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DEDICATION


To Brooke Darcy Nordstrom, Aviva Fink Cantor, Zoe Houldsworth LoPresti, Leigh Ann Razza, and Katie Caramiciu, my childhood friends—now and always.

This is my love letter to you.
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JUNE SCHEDULE


IMPORTANT DATES:

June 19th—Last Day of School. See ya later, losers! Here’s to being a junior.

June 20th—Leave for Cape Cod

LOOKING AHEAD:

June 26th—BIRTHDAY! 16!

July 3rd—Comet Jolie reaches perihelion

TO DO: IN ORDER OF IMPORTANCE

Organize for Waterman Scholarship: due date August 8th

       ☐      Application (16 pages, snail mailed in to scholarship board)

       ☐      Online registration—due June 26th (Birthday!)

       ☐      Comet data, compiled in duplicate

       ☐      Letter of recommendation from the East Greenwich Observatory

       ☐      Personal essay (ugh)

       ☐      Write thank-you note to Headmaster Winston. Make sure to thank him for the rousing yet embarrassing speech about being the top of the class.





ONE
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“WHAT’S THE POINT OF DOING ALL THIS MATH JUST to track a comet?” Scarlett says and squints through the lens of my telescope. “It’s a fuzzy white speck.”

“The whole point is to use pen and paper to predict the comet’s perihelion.”

“Perry-what?”

“It means the comet’s closest position to the sun.”

“But you have your school computer,” Scarlett says. She motions to the SUMMERHILL ACADEMY loaner laptop that’s open on a small collapsible table.

“I program the telescope with the computer. That’s it,” I explain.

“I would definitely cheat.”

It took ten minutes to get Scarlett out here, so now that she is, I want her to look through the telescope and see exactly what I see. I want her to know how hard it is to project its coordinates every single night. I’ve been working on this experiment since the Comet Jolie first streaked into our skies eleven months ago.

“The math is what makes it precise,” I explain. “Any old computer can be programmed to take a guess.”

“I suck at math,” Scarlett says. Her deep red lipstick is so pretty. If I wore that tonight, I’d get it all over Tucker and probably my clothes. I’m not graceful, not like my sister.

“When it finally reaches its perihelion and streaks into the Northern Hemisphere I will have tracked it over forty million miles.”

“Northern . . .” Scarlett stands up and sounds out the word. “Hemissssphere. Doesn’t that sound epic?”

“Well, yes, technically speaking the Northern Hemisphere has the most land. Two-thirds of the Earth is actu—”

Scarlett laughs and laughs.

“You have zero perspective, Bean,” she says with a flip of her hair and turns back to the house.

“This comet is the brightest comet to pass by the sun in a hundred years,” I say, but I am talking to her back. The moon is waxing crescent tonight, so it’s a sliver, but still, Scarlett’s blonde hair glimmers down her back. I swear, every year Scarlett gets more and more beautiful, like a freak of nature or something.

“I want to do this old school,” I add. “You know, Galileo style. Okay, not quite as old as Galileo, but pen, calculator, anti-vibration, internal GPS, hi-res optics style.”

She glances back at me before disappearing into the house.

“It’s definitely cool,” she says, though it’s clear she is just trying to be nice. I’m doing fine! Besides, it’s easy for her to say—all Scarlett cares about is ballet. “But you need to get your head out of the stars once in a while.”

“Bean!” Mom calls. “Tucker’s here!”

Took him long enough. The forecast predicted rain after eleven. No clouds yet, luckily. I run a hand over my Stargazer. In under one month the Comet Jolie streaks across the sky and we can see it without a telescope.

I lay my nightly coordinates sheet down on the ground on top of my favorite blanket. When Tucker gets here he can see how complicated it was to locate and identify the comet’s position in tonight’s sky. I know how intricate it is, but it’s nice to have my best friend, my boyfriend, who happened to score six points higher than me on the PSATs, see what I am capable of doing.

I wait for it—there’s a squeaksqueak, squeaksqueak as Tucker makes his way through the living room.

Our old Victorian has mismatched floorboards. Most are original which means they creak loudly.

“If you ever sneak out,” Scarlett once told me, “avoid the red Oriental rug. All original floor. It squeaks, you know what I mean?” At the time, she stopped and shook her head. “What am I talking about.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Little Miss Stars and Planets? Sneak out?”

Scarlett passes by Tucker and says, “Tell Trish to call me when she gets home. No excuses.” Scarlett points at him and he nods. Trish is Tucker’s sister and Scarlett’s best friend. Inseparable—well, until now.

Tucker has to dodge a tower of brown and red suitcases piled high next to the kitchen table. There are six: one for Mom, one for Dad, one for me, and three for Scarlett. On top of Scarlett’s sit two pairs of pointe ballet shoes. The thick satin laces lie across the suitcases and unfurl onto the floor. He walks past Dad, who, as usual, is reclining in his leather chair in front of the TV. He’s watching a show on the Discovery Channel. Gray wisps of his Einstein hair stick up and point in every direction.

“Every year you guys bring more and more stuff to the Cape,” Tucker says and comes off the patio to join me in the backyard. His voice clips in his usual singsong way. It makes everything he says sound like a joke he’s not quite finished telling.

“Tell that to Miss Ballerina,” I say. “Juilliard’s dance program will never see so many hair ties, perfume bottles, and pink tank tops ever again. The onslaught is coming.”

“You’d be surprised,” Tucker says, but there’s an edge to his tone that sticks to the air. He looks different tonight. I can’t place it. I lean forward and he kisses me on the lips. He pulls away before I can reach out to him, link my hand behind his head, and go in for a deeper kiss. Like the one we had last week. Out of nowhere, Tucker held his arms around my back, pulled me close, and kissed me so deeply that for a moment, we weren’t just Tucker and Bean, best friends for nine years, boyfriend and girlfriend for one year.

I wanted more than polite kissing.

Now, when he pulls away, Tucker digs his hands in his sweatpants pockets. Hmm. Hands in pockets, curved back, and eyes to the ground. I’ve known Tucker too long—something is up. Neither one of us are excited about me going to the Cape, even though it’s unavoidable.

“You’re driving up in two weeks!” I say, trying to make him feel better. “It’s better than having to wait until August for Scarlett’s going-away party.”

I link my arms around his waist and he leans his body weight into mine. It is familiar now, his body and my body, close together.

“I don’t know if they’ll give me the car,” he says quietly.

“Trying to get out of coming? I don’t blame you. I wouldn’t want to be in the same house or even the same state as Aunt Nancy if I didn’t have to.”

He laughs but it’s soft, like a private joke between us.

“Your great-aunt isn’t that bad.”

I raise an eyebrow.

“Okay, she’s the worst,” he admits.

His chest shudders when he laughs and I can feel it, he’s pressed so close to me.

“I don’t want to go almost two months without seeing you,” I say.

“We did it last year.”

“Yeah, but that was before you fell madly in love with me.”

I kiss his nose and pull back to ready my coordinates and show him all the varied equations and procedures I used to track the comet tonight.

“Either way, I’ll see you at Scarlett’s party,” I add. “It’s all Nancy has been talking about for months.”

He nods. Something about him is different. I can’t place it.

I’d better get down to business. He’ll cheer up eventually. I need more time than you to express how I feel, Tucker has said about a dozen times this year. I should remember that sometimes it takes some people longer to express themselves.

I throw my hair behind my shoulders and wave the coordinates sheet. This should raise his spirits. The sight of mathematics and equations usually gets a smile and a lift of his eyebrows over his dark eyeglass frames.

“Now,” I explain, “the perihelion isn’t projected to be until July 3rd, but it’s amazing, I’m telling you. Even with light pollution this comet is the brightest I’ve ever seen.”

I punch in the coordinates to my school computer.

I run a hand down the telescope like Vanna White. I’m careful not to move its position. “Look at this baby. Eight-inch mirror. Highest magnification possible.”

Tucker nods but doesn’t say anything.

“Ready?” I say.

“Steady,” he replies, but our usual call and answer tradition sounds hollow. I have kept this information a secret on purpose. He knows this. Way to be a buzzkill.

Whatever. I push on; his bad mood isn’t going to change mine. Tucker wanted to see this. He said so this morning as we cleaned out our lockers at school.

The computer beeps, starting to record the images from the Stargazer.

“This baby was worth 7,562 pizza orders,” I say about the telescope. “Good-bye Pizza Palace for almost two whole months.” I sit down on the blanket, cross my ankles over each other, and pop a mint. I’m not opposed to making the first move.

He peers through the lens.

I make room for Tucker on the blanket.

“You did it,” he says with a small lift to his voice. His deep tone is gentle, like he doesn’t want to talk too loudly. “You’re gonna win that scholarship.” The slice of the moon above his head outlines him in a pearly glow.

“You look really good right now,” I say. “Standing next to my Stargazer. It’s sexy.”

I laugh, but Tucker’s cell phone vibrates. He reaches into his pocket and silences the buzzing.

“So what do you think? You’re being quiet.”

I know I’m being impatient, but this is bizarre.

“Come out to the front yard?” he asks, and the word “yard” kind of fades away. Crap.

His quiet voice is not a good sign. This is the same tone he took when Trish rode a motorized Barbie car over my rock polisher when we were twelve. The same tone he used to tell me his Nana Patrick died. He barely spoke for two weeks, except for Mathletes when he could recite equations. “Please,” he adds.

“Did you get a B on a final or something?” I ask.

He shakes his head.

Tucker should be asking me what coordinates I have, what constellations the comet’s trajectory passes through, and what phase of the moon is best to achieve optimal viewing conditions. What does he mean, follow him to the front of the house?

Tucker’s wearing his Summerhill Academy sweatpants and a blue T-shirt. He nudges at the grass with his toe. Someone should document this. Mr. I Always Bring My Day Planner Everywhere left the house without Converse sneakers? He’s wearing flip-flops. Tucker pushes his glasses to the bridge of his nose.

He takes a step away from the Mason jars for our iced tea and the fuzzy blanket he kissed me on three days ago until my jaw was sore.

“I don’t want to talk about this here,” he says.

“This?”

He sighs.

Now that I focus, his sandals are familiar. They’re the same kind all the guys on the Summerhill Academy baseball team wear. The jock guys that Tucker makes fun of at lunch.

He walks around the house to the front yard with his shoulders hunched to his ears.

“Can you just tell me what’s going on?” I say and follow behind.

Tucker stands in the street at the front of the house. He still has his hands in his pockets.

“I’m—” Tucker mumbles.

“What is going on with you?”

“I—I want to break up,” he finally gets out.

My stomach swoops just like when we drive twenty miles an hour over the huge hill on Overlook Drive. Me and Tucker. We do that in his Volvo all the time.

“Break up. Bean.”

I shake my head. Shake. Shake. Shake.

“I want to,” Tucker says again. It sounds like he’s pleading with me.

“I’m sorry,” he says and slides his glasses up to the top of his nose. “But I want to.”

“No, you don’t,” I say, but my voice isn’t strong anymore. It breaks.

I focus on Mom’s oak tree, where Tucker and I used to climb when we were little kids. I don’t care about his knobby knees or the messy strands of his blond hair. “No, you don’t,” I say again. “We have green grass, a starry night—hell, I can see Rasalgethi, even with the lights from the house. This is a romantic moment, Tucker, not a breakup. You’re supposed to check my coordinates.” My voice is squeaky. I hate when I sound like this.

“Please don’t yell at me, Sarah,” he says.

Oh my God. His tone; it’s not begging or pleading—it’s pity.

I make a fist and dig my nails into my palm. I release and repeat the motion.

Tucker won’t look up from the ground.

“What about last week? When you—” My cheeks warm. “When you touched me?” I ask. I don’t need to remind him of the play-by-play.

One hand caressed the small of my back. Tucker pressed his chest to mine. His tongue met mine and he ran his fingers over my breasts.

Tucker keeps his chin close to his chest and his hands are still deep in his pockets. The phone vibrates a second time, but he gets to it quick.

“I remember touching you,” he says. “But I stopped us from going any further. I didn’t want to push it until I was sure.”

“You hooked up with me and you were debating breaking up with me?”

I can’t help yelling again.

He takes a step toward me and holds out his hands. “No, that’s not what I mean.” When I don’t take them, he brings the heels of his palms to his eyes and sighs. “I’m not good at this. I don’t want to hurt—” His phone buzzes yet again. He silences it for the third time, but it fumbles from his fingers to the grass.

I snatch it and hand it over. Becky Winthrop’s name is on the screen.

“Tell her she’ll have to wait until you’re done breaking up with your girlfriend to plan your tutoring session tomorrow.”

He slips the phone into his back pocket.

“It’s Friday night,” he says. “Don’t you want to hang out with your friends? Ettie? Or the Mathletes?”

“We were hanging out . . . weren’t we?” I ask.

“I have plans with someone else tonight.”

I gasp and hate myself for it.

“There’s someone else?” I whisper.

He steps closer to me. I can’t say no. I don’t have the words to stop him from holding me.

Tucker runs a hand over my hair and a shiver runs down my back. He slides his hands around my waist. He squeezes me and I hate the touch of his hands.

The warmth of his body against mine is unfair. He will pull away and whatever we are now will be—an after.

Tears burn my eyes.

I will not cry. Periodic table. Recite the elements in alphabetical order. No crying.

Actinium. Aluminum. Americium. Antimony.

Okay. This is working.

Argon, arsenic, astatine.

“Remember?” he whispers. His nose sounds stuffed and he doesn’t let go. “When you were seven I tricked you into thinking that was a piece of the moon?” He gestures to the Zuckermans’ boulder on the lawn of the house across the street.

“I would have believed anything you told me,” I say with a sniff. Tucker pulls away. The heat between us threads away and dissipates, to become part of the world again.

He kisses my head and says, “I’ve got to experiment. Or I’ll stay the same.”

“Who wants to change?” I ask. We meet eyes for one split second, but my bottom lip quivers like I’m five.

He looks away, shifts his posture, and his spine slouches.

These are all expressions of guilt.

Why would he be guilty? Because he’s hurting me? Because he gave me no indication this was coming?

“So who is it? Who are you going out with tonight? Pi Naries, again?” I ask, referring to our math club.

“I’m taking a break from the Pi Naries,” he admits.

“You created the group. You went to the principal. You . . .”

It’s not worth it. Tucker keeps making excuses about needing a social life and I turn to walk back around the house. I don’t know if I can bring myself to go inside. It’s pathetic, but I’m purposefully walking away so he’ll call me back.

“You’re just really logical, Bean.” This stops me and I freeze. I hear Scarlett in my head: you need to get your head out of the stars once in a while.

I face Tucker again.

“You watch the world. I’m not even sure you live in it,” he says.

My gut stings. Tucker stands before me in a blue T-shirt and Summerhill sweatpants; he isn’t dressed in his usual Polo button-down and jeans. It’s not just the flip-flops—it’s so much more.

Last week, we were drafting my Waterman Scholarship application checklist. He’s right, two days ago I wanted him to take my bra off, but he stopped me.

“Haven’t you noticed I’ve been hanging out in the junior parking lot? Or that I’m not at every single Pi Nary meeting?”

He keeps rambling, but nothing he says is what I want to hear.

“I’m different. I am. And you haven’t even noticed.”

My bottom lip keeps quivering so I bite at it to try to make it stop—doesn’t work. I ache right beneath my ribs. I place a hand over my stomach.

“I’m sorry,” he says. A sob catches in his throat; it makes his voice thick. He spins on his heel and heads down the street.

His apology is his good-bye.

The moon backlights him as he passes by the Zuckermans’ house and their idiotic oversized boulder.

The light flickers from a room upstairs in our house. Scarlett’s angular features watch me from her bedroom window. Her face in the moonlight is porcelain. She drops out of the window frame, leaving behind a view of the blue comforter on her bed.

You watch the world.

I try counting elements, but nothing seems to work. I make it all the way to the middle of the alphabet twice, but my face is still wet and puffy.

Neon. Neptunium. Nickel. Nobelium.

A breeze moves the branches above my head. Somewhere on the street, a baseball game on TV echoes through an open window. Yet, still, my uneven breath is the loudest sound around me.

The streetlight in front of our house spotlights the ground—a crack zigzags up and down right on the pavement where Tucker had been standing. In fact, its shape mimics Cassiopeia, a constellation that is supposed to look like a queen chained to her throne.

The garage light flickers on, and I make sure to keep my back to the house. I wipe my cheeks and smooth my ponytail.

“Bean? Is that you?” Mom rolls the recycling bin to the end of the driveway.

“Yeah,” I say, and clear my throat so she can’t hear the thickness in my voice.

“I didn’t know you were still out here. Tell Tucker good night and come inside. We’re leaving tomorrow right after graduation, and everything needs to be ready to go.”

I listen for the sound of her flat sandals to head back to the house and eventually shut the door. I guess I’ve been out here for a while because Cassiopeia has moved westward across the sky.

“Good night, Tucker,” I say to the empty street and go inside.





TWO
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THE TEN O’CLOCK NEWS ECHOES FROM THE living room. I don’t want to be in my bedroom, where pictures of Tucker will be staring at me from various mirrors and frames. Sleep is clearly not an option so I have the Waterman Scholarship application out in front of me on the table. I tap my pen against the top of the page on the spot where it says the scholarship prize money: $34,000.

I slip my backpack from the floor to my lap and unzip. Right at the top are a couple photographs from when I cleaned out my locker earlier this morning. I slide them out and they sit in my hand: Tucker and I at the Summerhill winter formal right after we got together; the time I got first place at the science fair. There’s a few more of Ettie and me, but of course, the bulk of the images are of Tucker and me doing anything and everything to do with science. In each of the photos he wears his ratty Converse with the numbers of Pi, written on every available white space.

In my bag are brochures from lectures, planetarium tickets, and—

I slide out the first notes he ever wrote me after we decided to make it exclusive a year ago.

Thinking of you all day today.

Can’t believe we’re doing this, Bean.

I crumple the tiny pieces of paper into my hand as hard as I can. When I release, the muscles in my palm ache. The moon moves through the clouds, but still—the sun will rise and it will be a new life without Tucker, for the first time since kindergarten.

I hate my books. I hate this dumb scholarship. I smack my pen to the floor and it skids across the kitchen tiles. I freeze, but Mom and Dad don’t seem to hear anything over the television in the other room. The last thing I need is for them to see my eyes, ask why I am crying, and push until I finally cave.

I sigh—the truth is, I don’t hate my books or the scholarship. I hate that I love them both and it’s exactly what Tucker doesn’t want.

“Oh my God,” Scarlett’s voice cuts through the air. She sits on the porch steps on her cell phone. “Summerhill graduation gowns are hideous. Mine is swimming on me,” Scarlett says to someone on her cell phone. Her blonde hair flows down her back in beachy waves. “Yeah, we have to leave for the Cape right after. Believe me, I bitched about the timing.”

There’s a car horn from the front of the house.

“Mom!” Scarlett yells. “Trish is here!”

Ten thirty. Good, now that Scarlett’s gone I can call Gran and have her all to myself. In San Diego it’s seven thirty.

I get up and hold the note from Tucker in the palm of my hand. I hesitate over the trash can and turn my hand over ever so slowly.

“I don’t want to just be friends anymore. Don’t you think it’s pointless?” Tucker’s got me cornered in the bio lab. One hand rests on the wall near my head, the other in his pocket.

“What do you mean?” My heart thuds so hard I’m surprised he can’t hear it.

“I’ve been in love with you since we were nine. Since you tripped over my stupid dog and fell flat on your face in the front yard.”

Tucker brings his face to mine, his lips hover so close I can feel his breath. I want to kiss him; I’ve never seen him so close, never felt his body heat.

“I’ve known you since kindergarten,” I say.

“That makes it better.”

I shake my head from the memory and inhale lingering aromas of pasta and sauce from dinner. The crunched pieces of paper cling to my skin, but gravity always wins out. My hand hovers for less than a second and Tucker’s notes fall into the can joining chicken carcasses, old eggshells, and orange peels.

Gran will make sense of this.

Mom and Dad sit in the living room, but now they’re watching a special on global warming.

I want to make this call without having to explain why. I tiptoe behind their loungers, trying not to make too much noise.

Everything’s cool, no one’s moved. I’m almost to the back porch. I take another step over the red Oriental runner and a floorboard squeaks.

“Beanie?” Mom says.

Damn.

I stop short, hip checking a coffee table, and send the car keys to the floor.

“Just being graceful over here,” I say and pick them up.

“Make sure you make a copy of the Waterman Scholarship application in case something happens to the original at Aunt Nancy’s.”

Waterman Scholarship. It’s all Mom can talk about since she was laid off from East Bay High, a school in the city. They fired everyone because kids weren’t passing the public school standardized tests. I’m not sure how all of the teachers, even ones like Mom, who went to conferences and ran after school programs, deserved to be fired.

“Make an extra copy of the work you’ve done so far. Just in case,” she adds.

“My research?” I ask.

“Back that up too,” she says.

“I already have backups,” I say.

“Back up your backups.”

“Right,” I say with a slouch of my shoulders. “I’m gonna call Gran first.”

Without this scholarship, Mom and Dad will have to ask Nancy for money not just for Scarlett’s college but for my last two years of Summerhill, too. I pass by six cardboard boxes of Dad’s research on my way to the porch. They are stamped with the initials: WHOI, Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution. They’re piled high next to our suitcases. I usually go with Dad to work every summer and help him catalog or research specimens. I hope I have as much time with all the work I have to do for the Waterman Scholarship.

“Tell Gran to have fun on her retreat,” Dad calls. “What is it again?”

“Silent meditation,” Mom replies.

I close the door to the screened-in patio and plop on our ancient blue couch. I pull the curly coil wire so the kinks are almost straight, and dial Gran.

Someone picks up in the middle of the second ring.

“Coriander, Gracie. Coriander. It’s tikka masala not brisket, for Pete’s sake.”

In the background Gracie says, “I would put coriander in a brisket; I bet it’s good.”

“If you want to vomit,” Gran counters.

“Gran!” I say.

“Bean!” her voice sings at me. “Sweetheart, would you put coriander in a brisket?”

“Coriander is an Indian spice,” I reply.

“Right, you’re not crazy. Get the red wine, Gracie,” Gran says. Gran and Gracie have been together forty years, since they were twenty—two years after Dad was born. Gran says Dad is the best and only decision she ever made with a man. Even still, Grandpa Henry died four years ago and Gran led his memorial service.

“Tucker dumped me,” I say.

Silence.

“Gracie, finish the tikka. Gotta put out a fire,” Gran says.

“Oh no,” I hear in the background. This makes my eyes burn from tears. Again. I take a few deep breaths. I look up to the ceiling because somehow this makes it easier not to cry. My eyes burn anyway and my nostrils flare. I’m gonna need a tissue any minute.

“What happened?” Gran says and she exhales. I can see her on her porch too with the blue-and-white-checkered cushions and the wicker furniture. She’s probably settling into her favorite chair next to her famous ferns. I bet she brushes the leaves with the tips of her fingers as she talks. Gran and Gracie are wild for ferns.

“He told me that I watch the world. I guess he wants someone more exciting.”

“What’s more exciting than someone who knows how to track a comet? Hogwash. How the hell does he know what he wants? He’s sixteen!”

“I’ll be sixteen in a week.”

“Honey, Tucker Jackson has been chasing you around since you were a little kid with your chemistry set.”

“That’s just it,” I say, gesturing to the empty porch as though Gran were standing here with me. “It’s not like him. We’re serious and logical. It’s the best part about our relationship. It’s like he got a new personality.” I pick at the familiar frayed fabric of the seat cushion.

“Aren’t you going to the Cape tomorrow?” Gran asks, but her words are stern.

“Yeah,” I croak.

“Aren’t you going to be tracking that comet of yours and winning some fancy scholarship and winning the Nobel Prize for astronomy?”

“Physics,” I say.

“Well, hell, Gracie that’s some naan!” With a mouthful of Indian bread Gran says, “Beanie, I love you more than my luggage. Tucker’s going through some alien boy phase and while he’s E.T. Tucker you remember what you love and what you have to do.”

She’s already making me feel better. Gran’s right. Right. I don’t care about Tucker. I don’t.

I sigh.

Because I do.

“Go to the beach, go to Woods Hole with your dad and hang out with the Albert.”

“Alvin.”

“Exactly,” she says, referring to a deep-sea submersible. It’s a submarine that’s been as deep as the Titanic. “Go see that hunk of metal, kiss on it, and you’ll be good as new.”

“You know why I love the Alvin, Gran.”

Gran recites as though she’s a robot reading from a textbook, “The Alvin has the capacity to see life-forms at the bottom of the ocean that would be analogous to life-forms on other planets.”

I laugh though tears still linger on my cheek. I hate crying.

“I love you, Gran.”

“Aw, kid. I love you. Don’t let Tucker get you down. Do what you love. And don’t let my sister make you wear anything ridiculous or force you to go to any Daughters of the American Revolution parties.”

Her sister is Aunt Nancy.

“You know she will,” I say. “Or else she’ll threaten to stop paying my tuition.”

“Don’t I know it.”

Gran explains the purpose of the silent meditation retreat that she and Gracie are going to at the end of the week. The retreat is to remind her to stay true to herself as long as she can “cut away all the excess noise of culture.”

“Enjoy the tikka and your silence. Tell Gracie I love her,” I say.

Gran offers me some extra money for the summer, though I say no. She doesn’t have enough to send to both Scarlett and me. I know she’ll send me more than she has for my birthday. I always tell her to spend her money on a plane ticket instead. By the time we hang up, I exhale and sit back into the seat. I do feel better. Even if it’s only for a little while, even I know Gran’s spell is only temporary.

Because I am clearly a sick person, I step out to the front of the house and sit on the edge where the lawn and street meet. Sometimes, after Tucker goes out with some of the Pi Naries to the Pizza Palace, he comes over. I do work out here on the curb until I see his lanky frame at the end of the street. He sits down, and we talk. It’s that easy.

In the fantasy version of my life, he comes to meet me for our tradition. He walks down the street in his familiar Converse and jeans. He has his hands in his pockets and takes those long familiar strides toward me.

He sits down and looks over my coordinates.

“They’ve been consistent for eleven months,” I say out loud to the fictional Tucker. “The optics on the Stargazer are hi-res, antiglare,” I add.

“I knew you could do it, Sarah,” Fantasy Tucker tells me. “Did I mention I’m falling in love with you?”

I blink away the fantasy to the empty street.

Little moths flicker in circles in and out of the streetlight. He is not coming. He is never coming. He won’t buy the chips and I won’t hear the debate team gossip.

A car zooms down the street and stops before the house. My head snaps up—Trish’s blue Fiat. Scarlett gets out and her ballet flats walk up the grass to me. Her pink jeans crop at the ankles and she wears a tiny gold anklet. She stops and sits down next to me. I stare out across the street to the Zuckermans’ front lawn.

“Trish told me what happened. I called your cell, like, nine times.”

“How long?” I ask, and my cheeks warm. I will not cry anymore. “How long did you know?” The strain from not crying sends a throb through my neck. I finally meet my sister’s blue eyes. Periwinkle, Gran always says.

Her voice drops when she speaks and she picks at the grass, “I didn’t know. I wish I did.”

I am not sure if I believe Scarlett. Trish had to know, and she tells Scarlett everything. Trish also knows everything about everyone in school, so why wouldn’t she know that her own brother was going to break up with me?

“You need to brush it off,” Scarlett says.

“Brush off my best friend and boyfriend breaking up with me?”

“Yeah. You’ve gotta get a stronger backbone or people will walk all over you.”

I stand, leaving my sister on the lawn. I am a few steps from the house but stop.

“Don’t say anything,” I say without looking back at my sister. “Please.”





THREE
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OUT THE BACK WINDOW OF OUR STATION WAGON, the trees change from the maples and oaks on my street to twisting pitch pines. We’re getting closer to Cape Cod. The bark is so bleached it’s as though all the salt in the ocean has crept into the trunk and up to the leaves. In the way back are the suitcases as well as my state-of-the-art Stargazer 5020.

I face front again.

Scarlett would never notice the different types of trees. She is too busy staring at me. Her eyes are blue slits and her mouth purses—staring. The bun on top of her head is in a tighter coil than usual, making her neck seem extra long. Mom always says Scarlett has rose petals for lips. No one ever says this about me.

“What?” I say.

“Nothing,” she says but keeps her gaze fixed. I’m sure Scarlett is counting the moments until she leaves for Juilliard’s dance orientation. She’s never been gone so long before. When she comes back from New York the first week in August we’ll say good-bye with the famous going-away party.

Scarlett raises her legs toward the air so the tips of her toes graze the top of the car ceiling. Her toes are gnarly bunions, blisters, and oozing pus. Her toenails are bubble gum pink. I don’t know, maybe it’s because she points her toes, but they look like bruised works of art. I lift my knees so they rest on the back of the passenger seat. I’ve never painted my toes.

“Sarah, you’re digging your knees into my back,” Mom says. She only calls me Sarah when she needs to tell me something important, usually to do with school or the money we don’t have. This means I must be annoying Mom so I drop my legs.

“Ettie also called you last night,” Scarlett says and stretches her hands to her toes. “I wonder what she wanted to talk to you about?” She raises her eyebrows in a knowing way.

“Shut up,” I whisper so no one can hear but Scarlett.

Scarlett stretches her legs up to the car ceiling again while wearing that stupid smug smile. I rub the hem of the Pi Nary T-shirt.

“Tell Mom. She’s going to find out from Carly eventually and then she’ll want to know why you didn’t tell her,” she whispers.

I ignore Scarlett and lean forward so my face is between Mom’s and Dad’s seats.

“So will the Alvin be there when we get to Woods Hole?” I ask.

“In transit from off the coast of Martha’s Vineyard, on a ship back to Woods Hole. It’ll be going through some major renovations this summer,” Dad says.

I would love to be there when they take it apart. That way I can see exactly how it works. It’s amazing to think of the precision and technology necessary to protect the marine biologists inside, like Dad. The water pressure outside the Alvin would kill on impact.

I open my mouth for my next question: What is the maximum amount of time I can avoid Aunt Nancy? But Scarlett interrupts.

“Why do you always wear stuff that’s two sizes too big?”

“What are you talking about? Everything fits me with moderate and appropriate comfort.”

I’m wearing a baseball hat, my Math Club T-shirt, and my usual khaki shorts. Very offensive.

The truth is that I don’t know what looks good and what doesn’t. One time last year I put on one of Scarlett’s dresses, a black, short one. It looked pretty good even though the straps kept falling off my shoulders. She walked in and screamed at me to take it off until her voice cracked, and she had to whisper for the rest of the day. All the girls at Summerhill dress exactly the same. They have identical chemically highlighted hair, too. Maybe I should put some product in it like Scarlett does in the morning.

“My clothes are not baggy,” I grumble.

“You wear whatever Mom and Dad give you and lame baseball hats from your algebra club.”

“Excuse me. Our name is the Pi Naries and we are an advanced mathematical award-winning team. So what that means is we do math. Math involves numbers. You can add, subtract . . .”

“Whatever, Bean. Maybe that’s why Tucker broke up with you.”

Mom spins around in her seat.

“When did that happen?” she asks. Mom’s eyes are a stormy blue—same as Scarlett’s.

“Thanks a lot, traitor.” I groan and cross my arms over my chest. I refuse to look at Scarlett. I know that face, the face of victory in relation to my immediate shame.

“Are you okay? When did that happen?” Mom asks. I hate the worry in the angle of her eyebrows and the grip of her slim fingers on the armrest.

“I’m fine. I would be even better if we could disinvite Tucker from Nancy’s party?” I ask.

Mom’s mouth parts. In her eyes is an apology. “You know I can’t do that to Carly.”

Mom haphazardly slaps Dad on the shoulder.

I shove Scarlett in her bony shoulder when Mom isn’t looking, but she shrugs. “What? You might as well get it out in the open,” she says.

Mom slaps Dad a second time; he jumps in his seat.

“What’s happening?” he asks.

“Tucker and Bean broke up,” Scarlett says. With a crane of her neck, she tries to meet Dad’s eyes in the rearview mirror. I rub the hem of the Pi Nary T-shirt again. Didn’t I ask her not to say anything? Whenever she is the littlest bit offended, she turns on me.

“What did Bean break?” Dad asks.

Mom shakes her head, “Forget it, Gerard.”

“Who’s broke?” Dad asks. His long hair sticks out so far on his head it comes out on both sides of the headrest. It’s like he put his finger in an electrical socket.

“Tucker and Bean,” Mom says. “They broke up. I have to call Carly.”

“No, you don’t!” I say. “You don’t need to tell Carly everything.”

“She’s my best friend, Bean. She might already know.”

I want to bang my head against the window.

Mom’s cell phone pad makes little annoying tones as she hits the keys.

“While you two are discussing my break up, maybe you could casually mention the party. That way Tucker doesn’t have to come if he doesn’t want to,” I offer. “You know, give her an out.”

I wouldn’t be in this situation if it wasn’t for Scarlett opening her big mouth.

“I invited Carly and Bill to the Cape for Scarlett’s going-away party months ago. They already got Tucker a tux.”

“Oh yes,” I say with a groan and sit back in my seat. “I know. I was there.”

“It’s not like I asked for the party,” Scarlett says.

My sixteenth birthday is a week away and I’m not getting a big party. I wouldn’t want one, especially without Gran; she and Nancy don’t exactly get along.

“I have an idea for you, Mom,” I say, turning my head to my sister. “Why don’t we let Scarlett make the call to Carly and Tucker? She’s apparently an expert on my love life.”

Scarlett rolls her eyes at me. “Don’t flatter yourself, Bean.”

I clench my jaw.

“Can we not talk like that to one another, please?” Mom says. The beeping on her cell phone keypad continues.

“Actually,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest, “I didn’t get a chance to break up with him first, but it was my idea.”

The shame of the lie burns and I try to hide my face by turning away to the window. I know my cheeks must be red. I don’t like to manipulate the truth. Science is the search for absolute truth, but this is different. I’ve had enough criticism over the last two days.

Scarlett nudges me with the tips of her cold feet. I don’t look at her. She nudges me again.

“You are the worst liar,” Scarlett whispers. “I saw your face last night.”

I lean my head back and keep my eyes away from my sister. The massive Bourne Bridge looms ahead. I can’t wait to get out onto the beach and track my comet. Tucker thinks he has a shot at the Waterman Scholarship too. Hell no. I’ll win the scholarship and get my tuition paid in full at Summerhill for junior and most of senior year. Summerhill Academy, the place where guilt was born. Because Aunt Nancy has had to pay for it since eighth grade when I transferred from public school. I scoot down in my seat. I hate admitting it, but this shirt is from eighth grade.

“I don’t know, Mom,” Scarlett says, responding to something I didn’t hear. “Why do I have to know everything? I have my own life to worry about.”

I press the button for the window and it slides down. The rushing of the wind drowns out the chatter about my breakup.

I slide my cell phone out from my back pocket. No calls from Tucker.

It’s weird not texting him from the car or hearing the ding of his messages. The wind whips my hair around my cheeks.

I can’t help wondering if Tucker misses me. Maybe if Mom does tell Carly that Tucker doesn’t have to come, he’ll come anyway, just to see me. I roll my eyes at myself. It’s best not to wish for something that won’t happen.

Why didn’t I see it? I blink a few times, my vision going all fuzzy. It’s the tear ducts obstructing my view.

Crying = death. I will not cry two days in a row.

Especially not in this small space where Scarlett can watch my tears fall. I take a deep breath and hold it in—I’m not going to cry. I know what to do. I’ll recite the elements backward this time.

Zirconium. Zinc. Yttrium. I will not cry. Ytterbium. I will not cry. Xenon . . .

“Bean, Bean, Bean, look at you. All that cleavage just showed up in a year!” Aunt Nancy somehow thinks that because she is sixty-something she can say whatever she wants to me. She smothers me against her white Chanel suit.

I pull away from her overzealous embrace and cross my arms. I’m pretty sure I will stink like Dior for the rest of the day.

“I see you brought your little gadgets,” she says and raises an eyebrow at the Stargazer. It sits next to the car along with four catalogued boxes of comet-tracking equipment.

“It’s my Stargazer 5020.”

“Just make sure you put it up in your room where it can’t stain the carpet.”

“It’s a telescope.”

Aunt Nancy hated the rock polisher I brought along last summer and the portable microscope the year before that. There may have been a small incident when I was transferring some algae to the slides, but it ended up being fine. That part of the carpet was cut out and replaced.

Looming above us is Nancy’s four-story, light gray, shingled monstrosity, our home every single summer since before I was born. A plaque over the five-car garage reads: Seaside Sanctuary. Or as I like to call it: Seaside Stomachache. Scarlett calls it Seaside Shit Show, but I don’t tell anyone that. Once, when Scarlett and I were little, we carved our initials into one of the shingles on the back of the garage. I should see if they’re still there.

“You are a vision!” Nancy says and basically mauls Scarlett. “Your hair is like gold. Look at you!” We just saw Nancy over spring break, but she fawns over Scarlett like she’s Miss America.

I roll my suitcase into the front entranceway and haul it up the main stairs to my usual bedroom on the third floor. I should think about the comet every time Tucker’s “apologetic” face comes into my head. I’ll track the comet, write my essay, and win that damn scholarship. I’ll go to the reception lunch at Brown University, where I’ve heard they serve nineteen different kinds of cake.

By the time I reach my door on the third floor, I’m out of breath. I open up to the familiar bedroom. Nancy might be hell to deal with, but she keeps my room the same every year. She doesn’t even let guests stay in here when someone comes to visit.

As a kid, I picked this room because of the massive skylights. I wanted to watch the stars when I lay in bed.

I throw my shoulders back and lift my chest up. “Stand tall and proud,” Gran always says. I do, even though I don’t feel very proud. The summer away from Tucker will help. It doesn’t matter if he comes to the party or not. Without Tucker, I won’t have any distractions from my scientific observations on the Comet Jolie.

I’ve spent eleven long months tracking its movements—132 hours at the Frosty Drew Nature Center & Observatory, 149 hours of backyard gazing, 82 hours of research in the library.

I can’t give up now. I’m so close.





FOUR
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WHEN I CALL ETTIE THE NEXT MORNING, SHE doesn’t even say hello. It rings once and she says, “First, I cannot believe you told me about this breakup via text. And second?” She takes a deep breath and her tone softens. It’s enough to make me cry. “He’s a bastard.”

“I know.”

“You’re not alone in your summer of woe. Your summer of pain,” she cries.

“Wow. We’re dramatic today, Ettie.”

“I didn’t even see you before you left,” she says.

I sit in Nancy’s oversized Adirondack chair and make a visor with my hand. The sun sparkles high on the bay in the distance. I can just make out the path to the harbor beach below, but it’s hidden by green leafy trees and purple hydrangea.

“Aunt Nancy still smell like Bergdorfs?” she asks. There’s a wet click as Ettie removes her retainer. “Because band camp still smells like band camp except now they pay me to wash down the lake boats instead of being forced to ride in them. Thank God for day camp; I hate playing the cello for these brats.”

I appreciate that she is trying to keep the conversation light.

Silence.

“Well, it’s only eight weeks. I didn’t even get to Hilltop for a chocolate frozen yogurt blitz before I left. I feel cheated,” I say.

“Yeah . . . ,” Ettie says, but it’s guarded.

“What?” I ask.

Silence.

“Ettie?” I press.

    “Isawhimtwo­nights­ago­at­Hilltop­Creamery­with­Becky­Winthrop. I’m­so­sorry”—gasp—“I­tried­to­call­you­like­nine­hundred­times—”

“What was he doing tutoring her at a creamery?”

“Um . . .”

“I know he likes Hilltop,” I say, “but that’s kind of ridiculous. He could have at least brought me an ice cream before breaking up with me.” Might as well be glib.

Silence again.

“Hello?”

“Bean, they were kissing,” Ettie says.

“Becky Winthrop? Yeah right. Kissing. Sure.”

“I know what I saw.”

“Tucker is not dating Becky. Please. He was her—”

“Tutor all May,” Ettie interrupts.

“Yes, but it was purely academic!”

Now that I think about it . . . Tucker did spend every Saturday morning tutoring Becky at the East Greenwich library.

There’s no way Tucker is with Becky Winthrop. Becky freakin’ Winthrop is the only sophomore on the varsity cheerleading squad. She broke up with Kyle Lennon, the hottest kid in East Greenwich, Rhode Island. She broke up with him.

“They were there at, like, seven; they weren’t even having ice cream. I guess he used his fancy biodiesel project to fuel her old junkie car. They had this huge crowd,” Ettie explains. “All the baseball players.”

“He was showing off with the biodiesel project that we made together for AP Chem?”

I helped him break down the parts of the car engine. I went to disgusting junkyards for weeks.

“My biodiesel?” I ask again.

I’m different, Tucker had said. I just—am. And you haven’t even noticed.

Ettie is still talking, going on and on with excuses and plans of action.

Tucker . . . cheated on me?

I imagine Tucker with Becky, surrounded by all the popular kids at school. They have funny inside jokes, Tucker’s the ringleader with his fancy biodiesel, and I’m at home, working on the comet, waiting for him to come over. I shiver and rid myself of the image. Tucker couldn’t have changed that much, that fast . . . could he? I thought he looked guilty, and I was right.

You watch the world.

I’m sloped forward and it takes a lot of effort to sit up straight. Tall and proud isn’t an option right now. I want to crumple in on myself.

“I’m sorry, Bean,” Ettie says in a tone that gives away she really is. She’s probably sitting on her bed, cello leaning against the wall, with her black hair pinned up above her ears. “They’re losers,” she adds.

They aren’t the losers.

I am.

As I set up my desk, or “comet headquarters,” I can’t stop thinking about Becky Winthrop and Tucker. I see them in my head on a loop, kissing at Hilltop before he even broke up with me. How long was it going on? How long did I ignore the signs?

I toss the last pen so it rolls off the desk and onto the floor. I don’t even pick it up before heading downstairs.

“Well, Town
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