing the Freeze had ruined.


“I know this is a change,” Mr. Rojas went on, “and that can be frustrating, but it’s also a chance to brainstorm how you might fix something right now, something that’s a major problem in the present, instead of focusing on the future. So, does anyone have thoughts on how we’d modify our plans for the model?”


When no one said anything, Mr. Rojas moved a little closer to the camera. “What about you, Ms. President?”


“Well,” I said, trying to sound less disappointed than I felt, “before, our project was really focused on what materials we would build with, and how we could make sure that the materials used would conserve resources but also last a long time. I think with the Freeze, those materials aren’t as available, so first we’ll have to decide what materials we’ll build with instead.”


“Well, there aren’t a lot of options. I think it’s just snow… and ice. So that’s decided,” Jamal said.


“Right,” I said, “but we have to think about the problems that would come with that—like how would they make houses or schools or hospitals out of snow that would be warm enough for people to stay inside?”


“Let’s pause right there,” Mr. Rojas said. “Because I think that is the fundamental question we’ll have to answer if we want to create a winning solution.”


He was silent for a few seconds, and when he continued, he sounded thoughtful. “Before our next meeting, I want you to think about two things. First, a possible solution for building a school of snow and ice. Second, and this might be more important, think about the biggest challenge the Freeze has caused for you. Coming up with solutions for those challenges, the ones that impact your lives most, could give our metropolis an edge.”


Everything about the Freeze was challenging. I couldn’t pick just one thing.
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That weekend, Mom made this chicken stew for dinner that tasted a little coconut-y and smelled like feet. Dad had gone to Costco weeks ago with some of the other firefighters in the truck, and they’d bought chicken in bulk to freeze. Mom kept coming up with unusual concoctions to make the chicken taste different, but I was sick of it. I had a feeling my parents were, too.


Mom picked her plate up off the table and put it in the sink. “I called the studio today. Let them know I’m not renewing my lease,” she said, her back to us.


I watched Dad’s jaw tighten.


“Gracie, you sure?”


“Yes,” she said, squirting dish soap into the sink.


Dad’s eyebrows wrinkled up like fuzzy caterpillars. I looked from him to Will, who was scraping his leftover chicken off his plate and into the garbage in a hurry. He’d earned extra screen time this week, and I knew he wanted to get back to his tablet.


“But what if, when all this is over, you need to find a different studio? It could be tough—this one’s so close. We could hang in there a little longer,” Dad said.


Mom shrugged and picked up the rest of our plates, even though it was usually one of my chores to do the dishes after dinner.


Dad caught my eye and nodded toward the living room. He wanted to talk to her alone.


I stood up, but just then there was a loud knock at the door. Dad rushed to answer it.


Luke was standing in our doorway in his pajamas, the lenses of his horn-rimmed glasses looking cloudy. “Mike?” he asked, his voice higher than usual, like he was nervous.


“Hey, Luke. How’s it going?” Dad sounded casual, but we all knew it was strange for Luke to show up like this at night.


“My mom told me to ask if I could stay here for a while?”


“Yeah, of course. Come on in,” Dad said.


Luke stepped inside, barefoot, a lost look in his eyes.


“Everything okay, Luke?” Mom asked.


“It’s my dad. We just found out that he was leaving the grocery store on First Street and a heavy tree branch that had iced over fell and hit him. My mom is going to the hospital to meet him.”


“Hit him where?” Dad said, suddenly in work mode, his voice urgent and commanding.


“Outside the grocery store. Oh. I mean. On his head? I think? The person who called Mom said she’d called 911, and an ambulance took him to the hospital.”


I looked at Mom. All the color had drained from her face. I knew she was thinking of the phone call she’d gotten from a stranger a few months ago, the lady who’d told her Nana was going to the hospital. I couldn’t think about that day—that phone call, and Mom’s face crumbling like an avalanche—without my stomach sinking.


“Did your mom leave yet?” Dad asked.


“She’s still getting ready downstairs.” Luke gave me an embarrassed look. “She’s crying.”


Mom looked at Dad, and they talked with just their eyes, in a way I kind of hated because I felt left out. Whatever they were saying, I could tell it was bad.


“Sit tight,” Dad told Luke, and he grabbed his coat and slipped on his boots. I watched the worry crawl across Mom’s forehead in wormy wrinkles.


After Dad left, Mom waved Luke over to the couch, and Luke obeyed, taking a seat beside her. She wrapped her arms around him and hugged him tight.


“You want something to eat, Luke?”


It seemed like a strange question. Luke looked really upset, not hungry. I knew that even if he was, he wouldn’t have wanted chicken stew leftovers—no one would.


“No, I’m okay,” Luke said.


“I’m going to go make some hot cocoa for you, then,” Mom said, and she got up and walked to the kitchen.


I didn’t know what to say to Luke once Mom was gone. I knew I should say something kind, something to make him feel better, but I couldn’t remember what it had been like when we were friends, only a few years ago.


I got up and sat next to him on the couch, careful to leave space in between us.


“I’m sorry,” I said.


He stared at the floor.


“He’ll be fine,” I said, but I felt like I’d said something wrong, because Luke just shook his head. So I added: “My dad says he helps people who have things fall on them, like branches, or store signs, or scaffolding, almost every shift. And most of the time, the worst they get is a broken arm or leg or something.”


“A lot of people aren’t fine when something falls and hits them, though,” Luke said. His lips started wobbling. “My mom was crying a lot.”


I thought about telling him that sometimes my mom cried a lot, too. But it felt like a secret I had to keep for her.


Just then she walked back in and put two mugs of hot chocolate down on the coffee table, filled to the top with whipped cream, which she usually didn’t let us have.


“You’ll stay here with us tonight, Luke,” she said.


“Thanks,” he said, eyeing his mug of hot chocolate.


Mom sat down in the armchair next to us. She was wearing blue old-lady slippers that had been Nana’s. I’d wanted to laugh the first time I saw her wearing them.


Luke was staring at Mom. “Your mom died because she slipped on the ice, right?”


Mom looked stunned at the question, and Luke made a face then like he hadn’t meant to ask it at all.


Mom never talked about how Nana died.


She reached for Luke’s hand. I watched her squeeze his fingers with her own. “She did.” Her voice was soft like dough, and I watched Luke’s eyes water.


“But she was old,” I added.


“She was old,” Mom repeated. She looked at me like I’d hurt her, even though I hadn’t meant to hurt her at all.
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Luke and I stayed up watching reruns of The Office until way after my usual bedtime. Except for the occasional snicker at a joke, we both stayed silent.


I found myself watching Mom more than the TV. She sat in the chair beside our couch with her jaw clenched tight, her nail-bitten fingers drumming against its arm, her phone screen flashing on every other minute or so as she checked for updates that never came.


A little after midnight, Mom turned off the TV. “Okay. I think it’s time we get some rest,” she said, but the three of us stayed in our seats.


I’d assumed we’d have heard from Alesha, or at least Dad, by now. I knew that if Brian were fine, Dad would have texted Mom to tell Luke not to worry.


Mom exhaled, her voice sounding sad instead of tired. “Let’s get you settled in Louisa’s bed, Luke. She’ll bunk with me tonight.” Mom rested her hand on Luke’s shoulder and led him down the hallway toward my room.


“I made up the bed with new sheets for you, but I’m going to grab some extra blankets in case you get chilly,” she said, hurrying down the hallway toward our linen closet.


“Thanks, Gracie,” Luke said, and he hovered in my bedroom doorway.


“At least Will’s snoring doesn’t sound too bad tonight,” I said.


“Oh. That’s okay,” Luke said, like he didn’t hear it at all.


“Seriously, sometimes I roll him over onto his side to see if it’ll make him stop. So if he gets loud, just come get me. I’ll roll him over or make him sleep on the couch,” I said.


“I’m used to it. My dad snores loud. I can hear it even from my room,” Luke said.


I heard Mom close the closet door and knew I’d have an excuse to say good night in a few seconds.


“I wish my dad had texted us an update,” I whispered.


“My dad’s probably joking right now with him, teasing Mom for making such a big deal,” Luke said, but the cheerful tone in his voice sounded forced, and when he met my eye his smile faded.
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