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  Dedication




  For my support team: Kathleen, Lois, Nicole, Mary, Amy, Kelli and Maura


  Thanks for “getting me” and putting up with me.




  Chapter 1




  Losing Sucks




  





  Eastfield High’s soccer team lost today. Hence, we’re out of the playoffs and the season’s over. My best friend Meg and I watched it all happen from the opposing team’s bleachers. My boyfriend, Wyatt Silver, missed a key goal. He’s gonna be pissed at himself for a long time.




  As usual, when the right wing passed him the ball, Wyatt charged toward the goal like a heat-seeking missile. The ball hit his left foot and he shot, sky-rocketing it over the goal, somewhere into outer space. That thing’s still zooming around in the stratosphere. No one’s ever gonna find it.




  With ten seconds left on the clock, the other team’s center-forward scored the only point in the game. Meg’s boyfriend, Ryan Snyder, was in goal when it happened. He dove for the ball and missed.




  After Ryan failed to stop the shot, Meg glanced at me and shook her head. “Ryan looks pretty pissed off.”




  “Bollocks.” My brother Clem is planning to spend a semester abroad next fall, in Australia. He’s started saying “bollocks” a lot.




  “What the hell does that mean, Annabelle?”




  “It means balls. In Australian.”




  “Disgusting. Speak English, please.”




  “There’ll be no joy in Mudville tonight.”




  “Now what the hell are you talking about?”




  “The mighty Casey at the Bat. It’s a line from a famous poem about a baseball player who strikes out in a clutch moment during an important game.”




  “What did the mighty Casey’s girlfriend do when that happened?”




  “She probably stayed out of his way for a couple of days until he started acting human again. Wyatt and Ryan are gonna be pissed off for a while.”




  “So we should keep out of their way.”




  “Right. Who wants to hang out with a couple of Debbie downers?”




  “Not me. Come over to my house. We can watch a couple of rom coms. Eat some Lean Cuisines. Maybe I’ll bake some cookies.”




  Meg’s mom is always on a diet so she never cooks. That’s why Meg wants to be a pastry chef when she grows up. Her only hope for decent desserts at home has always been to make them herself. She’s already been accepted early action to the best culinary school in New England: Johnson and Wales.




  “Sounds good. I’ll be over later.” Suddenly, I feel my phone vibrate and whip it out of my pocket. A text from Wyatt.




  “F*** my life.” I show it to Meg.




  She pulls out her phone, slides the screen open and tilts it so I can read the message. “Life sucks.”




  Unnecessarily, she explains, “From Ryan.”




  “Looks like it’s Lean Cuisines, chocolate chunk macadamia nut cookies and Jennifer Aniston movies for you and me tonight.” I put my arm around Meg’s shoulders.




  “Yup. See you around seven.”




  When I get to Meg’s, our friend Jen’s there too and we pop one Lean Cuisine at a time into the microwave; heating up eight of them altogether. Meg and I eat three each and Jen calls it a meal at two. She’s trying to drop five pounds. We save the incredible smelling, just-out-of-the-oven cookies for during the movie.




  “Any word from the self-loathing-slash-pity party?” I haven’t heard from Wyatt since his postgame text.




  “Nope they’re out drowning in a sea of misery together; I’m sure.”




  “Whenever Wyatt’s depressed he watches Saving Private Ryan.”




  “I hate war movies.” Jen says what we’re all thinking.




  “I’ll drink to that.” Raising my diet soda, I clink cans with my two best buddies and then take in a big gulp. “Ew! Don’t you have anything besides this stuff? It tastes like alligator pee.”




  “And what exactly does alligator pee taste like, Annabelle?”




  “Thankfully, I have no idea. It’s just something my dad says.”




  “Your dad’s hilarious.”




  “Angela Curran thinks he’s hot.”




  “That’s gross. He’s my dad.”




  “He built the Curran’s house.”




  “Duh! I know that. It doesn’t give her permission to say weird awkward things about him.”




  “I’ll drink to that.” Jen laughs.




  “Here we go again with the alligator pee.” Meg clinks her can with mine.




  “I’m putting the movie on, chicas. It’s one I’ve seen before, but never get tired of.”




  We grab some cookies, head down to Jen’s finished basement and slide the first feature of our Jennifer Aniston film festival into the DVD player. For about a half hour, the three of us sit there, laughing our asses off. But soon we’re all hungry again. The Lean Cuisines were pretty good, but not nearly enough. So we pause the movie, run into the kitchen, grab another plateful of cookies and then return to the cinematic trials and tribulations of our fave celeb.




  Meg announces, “If Jennifer went to our school she’d be part of our group.”




  “Duh. She’s like forty.”




  “If she went to our school and she was our age.” Meg rolls her eyes.




  Around midnight, right before heading home, I check my phone. No word from Wyatt. He must be unbelievably depressed. Usually he texts me about five hundred times a day when we’re not actually hanging out together in person.




  I start to feel anxious.




  Chapter 2




  WTF




  





  Wyatt must be really upset about the soccer game because he’s still not answering his phone and the whole disaster went down yesterday. How much time will he need to get over it? After ten unanswered calls, I give up trying to reach him because his stupid voicemail message makes me wanna gag.




  “Hey, this is Wyatt. Say something if you feel like it.”




  I leave him the lamest sounding message ever. “I feel like it. Call me.”




  Ten calls in twenty-four hours and he still hasn’t picked up; I switch to texting. Again and again. Starting to panic, I resort to stalking him.




  When I drive by his house, his car’s in the driveway. Why the hell isn’t he answering his phone? Wyatt!




  * * * *




  After two days of trying to contact him, I stop. Maybe we’re breaking up and I’m clueless about it. I have no way of knowing how he feels, though, because he won’t talk to me.




  I decide to take a week off. Stop calling him. Stop texting him. Start playing hard to get. Except I don’t think it’s going to work because Wyatt isn’t trying to “get” me.




  * * * *




  Finally, my week of not calling Wyatt, but merely thinking about him twenty-four/seven, is over. If I were a nail biter, I would have completely devoured my nails off of my fingertips by now. My wretched fingers would end in bloody naked nubs. But I’m not a nail biter, so only my feelings are painful and wretched. My nails are fine. I examine my normal-looking nails and promise myself I’ll try one more text. If he doesn’t answer, I’m giving up for good.




  One more attempt. Pathetic and emotionally needy. “Call me so we can talk, please. We’ve both been thru a lot together. I miss U.”




  Still no response.




  Now what? Legit real life/real time stalking didn’t work too well for me, so I decide to try cyber-stalking: anything to relieve the stress. Wyatt has a Facebook page, a Twitter and an Instagram. Maybe he posted something online. Grabbing my laptop, I flip it open and start with FB. His profile pic is still one of him and me together, goofing around in my basement. I’d just beaten him in ping pong for the millionth time and he’s holding up my hand, with the paddle still in it, as if I were the winner of a championship boxing match. He hasn’t posted a new status in months, which doesn’t surprise me. Wyatt’s not much of a social networker. When I click “About”, on his timeline, it still says, “In a relationship with Annabelle Blake.”




  Okay, so that’s good. After sucking in a deep breath and then exhaling slowly, I switch back to my own FB page and think about changing my profile pic to one of Wyatt and me together. Maybe he’ll see it and start thinking about the good old days when we were a couple. Right now it’s a photograph my brother Clement took of me when I was heading toward the finish line in a race. Full speed ahead. Nah. I’m keeping it. I’m proud of that moment. Even I have my limits when it comes to emotional neediness.




  In real life I have about seven friends. On Facebook I have eight hundred and fifty-nine. Who are these people? I start scrolling through my news feed, reading the statuses of eight hundred and fifty-two people I don’t care about. It’s too boring so I start obsessing about Wyatt again. When I check his Twitter and his Instagram, I find out that they’ve also been sitting idle for a long time. At least there are no bad surprises. I switch to FML, which always makes me laugh, plus it could also be the title of my autobiography.




  An hour later Wyatt still hasn’t texted me back. Doesn’t he miss me too? Doesn’t he at least owe me a break-up text? Every morning, first period, we have History class together, but he’s moved from the desk next to mine to a seat across the room. I think he did it just to avoid me but I haven’t called him out face to face on it. The only place we see each other is in school and I don’t want to cause a scene. That would only make everything worse. He has to answer his phone soon. I can’t take it much longer.




  Maybe food will help. The odors wafting up from the kitchen smell incredible. Roasting meat, garlic, butter. If I were a dog, I’d start drooling. Hanging my head, I wander downstairs to see what my mother’s making for dinner.




  Standing silently on the bottom step, I watch my parents for about a minute. They’re sitting at the kitchen table with their heads together; the candlelight softens my mother’s profile and reflects off what’s left of my father’s silver hair. As she leans closer to him, one of my mother’s tangled curls slips loose and brushes against his cheek. He tucks it back behind her left ear and smiles. If she wants to talk quietly, she has to sit really close to him. He’s old and getting kinda deaf.




  The delicate scent of lavender mixed with orange peel drifts out from the candles’ aura; even the powerful smells of garlic and roast chicken can’t obliterate it. I know what my Mom’s up to. She makes her own candles and teas from herbs and flowers she grows herself. With the right combinations, she can change your mood. Lavender and orange peel are supposed to calm people down but the candles aren’t working for me. As I walk closer, Mom stops talking to Dad and looks up.




  “Hi, honey, I roasted a chicken and made garlic mashed potatoes, too. Are you hungry?”




  I want to answer her, but no words come out when I open my mouth because my lungs have filled up with sadness and I’m drowning. A flood rises up from my chest and begins dribbling out of my eyes. Squeezing them closed, I try to stop the deluge but fail. The first sob escapes before I can gulp it back down. Then my self-control bursts open and a monsoon of misery explodes out of my body, blows across our kitchen and washes away everyone’s hope for a normal, peaceful Sunday night. Mom leaps out of her chair and pulls me into her arms. I can’t see the look she’s sending Dad over my shoulder, but it gets rid of him fast, even though there’s a giant serving bowl of potatoes and a roast chicken sitting on the counter. Dad loves Sunday supper and I’m screwing it up. Thinking about this makes me feel even worse. So I don’t look up from the growing wet spot on Mom’s shoulder. I just keep on soaking her sweater with my tears.




  “Wyatt won’t answer my calls. He won’t text me back. He hates me and I miss him.”




  “He doesn’t hate you.”




  “He hates me. I know it and you know it.”




  “This isn’t like you, honey. Stay positive. He’s only a boy.”




  She knows damn well that Wyatt Silver isn’t only a boy. She knows there will never be anyone else like him ever. Just in case she hasn’t figured it out yet, I croak through my hysteria, “There will never be anyone else like him ever!”




  “I know, Annabelle. I know. Maybe he’ll get over whatever it is.”




  "How will I know what it is if he doesn’t tell me?”




  “Maybe it has something to do with Anthony leaving.”




  “Do you think it’s because I kissed Anthony?”




  She puts her hands on my shoulders and nudges me away from her, just a few inches, so she can look at my face. “You kissed Anthony?”




  “Only once, right before he left. Do you think that’s why Wyatt broke up with me?”




  “Wyatt’s the only person who can answer that question. I’m not going to make any wild guesses.”




  “He seemed okay the day we said goodbye to Anthony. Then the next day they lost their soccer game. He can’t blame me for that, though. It wasn’t my fault.”




  “So maybe it does have something to do with Anthony.”




  “What if later on, you know, after the game, he was in a really bad mood because they lost and then he kept thinking about Anthony kissing me and decided he was really pissed off?”




  “I’m not going to play the ‘What if?’ game with you. Try to calm down.”




  “If Wyatt kissed someone else, I wouldn’t forgive him.”




  “Maybe you would if the person he kissed was dead.”




  I stop crying for a second to laugh at how ridiculous that sounds.




  Then Mom tilts my chin up and looks into my eyes. “There are no rules in the relationship handbook for love triangles where one of the boys is a ghost and the other one is a medium and they both inhabit the same body.”




  I dig a tissue out of the pocket of my mother’s jeans, blow my nose into it and then put it back in her pocket. She laughs. “Thanks.”




  “Hey, my snot is your snot.”




  My mother has been wiping my nose since I was born so it doesn’t gross her out. Dabbing at my tears with a clean tissue, she says. “Maybe after he thinks about it for a while, he’ll forgive you.”




  My sobs finally die down to a quiet sniffle or two. “Yeah, he can’t keep up this level of jealousy indefinitely. Wyatt has to realize that I’ll never see Anthony again. Ever.” Thinking about Anthony makes me feel like exploding into tears all over again, but I try to control myself.




  “Annabelle, you’re going to feel sad for a while. It’s going to hurt a lot at first, but then you’ll feel the pain ease up; a little at a time. Life’s hard and you have to be strong and get through it. People die. Sometimes you lose someone you love.”




  “He was already dead when I met him.”




  “You know what I mean. He was dead but not gone. Now he’s gone.”




  “Do I look like I need to be reminded that Anthony’s gone?”




  “No, you look like you need some chicken and potatoes.” She hands me yet another tissue. “Blow your nose and then go into the den and tell your father it’s safe to come out here now. He won’t drown in a flood of tears.”




  “Not funny.” I smile anyway and leave to get my dad. Then we sit down to eat and talk about stupid stuff. Like the weather and which of my friends has applied to which college and a house my dad’s trying to finish building before the really cold winter weather sets in and the first snow falls. I feel okay for a while. I’m still sad, but I’m not weeping uncontrollably anymore.




  * * * *




  Monday morning Wyatt comes in late and misses History class. The school day drags on until it feels like a year has passed by, but it’s really only seven of the most boring hours of my life because I don’t get to see him at all. Finally the dismissal bell rings. Cross country season’s over and I don’t play a winter sport, so I have plenty of free time until tennis starts in the early spring. Not good. I need to keep busy so I don’t sit around feeling sorry for myself because of “The Big Breakup.”




  Toward the middle of February, and into March, I usually take a few indoor tennis lessons to get ready for the spring when I’ll play first doubles with my friend Steph on the varsity tennis team. But it’s only December, so I don’t even have that release. I’m not scheduled to take out my frustration by whacking tennis balls as hard as I can for at least another couple of months.




  Toward the end of the fall, I was worried about a situation involving a ghost named Anthony. He was obsessed with me. Wyatt, who was my boyfriend at the time, is a medium. He channeled Anthony’s ghost and then couldn’t get rid of him. Anthony kept taking possession of Wyatt’s body because he wanted to be with me. At first it was pretty horrifying but once Wyatt and I got used to Anthony, the three of us became inseparable.




  Together we solved the mystery of Anthony’s death so he could leave. Our ghost finally found the answers to the questions he needed to ask here on Earth and headed out of our lives for good; back where he belongs. Wyatt and I should’ve felt relieved, but we both had grown to love Anthony and we both still miss him. At least I think Wyatt misses him, but I don’t know because he won’t talk to me. At all. Ever.




  Wyatt broke up with me, without a word: no phone call, no text. I miss him horribly. Maybe I need to get out there and pound through the woods with the wind in my hair, at the mercy of the New England weather. Nothing better than freezing, pelting rain in your face. I love feeling like there’s something infinitely more powerful and inevitable than my will. But I can run through it. Tackle the forces of nature head-on. If you complain about the weather in New England, you’ll spend the whole winter complaining and whining about something you can’t do anything to change. You may as well admire it for its craziness and the way it makes you stronger just to deal with it. But all this is beside the point now. My life stinks because Wyatt broke up with me, not because cross country season is over.




  Along with this horrifying problem, I have another one. The whole school knows I’m the girl with the broken heart.




  Poor Annabelle, she looks so lonely and sad. Next to “humiliation” in the dictionary, my senior year book picture should be displayed. That picture was taken last summer, right after Matt Riley dumped me. I managed a believably happy smile for the photographer and then I got over Matt. He’s a douche bag. Wyatt isn’t. I’ll always love him. I’ll never get over him.




  On top of my pile of hurt lies a ton of embarrassment, too. I know what people are saying. Even some of the jealous girls who were mean to me when Wyatt and I were together feel pity for me now. I miss the nastiness, the evil sideways glances, the whispers, the occasional hurtful insult delivered in the hall on the way to class. I prefer their hatred to their pity. Everyone knows I’m pathetic.




  Two nights after the episode of Sunday evening pre-dinner hysteria, my dad arrives home from work and announces that he has a surprise. Looking up from the plate of lasagna I’m picking at, I ask, “What?”




  Dad bends over and puts one arm around me and one arm around Mom, who’s sitting beside me at the kitchen table. He smells like sawdust and the cold, clean night air. With one strong forearm, he scrunches my head up against his face and kisses my cheek. Turning his head the other way, he kisses my mother on the lips which is awkward, so I pretend I didn’t see. Then he straightens up, runs over to the door and goes back outside. Mom and I look at each other and shrug.




  A few seconds later, he stumbles back in, lugging a huge box. I rush over to help him.




  Grinning at Mom, he announces, “An elliptical, for my girls. I’ll set it up in front of the TV in the den and we can all use it. Low impact exercise, good for cross training and the elderly who are fighting off osteoporosis, arthritis and cardio vascular disease.”




  “Speak for yourself, Gramps.” My mother sounds sarcastic but I can tell by the glimmer in her eyes that she loves the surprise. “Grab your coat, Annabelle. We’re going shopping.”




  “For what?”




  “We’re going to buy things we don’t need with money we don’t have, the best kind of shopping. Your dad can assemble the elliptical while we’re gone and we’ll take turns using it when we get back.”




  I pull my brother Joe’s huge sweatshirt off the peg by the back door and yank it over my head and Mom and I run out to the car, giggling like high school girls, which is normal for me because I am one. We skip over to the mom-mobile, known as “the Soob”, short for Subaru. She loves that car because it has heated front seats.




  People’s cars can tell you a lot about them. Because he’s a builder and he needs it for his business, my dad drives a truck. I drive my brother Clement’s old 1998 Chevy Prizm which sends the message that I’m broke and should be grateful I have anything at all to drive. I am grateful, too. It beats walking or riding a bike. And my mom’s car says I like to be safe and comfortable because that’s what she’s all about.




  She laughs and turns to me. “Why don’t you drive, Annabelle? The Burkes look like they could use a new mailbox anyway. Their old one’s all rusty and dented.”




  “Very funny.” When I first learned how to drive, I hugged the right too much and once, I damaged the passenger side mirror when I sideswiped our neighbor’s mailbox. But only once. Dad made me buy them a new mailbox and pay for the mirror, too. That was over a year ago, though, and I’m a good driver now, so we head for the nearest mall together with me at the wheel of the Forester, and her riding shot gun; our butts nice and cozy in the heated seats.




  When we get there, Mom takes out the credit card and we load up on DVDs to watch while we’re on the elliptical, about five movies altogether, plus two seasons of television shows. Most of our purchases come from the bargain display, but we choose a couple of new releases, too.




  Then we go into another store and I pick out some already ripped jeans that look really sexy on me. Mom makes not one comment about them, either, but I can tell she’s bursting to say something about the holes or the tight fit. She allows herself one understated eye roll. My mother is an excellent role model for self-control. Grinning into the triple full-length mirrors, I check out my rear view which looks awesome. Nothing can mend the rip in my heart, but the holes in the jeans cheer me up tremendously. As I walk down the hall at school tomorrow, strategic glimpses of knee and thigh will peep through, but nothing important will be on display. I know how to walk that fine line between sexy and desperate. I have never crossed over it and I never will. I may be pathetic, but I’m not skanky.




  When we arrive home, I get the first turn on our new exercise machine. And according to the digital display, I run five miles while watching back-to-back hilarious episodes from The Office, Season Two. Afterward I take a long, steamy shower, and then run back downstairs to kiss my dad’s cheek. “Best dad ever!” I announce. He laughs and wishes me pleasant dreams. I sleep pretty well. Plus, for the next few nights, I also manage to sleep well. I’m actually starting to believe that Wyatt and I will get back together.




  I hope it’s soon because the weekends are particularly tough. My best friends are all in relationships. The six of us used to hang out together on Friday and Saturday nights when I was dating Wyatt, but not anymore. My friend Meg is in a long term relationship with Wyatt’s friend Ryan Snyder, the goalie on the soccer team. And my other two closest friends, Jen and Connor, have moved from the friend zone into the relationship zone. So I call Steph, my tennis partner, to see if she’s doing anything and she comes over to slay me at ping pong. I start to feel even more depressed because I could always kill Wyatt at ping pong and he didn’t care. He thought it was funny. What a guy, not self-centered or egotistical at all! Anyway, I barely survive another weekend without him.




  Monday morning, Meg meets me in the school parking lot wearing a serious expression on her wind-reddened face. Her eyes are watering from the cold and her long blond hair’s all tangled around her head. “Annabelle.”




  She looks horrifically serious which can’t be good. “I have to tell you now, before you go into History class. It’s hard for me to say this, but you need to hear it from me, not from someone who’s just spreading around gossip.”




  Suddenly, I feel like my heart is attached to a bungee cord. Plunging off a tall bridge, it falls into the pit of my stomach and springs back up again, like it wants to jump out of my mouth. Because my uncontrollable heart is now stuck in my throat, I’m unable to speak, so I use my eyes to ask Meg about the bad news. I know it will involve Wyatt.




  “This might be just a rumor, but a lot of people are saying that Wyatt and Colleen Foley are together now.”




  Hanging my hopes on the phrase, “might be just a rumor”, I assure Meg that I’ll be okay.




  Like always, she has my back. “If it’s true, he’s an idiot. She’s ridiculous. She’s so fake. He’ll hate her in a week if he’s the person we thought we knew.”




  That’s a pretty big “if”. Maybe Wyatt isn’t the person I thought I knew. Maybe he has fallen in love with somebody else, somebody who’s a good-looking phony, someone who’s superficial. Colleen Foley’s been coming on to him since the beginning of September on the first day of school. I don’t know her very well, but you can’t go to Eastfield High and not know who she is. She’s the president of multiple organizations; always running around the school squealing and hugging people. No one would ever vote for me for anything, because I’m too weird. I really wanted to be tennis captain, but someone else got it. Colleen Foley wins every election she ever runs in, and she runs for president of everything.




  Colleen must be smart, because she’s president of the honor society, but she’s always screaming and laughing really loud, which seems stupid to me. I’ve never hung out with her, nor would I want to. But I always see her in the hallways and a lot of other places around the school. Her group of friends all behave the same way. They’re the hottest girls in the school, and last year, when we were juniors, Colleen started the rumor that she only dated college boys.




  However, this past spring, she took a quick break from older boys to flirt with my friend Connor. He couldn’t believe his good luck and asked her to prom, where she ignored him the whole night. After that she continued to ignore him. She only needed him for one night and he looked good in the prom photos, so she achieved her goal. Obviously, in hindsight, we all figured out that whatever college boy she’d been hooking up with didn’t want to go to a high school prom with her. Connor hates her now, but he still thinks she’s hot. Everyone does. At the beginning of senior year she made sure everyone knew that she still only dated college boys but she was willing to make an exception for Wyatt Silver if he was interested in her.




  Colleen’s tall, with a year-round tan and a big white smile. She has shiny, shoulder-length blond hair which hardly ever shows its dark roots. And the very day I find out she might be dating the boy I love, she’s everywhere. Whenever I leave a class, there she is, talking to one of her friends in that high, loud voice, flashing those big, white teeth like a sleek, fast-swimming shark.




  I ask for a bathroom pass in English class, and when I come out of the stall, she’s brushing her hair and putting on lip gloss in the mirror. Her roots need a touch-up. About a half inch of dark hair is showing, but I’m not going to tell her. Let her figure it out for herself. I’m not going to do Colleen Foley any favors. After washing my hands quickly, I flee without ever looking over to acknowledge her.




  Finally, one of the worse days of my life is almost over and I head out to my car, my little old 1998 metallic beige Chevy Prizm. Colleen drives a brand new Lexus SUV. What does her car say about her? My parents are rich enough to buy me this car. I feel entitled to stuff like this and I’m president of every effing organization in this whole effing school.




  Putting my head down, so I won’t have to make eye contact with her if she’s in the parking lot, I take my car keys out and move fast. Also, it’s freezing and windy. Crouching down with my back to the wind, I struggle to fit my key into the lock on the passenger side. The Prizm is so old and so cheap that it doesn’t have keyless entry.




  “Annabelle,” a familiar voice shouts out my name. It sounds so good the way he says it.




  Before I can straighten up from my bent-over position, a huge rough tongue licks my face. “Jeff!” I kiss the big, handsome dog back, on the top of his furry head. I’ve never been so glad to see anyone before in my whole life. Pocketing my keys, I race Jeff over to the van, a few parking spaces past my car. Nathaniel Flyte is sitting there in his electric wheelchair. Grabbing both my freezing cold hands in his big warm ones, he tries to rub away the chill. As I stare into his heavenly eyes, I catch a glimpse of hell in my peripheral vision.




  There they are. It wasn’t just a rumor, as I had hoped. Wyatt and Colleen Foley are standing outside his car and she’s looking into his face and flipping her hair around, laughing. The sight of them together rolls me over like a rogue wave and drags me out to sea on a riptide of misery. Nathaniel turns his head to see what’s changed my happy-to-see-you expression into a horrified mask of despair.




  Reaching up, he hooks one hand around my neck and pulls my face down to his, so my hair falls all around us, forming a dark, silky tent. With my forehead pressed against Nathaniel’s and my hands resting on his powerful shoulders, I manage to steady myself for a second. Then an emotional tsunami knocks me over and threatens to pull me so far under I’ll never find the surface again. Nathaniel moves his hands to my freezing cold cheeks. Inside the shelter formed by my long hair, his breath smells like peppermints and his face like spring flowers.




  “Stay strong, Annabelle. No matter what happens you have me to lean on, but don’t waste any tears on that immature idiot. If he is who we thought he was, then he’ll come to his senses soon. If he is who he’s acting like right now, then you’re better off without him.”




  “Thank you.” I feel like I can breathe again. Nathaniel and Wyatt are both mediums. Nathaniel acted as Wyatt’s mentor throughout our whole drama with Anthony’s ghost. No one knows Wyatt better than Nathaniel does, except maybe me and his Uncle Oliver, who he lives with. Wyatt’s mother kicked him out last summer because she doesn’t believe in ghosts and he’s a medium. So he moved here, to live with Oliver.




  “Self pity is a really destructive force; the worst. Don’t give in to it, Annabelle. Self pity will cripple you. Don’t waste one second on it. You’re better than that.”




  I sniff, struggling to fight off tears. “I’m so pathetic.”




  “He’s the pathetic one. Don’t spend another minute thinking about him until he morphs back into the old Wyatt again. C’mon I’ll buy you a cocoa. Leave your car here. I can drive you back later.”




  Straightening up, I answer, “Sure. I’d love a cocoa, with marshmallows, mmmmm.”




  “That’s my girl. Can I have one small kiss, for saving your ass during a crucial moment in your big emotional crisis?” He taps his cheek with his forefinger, pointing to the spot where he wants to be kissed. Laughing, I bend over to peck him on the cheek, but he pulls a fast switch and presses his mouth against mine for a second.




  “Hey, Flyte! What the hell?”




  “Don’t flatter yourself, Annabelle. That was a strategic move. He was watching.”




  “Wyatt?”




  “Yup, none other. And we’re not going to look over there, but I bet if we did we’d see his handsome face turn ugly and green with jealousy.




  Chapter 3




  Nathaniel and I Fight Fire with Fire




  





  “Damn it, Nathaniel! That’s what got me into all this trouble: kissing someone else!”




  “Yeah, but the game’s changed now. Right, Jeff?” Barking his agreement, the enormous dog wags his tail. Nathaniel continues. “Hop into the van, gorgeous, and let’s plot your revenge on the black knight and his evil new queen.”




  Laughing, I jump into the passenger side of the van. When he’s settled into his captain’s chair, behind the steering wheel, Nathaniel adjusts the rearview mirror, peeks up into it and announces. “Wyatt’s not smiling down at her anymore. He’s looking over here and I bet if I could see his eyes, they’d be filling up with those thunderheads that accumulate when he’s pissed off.”




  “Not good, Nathaniel. I don’t want him to be any more pissed off at me than he already is.”




  “He’s getting into his car alone and she’s walking away, and she’s not swinging her hair and giggling like an idiot anymore, either.”




  “That’s good.” I smile. Maybe Nathaniel’s silly plot to make Wyatt jealous will work after all. “Let’s go drink some cocoa. I’m freezing. I hate when it’s really cold, but it doesn’t snow. I feel cheated.”




  “I know, you poor thing. Let’s warm you up. We can go to my house. My mother’s home. I don’t think you’ve ever met her.”




  “I’d love to meet your mother.”




  As the van cruises along, Nathaniel shoots a sideways glance down at my legs. “What’s up with the holes in those pants, Annabelle? No wonder you’re cold. Can’t you afford to buy some new jeans? I’ll loan you the money to buy a good pair if you’re broke.”




  “These jeans are brand new and they happen to be very fashion forward.”




  “I like the look, but still, you must be cold.”




  “The holes aren’t that big, and I’m wearing warm socks and boots, two sweaters and my coat, so I’m fine. I’d just be happier if it snowed.”




  Nathaniel’s cell phone rings and he doesn’t answer it.




  “Aren’t you going to pick up?”




  “Nope. I know it’s Wyatt and I don’t want to talk to him right now. I’ll return his call later.”




  Grabbing his phone, I check the screen and sure enough, the missed call was from Wyatt.




  “Promise me you’ll tell me everything he says when you call him back.” I beg him.




  “Better yet. I’ll call him as soon as we get to my house and we’ll put him on speaker. This might turn out to be fun. There’s an evil part of me that loves to cause trouble for people who deserve it.”




  When we arrive at Nathaniel’s house, his mother’s home, but she’s standing in the hall, about to grab her coat out of the closet. “Lovely to meet you, Annabelle. I wish I could stay and visit but I have to leave for work. Tonight’s our night for evening hours.”




  “I invited Annabelle over to cheer her up. A total douche just broke her heart.” Nathaniel embarrasses me.




  “I’m no stranger to a broken heart, Annabelle. Maybe Nathaniel’s told you that his father disappeared when he was just a baby, and we’ve never been able to locate him.”




  Instantly, I like and trust her because she’s very direct. I can see so much of Nathaniel in her. They don’t look all that much alike, but they have similar mannerisms and expressions. Mrs. Flyte’s eyes, like Nathaniel’s, dance with humor and fun, even when she’s not joking around. How could his dad have ever left?




  “He must be an idiot. Look what he gave up!”




  “Exactly. He has missed being a part of our family...his loss, not ours.” She kisses Nathaniel’s cheek and mine, too. Then swings a dark gray woolen coat over her shoulders and slides her arms through the satin-lined sleeves. “Bye, Annabelle, it’s been great meeting you. Come over anytime. You’re welcome here without an invitation.”




  And she’s gone. Nathaniel wastes no time calling Wyatt back.




  “DO YOU KNOW SHE’S NOT EVEN EIGHTEEN YET?” My ex-boyfriend is speaking in all caps




  Just like he promised, Nathaniel puts Wyatt on speaker, but it’s not necessary. Wyatt’s yelling so loud I’d hear him even if Nathaniel’s phone was on normal and in the next room. My coconspirator winks and smiles, flashing his white teeth at me as he defends himself against Wyatt’s accusation.




  With exaggerated patience, Nathaniel answers. “Yes, I know she’s not eighteen yet. But she will be in a couple of months.”




  “NOT FOR THREE MONTHS!”




  “Okay, okay. Calm down. And before you remind me, I know how old I am, too. But I need to remind you that Annabelle and I are friends; that’s all. So your point is moot.”




  Wyatt continues to project his voice across great distances without the aid of a megaphone. “YOU KISSED HER ON THE MOUTH! FRIENDS DON’T KISS FRIENDS LIKE THAT!”




  “You were spying on me! What the hell, Wyatt!” Nathaniel goes on the offensive.




  “I didn’t need to spy. You were right out in the open, in the school parking lot.”




  “I didn’t see you. Where were you hiding when you were spying on me?” Nathaniel accuses.




  “I wasn’t hiding. You had your back to me.”




  “So you were sneaking up behind me to spy on me.”




  “I WASN’T SPYING!” Next he again mumbles something about Nathaniel being too old for me. My friend’s verbal stunts seem to have discombobulated Wyatt so much, that his voice has quieted down a lot. He repeats. “I wasn’t spying and you’re too old for her.”




  “As soon as Annabelle turns eighteen, in March, I’ll only be seven years older than she is, plus you’re being stupid because we’re only friends. And stop spying on me. It’s annoying. Goodbye, Wyatt.” He smiles and clicks his phone off.




  I laugh. “Nathaniel, that was brilliant! I love the way you said ‘moot’! Great word!”




  “Why thank you. C’mon, my dear. Let’s have a cocoa.” He wheels over and puts the kettle on the stove top, then empties two packets of cocoa into two mugs.




  “Thank you. I’d love some cocoa.”




  “Mission accomplished. We made him jealous, but we’re both perfectly innocent of any wrongdoing. Wait. It’s going to get better. I guarantee.” He pulls out a drawer and takes out a bag of mini marshmallows, dumps a handful into each cup and throws a handful at Jeff who snatches a few out of midair then nibbles the rest up off of the floor.




  Nathaniel pours hot water into the cups, gives each one a quick stir with a teaspoon and I carry the steaming mugs over to the table. We sit down and start sipping our cocoa and reenacting the whole phone conversation together, giggling our dumb asses off the whole time. Afterwards he drives me back to my car. Finally, things are looking up. Wyatt was jealous. He must still care about me.




  And for a short while my situation continues to improve. Colleen stops popping up mysteriously in the school corridors, outside my classes and in the girls’ room mirror. I still see her now and then, hanging out in the hallways with friends and occasionally with Wyatt, which wounds me, but not mortally anymore. Because thanks to Nathaniel, I know he still has feelings for me. Then, early in the morning, two days after the scene in the parking lot with Nathaniel, I see Colleen as I’m walking out of History class and at first, I don’t even recognize her.




  She looks like she spent way too long in a tanning booth and she’s dyed her hair pitch black so it’s shining like a raven’s wing. I try not to stare, but it’s difficult. For as long as I’ve known her she’s always been a blonde, but now she’s extremely brunette. Her hair looks a lot longer, too. How can someone’s hair grow eight inches in just a couple of days? It’s almost the same length as mine now. Meg’s a pretty good amateur hairdresser, maybe she’ll know. I’ll ask her at lunch. We always sit together in the cafeteria.




  Before I can even ask her this question, though, she answers it. “Did you see Colleen Foley’s hair extensions? What do you think they cost? They must be the expensive kind because they look real. And the spray tan looks authentic, too; big bucks!”




  Jen adds, “How about those green contacts? She used to have blue eyes.”




  Everyone’s talking about her behind her back, not just Meg and Jen. Even her own friends start ridiculing her when she’s not with them. This is one advantage I have over her. My friends are loyal. If they think I’m being stupid they tell me to my face. They don’t talk about me and laugh at me behind my back. They’d just say something like: “What the hell did you do to your hair? Not a good look for you.” Meg would probably volunteer to fix it for me. She’s good with hair.




  What will Colleen do next? Will she take up long distance running or join the tennis team? It’s all kind of flattering in a creepy way.




  People start calling her Pocahontas, yelling it out in the hallways and in the cafeteria. It’s probably because I’m part Native North American and she’s obviously trying her hardest to look more like me. Just in case people don’t get it, someone anonymously hangs up two side by side pictures of us, with the caption “Who wore it best? One hundred people were surveyed.”




  Under my picture it says “Ninety-nine percent” and under Colleen’s it says “One percent (Colleen voted for herself.)”. I’ve seen these kinds of pictures before in Us magazine. Even when it’s celebrities who are used to that paparazzi crap, I think it’s cruel. Like, “Who wore it best?” “Katy Perry or Kim Kardashian?” And then the stupid outfit cost about three thousand dollars. Colleen’s not my friend and I don’t even like her but this was a really malicious thing to do. So I rip the pictures down and toss them in the trash.




  The worst thing, though, is that a couple of girls who don’t like Colleen start calling her “Ghost Slut.” Last year, my friend Meg and I made a movie for a combined English and History project and practically the whole school saw it. It was all about ghost stories and local paranormal legends. Right after we presented our project in History class, Colleen and a few of her friends started calling me “Ghost Girl,” in kind of a mean way, but the nickname never really caught on. So, I guess now that she’s trying to imitate me, some of the jealous girls at our school are hating on her because they think she deserves a similar nickname, only worse. I start to feel sorry for her.




  Then after school, while we’re walking out to our cars, Meg tells me about something really stupid that Colleen did. “She went to a graveyard, here in Eastfield, at midnight with her friends. They brought a Ouija board, so they could ask the spirits what to do about Wyatt because he was ignoring her. She must’ve been really desperate.”




  “Plus, Wyatt wouldn’t be impressed. He’d think that was a dumb thing to do. Bad things can happen when you mess around with the supernatural and you don’t know what you’re doing. But that explains the ghost slut nickname.”




  “The ghost part anyway.” Meg looks at my face and I crack up. Then she starts laughing, too and we both almost lose it, right there in the school parking lot. I’m still giggling a little when I get into my car.




  Three days after her new hair color’s debut, Colleen takes out her extensions and dyes it a pretty golden brown with dark blonde highlights. Her spray tan wears off. She takes out the greenish-colored contacts, so she has blue eyes again and people stop making fun of her. She goes back to flipping her hair around and giggling and screaming whenever she sees someone she knows in the halls. I feel less depressed, knowing I’m not the only one who feels humiliated. Nathaniel put Wyatt in his place, and Wyatt’s new wannabe girlfriend has embarrassed herself by trying to be more like me and failing. Life is good.




  And then it gets better. After lunch, one day at school, I walk up to my English classroom and Wyatt’s Uncle Oliver, who’s head of the History department, is standing by the door, talking to my English teacher, Ms. Coffman. Wyatt lives with his Uncle, because his dad remarried and moved to California and he doesn’t get along with his mother, for a lot of complicated reasons. As I walk by my two favorite teachers, Oliver and Ms. Coffman, I smile at them, and Oliver breaks off his conversation with Ms. Coffman to give me a huge hug and tell me how much he misses me.




  Even better, right when all this is happening, Colleen walks by and Oliver ignores her. She makes a big production of screaming at one of her friends “OMG, where did you get those boots? I’ve been looking for boots that color!” Oliver actually grimaces, and ushers me into Ms. Coffman’s classroom with his arm around my shoulder. I couldn’t have written a better script.




  “Hey,” he speaks quietly. “We miss you, Annabelle. Why don’t you come over for dinner Saturday? Jackson and Nathaniel are coming. It’ll be like old times. We can watch a movie and eat delicious food.” About a month ago, we all solved the mystery of Anthony’s death together and we haven’t hung out since then.




  I almost choke on my reply; it hurts so much to say it. “What about Wyatt? He doesn’t want to see me.”




  “I’ll give him fair warning that you’re coming and he can decide for himself. I’m not giving up our friendship just because my nephew is acting like an idiot.”




  “You really think he’s an idiot?”




  “Yes, but he’s my idiot and I love him.”




  I want to say that I love him, too, but my face gets way too hot when I think about saying it, so instead I just thank Oliver and ask him what time I should come over.




  “How about around seven?”




  “Sounds great. Thanks again.”




  When I take my seat, in English class, I catch sight of Colleen, who’s just outside the door, staring right at me. I think she was listening to everything. She scurries off the second we make eye contact. I don’t know what class she has next, but she’s going to be late if it’s downstairs. No worries, though; probably when you’re president of frickin’ everything, you never get in trouble.




  After school, Meg’s waiting at my locker. “We need to talk. Things aren’t as hopeless as you think, Annabelle.”




  “Meet me at my house. We can hang out and do our math homework together.”




  “Right, I’ll bring some really sharp pencils and a calculator.” We both crack up. Neither one of us has done any homework in weeks. We’re seniors. Meg’s already been accepted early action to the culinary program at Johnson and Wales, which is her first choice, so she’s all set and has no intention of doing any schoolwork until she starts college next fall. I haven’t been accepted anywhere yet. I just have a really bad case of senioritis.




  Chapter 4




  The Web We’re Weaving Grows More Tangled




  





  As soon as Meg gets to my house, we grab some chips, salsa and soda then head down to the basement where we instantly turn on the TV and start streaming the Grinch movie with Jim Carey off Netflix. It was either that or Toy Story 2. Nothing like revisiting your childhood, wolfing down a ton of junk food and indulging in some fascinating gossip; it feels good to spend the afternoon with Meg, curled up on the couch together under my old Sponge Bob quilt.




  We settle in and I shove a huge chip, dripping with salsa, into my mouth. When I bite into it the chip crumbles and the sloppy mess falls all over my sweatshirt and the quilt. Meg blots at it with a paper towel and we laugh. In between pinching up all the little pieces of chip and swallowing them, I tell Meg about how Oliver invited me to dinner and Colleen heard him.




  “Pound it.” Meg gives me a fist bump and then she shares her gossip with me. “Ryan says that Colleen chases after Wyatt hardcore and everyone on the soccer team thinks she’s a big joke.”




  “What? I thought every guy in the whole school thought she was hot. I thought they all liked her. She wins every election she runs in.”




  “Well, yeah, you can’t take her hotness away.”




  “Damn, I wish I could.”




  “Yeah, me too. But Ryan sees through her. There’s that whole strange Ouija board thing; how pathetic was that? She knows you went ghost hunting with me, so then she goes ghost hunting ’cuz she assumes it’ll make Wyatt think she’s more interesting. Plus, Connor told Wyatt about last spring’s prom fiasco.”




  “Poor Connor. That sucked.”




  “Big time. Anyway, Wyatt thinks she’s a tool and he’s really annoyed because she won’t leave him alone. Ryan and I think that she feels like she’s running in one of her elections and he’s the only vote she can’t win, so she chases after him. Colleen can’t believe there’s a guy on this planet who doesn’t want to date her. She doesn’t even know Wyatt. It’s just that he’s good-looking and he’s a challenge, so she’s going for it.”




  “Are you sure he doesn’t like her?”




  “Pretty sure. I didn’t hear it from him or anything, but Ryan’s a good source. He said Wyatt’s depressed. He sucked in that playoff game. Soccer’s over. You two aren’t together anymore. I don’t think he’s interested in any other girl besides you. Why did you guys break up, anyway? How come you don’t talk about it? You always used to tell me everything. Are you hooking up with that hottie in the wheelchair?”




  Word travels fast. Someone must have seen Nathaniel kissing me in the school parking lot. Now it’s probably all over the whole school. I don’t really know why Wyatt broke up with me, which sounds ridiculous so I tell her a half truth. “Wyatt’s jealous; I think that’s part of why we broke up. But he won’t talk to me so I might never find out the real reason.”




  Wyatt’s probably still pissed off because I kissed Anthony. However, I deliberately steer Meg toward thinking that he’s jealous about my so-called relationship with Nathaniel. But I can’t tell the whole, weird story to anyone. That’s one reason I miss Wyatt so much. We’re both freaks and we understand each other on that level. No one else I know has experienced anything like what we have. No one my age, that is. Nathaniel’s a freak, too, but he’s older. It isn’t the same because he isn’t in high school. I miss Wyatt so much.




  I can’t tell Meg about kissing Anthony’s ghost. So I have to let her think Wyatt might be jealous of Nathaniel. Besides, Nathaniel made sure that Wyatt is jealous of him. Meg doesn’t have the right time frame, though. The whole Nathaniel prank happened after Wyatt and I had already broken up. It’s not the reason for the break up.




  “There’s one other thing you should know, Annabelle.” Meg’s voice drops down like a bomb falling out of a plane.




  “What? Is it about Wyatt?”




  “Yes. It happened shortly after they lost the soccer game; the same night, in fact. I think you two might have actually broken up shortly afterwards, but you didn’t tell me, so I can’t be sure.”




  “We never broke up. Wyatt just stopped calling me and wouldn’t return my calls or texts. He texted me right after the soccer game ended and that was the last time I heard from him. What happened that night, after the game?”




  “Wyatt got drunk at Liz Dalton’s party and hooked up with Colleen. Then he never called her afterwards and she became obsessed with him.”




  My throat closes up because I’m choking on withheld tears, but I manage to croak out, “Do you really think she’s obsessed with him?”




  “Yes. He’s the one vote she can’t win and she feels like the whole election depends on that one, single vote.”




  I think back and remember that Liz Dalton did have a party on the night of the soccer game. After the game, in the parking lot, I heard some people talking about going.




  Meg rests a sisterly arm around me and gives me a half hug. I lean my head on her shoulder and we watch Jim Carey in silence for a few minutes. I’m not thinking about the film, though. I’m beginning to piece together the sequence of events. My thoughts and feelings somersault all over each other, as I picture Wyatt, reeling from the experience with Anthony and then on the same weekend, missing the shot on goal and losing the soccer game.




  I imagine him walking into Liz’s party without me. Meg and I went over to Jen’s and watched movies together that night. If I had gone to the party, would things have turned out differently? Would Wyatt and I still be together? Wyatt never asked me if I wanted to go to the party and I wouldn’t have gone on my own. I’m not friends with Liz or any of her friends. Plus Meg wasn’t going to the party with Ryan. Jen and Connor didn’t go either. So basically, none of my friends went. None except Wyatt and Ryan, but Ryan didn’t cheat on his girlfriend at the party. And Wyatt did.




  When the movie’s over, Meg leaves and my mom and I eat dinner together. Dad’s working late again, hurrying to finish up all of his outdoor building jobs before the first big snowfall.




  Spaghetti and meatballs is one of my favorites, but I don’t feel very hungry. Maybe because I ate too many chips. Or maybe because I keep thinking about what happened the night of Liz’s party. Trying to make some sense out of it all.




  After I got home from the chick flick festival at Meg’s that night, I stayed up and watched The Silence of the Lambs for the hundredth time. When the movie was over, around one in the morning, I went to bed, but not before texting Wyatt, because it’s one of his favorite films, too. “I watched Silence of the Lambs without you...not fun.” Then I paraphrased a quote from the movie. “My life is more interesting when you’re in it.”




  Wyatt never texted me back. At the time, I thought he’d gone to bed early because he was exhausted and depressed about the game, but that isn’t what happened at all. Instead, he went to the party and hooked up with Colleen. He didn’t even wait and think it over. He raced out, got wasted and made out with her.




  The only good news is: he seems to regret it, according to Meg. Colleen’s been chasing him constantly and he isn’t responding. He responded to seeing me and Nathaniel together, though. So this is the bottom line: I’m jealous of Colleen. She’s jealous of me, and Wyatt’s jealous of Nathaniel. It’s way too Midsummer Night’s Dream. We read that play in English class two years ago. And it was funny. But living it isn’t very funny. Wyatt and Nathaniel and Colleen and I are kind of like Demetrius, Lysander, Hermia and Helena; except Nathaniel’s also playing the part of Puck, manipulating everyone just to cause trouble.




  Not fair. Nathaniel’s the only one who’s having any fun. The very second that I finish thinking this thought, my phone vibrates and it’s my buddy, Puck/Nathaniel, the mischievous medium. “Hey, Annabelle, can we talk?”




  “Sure, what’s up?”




  “No, I mean in person, face-to-face. Can you come over here? You don’t have to stay very long if you don’t want to.”




  “That’s okay. I don’t have any plans. I can come over around eight. Is that a good time?”




  “See you at eight, then.”




  When I arrive at Nathaniel’s and ring the doorbell, Jeff lets me in. On the front door, instead of a doorknob, there’s a lever he can push down with his paw. Jeff’s a way better judge of character than any human I know, so Nathaniel trusts him to let in only safe people, no strangers or criminals. The giant mutt greets me with his usual sloppy kiss and I hug him. Then follow him down a hallway into a cozy room with a big flat screen TV, a couch and a couple of recliners.
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