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1ON LABOR DAY MY MOTHER AND BROTHER PILED the station wagon with all our things. Well, except for the ones that had already gone ahead, our furniture and books, on the Whiteflower Van Lines moving truck. So our car is packed with suitcases, duffel bags, Dad's hats, our computer, and our two cats. We stood on Lincoln Street in front of our house—I refuse to say “our old house,” even though it's been sold and new people are about to move in—and Mom told us to say goodbye.

I felt like an invisible girl observing the scene: Mom, shorter than I am, thin, shoulder-length brownish hair, wearing jeans and one of Dad's old shirts; Travis, a beanpole with shoulders from all that football, dark brown hair in his blue eyes, Dad's blue eyes—the men in our family have dark blue eyes, Carrie's are light blue, and Mom and I have hazel.

Both Mom and Travis were looking at our house, white with green shutters—I painted those shutters with Carrie and Travis just last summer—and the two maple trees and the dogwoods and big magnolia in the front yard, shady and nice. Carrie taught me how to climb those trees.

Mom looked up at Carrie's room. Travis stood there with his hands in his pockets, gaze as blank as the windows he was staring at. Actually, that's a lie. He had frown lines between his eyebrows. How could he not, about to leave the only house our family had ever known? Me, I refused to say goodbye. If you don't shut the door on something, it means you can always walk back through, right?

Mom taped a note on the door. Can you believe that? As if Carrie is just going to walk up the sidewalk and read that we've gone to Newport. Just as if we've gone to the store, or to the ball field, and will meet her back here for dinner. It's sad, if you think about it. Not just that Carrie won't be home to read any note, but that Mom would even think of leaving one for her.

Anyway, we turned and got in the car. Travis sits up front with Mom. I ride in back with the cats. Neither Travis nor I mention the note, but we do give each other a look. Strange, his eyebrows say to me. Whacked, my grimace says to him.

So that's how we left Columbus: one of us snuffling, one of us frowning, one of us petting cats. At fourteen, almost fifteen, I'm too young to drive. But Travis is sixteen, so he helps Mom out, taking the wheel for hours at a stretch. They keep asking me if I want to pick the radio station, or if I'm hungry and want to stop, or if I need to use the restroom. But nothing can pry words out of me. I just ride in back, hunched up into a ball, reaching into the cat carriers to pet Desdemona and Grisby. Des is mine. Grisby was my sister's. I'm taking care of her now.

I have what's called “stubborn anger.” That's what the shrink said. Because everything is wrong. What happened last summer made me lose my mind. That's different from stubborn anger. That's not being able to stand the feeling of air on your skin because your sister is gone. For months afterward, I couldn't draw a breath without feeling someone had stuck a knife into my heart. My mother thinks it's just normal grief, but it's not. My grades, well, let's just say they have suffered. English, C; Earth Science, B —; Art, D; Geometry, A. I'm okay in math, so even though I haven't applied myself, I get by. I skipped regular math last year, went straight into high school geometry.

The strange thing is, I've been dreaming in math. Figures, equations, notations—as if there was a problem to solve, and it involved numbers instead of words. Words get in the way. Numbers don't lie. We are two sisters; add us up. Carrie + Beck = Us.

My friends have gathered round me … kind of, anyway. The ones who haven't deserted me, that is. The ones who still speak to me have held me up, carried me through. I couldn't have survived without them. I'm holding on to the fact that a few people still like me.

And now my mother's taking me away from them. Away from Carrie. Without Carrie, I'm less than a person. It's like subtracting one from one. That equals zero. Except, as all mathematicians know, there's really no such number as zero. So I live my life in confusion. Logic and emotion are at war.

That's where the stubborn anger comes in. I refuse to accept my mother's decision to move us away from Columbus. She says she needs a job to support us, and I say fine—does it have to be in Rhode Island? Doesn't she know without my sister I'll cease to exist? Just try x minus x. Where does that leave you?

Exactly.

My mother explains that we don't know that Carrie is in Columbus anymore, in fact we are pretty sure she's far, far away. She doesn't have to tell me that we all have our own special ways of losing our minds, and Carrie's seems to have involved running away from home and, after a lifetime of being the perfect older child, turning into a street person somewhere. Have I mentioned that this is not a recent development?

My older sister left home, or should I say the cabin, the very same day our father died. That was over a year ago. She had a major flip-out, I guess you could say. And that flip-out is the gift that just keeps giving. We get the occasional hang-up and the once-in-a-blue-moon postcard. Even though we haven't received any emails from her, my mother has set our family email to a permanent away message: Carrie! We love you! We are moving to Newport and want you to be with us! Here is our address and phone number. Call, sweetheart!

I mean, Jesus Christ!

Here's what I plan to do: ride all the way from Ohio to Rhode Island without saying one word. I'm not going to eat, either. Hunger strike. Eventually we'll get to Newport. Mom will point out the apartment she and her sister lived in when they were young, before whatever happened that drove them apart.

She'll mention that it's a fresh start, that we have our whole lives to look forward to. One thing she will not mention is the water, which will be everywhere. Then she'll pull up to the private school where starting next week she will be teaching English and Travis and I will (theoretically) enroll as students. Here be rich snobs!

That enrollment will not happen, trust me. Can you imagine attending a school full of millionaire brats where your mother teaches? Why don't I just put my eyes out instead? It would be more fun.

I will helpfully empty the station wagon. I will carry the cats into the house Newport Academy has given my mother as part of her teaching contract. My sister's photographs, the ones she took and called her “Great Girls” series, will go straight into my mother's room. I will feed the cats, show them their litter box, remind my mother and Travis that they are not to go outside—Carrie always wanted Grisby to be an indoor cat, and that is how it will be.

Then, the minute my mother and brother are asleep, I will walk out the door. I've got funds stashed for the trip home. Birthday cash, babysitting money, contributions from my best friends Amy and Ellie. Plus a little extra from what the school shrink says is another cry for help—let's not go into it, but I stole a couple of things, including money from my mother's wallet, and got caught. I gave most of it back. But I kept a little, to help me get home.

“So, my little storm cloud,” my mother says from the front seat. “Are you comfortable back there?”

I grunt instead of speaking.

“You're not hungry, you don't care what music we listen to, you haven't said one word.”

“She'll eat if we stop at Cracker Barrel,” Travis says. “She likes the buffet.”

“What do you say, Beck? Should I get off the highway?”

I just keep petting Grisby. What is wrong with Travis? Seething doesn't begin to cover what I'm feeling. Carrie loved Cracker Barrel, not me. Caroline Anne Shaw. Get it straight!

I'm Rebecca Grace Shaw. I may have been joined at the heart with my sister, but my taste in roadside food is different. I like the Pancake King. The highway flies by in a blur. Cars, trucks, exits, all taking us closer to Rhode Island. I want to jump out before we cross one more state line.

“Let's stop, Mom,” Travis says. “We'll eat and then I'll drive for a while.”

Easy for him to be sweet, I think. Ally is so in love with my brother she'll fly east constantly just to see him. Her father's a doctor and has the money. He's divorced from her mother and bribes Ally to love him best. Ally wants for nothing, not even Travis. So he's got nothing to lose from this whole move, not like I do.

My mother puts on the signal light. Slouched in the back seat, I hear it, click-click-click. Trees along the exit ramp. We merge onto some big ugly road parallel to the highway; it's filled with billboards and stores and restaurants, one after the other, so many to choose from. I shut my eyes tight, because I don't want to think of food and feel hungrier than I already am.

My stomach rumbles. I'm starving.

“Okay storm cloud,” my mother says. “Come on, now. Let's go in and have something good for dinner….”

I pull the cats closer. I refuse to eat. All I want is to go home. I want my sister, and I want to go home. One hand slides into the thick envelope where her pictures are, and I slip a few out so I can see. This one shows a six-year-old girl jumping rope. Here's one of a woman pinning clothes to a clothesline. And another, two girls talking at their lockers in school.

I don't want to go to a school where my mother teaches. This is her first job since getting her master's. She is nervous and trying not to show it, which gives me a stomachache. If she's worried, how am I supposed to feel? I can't even think about the water. They call Newport “the City by the Sea.”

My brother stands outside the car making impatient noises while my mother opens the back door, leans in to put her arms around me, her lips to my ear, and whispers, “Put those away for now, sweetheart.”

“I don't want to.”

So she does it for me—takes the pictures out of my hand, slides them back into the envelope. Does she do that because she thinks looking at them makes me sad? Or is she afraid I'll damage Carrie's pictures in some way?

“Things will be better when we get to Newport,” she says.

“Stop,” I say, the ghost of my old lisp coming back, and I hear “shtop.”

I hate Newport and we're not even there yet, and besides, I don't believe her. All that water. I want to stay here, make things right. Make everyone like me again. Most of the time I say my s's and l's perfectly. No one makes fun of me for that anymore—I got through it.

Carrie helped me get over my lisp. She coached me through my speech exercises. With my sister, I overcame the obstacle. She can't help me with this, though. C + B = Us. I hold on to that truth. Mathematics and logic don't lie. So I sit in the back seat in perfect silence, just glaring into my mother's eyes. She doesn't know what I know about Carrie's last day. See, when she's ready, Carrie is coming back.

Storm clouds don't speak. And there's no such number as zero.




2NEWPORT GREETED THEM WITH BRIGHT BLUE water sparkling everywhere, a fresh September breeze blowing off Narragansett Bay, thick roses tumbling over high stone walls. Maura Shaw's hands were clamped tightly to the steering wheel as she drove along Farewell Street, between the two graveyards at the foot of the bridge. She drew the first deep breath she'd taken since leaving their house in Columbus early yesterday. She'd finally gotten them here.

The trip from Ohio had taken longer than she'd expected. Maura couldn't help it: every car on the highway, every exit off the interstate, all potentially could be where she'd find Carrie. She'd driven carefully, eyes on the road. But one part of her attention, a big part, was spent darting over to the passing Dodge Ram, the young hitchhikers, the broken-down Chevy, the ambulance speeding in the opposite direction.

Carrie's postcards had been from places out West. Santa Fe, New Mexico, had been the first; Billings, Montana, was the last. But who was to say she might not have changed her mind? A girl who could run away the very same day her father died, having never purposely done one thing to make her parents fret or worry, who had never been anything less than sweet, reliable, and incredibly smart, might in fact be capable of changing direction and heading east instead.

So Maura and the two younger kids had spent one night in a Days Inn near Allentown, Pennsylvania. This was out of the way; obsessing about Carrie, she'd taken a wrong turn, and the kids hadn't realized. Travis had been navigating, doing a great job, but after a while, assuming they were basically on autopilot, he'd turned to text-messaging Ally on his cell phone.

Suddenly Maura had started seeing signs for Gettysburg—they were heading south instead of east. She almost panicked. She couldn't let the kids know they were off course. Not because of pride or a need for infallibility, but because she wanted to give them a sense of safety, reassure them that she had it together, was on top of her game. Especially Beck, who had become a teenage nihilist, who doubted all that was good, who had seemed to retreat into a world of cats and numbers, and expected only disaster of real life.

Maura had quietly adjusted course, off one exit and back on the other way, not telling the kids they had traveled fifty miles out of the way without her realizing, and trying to keep herself from pondering the symbolism of driving straight toward one of the bloodiest battlefields in America while thinking of where her oldest daughter might be.

And here they were: The southern end of Aquidneck Island, Newport jutted into the Atlantic Ocean, and the sea was everywhere: down every alley, across every lawn, surrounding the city. She had come home to her New England roots, and in spite of everything, she felt a sudden surge of joy. She pressed the buttons to open all the car windows, ignoring the kids' protests as their hair blew wildly.

“Smell the salt air,” she said.

“It's bothering the cats!” Beck said.

“She speaks,” Travis said.

“I don't believe the cats mind the air,” Maura said. “I think they love it. They know we're almost home.”

“Home is Columbus,” Beck said.

“Honey this is where we live now,” Maura said.

“Mom, don't even bother,” Travis said. “She's going to give you a hard time no matter what you say.”

“You don't know anything,” Beck said. “Why don't you text Ally and say you're a bonehead?”

“You're not even making sense,” he said.

“Right,” Beck said. “She already knows it, so why would you have to tell her?”

“Hey,” Maura said. “Stop it.”

And they did. They liked each other, in spite of how they were acting right now. For so many years, this had always been one of the great blessings for Maura and Andy: the way their kids had been real friends, not just siblings.

Maura concentrated on driving. The streets were crowded with late summer traffic. She knew Newport like the back of her hand. She and her sister had lived here many years ago, while they were in college, back when they'd still been close.

In recent years, after finishing her master's degree, she'd started receiving emails from educational placement services, private schools, and tutoring services looking for teachers. She'd filed them all away. Andy and she had decided she would wait to start teaching until Beck started high school.

But then everything changed. Andy died, and Maura felt as if she'd been hit by a truck. Everything was broken. Her family was wrecked, in grief, in tatters. Insurance covered some things, but she got slammed by the second mortgage, car payments, shrink bills for Beck, detective bills to look for Carrie, and just when she wanted to crawl under the covers and never come out, her family needed her to provide for them.

Several months after Andy's death last August, just over a year ago, she got a mailing from Newport Academy and jumped on it. Ted Shannon, the headmaster, flew to Ohio for an alumni event, and Maura interviewed and got the job. It had seemed like fate.

Newport: so much had happened here to set the course of her family's history. Maybe by coming back, Maura could find peace. But there were more pressing reasons to leave Columbus. They needed the money and Newport Academy paid well. Besides, Maura knew she had to get Beck out of there, away from all the talk.

Maura wanted to take her younger daughter away from the reputation she'd gotten in school. Maura knew she would outgrow it, that people would forget, just as no one remembered now that she'd once needed speech therapy, and the kids teasing her about the way she'd talked had long ceased.

But stealing was more serious, and Beck was deeply ashamed and confused, even as she was trying to change her behavior. Her grades had slipped badly except in math—high school level and even beyond, according to her teacher, an accomplishment that both shocked Maura (neither she nor Andy had been particularly good at or interested in mathematics) and made her very proud. So Maura had grabbed the chance to come to Newport, a place she knew her kids would love once they settled in. A bonus: the school offered housing as part of the package.

Salary, insurance, reduced tuition for the kids, and a place to live: all the bases covered, and that was necessary. Without Andy, they were having a hard time. Grief still was fresh, a constant, aching emptiness. Maura had stayed home with the kids; it had always been the plan for her to start teaching once Beck finished middle school. Ironically, they were right on schedule.

Beck would be starting Newport Academy as a freshman, Travis as a junior. And Carrie was who knew where. Maura knew there wasn't a chance in the world that her daughter would find that note she'd left on the door, but she'd left it anyway. Leaving Columbus without Carrie had been something like driving away without her right arm. Only it hurt a lot more.

“Okay you two,” she said, as they drove up Memorial Boulevard, crested Bellevue Avenue, and started down the hill toward Easton's Beach. “Watch for Cliff Avenue on the right.”

“There, Mom,” Travis said, pointing.

Maura took a right, drove a short way, and then spotted the tall iron gates. A discreet sign, Newport Academy, was set into the stone post. Her stomach flipped as she realized that this was it—the start of a new life. She drove through, onto a private drive lined with venerable old trees, branches interlocking overhead.

Breaking into a clearing, they saw the main school building—a limestone mansion with turrets, balconies, pointed-arch windows, and gargoyles—built on the tall cliff's edge, overlooking the crashing Atlantic. Spectacular, and she tried not to think of the pictures Carrie would have taken of this place.

“That's the school?” Beck asked.

“It is,” Maura said.

“It looks like a prison!”

“It does not,” Travis said. “It looks like a castle.”

“I hate it,” Beck said.

Maura didn't speak. She just followed the road behind the main school building—the grand mansion—past other smaller but no less elegant houses, around an ancient, sprawling copper beech tree, into a darkly wooded laurel grove. Several small outbuildings were set here, including the small brick carriage house where they would live.

“This is it?” Beck asked, sounding incredulous.

“Yes,” Maura said. “Home sweet home.”

“It's tiny and dark!” Beck said. “It's horrible!”

“It's not tiny,” Maura said. “It has three bedrooms, one for each of us.”

“We had four bedrooms in our other house!” Beck said. “Three's not enough. You know that …”

“Beck, honey,” she began, her throat shutting tight.

“Beck,” Travis said, “there aren't five of us anymore. Only three. Come on, you can add.”

“You mean subtract!”

“Don't make it worse.”

“Shut up, shut up,” Beck said. “Why did we have to leave? What if Carrie tries to find us? How will she, Mom? Have you really thought about that, aside from leaving that lame note?”

“Beck, Jesus, stop,” Travis said.

“Um, yeah, Beck,” Maura said. “I've thought about it just a little.”

“Don't be sarcastic to me!”

“Well, don't treat me like an idiot. If you don't think I think about Carrie, oh, let's see… twenty-four hours a day…” Maura took a deep breath. Be calm, don't lose it, be the mother. “Beck, I have tried everything and will keep trying every single way to find Carrie. I have a detective on retainer. Police forces from here to California have her description. I left word with Justin and all her friends, and I've left a forwarding message on voicemail—”

“Voicemail!” Beck shrieked. “Carrie's gonna find us through voice mail?”

Maura threw up her hands—literally. This was like traveling with a three-year-old. Beck was overtired, overstimulated, and exhausted from the ride and her own bad temper.

“Why didn't you just leave a trail of bread crumbs?” Beck sobbed.

Travis, good boy that he was, climbed out of the car and started unloading it. Maura saw him carry the heaviest suitcases to the front door, then stand there waiting for her to unlock it. Beck clutched Carrie's portfolio.

“I want Dad,” Beck said. “I want Carrie.”

“I want them too,” Maura said, turning to reach into the back seat for her hand. Beck wouldn't take it, so Maura faced front again.

“I don't want to be here,” Beck said.

“I know, Beck,” Maura said, staring at the house.

Beck was right—it was doll-size. Set far from the cliff, deep in the shade of oaks and maples, tall mountain laurel and rhododendron bushes, it nestled in darkness. She thought of the big, airy house they'd just left. This carriage house came furnished, so the movers would be dropping most of their big furniture at a storage facility outside town—maybe that would make it easier, not having to look at all their things.

She hadn't been able to store Carrie's pictures. She'd kept them here in the car, wrapped in a quilt. Pictures of other girls, strangers as well as Carrie's friends. Her daughter had aimed the camera, snapped the photos, and they had traveled here in the way-back of the car, and now Beck was holding them as if they were Carrie herself.

Maura breathed salt air. Soon school would begin, a fresh start. She glanced at Beck in the rearview mirror, saw her sitting there in a knot, arms tight across her chest and the portfolio.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Ready, Mom,” Travis said, back at the car, holding out his hand. Maura handed him the key so he could unlock the front door.

“Come on,” Maura said. “Let's get the cats inside. They need water.”

“They need to go back to Ohio,” Beck said.

Maura grabbed the two cat carriers, and Beck loaded her arms with Carrie's photos, and they followed Travis into their new home.
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Travis sat with Beck on the cottage steps, wanting to make sure she wasn't going to bolt like Carrie. While his mother waited for the movers and Beck went into the world of tangents, pentangles, quadrangles, triangles, and whatever, plotting her escape—as if he and their mom didn't know her plan—he was checking things out.

Then, continually circling back to see what was happening in the house, to make sure Beck hadn't darted through the bushes for her big return to Ohio, he prowled the walkways of Newport Academy in search of, among other things, a spot where he could get decent cell reception.

He looked for the athletic fields. Down a path and across a gravel road, he found them. The gym looked pretty new. The football field seemed okay. He had tryouts scheduled, but that was a formality. The coach had talked to him on the phone, seemed excited he'd be playing for them.

When he got close to the main school building, he realized he had four bars on his phone. He saw he had five missed calls from Ally, started to call her back, suddenly noticed something odd about the mansion. Approaching the building from the woods, he saw a big portico extending over a circular driveway. There were large doors on either side, words heavily etched into the limestone above: Girls' Entrance over one door, Boys' Entrance over the other.

Staring up at the words, wondering how lame it was going to be to go to a school with rules like that, separate entrances for boys and girls, he didn't hear the golf cart. A security guard zoomed over, bouncing across the gravel drive. Old, fat, with dark aviator-style glasses and a shaggy mustache snowy with doughnut sugar that also sprinkled down his bulging belly, he slammed on his brakes in front of Travis, blocking his way.

“What are you doing here?” the security guard said.

“Uh, looking around.”

“And you are … ?”

“Travis Shaw,” he said. “My mother's the new English teacher.”

“Got some ID to prove that?”

“Relax, Angus!” a voice called from around the building. “He's with us!”

Digging his wallet out of his jeans pocket, Travis handed the guard his license and leaned back to peer around the portico's pillar. There, sunning themselves on the lawn by the cliff, were three girls, all wearing bathing suits. They looked about his age, or maybe Carrie's—a year older.

“Logan, the headmaster catches you out there like that, you'll be in trouble again,” the guard yelled.

“I know, Angus, but he's still in Europe and won't be back till school starts Monday, and you're not going to tell him, right?”

Angus tensed his shoulders, handing Travis back his license with a glare. “Don't expect to get away with anything once classes start,” he said. “They don't pay me to look the other way. You go over there and tell your friends what I said.”

Travis nodded, putting his license away, jamming his wallet into his pocket as he headed across the perfectly manicured grass. The three girls looked up at him, smiling. Their hair was long and straight, their gazes curious, and because he was loyal to Ally he tried not to notice anything else.

“I'm supposed to tell you they don't pay him to look the other way,” Travis said.

“Oh, Angus,” one of the girls said, laughing. She was small, blonde, very tan, with short cut-offs over a faded green bathing suit. “He's the biggest joke. Truly, he's a softy. He never busts anyone for anything.”

“Do you go here?” Travis asked.

“Uh, yeah,” the taller of the two brunettes said. She had huge cat eyes—widely spaced, gold-green, and looked very familiar. “Why else would we be sitting on school property on a perfect beach day?”

“Well, why are you?” he asked. “Considering school doesn't start until next week.”

“We board here,” the smaller brunette said. “Day students don't arrive till the minute classes start, but boarders can move in up to a week earlier. We have delicate spirits and need time to adjust to being away from home.” She gave him a big grin that made her bright blue eyes sparkle even more, and managed to make him think she was both funny and wicked.

“Where's home?” he asked.

“Well, my grandmother's house is in town here, but really, I come from Grosse Point, Michigan,” she said.

“The Midwest!” he said.

“Are you a boarder too?” she asked. “A fellow Midwesterner?”

“Sort of,” he said, watching the Whiteflower Van Lines truck pull into the driveway, heading toward the carriage house. “That is, I'm from Ohio. But now I live here.”

“Was that your sister I saw you with before?” the Michigan girl asked.

“You board, you mean,” the blonde girl said at the same time.

“No. Well, not exactly. I live over there,” he said, pointing into the laurel grove. “As of today. That's our moving truck. And yes, that's my sister.” One of them, he thought.

“You're the new English teacher's son!”

“Yeah,” he said. “Travis Shaw.”

Introductions were made: the tall brunette was Logan Moore, the smaller one was Pell Davis, and the blonde girl was Cordelia St. Onge. Logan was from Los Angeles, Pell from Grosse Pointe but had grown up summering with her grandmother in Newport, and Cordelia came from Boston. Travis tried not to stare at Logan, wondering where he knew her from.

“Want to sit with us?” Pell asked.

“I should go help unload the truck,” Travis said. He was glad for its arrival, because he found Pell's invitation, and the smile in her blue eyes, ridiculously unsettling.

“We could help you unpack,” Cordelia said.

“Speak for yourself,” Logan said, stretching out, face to the sun. “I don't unpack moving vans.”

“Spoiled Hollywood child,” Cordelia said, and Logan smirked without opening her eyes, and that's when Travis figured it out. She looked just like Ridley Moore, the actress.

“Is your mother—” he began.

“Yes,” Pell said, answering for Logan. “That's her.”

“Cool,” Travis said, hearing the truck's metal door clang open, starting to inch away from the girls.

“Hey, I'll walk you home,” Pell said.

“You don't have to,” Travis said. But she ignored him.

“Word to the wise,” Pell said, when they were out of hearing of the others, “and I say this with love. Don't be impressed by people's parents. This school will eat you alive if you don't know that.”

“Thanks, I guess,” he said. “Just because I asked if that was her mother didn't mean I was impressed.”

“Well, whatever you say,” she said, humor in her eyes. He saw her looking at him that way, and felt his face and neck get scalding hot. His cell phone rang. Looking at the screen, he saw Ally's number.

“Who's that?” Pell asked.

“Hey Al,” Travis said, answering the phone, ignoring Pell's question.

“Hey, you,” Ally said. “How is it going there? Why haven't you called me yet today?”

“Really crappy cell reception,” Travis said. His eyes locked with Pell's. “I miss you,” he said into the phone, turning away.

Ally told him about what he was missing, how they'd gone to the lake for a midnight swim, how she'd lain on the raft staring up at the stars thinking of him, how football practice was under way and how badly the team was going to do without him. His stomach clenched at that—even more than hearing about the raft and the stars—and missing the team as much as he missed her made him feel guilty.

“When can I visit?” Ally asked.

“As soon as you can get here,” Travis said.

When he turned to glance at Pell, she was halfway across the grounds on her way back to Logan and Cordelia. Just as well. She'd figured out he had a girlfriend. That's what he wanted. Put it right out there.

“Trav!” his mother called, waving him over.

He gestured that he'd be right there, spotted Beck still sitting on the front step, elbows on her knees, fists bunched up under her chin, staring down at her math notations. His younger sister looked like the scruffy tomboy she was: freckles, reddish brown hair in braids, an Ohio State T-shirt over baggy shorts. He knew she'd never be impressed by anyone's parents, but he stared at her, thinking that if those three girls were any indication, the school would eat her alive anyway.

For Carrie, it would have been easy. After his father's memorial service, one of her teachers told their mother Carrie had grace. That was true. She could fit in anywhere. Everyone who met her wanted her for a friend. She'd have outclassed all three of those girls, no contest. They'd have been lucky to know her. Travis knew his mother had heard from her over the last year, but nothing the last month or so. He couldn't stand to think it, but he wondered if she was still alive. He could not believe she'd be out of touch with him, with them, for so long if she was.

“Travis?” Ally said. “You still there?”

“Yeah, Al,” he said. “I am, but the truck's here. I have to help unload.”

“Call me as soon as you can.”

“I will,” he said, and hung up.

Then he ran toward the carriage house, dropping one shoulder as if blocking a play, dodging, faking left, right, running for a touchdown.

“Dork,” Beck said. “This isn't a football game.”

“Oh, really?” he asked, tugging one of her braids and flicking her paper. “It's not a math problem either.” She protested, pulling her paper back as he turned to grab a carton of books from one of the movers. He happened to look up, across the clearing, and saw Pell watching. Even from here, he caught her grin.

He wheeled away, carrying the box into the small, dark house.

[image: ]

J. D. Blackstone knew Maura was back. His friends and her sister had told him, and it made everything about Newport different. Even the air currents and tides seemed to have shifted; he felt restless, and had started swimming more. His dreams were of her, but that wasn't new; they'd always been. The dreams were immediate, here and now, not buried in the past. He could almost believe she'd walk through the door, and they'd be the same as they were. It was happening again.

Days became weeks, weeks months, two years short of two decades. There had been another woman; he might even say there'd been love. The way some would define it, that was true. He'd “found someone.” He'd been faithful, stayed with Linda five years; she had wanted him to move into her big house near the bridge in Jamestown. She'd thought he would marry her. He'd tried to want that too. But in the end, he backed away. He'd already given himself to one person.

Maura had been gone a long time. She'd left him to go back to Andy, calling what she had with J.D. a “young mistake,” or something like that. The exact words didn't matter, because he knew she'd been lying. What happened that summer made them belong to each other forever.

He held on to certain thoughts. Once they were making love on his bed behind the boxes. The windows were shut so no one would hear. The air in the brick building was stifling, the hottest all summer. Her back stuck to the sheets with sweat. It was after the catwalk, it might have been their fourth or fifth time together.

He'd already needed her. The friction of their bodies melted them into each other. They were starting to figure each other out, and this was going to be their life. Their eyes locked. This is it, he told her. I know, she said. Yet no words came out.

This is it: that was the truth then and still was now.

J.D. couldn't help that. Maura wrote her name on his heart that summer. It was there forever, like it or not. And now she was back in Newport.
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