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Ten!

Nine!

Eight!

Seven!

Six!

Five!

Four!

Three!

Two!

One!

Happy New Year!

A shower of brightly colored confetti rained down from overhead as Annie looked around at the happy, smiling faces of her friends. The noise of horns and laughter filled her ears, and all around her people were hugging and kissing each other in celebration of the new year. She turned, looking for someone to celebrate with, and saw Tyler standing behind her. Why not? she thought after hesitating for a moment. She opened her arms. Happy New Year, she said, stepping toward him.

She bumped into Kate, who had stepped forward at exactly the same moment. The two of them stopped and looked at one another awkwardly. Annie glanced at Tyler and saw that he was looking uncomfortably at the floor.

Happy New Year, Annie said, trying to sound enthusiastic, and put her arms around Kate.

Kate hugged her back. Happy New Year, she said softly.

The two friends parted and stood next to one another, not saying anything. Tyler had disappeared into the crowd. Annie wished she could do the same thing. What had she been thinking? She should have known that something like this would happen. It was hard enough being at the party with both Tyler and Kate there; even thinking about giving him a celebratory kiss should have been off-limits. It had only been a little more than a month since Kate had found out about the brief sort-of-affair between Annie and Tyler, and things between them were still slightly tense.

Hey, you guys, whats with the gloomy expressions? Cooper and Sasha came up to Annie and Kate. Cooper had dyed her hair bright red for the occasion. Seeing it for the first time earlier in the evening, Annie had remarked that she looked like a living sparkler.

I think they need some sweeties to kiss, Sasha said, grinning. She looked at Cooper. Shall we save them from their misery?

By all means, Cooper replied. She turned and kissed Annie as Sasha planted one on Kate. Happy New Year!

Annie and Kate couldnt help but laugh. Their friends silliness had broken the tension. The four of them stood together, surrounded by the noise of the party. They were at Theas house, where their classmates and teachers from their weekly Wicca study group had gatheredalong with the members of the Coven of the Green Wood and assorted friendsto ring in the new year. They had spent the past few hours eating and talking, waiting for the big moment to arrive. Now that it had, the party seemed to really get going. Someone turned on music, and people began dancing.

Lets go out on the porch, Sasha said over the music. Its getting crowded in here and Im hot.

The four friends wove their way through the dancers, escaping into the kitchen and then out onto the deck at the back of the house. Annie, the last one to leave, shut the door behind her, blocking out the sound of the music. The girls collapsed into chairs on the porch.

I never thought Id be the one to need a break from a party, remarked Cooper, laughing. Those witches sure can get rowdy.

I know, added Sasha. Give them a little more of my moms punch and theyll be doing a circle dance all over the place.

They sat quietly for a while, looking up at the night sky. The moon was halfway to fullness, and the winter sky looked like black ice embedded with diamonds. The air was cold, but there was no wind, and the coolness felt good on their warm skin.

So, who made resolutions? Sasha asked after a few minutes. She looked around questioningly at the others.

I dont make resolutions, Cooper said. It just sets me up for failure, and who needs that?

Oh, come on, Sasha shot back. I know you. Youd never turn down a challenge. Spill it. What have you resolved to change this year? No, let me guess. Youre going to volunteer at a soup kitchen, stop swearing, and lay off chocolate.

Cooper snorted. Yeah, she said. Right after I save the rain forests and learn French. Hardly.

Then, what are you going to do? Kate asked her.

Cooper shook her head, looking annoyed. Youre not supposed to tell anyone your resolutions, she said. That way no one else knows when you break them ten minutes later.

Well tell you ours if you tell us yours, Annie teased.

Cooper sighed. Fine, she said. If you really want to know, I have three resolutions.

Three? Sasha said, sounding shocked. Arent you ambitious.

And not one of them is laying off chocolate, Cooper informed her. She looked around at her friends. I cant believe Im telling you guys this. Okay, the first one is that Im going to try to get along better with my mother.

Thats a good one, said Annie. Very classic.

Yeah, well, its probably the hardest one, said Cooper. Shes been a real pain since my dad moved out. Anyway, the second one is about my music. I want to write a bunch of songs with Jane and actually record a CD.

Impressive, Kate remarked. Does Jane know about this plan?

Not yet, Cooper answered. My dad said hed help us out. One of his clients owns a recording studio, and he owes my dad a favor. Now I just have to convince Jane to do it.

How hard can that be? Sasha asked. Id think shed be all over that.

Cooper nodded. I hope she will be, she said. You never know with Jane.

Where is she tonight, anyway? said Kate. I thought you invited her.

I did, replied Cooper. She said she had another party to go to.

Okay, so far we have being nice to Mom and becoming a rock star, said Sasha. Whats number three?

Thats the easiest one, Cooper said. I want to lose ten pounds so I look better in a swimsuit.

The other three stared at her, their mouths open in surprise. Cooper looked back at them for a moment, then smiled. Got you, she said.

The others groaned. You had us there for a second, Annie said. I was waiting for you to tell us that you were going to have a boob job, too.

Thats next year, Cooper quipped. Seriously, though, my third resolution is to exercise a little more. I know its boring, but it would be nice to actually move around a little every now and again. Not too much. But maybe a little running or swimming or something.

Im impressed, Kate said. Your resolutions are much better than mine.

Which are? asked Cooper.

Kate took a deep breath. Actually, theres just one.

It better be a good one, then, Sasha said. Theres no grading on a curve when it comes to resolutions, you know.

Its pretty big, Kate said. Ive decided that this year Im going to be totally honest.

Cooper groaned. Oh, please, she said. Whens the last time you told a lie?

Thats not really what I mean, said Kate. I mean Im going to be honest about what I want. Im tired of doing what other people want me to do or expect me to do. Im tired of pretending to be something Im not just so my family will be happier. So from now on Im going to tell the truth, even when its hard.

I take it back, Cooper said. Thats major. Good for you.

Thanks, Kate said. But I might need you guys to remind me every so often that I promised to do this.

Dont worry, Annie told her. Thats our job.

What about you, Ms. Crandall? Cooper said. Whats on your to-do list for the year?

Mine seems really dull compared to yours, answered Annie. I kind of went the traditional route.

As in not-biting-your-nails traditional? Kate asked.

Annie nodded. Sort of, she said. I want to spend more time painting, and I want to learn how to do something cool.

I knew someone was going to learn French, Cooper said. Thank Goddess it isnt me.

Not like that, Annie said. I mean something to do with witchcraft. You know, like working with herbs or drumming or something. I havent really decided yet.

Anything else? asked Sasha.

Not unless you count achieving world peace, Annie said seriously.

I dont, answered Sasha. Okay. My turn.

Shes been waiting for this all night, Cooper remarked to the others. I bet she even has a list written out.

As a matter of fact, I do, Sasha said. She fished in the pocket of her shirt and pulled out a folded piece of paper. Opening it, she cleared her throat. Number one, she said. I hereby resolve to commit to a year and a day of studying Wicca, so that next year well all be real witches.

Youre assuming that the three of us are going to be real witches, Kate said.

Whatever, answered Sasha, waving her hand at Kate. Number two. I hereby resolve to do better in school so that my mother stops worrying that Ill be left back and end up the oldest sophomore at Beecher Falls High School.

The others laughed, although they knew that Sasha was only half kidding. Sasha glared at them, pretending to be annoyed, and they stopped.

Number three, she read. I hereby resolve to do daily meditation for at least ten minutes. Number four. I hereby resolve not to think about kissing Fred Durst more than five times while doing daily meditation.

Fred Durst! Cooper exclaimed. Cant you do any better than that?

Sasha put down her list of resolutions. And number five, she said firmly, looking directly at Cooper. I hereby resolve not to let the faults of others irritate me.

It does not say that, Cooper retorted. Give me that paper.

Sasha stuffed the paper back into her pocket. Okay, so that one I made up off the top of my head, she said. But I think its a good one, so Im officially adding it.

Sorry, Cooper said. All resolutions must be submitted before midnight or theyre null and void. Im afraid youll have to stick with better grades and not fantasizing about playing kissy face with Limp Bizkit boy.

Ten bucks says I can go without Fred longer than you can be nice to your mother, replied Sasha.

Twenty, Cooper said. And youre on.

The two of them shook hands. Annie looked at Kate. I dont think theyre good influences on us, she said.

No, agreed Kate. Theyre very bad. I think we should stop talking to them.

Go right ahead, Sasha said. But your parties will be really dull without us around.

Not to mention your full moon circles, Cooper added.

Everyone laughed some more, then they grew quiet again as each sat with her own thoughts, listening to the sounds of the party inside. A few minutes later the back door opened and three more people came out onto the deck. One of them was Archer, who the girls knew from their class at Crones Circle bookstore. Another was Jace Myers, who they also knew slightly. She was a rabbi, as well as a psychic, and the girls had met her in October when theyd taken Annie to Jaces house for a birthday reading. They had never met the third woman before.

Hey there, Archer said. What are you four up to?

Just enjoying the quiet, said Kate. It was getting a little bit crowded in there.

Tell me about it, Jace commented. I think there are fewer people in Times Square than at this party. Jace turned to Annie. How did things work out with your ghosts? she asked, referring to the reading shed done for Annie on her birthday, in which the spirits of Annies deceased parents had spoken to her.

Oh, it was all fine, Annie answered. Weird, but fine.

Jace nodded. I thought it would be, she said.

Annie looked up at the night sky. Seeing Jace brought back all the memories of the period when shed thought that her parents ghosts were angry at her. Shed even gone back to their old house in San Francisco and attempted a ritual to send them back to the spirit realm. Luckily, shed figured out what was really happening and had been able to speak with her parents on the night of Samhain. Doing that had helped heal the hurt shed been carrying around inside of her since their deaths, and shed finally been able to move on with her life.

Even better, while in San Francisco she had met Becka Dunning and her father, Grayson, who now lived in the house where Annie and her family had lived. Annie and Becka had become friends. Mr. Dunning and Annies Aunt Sarah had also hit it off, and had been seeing a lot of each other since October. In fact, Annies aunt was on a weekend trip with Grayson Dunning at that very moment. She was due to come home the following afternoon, and Annie couldnt wait to hear how things had gone.

The stars are so bright tonight, Annie remarked. Look at that one just below the moon. Its like someone turned on its high beams or something.

Thats not a star, said the woman who had come out with Jace and Archer. Its a planet. Jupiter, actually.

Everyone, this is Olivia Sorensen, Archer said as the others looked at the woman. Shes going to be teaching class for the next couple of weeks as we study astrology.

Youre an astrologer? Kate asked.

And an astronomer, Olivia answered. I work for the planetarium. A number of years ago I was asked to write a paper debunking astrology. Unfortunately for the journal that asked me to write the paper, I became a believer instead. Now I do both.

Olivia is amazing, Archer told the girls. I have her do my chart every year, and she always surprises me with how on target she is.

Well, it is a science, Olivia said. Although I admit that it takes different skills to read an astrological chart correctly. You have to be willing to go beyond the realm of numbers and formulas and see the larger pattern theyre a part of.

Annie studied the woman carefully. She herself had a scientific mind, and she was always interested in meeting others who, like her, were involved in things that traditional scientists might consider a little too weird. Olivia definitely looked like a science person. Her blond hair was cut shoulder length, and she was dressed in black pants and a dark blue shirt. Also, she wore glasses with black plastic frames, much like the ones Annie herself wore. As Annie watched, Olivia reached up and pushed the glasses up her nose in a familiar gesture that made Annie smile to herself. Shes a lot like me, she thought. Im going to like her.

Are you a witch? Sasha asked Olivia.

Me? Olivia said, sounding surprised and a little embarrassed. Sort of. I mean, Im not officially a witch or anything. I dont belong to a coven. But Im interested in Wicca. She paused for a moment. I guess you could say that Im witch lite.

Annie laughed. Olivia glanced at her and smiled shyly, then laughed, too, as if sharing a private joke. The others looked at them in mild amusement. Then Cooper looked at her watch.

Its almost time for me to be in bed, she said, standing up. Who wants a ride home?

I do, Annie said.

Kate? asked Cooper.

Sure, said Kate. Let me get my coat.

The girls stood up to say good-bye to their friends. I guess well see you on Tuesday, Annie said to Olivia as they shook hands.

Im looking forward to it, Olivia replied.

Kate, Cooper, and Annie went inside, leaving Sasha and the others on the deck. They collected their coats, said good-bye to a few more friends, and left. Soon they were in Coopers car on the way home.

Cooper dropped Kate off first, then headed to Annies.

I noticed the two of you pretty much stayed away from Tyler all evening, Cooper said. Any news there?

No, Annie said. We dont talk about it. I kind of wish we could, because right now it just feels like this big thing standing between us. I cant even imagine how Tyler feels about it.

It will work itself out, Cooper told her. You and Kate have been through too much together. We all have. You just need to give it time.

I know, Annie said. But it makes me sad.

As they pulled up to the Crandall house, they saw that there was an unfamiliar car parked in the driveway. Also, there were lights on in the house.

Thats weird, Annie said. Meg is staying at her friend Amys house tonight. Aunt Sarah isnt supposed to be home until tomorrow.

Suddenly she was filled with an overwhelming fear. Something was wrong. Something bad had happened. As soon as Cooper stopped the car, Annie got out and ran to the front door. Fumbling with her key, she unlocked the door and ran inside. There she found her aunt standing in the living room. Grayson Dunning was with her.

Perfect timing, Aunt Sarah said as Annie stared at them. We just got here.

Youre not supposed to be back until tomorrow, Annie said, confused.

I know, her aunt said. But we wanted to come home and tell you.

Tell me what? Annie asked. Whats wrong?

Nothings wrong, Mr. Dunning said.

Not at all, added Annies aunt. In fact, everything is great. She looked at Mr. Dunning and smiled. Then she looked at Annie. Grayson and I are getting married, she said.
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How was your party?

Cooper was seated on a chair the next day, facing Janes bed. Jane was sitting on the bed, propped up against a pile of pillows. Her guitar was resting on her lap, and she was halfheartedly strumming it. She seemed distracted, and Cooper was trying to figure out what was wrong.

What? Jane said, looking up as if shed forgotten that Cooper was in the room. Her long black hair hung down in her face, and she didnt make any move to push it out of her eyes.

I was just asking how your party was last night, Cooper repeated.

Oh, said Jane. It was okay, I guess. She went back to playing her guitar without saying anything else.

Cooper put down her guitar. Okay, she said. What gives? Wheres the endearingly bitter Jane I know and love?

Jane stopped playing. Im just tired, she said. It was a long night.

Cooper eyed her suspiciously. Theres something else, she said. I can tell. Are you pissed that your family isnt here?

Janes parents were frequently away on business. In fact, Cooper had yet to meet them, as theyd always been gone on some trip whenever she came over to the Goldstein house. Similarly, Janes two older sisters were both away at college, and Cooper had only seen pictures of them. The only member of Janes family shed ever met was her grandfather. A survivor of the Holocaust, he was a quiet man who frequently seemed not to know where he was or what was going on. But on more than one occasion hed shown himself to be almost psychic in his understanding of people and their problems, and Cooper had come to really care about the old man. She knew that Jane did, too, although Cooper suspected that having to care for her grandfather so often was probably very hard on her friend.

No, Jane said. This isnt about them. Im used to them being gone.

She stopped, not saying anything else. Cooper waited impatiently. She wanted Jane to tell her what was wrong, but she knew that pushing her would only make her retreat farther into herself. Instead, Cooper picked out a soft melody on her guitar, tempering the deep silence in the room with the sound of her playing.

Have you ever broken up with someone? Jane asked suddenly.

Cooper shook her head. Ive only ever gone out with one guy, she answered. T.J. Ive almost broken up with him about a dozen times, though. Does that count?

Jane smiled weakly. Afraid not, she said. But thanks anyway.

Is that what happened? asked Cooper.

Jane nodded. Last night, she said. Great timing, huh?

Cooper was confused. How could you break up with someone? she said. I didnt even know you were seeing someone.

Jane shrugged. What can I say? she replied. Im a woman of mystery.

That you are, said Cooper. So tell me everything. What was the jerks name?

It doesnt matter, Jane said. It wasnt anyone important.

It must have been someone at least a little important for you to be getting all gloomy about it, answered Cooper. Ive never seen you even look at a guy before, and here youve been dating one. How long had you been going out, anyway?

A while, said Jane vaguely. I guess it was a big deal because this was kind of my first real relationship, too. You know, like with you and T.J.

And he dumped you on New Years Eve? Cooper said. What kind of creep would do that?

I know its stupid, said Jane. I mean, no one expects high school romances to last, right? She looked at Cooper, then added, Im sorry. I didnt mean that you and T.J.

Its okay, Cooper said. Dont think I havent thought about that myself. Youre right. People change. They go off to college and grow apart and all of that stuff. Its one of the reasons I was hesitant about getting involved with T.J. in the first place.

Then why did you? Jane asked.

Cooper smiled. Believe it or not, my mother talked me into it, she said. She said that I should think of dating in high school as practice for real life.

If real life is anything like high school, Im on the next bus out of here, Jane said, throwing herself back against the pillows.

I dont really like that image either, admitted Cooper. But the more I thought about it, the more I decided that she was right, at least sort of. I like T.J. We have a lot in common. Hes fun to be around, and he challenges me. I dont know if well be together forever, but right now its good. Even if we do end up going different ways at some point, weve had a great time together, and I think weve both learned a lot about who we are and what we want.

Jane stared at Cooper for a moment, blinking. When did you become so mentally well? she asked.

I know it sounds really New Agey, said Cooper. But its the only way I can look at it without it all seeming like a giant disaster in the making. Im trying to be realistic about it. No, I honestly dont believe that the guy Im with when Im sixteen is going to be the guy Im with when Im twenty-six, or thirty-six, or seventy-six. Im not even convinced that the guy Im with when Im thirty-six will be the guy Im with when Im seventy-six. Look at my parents.

But youre still doing it, Jane said.

Cooper nodded. Right, she said. Im still doing it. She paused, thinking for a minute before continuing. I used to spend a lot of time alone, she said. Before I met Annie and Kate I sort of prided myself on not needing anyone around me. But they showed me that I do. I need friends. I need people like themand like you. Will all of us be friends forever? I hope so, but even if we arent, we make each others lives better right now. Thats how I look at my relationship with T.J. If it ends at some point, Ill be sad. But I wont ever forget the things he and I have done together. If I hadnt taken a chance on him, I wouldnt have those things.

Jane pushed her hair back, and Cooper saw that her dark eyes were wet, as if she was about to cry. I wish I could see it that way, she said. But it hurts so much right now that all I can think about is how stupid I was to think that someone might fall in love with me.

Hey, Cooper said. Did you just say what I think you did? You dont think someone would fall in love with you? What kind of garbage is that?

Jane sniffed, half laughing and half crying. You have to say that, she said.

Want to bet? Cooper said. You should hear some of the things I say to Annie and Kate. Im serious. Youre one of the coolest people I know. Youre smart, and funny, and you play a mean guitar. Oh, and of course youre ravishingly beautiful. Lets not forget that.

Jane smiled, looking a little like the old Jane, Cooper thought. Jane wiped a tear from her cheek and sniffed. Youre a great liar, she said. Thanks.

Are you always this hard on yourself? asked Cooper. Youre even worse than I am. Dont you know that in any breakup its always the other persons fault?

Im not so sure this time, said Jane. I think I just tried too hard. I really wanted this to work out.

This guy must have been something else to get your attention, remarked Cooper. Where did the two of you meet? School?

No, Jane said. We met at this community center I go to sometimes.

Cooper knew that Jane did some volunteer work at a community center after school. But as it was with most things in Janes life, Cooper didnt know any of the details. She wanted to ask some questions now that Jane had brought it up, but she didnt think the time was right. Was he cute? she asked instead.

Jane nodded. Blue eyes. Punky blond hair. Loved Green Day and bad 1980s metal bands. She laughed. On our first date we went to one of those used-CD stores down on Ferguson and looked for Motley Crue records.

Sounds dreamy, Cooper said emphatically, rolling her eyes and clutching her hands to her chest in imitation of a love-struck girl.

It was, Jane said. It was fun to do that with someone.

Youve done that with me, Cooper said.

I know, said Jane. But I didnt want to kiss you. I wanted to kiss Max.

Max? repeated Cooper. Romeos name was Max?

Jane nodded. As in Max from Where the Wild Things Are. It was, as they say, an assumed name.

What was the real one? asked Cooper. It must have been something awful if Max was better. Im guessing Percival, or maybe Lawrence.

I never found out, said Jane quickly. I just always used Max. And I thought it was adorable.

Wow, Cooper said. You really were into this guy.

Yeah, Jane said, sighing. I was. And for a while there it seemed to be mutual.

Until last night, said Cooper.

Until last night, Jane said. We were at a party at the center. I thought we were having fun. Then, a couple of minutes before midnight, the ball fell a little early. Max said things just werent working out. I ran out. It was all very Cinderella.

Jane began to cry, softly. Cooper got up and went to sit beside her on the bed. She put her arm around Janes shoulder and gave her a hug. Hey, she said. Youve still got me.

Jane leaned her head against Coopers shoulder. That and thirteen bags of Oreos should just about get me over this, she said.

Cooper raised an eyebrow. Ill go get the milk, she said, making Jane laugh.

They sat together for a few minutes, neither of them speaking. Cooper could feel Jane breathing, and Janes head rested on her shoulder. She and T.J. had sat like that many times, usually when one of them was trying to make the other one feel better. She hoped it was making Jane feel a little bit better.

After a minute Jane reached out and took Coopers hand. She squeezed it gently. Thanks, she said. I needed this.

Cooper squeezed Janes hand back. Thats what friends are for, she said. Who else would keep it a secret that you ate thirteen bags of Oreos?

Jane sat up and sighed.

Feel better? Cooper asked her.

A little, Jane said. It will take a while. Im not exactly the kind to let pain go right away, you know? I like to keep it around. Sort of like those people who save their gum to chew on later.

Been there, Cooper said. Take as long as you want. But in the meantime, dont call Max, okay?

Howd you know I was thinking about that? Jane asked, sounding truly surprised.

Please, Cooper said. And pass up a moment of self-torture? Look who youre talking to.

Jane held up her hands in a gesture of surrender. I bow to the master, she said. And I promise, no calling.

Or E-mail, Cooper said.

Geesh, youre tough, said Jane. Fine. No E-mail. No nothing. I swear.

Thats my girl, said Cooper, stroking Janes hair. Now, can we play some music? Ive been working on some new stuff, and I want to hear what you think of it.

Sure, Jane said. I think Im past the point of breaking into tears over sappy lyrics.

Cooper swatted her friend. And just who writes sappy
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