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For my niece Jane, of course


AUTUMN


“I declare after all there is no enjoyment like reading! How much sooner one tires of anything than of a book!”

—Pride and Prejudice
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“‘I often think,’ said she, ‘that there is nothing so bad as parting with one’s friends. One seems so forlorn without them.’ ”

—Pride and Prejudice

Jess stares at me in disbelief. “What do you mean, you’re moving to England?”

“It’s just for a year.”

Her blue eyes well up with tears. “Just for a year! It might as well be forever!”

I knew that breaking the news to my best friend would be hard, but I didn’t know it was going to be this hard.

“Wouldn’t you want to go, if you were me?” I ask softly.

The thing is, I really want Jess to be happy for me, the way I was for her last year when she got the scholarship to Colonial Academy. Of course I’ll be sad to leave Concord, and all of my friends, especially her. But still—England!

I only found out about it myself an hour ago, at breakfast. My dad spilled the beans.

“Your mother and I have a surprise for you,” he told my brother and me.

“Another one?” I asked. Two weeks ago, he got a call from a publisher in New York. They’re going to publish his novel, the one he’s been working on for years.

“Yes, another one,” he replied. “Your mother and I have been talking, and we know we should probably put the money I’m getting into fixing a few things around the house, or replacing our rattletrap of a car, or beefing up your college funds.”

“But . . .” my mother prodded.

He smiled at her. “But,” he continued, “for once in our lives, we decided to throw caution to the wind and do something a little crazy.”

My brother and I exchanged a wary glance.

“It’s all your mother’s fault,” my father said, trying to look disapproving but failing miserably. “She’s wanted to go back to England ever since she was a graduate student there.”

“We’re going to England?” I said eagerly.

“Actually,” he replied. “We’re moving there.”

Our complete and utter shock must have showed on our faces because my mother started to laugh. “It’s just for a year,” she added.

“A year?” my brother repeated. I was too stunned to say anything at all.

I’m still stunned, but happy, too. I try and explain this to Jess. “I know, I know,” I tell her. “You should have seen us when my parents told Darcy and me this morning.”

Jess, who has been staring down at the floor, looks up at the mention of my brother’s name. She’s had a crush on him since elementary school.

“Is he excited about going?” she asks, wiping her nose on her sleeve.

I lift a shoulder. “We’re both still getting used to the idea, you know?”

Which is kind of stretching the truth. Darcy was furious.

“What am I supposed to tell the football coach?” he’d demanded. “School is starting in a couple of weeks and there’s a good chance he’s going to pick me to be quarterback this year.”

“Tell him the truth,” my dad replied. “That an amazing opportunity came up for your family, and that you’ll be back in time for your senior year. You can be quarterback then.”

Darcy leaned back in his chair and whooshed out his breath. I could tell that moving out of the country was definitely not part of his plan. My brother is a total sports nut. He lives, breathes, eats, and sleeps football, hockey, and baseball. Did they even have those sports in England, I wondered?

“Where are we going to live?” I asked.

“I’m working on that,” said my mother. “I found a website that arranges house swaps.”

My brother frowned. “What’s that?”

“Exactly what it sounds like,” my father told him. “You live in someone else’s home while they live in yours.”

“You mean other people will be using our stuff?” I didn’t like the sound of this idea at all. Someone else would be sleeping in my bunk bed, and using the rolltop desk that used to be my grandfather’s? Someone else would be looking at the old-fashioned wallpaper with the yellow roses that my mother and I picked out for my room after reading Anne of Green Gables?

My mother reached over and patted my shoulder. “Don’t worry, honey,” she said. “Your dad and I have it all figured out. We’ll rent a storage unit for the things we don’t want anybody else using while we’re gone.”

“What about your job?” My mother works at the Concord Public Library.

“They’re letting me take a leave of absence.”

“A sabbatical,” my dad explained.

My mother has not just one but two master’s degrees—one in library science, and the other in English literature. Her specialty? Jane Austen. She’s a complete Austen nut, which is why my name is Emma and my brother’s is Darcy. We’re named for a couple of characters in Jane Austen’s novels.

“People have been swapping homes successfully for many years,” she continued, swinging into full librarian “let me give you all the information” mode. “It’s a very practical and economical arrangement. The service I’ve been working with has found someone they think would be perfect for us.”

“Who?” I muttered.

“A professor who’s coming here on a teaching exchange at Harvard. He and his family had a house lined up in Cambridge, but it fell through at the last minute.”

“He’s a history professor, so Concord would be the perfect spot for him,” added my father. “He wants to learn about the American Revolution from our perspective.”

He was right about that. Concord, Massachusetts, is practically the birthplace of the American Revolution. One of the first major battles of the war was fought here, and just about every inch of our town oozes history.

“The family’s name is Berkeley,” my mother told us. “Professor Phillip Berkeley and his wife Sarah. They have two boys, Simon and Tristan.”

They had names. They were real people. This was really happening.

It was more than just the thought of strangers living in our house and messing with our stuff that had my head spinning, though. It was the thought of missing out on my freshman year at Alcott High, and leaving Stewart Chadwick, my sort-of boyfriend, behind. If I went to England, the two of us wouldn’t be able to work together on the school newspaper the way we’d planned. Plus, there were all my other friends, too, not to mention Pip, the golden retriever puppy I co-owned with my skating teacher. And what about—

“Book club!” I blurted. “What about our mother-daughter book club?”

My mother bit her lip. “That’s one piece of the puzzle I haven’t figured out yet. I’m sorry, sweetheart. Maybe you can write to them, the way you do with your Wyoming pen pal.”

“So this is a done deal?” said my brother. “We don’t have a say in it at all?”

My parents were looking worried by now. I guess they’d been expecting us to be all thrilled about their announcement.

“Come on, kids! Where is your sense of adventure?” my father coaxed. “This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity! We’ll be back here in Concord before you know it.”

“A whole year is hardly ‘before you know it,’ ” Darcy said icily. “I vote no.” And with that he got up from the table and stalked out of the room.

I sat there feeling uncertain and confused. Was my brother right? Should I boycott the idea too?

My mother slid a piece of paper across the table to me. “The agency e-mailed me a picture of the Berkeleys’ house this morning. It’s called Ivy Cottage.”

Reluctantly, I glanced down at the picture, then drew in my breath sharply. Ivy Cottage looked like something out of a fairy tale. It was small and snug, like our house, but it was made of stone, not wood. The front door was nearly obscured by the thick ivy that clambered up the cottage’s exterior, and the windows had little diamond crisscross patterns across them. There was something else, too. “It has a thatched roof?”

My father grinned. “How cool is that?”

Pretty cool, I thought. Trying not to show my excitement, I asked casually, “How old is it?”

“They’re not exactly sure,” my mother replied. “They think it was built sometime during the reign of Queen Elizabeth the First.”

“Are you serious?” said Darcy, poking his head around the corner. He must have been listening from the hall. My brother is kind of a history buff.

Sensing they were winning us over, my parents pressed the point.

“The village where the Berkeleys live is supposed to be beautiful,” said my mother. “It’s on the outskirts of the city of Bath.”

“Jane Austen territory,” added my father with a wink. “Catnip to your mother.”

He took her hand across the breakfast table. My parents hold hands a lot, which isn’t so bad at home but can be really embarrassing in public. My dad always says he and Mom are as crazy about each other as they are about books.

He smiled at us. “You’ll get to ride a double-decker bus to school, and we plan to do a lot of exploring on the weekends. England, Scotland, maybe a bit of Europe, too.”

“What about Melville?” Darcy asked, reaching down to stroke our elderly marmalade-colored cat, who had finished his breakfast long ago and was hoping for some of ours.

“The Berkeleys are willing to look after him for us if we’ll look after their parrot,” my mother replied.

All of this replays in my head as I’m sitting here beside Jess. I slant a glance in her direction. She’s still brooding. I give her blond braid a tug. “The Berkeleys have a parrot,” I tell her, hoping this will pique her interest. Jess loves animals. “And check out their house.” I take the picture my mother gave me out of my pocket and pass it to her. “It’s called Ivy Cottage, and it’s almost four hundred years old!”

“Half Moon Farm is nearly that old,” Jess grumbles. “Why don’t you just move in here with us?”

I sigh. Jess is being stubborn. I hate it when she gets like this.

I know why she’s so upset, of course. It’s not just because I’m going away. It’s because Darcy’s going away too. Jess almost didn’t go back to Colonial Academy this year because she was so looking forward to being at Alcott High with him. Ultimately, she decided that she might as well continue at her private school, because she’d still get to see Darcy all the time anyway. She practically lives at my house, the way I practically live at hers.

Jess takes the picture from me and stares at it. “You’re really going, aren’t you?”

I nod. “Uh-huh.”

A tear trickles down her cheek. “What am I going to do without you for a whole year?”

“You’ll still have Cassidy and Megan and, well, Becca,” I remind her. Becca Chadwick is in our book club, but she’s not exactly our favorite person in the whole world. “And Frankie and Adele and all your other friends at Colonial. And we can e-mail and IM each other every day.”

She gives me a sidelong glance. “Promise?”

“Promise.” I bump her shoulder with mine. “What are best friends for?” I look at my watch. “I’ve got to go. I promised my mom I’d be back in time for lunch. She says we have a ton of stuff to do to get ready. We’re leaving in two weeks.”

“Have you told Stewart yet?”

“Nope. You were first on the list. Remember? BFBB?”

This earns me a halfhearted smile.

Best friends before boyfriends. Jess and I made a pact this summer. I almost broke it this morning, though. I had to ride right by Stewart’s house on my way over here to Half Moon Farm and I was really tempted to stop and tell him first. But I didn’t. And now here I am, holding up my end of the bargain, and Jess isn’t excited for me at all. Not one bit. I feel like a deflated balloon.

I try not to show my disappointment, though. I know this is hard for her.

“When are you going to tell him?”

“Right now,” I reply, strapping on my bike helmet.

“How about the rest of the book club?”

I grin. “They’ve probably already heard. My mom was on the phone with Cassidy’s mom when I left, and you know the mother-daughter book club grapevine.”

I give her a quick hug good-bye and head downstairs. Pedaling down Old Bedford Road a few minutes later, though, I start to worry. What if breaking the news to Stewart is even harder than telling Jess?

When I reach his house, I prop my bike against the wrought-iron fence that surrounds his front yard and head for the front door. Becca answers my knock. “Hey, Emma,” she says, not sounding too thrilled to see me. But then, she never does. “What’s up?”

“Um, is Stewart around?”

It still bugs Becca a little that her brother likes me. She jerks her thumb toward the hallway leading to the kitchen. “He’s out in the backyard with Yo-Yo.”

“Thanks,” I reply. “I’ll go around.”

I skim back down the front steps and trot around the edge of the house, stopping abruptly when I almost collide with Mrs. Chadwick’s bottom—smaller and less alarming than it used to be, thanks to a couple of years’ worth of yoga classes, but still not something you’d want to meet in a dark alley, as my father would say. The bottom in question is sticking straight up in the air at the moment because Mrs. Chadwick is bent over, weeding. She spots me and straightens up.

“Hi, Emma!” She wipes her brow, and her gardening glove leaves a broad streak of dirt on her forehead.

I squelch a smile. “Hi, Mrs. Chadwick.”

“Big news, huh?”

My heart sinks. She’s heard about England, then, which means she’s probably told Stewart. I’d hoped to get to him first. “Um—”

“Didn’t Becca tell you? I’m going back to school.” I must look surprised at this, because she adds, “I’m going to become a landscape designer.”

Mrs. Chadwick has been going through a bit of a midlife crisis. At least that’s what my parents call it. It started last year when she got a drastic new hairdo and started wearing all these outrageous clothes. Maybe it’s over now, because compared to that, a degree in landscape design seems pretty tame.

“Sounds like fun,” I tell her.

She nods enthusiastically. “I decided to get a head start, before classes begin. I need the practice, and my garden needs a makeover.”

I glance around at the piles of mulch and clippings and dirt mounded everywhere, wondering if this is going to be another of Mrs. Chadwick’s misadventures, just like her “whole new me” was last year. It looks like a giant mole has attacked her yard. The outside of the Chadwicks’ house is just as formal as the inside, what with the wrought-iron fence and tall, stiff hedges that circle the property and the carefully placed shrubs patrolling the lawn at regular intervals. Not a daffodil is ever out of place; not a rosebush dares drop a petal on the perfectly mown grass. A row of small bushes severely clipped into ornamental shapes used to march around the house’s foundation. What they were supposed to be, I’m not sure. I always thought they looked like chicken nuggets. Now, though, they’ve been uprooted and are lying on the ground like a row of sleeping soldiers.

“Do you know where Stewart is?” I ask.

“He and Yo-Yo are back there somewhere,” she replies, waving her trowel vaguely toward the shed. “Would you like some lemonade? I think I’ll take a break and make some.”

“Thanks,” I tell her. “Maybe in a while.”

As I cross the lawn, I can hear Stewart talking to his dog. I flatten myself against the shed and peer around the corner, trying to sneak up on the two of them, but the second I poke my nose out Yo-Yo spots me. With a gleeful bark, he hurls himself through the air and a second later I’m lying flat on my back in the grass with his paws planted on my shoulders. I am one of Yo-Yo’s favorite people.

“Hey, boy,” I say, breathless, squirming to avoid his slobbery dog kisses. “Good to see you, too.”

Yo-Yo is a Labradoodle, and the sweetest dog in the entire world next to Pip. He’s not very well trained, though.

“Where are your manners?” scolds Stewart. He grabs Yo-Yo’s collar and pulls him off me, then reaches out a hand and helps me to my feet.

“Hi,” I say, a little breathless. We stand there holding hands, beaming at each other. I suddenly remember my parents at the breakfast table this morning doing the same thing, and that reminds me why I’m here. “I, uh, have something to tell you.”

“You won the Nobel Prize for literature.”

“Shut up! I’m serious.”

“You were named the first teenage poet laureate of the United States.”

“Stewart!”

“Sorry,” he replies, grinning. Stewart loves to tease me. “What’s up?”

“Um, I don’t really know how to say this, so I’ll just say it. We’re moving to England.”

Stewart’s smile fades. He stares at me, openmouthed. Uh-oh, I think. Just like Jess.

“It’s only for a year,” I add hastily, and explain my parents’ plan.

Stewart doesn’t take his eyes off me as I talk. He has beautiful eyes, deep gray with a thick fringe of dark lashes. I love to look at them. Right now, though, I’m just relieved to see that he doesn’t have the same deer-in-the-headlights look that Jess did when I broke the news to her.

“A whole year, huh?” he says when I’m done talking.

I nod.

“So you won’t be going to Alcott High, obviously.”

I shake my head.

“And we won’t be working on the school newspaper together.”

I shake my head again. “Not this year.”

I can tell by the way he’s chewing the inside of his cheek that he’s thinking things over. That’s another thing I really like about Stewart. He always thinks things through.

He lets go of my hand and leans down to grab the tennis ball by his feet, then throws it—hard. It soars across the yard and Yo-Yo tears off after it. Stewart turns back to me and before I realize what’s happening, he puts his arms around me. And then, just like that, as if he’s done it a million times before, he kisses me.

It’s a real, proper kiss this time too, not a peck on the cheek or a forehead kiss like before. Maybe it’s because he didn’t give me any advance warning, but I don’t feel awkward at all. All I feel is thrilled. My heart is pounding like it’s trying to leap out of my chest. Stewart’s is too, I can feel it. I close my eyes and kiss him back, trying to memorize every single thing about this moment. I don’t ever want to forget it as long as I live. I don’t want to forget the warm sunlight filtering down on us through the branches of the apple tree overhead, or the distant buzz of a neighbor’s lawnmower, or the sound of Yo-Yo’s happy bark as he brings the ball back and drops it at our feet. And I especially don’t want to forget the way Stewart’s lips feel against mine.

It’s a perfect first kiss.

There’s only one problem.

I’m moving to England.
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“‘My dear Mr. Bennet,’ said his lady to him one day, ‘have you heard that Netherfield Park is let at last?’ ”

—Pride and Prejudice

My stepfather wads up his napkin and chucks it at the TV in disgust. “Aw, come on!”

“You should have had that one!” I groan in agreement.

The camera zooms in for a close-up, and the outfielder in question looks away in embarrassment, as if he can hear us. Even though he’s a moron for fumbling such an easy pop fly, I can’t help feeling a little sorry for him. I know exactly what it feels like to mess up like that in public. I’ve had my fair share of mess-ups playing hockey. It must be worse, though, knowing you’ve done it in front of a gazillion disappointed fans.

The Red Sox are having a mixed season so far this year. They’ve been doing okay at home—one benefit of having a stepfather who’s nuts about sports, and baseball in particular, is that he springs for tickets to Fenway Park as often as he can, so I’ve been to a ton of games this summer—but the minute they hit the road, it all falls apart. Like today, they’re in Kansas City and the Royals are beating the pants off them. Our outfield has completely collapsed, plus nobody’s batting worth beans. I could do a better job.

I heave a sigh and reach for another slice of pizza. A piece of pepperoni slides off and lands tomato sauce-side down on the couch. I shoot Stanley a guilty look, but he’s not paying attention and even if he were, he probably wouldn’t say anything. This is another benefit of having Stanley Kinkaid for a stepfather—he’s really easygoing. Stuff that drives my mother nuts never seems to bug him. He doesn’t pester me about my manners all the time, or bark at me when I forget and chew with my mouth open or accidentally spill something or let a burp slip out now and then.

I pick up the piece of pepperoni and pop it in my mouth, then wipe up as much tomato sauce as I can with the hem of my T-shirt. Mom would have a cow if she saw me, but she isn’t here. She’s out in California helping my older sister Courtney get settled at UCLA. We were supposed to go too, but it turned out that Courtney’s freshman orientation was the same week as my hockey camp. Stanley offered to stay home with me, which was really nice of him. He hasn’t complained once, even though I know he misses Mom and my baby sister, Chloe, and even though he’s been spending an extra two hours in the car every day hauling me and my gear over to the rink in Acton in the mornings and home again in the afternoons.

Stanley’s definitely growing on me.

“Like moss,” he joked, when I told him so the other day after he let me order takeout from our favorite Chinese restaurant.

But it’s true. He can be a pain sometimes, but we both like the same things—sports, fast food, TV, all that good stuff. This is the first time I’ve been with him all by myself for more than a few hours, and we’ve had a great time. All week long it’s been eat, sleep, hockey, and Red Sox. What could be better? Plus, we’ve had almost all our meals in here watching the games, which I normally never get to do. Mom is all about families having dinner together at the dinner table, and that definitely doesn’t include junk food or eating in front of the TV.

The other thing my mom is all about is cleaning. She keeps our house spotless. Partly that’s because our old Victorian is the set of her TV show, Cooking with Clementine, and she’s always saying she doesn’t want to be disgraced on national television, and partly it’s because she’s a neat freak. So is my sister Courtney. I have no idea whether Chloe is too—she’s not even walking yet, so vacuuming is out of the question—but I know for sure I missed out on that particular gene.

I think Stanley did too, because I noticed that since Mom’s been away he’s done pretty much squat in terms of cleaning. He ran the dishwasher through once three days ago, but that’s about it. Right now there are empty soda cans stacked on the coffee table in front of me, and a pile of pizza boxes teetering on the edge. Our dog, Murphy, managed to snag one of them and drag it over into the corner behind Stanley’s leather recliner, where he’s busy gnawing it to death.

The Red Sox continue to make a mess of things through the last half of the eighth inning. When the game cuts to commercial, Stanley looks over at me and makes a face. Then he grins and pulls the lever on his recliner, catapulting himself into a standing position.

“Blitzkrieg!” he cries in this fake German accent that is incredibly stupid but makes me laugh anyway.

I hop up and salute, and we race each other out of the family room. I easily beat him to the doorway (my stepfather likes to watch sports but isn’t much into playing them himself), then peel off toward the stairs while he heads for the kitchen.

Mom left us with a huge long list of chores to do while she was gone. Stanley and I checked it over that first night we were on our own, and I must have looked pretty grim because he laughed at me. Then he said, “I’ll make you a deal, Cassidy. Let’s put this list away for now, and just have a good time this week. But you’ve gotta promise to help me blitz this place before your mother gets home.”

That was a no-brainer, and we clinched the deal with root beer floats.

Now, though, there’s only an hour left until we leave for the airport. I still have to change the sheets on the beds, throw some laundry in, and dust and vacuum the upstairs. So far during the commercials I’ve managed to tidy up my room, which was a sty as usual, and scrub both bathrooms—Mom and Stanley’s and Courtney’s and mine, which is all mine now that Courtney’s gone off to college. It doesn’t feel real yet. The going-off-to-college part, I mean, not the bathroom-being-all-mine part. I know it will, though.

Grabbing fresh linens out of the linen closet, I jog into my mother’s room. I definitely got the better deal when we divided the house up for cleaning. Stanley got stuck with the kitchen, which is pretty gross after being ignored all week.

I’m just stuffing the pillows into fresh pillowcases when I hear him holler, “Game’s back on!” I grab all the dirty laundry and dump it into one of the big sheets that I stripped off the bed, then tie it up and throw it over my shoulder like Santa Claus’s sack. Jogging back downstairs, I sling it onto the floor by the family room doorway, where it can wait until next commercial.

“C’mon, Sox!” I cry. “You can still turn it around!” Which is a complete lie. They are so going down in flames. It’s important as a fan to try and encourage your team no matter what, though.

Giving myself a running start, I leap over the back of the sofa and land with my head on a pile of throw pillows at one end and my feet at the other. I pride myself on this talent, and I’ve gotten really good at it this past week without Mom around to yell at me. Jumping on the furniture is another thing she’s definitely not all about.

Stanley checks his watch. “I hope they wrap up this miserable excuse of a game up soon,” he says. “I want to leave plenty of time to get to Logan. You know what traffic is like.”

Boston traffic is legendary. Even those of us who don’t have our licenses yet know that.

Mom didn’t want to miss the going-away party for Emma and her family, so she and Chloe are flying back home a day earlier than planned. There’s a big potluck at Half Moon Farm tonight for the mother-daughter book club and our families.

Somehow, between hollering at the TV screen and finishing our pizza, Stanley and I manage to squeeze in the rest of our chores before it’s time to leave. We spend most of the drive to the airport trash-talking the Red Sox and their pitiful performance and then arguing about whether there’s even a chance, statistically, of a pennant run this year. After we manage to convince ourselves that maybe there’s a glimmer of hope, our conversation turns to hockey.

“You had fun at camp this week, didn’t you?” my stepfather asks, glancing over at me.

“Yeah.”

I’ve been to hockey camps before, of course, but this one was different. It was for elite players, for one thing. And it was just for girls, for another. Ever since we moved here to Massachusetts from California a few years ago after my real father died, I’ve been playing hockey with boys. The schools here don’t have girls’ teams. It worked out fine and everything, but it’s been totally sweet to play with other girls again. They came from all over New England for a chance to work with one of the former starting centers for the University of Wisconsin Badgers.

“You know,” Stanley continues, “I was talking to the coach, and she says you’re a gifted player. She told me you should be playing for a Division One club.”

I make a face. “Mom said I can’t, remember? Too much driving. It was the school team or nothing.”

“Well, that was before she married me, back when she was the only one doing the driving,” Stanley replies. “What if I were to take you to all the practices and games?”

“Really?” My heart gives a happy lurch. “Dude, that would be awesome!”

Stanley grins, and the top of his bald head turns pink the way it always does when he’s pleased. “I had a feeling you’d think so. I’ve looked into it, and tryouts for the U16 team are this weekend. I haven’t talked to your mother about it yet—”

I groan and he laughs. “I can be pretty persuasive, so don’t give up all hope just yet, okay?”

“Okay,” I reply glumly, and we drive along in silence for a while. I know what the schedule is like for select teams—practices three or four nights a week, games on the weekend, and all over New England too. Plus, there are tournaments just about every holiday, and Division 1 has a much longer hockey season than schools do. If I play for Alcott High on the boys team, the season goes from Thanksgiving through February, plus playoffs. Division 1 goes from September through March. I can’t imagine Mom will go for the idea, no matter what Stanley says.

The airport is mobbed as usual, and it takes us a while to find Mom and Chloe.

“Hold your sister for me, would you, honey?” Mom asks, giving me a hug and a kiss as she hands her to me. Chloe makes happy-baby sounds and grabs my hair.

“Good to see you, too, monkey face,” I tell her.

“Don’t call her that,” my mother says automatically, keeping one eye on the baggage carousel. She can’t stand that nickname, but I think it fits. My little sister has the cutest little face, especially when she smiles and her nose scrunches up.

I press my lips against her ear. “Monkey face,” I whisper, and she squeals with delight.

I can’t believe how much Chloe has changed in just a week. She definitely feels a little heavier, and when she smiles I spot a new tooth poking through her bottom gum. I can’t wait until she’s old enough to walk. I figure once she can walk, she can skate. I plan to teach her the way Dad taught me, by having her push a chair around on the ice. I’m determined to make a jock out of her, because between my mom and Courtney our house has enough girly-girls.

“I need a shower,” says my mother as we pull into our driveway a while later. “I smell like stuffy old airplane air.” I grab her suitcase out of the van, and as I pass her to go into the house, she makes a face. “Phew! Maybe you should freshen up a little before the party too, sweetheart. At least put on a clean shirt.”

I swear, my mother has a sense of smell like a basset hound. I glance down at my Red Sox T-shirt. Aside from the small pizza stain on the hem, it’s pretty clean. I lift an arm and give a tentative sniff. I don’t smell all that bad. It’s not like I wore the shirt to hockey camp or something—I’ve only been wearing it to watch the Red Sox games this week. I figured it would be good luck not to wash it. Fat lot of good that did.

Arguing won’t win me any points in her upcoming discussion with Stanley, though, so I dutifully go and change into a fresh T-shirt. My baby sister’s room is right next to mine, and I can hear her giggling as Stanley changes her diaper. When she’s bigger, Mom’s planning to move her into Courtney’s room unless I want it instead. But I don’t want to think about that yet. I’m not even used to the idea of Courtney being away.

I pull out my cell phone—the new one Courtney managed to talk Mom into getting for me, since I don’t have a very good track record with cell phones—and send her a text: HEY!

HEY BACK! comes her reply.

DID UR ROOMMATE SHOW UP?

YES! FAB!! LUV HER, LUV UCLA! HOW WAS UR LAST DAY OF CAMP?

SWEET. TWO GOALS AND A BUNCH OF ASSISTS.

YAY U! R MOM AND CHLOE HOME?

YUP. HEADING TO EMMA’S PARTY SOON.

GIVE HER A HUG 4 ME! GOTTA RUN. CIAO 4 NIAO!

Courtney’s only been gone a week and I already miss her. Slipping the phone back into the pocket of my shorts, I head downstairs to wait for Mom and Stanley and Chloe.

“Too many things are changing around here,” I tell Murphy, who is now innocently gnawing on a rawhide bone instead of a pizza box. Stanley destroyed all the evidence of our junk-food-a-thon, stuffing our trash way down deep into the recycling bin beneath a week’s worth of newspapers.

Murphy looks up at me and cocks his head.

“Right, boy?” I scratch him behind the ears.

He doesn’t reply but I’m sure he’d agree with me if he could. First my sister leaves, and now Emma’s going away too. With Jess heading back to Colonial Academy, that leaves me starting Alcott High with only Megan Wong and Becca Chadwick for friends. Well, girlfriends. I have a bunch of guy friends from sports. Becca barely qualifies as a friend, though. She’s okay, but we have absolutely nothing in common besides book club. Plus, she’s the most boy-crazy girl I’ve ever met in my life, which can be really annoying.

I’m starving by the time we get to Half Moon Farm. Jess and her mom have looped crepe paper around everything and put flowers everywhere, and there’s a big sign above the back porch door that says BON VOYAGE, HAWTHORNES! It looks great.

The food is good and there’s plenty of it, which is always the case when the mother-daughter book club gets together. Mr. Delaney and Mr. Chadwick are in charge of the grill, and there are hot dogs and hamburgers and corn on the cob and baked beans and watermelon from the Delaneys’ garden.

Megan’s grandmother brought the same yummy Chinese dumplings that she made last Thanksgiving, which more than makes up for the bowl of mushy brownish something-or-other that Mrs. Wong plunks down beside them.

“It’s my special Hummus Surprise,” she says.

As far as I’m concerned, any food item with “surprise” in the title is not a good thing, especially if Mrs. Wong is involved, and especially when it looks like something that might have come from Chloe’s diaper.

Megan sees the look on my face and grins. “Don’t worry,” she whispers. “It’s actually pretty good for once.”

We grab our plates and line up, then find places to sit on the grass while our parents head for the picnic table and lawn chairs. I notice Jess drift over next to Darcy Hawthorne. Becca is hovering nearby too, but it’s Jess I keep my eye on. She’s got to be feeling pretty low right about now, losing her best friend and her crush. Jess doesn’t think anybody but Emma knows, but anybody with half a brain cell can tell what’s going on by the way she lights up whenever Darcy is around.

“Maybe you guys will come back with accents,” I tell Emma and her brother.

This gets a grin from Darcy. “Jolly well right we will,” he says in his best James Bond voice.

Jess’s twin brothers, who are almost ten, think this is hilarious, and they leap up and chase each other around the yard, shouting “Jolly well right we will!” in fake British accents until their father tells them to pipe down.

I manage to stuff down two hamburgers, a hot dog, and a couple of ears of corn. “Oh, man, I’m stuffed,” I groan happily, lying back on the grass and patting my stomach.

“Let’s wait on dessert for a bit, then,” says Mrs. Delaney.

“What is it?” I ask, because even though I couldn’t possibly eat another bite, there’s always room for dessert.

She smiles. “Kimball Farm, of course.” Going out for ice cream after our first meeting of the year is a mother-daughter book club tradition. Except as it turns out, this time Kimball Farm has come to us. “There are three gallons in the freezer, courtesy of the Chadwicks.”

“Gentlemen—how about a nice civilized game of croquet while the ladies conduct their business?” asks Mr. Delaney.

Darcy and Stewart Chadwick and our dads shoulder their mallets and head for the course that’s set up in the field behind the barn. I’d follow them if I could move.

Our mothers bring their chairs over to where we’re lolling in the grass.

“Gather round, everybody,” says Mrs. Wong.

I manage to crawl over to my mother and flop down on my back again beside her. Chloe thinks this is a game and squirms her way out of my mother’s lap, then flings herself onto my stomach.

“Oof,” I groan. “Careful, monkey face.”

“Cassidy!” my mother protests.

I grin. “Sorry.”

“Phoebe,” Jess’s mother says, smiling at Mrs. Hawthorne, “you’ve been the captain of this ship for three years now, and with you at the helm our book club has been safely steered through waters both serene and, uh, stormy.” She flicks a glance at the Chadwicks. Things haven’t always been easy with Becca and her mother as part of our group. “Our gratitude knows no bounds, and when Lily and Calliope and Clementine and I got together to plan this party, we all decided that you deserve a well-earned break. And so, we have taken matters into our own hands.”

She reaches into a bag behind her chair and pulls out a present. I know what’s in it, just like I know what’s in Emma’s, but we’ve all been sworn to secrecy. I sit up. My left knee starts bouncing up and down in excited anticipation.

Mrs. Hawthorne tears off the wrapping paper. “Oh,” she says politely, “how nice.”

It’s a paperback copy of Pride and Prejudice. Everybody in Concord knows that Jane Austen is Mrs. Hawthorne’s favorite writer, and that P&P, as she calls it, is her favorite book. She has a gazillion copies of it on her bookshelf at home, but there’s something special about this one.

“Look inside,” I urge.

She opens the book, and her eyes widen as she gets to the end of the inscription, which we all signed. “Really?” she asks, scanning our little circle hopefully.

“Yep,” says Mrs. Wong, grabbing a bag from behind her chair and tossing identical paperback copies of the book to the rest of us. “Absolutely. It’s time. We all agreed.”

“Even me,” I tell her cheerfully, even though personally I’d like a change from all these classics we’ve been reading over the past few years. Something with a little more action, maybe. “What’s one more musty, dusty old book?”

My mother leans down and kisses the top of my head. “And what better year for us all to finally learn about your beloved Jane, Phoebe, than the year you and Emma head to her home turf?”

Mrs. Hawthorne’s face falls. “Oh. But how will we—”

“Wait!” cries Mrs. Delaney. “It gets better!” She reaches into the bag again and emerges with a slim rectangle, brightly wrapped in pink polka-dot paper. She passes it to Emma. “This was Megan’s idea.”

My knee is going like a jackhammer by now. I can’t wait to see Emma’s face when she finds out what’s inside. The Wongs just wanted to go ahead and pay for it, but Jess thought it would be nice if we all chipped in, so that it really would be from all of us. It wasn’t that expensive, and we all have jobs. Not like Megan’s job, of course. Her grandmother wangled this deal for her with a French clothing company called Bébé Soleil, and she has her own line of baby clothes. Still, we all earn a little money of our own. I teach private skating lessons, and Jess and Becca babysit. Although I can’t imagine anyone asking Becca Chadwick to watch their kids. That would be like letting a shark loose in a tank of goldfish.

Emma removes the wrapping paper and opens the box, then pulls out a flat white object not much bigger than the copy of the book that’s lying on the grass beside her. Megan leans over and flips up the lid.

Emma’s mouth drops open. “You guys got me a laptop?!”

“A mini one,” explains Mrs. Wong. “Jerry has one for when he travels, and Megan thought it would be perfect for you. She organized the whole thing.”

Emma’s gaze darts uneasily over to her mother. “I hope it wasn’t too expensive.”

“That’s the beauty of it—netbooks aren’t expensive at all! Everybody chipped in. And look, this is the best part.” Mrs. Wong points to a tiny round hole centered above the computer’s small screen. “It has a webcam! And Wi-Fi, too. You and your mom can still be part of our book club this year. We can videoconference with you.”

Emma’s face lights up. So does her mother’s. We all crowd around as Megan and her mother point out the computer’s features. Mrs. Hawthorne keeps shaking her head. “Such a simple solution. I should have thought of it.”

“It’s a wonder you’ve had time to think of anything at all, Phoebe,” says Mrs. Delaney. “I still can’t believe that you managed to pull off this house swap in such a short time.”

“So are you all packed?” asks Mrs. Chadwick.

Mrs. Hawthorne nods. “I’m just finishing up a list of information for the Berkeleys.”

“When do they arrive?” my mother asks her.

“The day after tomorrow, right after we leave. I’m sorry we won’t be able to meet them—our planes will practically pass in midair.”

“How old are their boys again?” asks Mrs. Wong.

“Simon will be a freshman, just like you girls, and Tristan is a junior like Darcy and Stewart.”

“We’ll be sure to stop by and say hello,” my mother promises.

I can see the wheels spinning in her head already. She’s probably already figured out what she’s going to put in their welcome basket.

“I was counting on that,” says Mrs. Hawthorne. “I’ve left them a list of local contact names and numbers, and yours are all right at the top.”

We talk for a while longer. The light fades, and a few fireflies flicker at the far edge of the yard. Out of the corner of my ear I hear the crack of croquet mallets behind the barn. I’m itching to go join the game, but Chloe’s dozing in my lap and I don’t want to wake her up.

Dylan and Ryan appear around the corner of the barn. “Is it time for dessert yet?” one of them calls. I still have a hard time telling Jess’s brothers apart.

“Absolutely,” says Mrs. Delaney, hopping up from her chair. “Calliope? Do you want to help do the honors?”

We all crowd into line at the picnic table and a few minutes later I’m holding a cone piled high with a scoop of vanilla, strawberry, and black raspberry. “It’s as close as I could get to the colors of the Union Jack,” Becca’s mother explains.

“The union what?” I ask.

“Duh,” says Becca. “Everybody knows what the Union Jack is. It’s the British flag.”

“Well, la-de-dah,” I tell her, stung. She didn’t have to make me feel stupid. I decide to get even. “Mmm, this black raspberry smells delicious,” I say, inching my nose close to my ice cream. “Really amazing. How about yours?”

Becca falls for it hook, line, and sinker. She lifts her cone to take a sniff and as she does, I jam it into her face, smearing ice cream all over.

“Cassidy!” she hollers.

I spring back out of reach, laughing. Emma and Jess and Megan start laughing too, which just makes her madder.

“That’s the oldest trick in the book!” I crow. “I can’t believe you fell for it!”

“Why don’t you just grow up?” Becca sputters, wiping her face with her napkin.

“Never!” I climb onto the top rail of the pasture fence and perch there, licking my ice-cream cone. Looking down at my friends, I really mean it too. I wish we could stop time, right here and now. I wish Courtney didn’t have to go to college, and I wish Emma didn’t have to move, and I wish we didn’t have to go to high school. I wish everything could stay the same.

But of course it can’t.

I’m not very good at gooshy stuff, so I keep it short and sweet when it’s finally time to say our good-byes. “Have fun in England, Emma,” I tell her, giving her a hug.

The ride home is quiet, partly because Chloe is asleep in her car seat and partly because my mother and I are already lonely for our friends.

Two days later, my mother picks me up at the rink where I’ve been scrimmaging with Stewart Chadwick and Kyle Anderson and a few of my buddies from the middle school team. Tryouts for the Alcott High team aren’t for a few more weeks, and I haven’t decided yet what I’m going to do. I don’t mind playing on a boys’ team again, but I’m kind of waiting to hear the outcome of Stanley’s discussion with my mother.

“I thought we’d swing by the Hawthornes with a welcome basket for the Berkeley family,” she tells me as I throw my hockey stick and skating bag into the back of our van.

I suppress a smirk.

“What?”

“Nothing,” I reply. I knew she wouldn’t be able to resist. My mother loves giving people baskets filled with homemade food.

“I made some chili and picked up a loaf of sourdough bread from Nashoba Bakery, plus I stopped at Half Moon Farm for some of Shannon’s wonderful strawberry jam. Oh, and a log of their goat cheese too.”

“Not Blue Moon, I hope.” Blue Moon is a particularly stinky variety that got me into a whole lot of trouble last year.

My mother laughs. “No, not Blue Moon. We’ll wait until we know them better to spring that on them.”

I’m dying to know if she and my stepfather have talked yet. I’m just about to fish around to see if I can find out when she brings it up.

“So, I hear you’re interested in trying out for a Division One team this year.” Her tone is neutral, and I look over to see if her expression reveals a little more about what she thinks of the idea. Nope, not a trace.

“Yeah,” I reply cautiously.

“You don’t sound too thrilled.”

“No, it’s not that—I am—I just, well, I didn’t think . . .” My voice trails off.

My mother reaches over and pats me on the knee, then grins. “It’s okay, you can say it. You didn’t think I’d let you, did you?”

“You mean I can?”

She nods and I let out a whoop.

“Stan swears he’s happy to drive you, and I just figure this will give you two more bonding time.”

I’m still smiling a few minutes later when we pull into the Hawthornes’ driveway. The lights are on inside, so the Berkeleys must have arrived.

“Isn’t it weird to think that somebody else is going to be living in Emma’s house this year?”

“A bit,” my mother replies. “But just think what an adventure they’re all going to have. Plus, you’ll probably make two new friends. Maybe Simon and Tristan play hockey.”

Encouraged by this thought, I grab the welcome basket and follow her to the front door. We knock, and after a minute it flies open.

“Hello,” says a polite voice belonging to a boy who looks about my age. He’s average height, which means shorter than me, because I’m nearly six feet tall, and he has curly blond hair and brown eyes and a friendly smile.

“Hello,” says my mother. “I’m Clementine Sloane-Kinkaid, and this is my daughter Cassidy. We’re friends of the Hawthornes and we just wanted to welcome you to Concord.”

The door opens wider and the boy steps back to let us in. “Mum!” he calls. “Visitors!”

A moment later his mother appears. She has the same open, friendly face as her son, and the same hair and eyes. She’s wearing jeans and a T-shirt with MANCHESTER UNITED on it. That’s one of England’s most famous soccer teams. I wonder if the T-shirt is hers, or if she borrowed it from one of her sons. If it’s hers, I like her already.

We introduce ourselves, and I pass her the welcome basket.

“How lovely!” she says. “This is very thoughtful of you. Would you like to come in for a cup of tea?”

“I wish we could,” my mother replies. “But I have a baby in the car and it’s her dinnertime. You know how that is.”

Mrs. Berkeley laughs. “Indeed I do. Doesn’t change really, does it? They just get taller and hungrier.” She puts her arm around her son. “Simon, go and see what your father’s up to, would you, darling? I’d like him to at least say hello. Oh, and give your brother a shout as well.”

“How was your flight?” my mother asks politely.

“Fine, thank you,” says Mrs. Berkeley. “I still can’t believe we’re actually here!” She looks at me. “It must seem very odd to you, us living in your friend Emma’s home.”

Startled, I wonder for a moment if Mrs. Berkeley is a mind reader. “Uh, yeah, I guess.”

“Well, I promise you we’ll take very good care of everything—and of Melville, too.”

As if conjured from thin air, the Hawthorne’s big orange tiger cat appears. He makes a beeline for my mother and me, probably relieved to see familiar faces.

“Hey, Mel!” I squat down and scratch him under the chin. “He loves cheese,” I tell Mrs. Berkeley. “He’ll go nuts if you give him some of that stuff in the basket.”

“Good to know,” she says with a wink. “I do so want us to be friends. Oh, there you are, darling. Phillip, this is Clementine Sloane-Kinkaid and her daughter Cassidy. They’re friends of the Hawthornes.”

Professor Berkeley is tall and skinny, with thinning dark hair flecked with gray, dark blue eyes, and a wide smile like Simon’s. “So pleased to meet you.” He peers a little more closely at my mother as they shake hands. “I say, you aren’t, well, the Clementine, are you?”

My mother laughs. “Let’s just say I used to be.”

My mother was a model a long time ago, a really famous one. It was back before she had me and Courtney, and before my father died and we moved to Concord, but people still recognize her.

“And this is Tristan.” Mrs. Berkeley propels her other son forward. “Say hello, Tris.”

“Hello,” he says, without enthusiasm.

Tristan Berkeley is tall, like his father, with the same dark coloring. He’s got one of those jawlines that looks like it was chiseled out of granite, and a long, straight nose. He’s working really hard right now to look down it at me, which is pretty much impossible since we’re the same height. As we shake hands he recoils slightly, flicking a glance at my hockey shirt. When he looks up again our eyes lock for a moment and I know exactly what he’s thinking, just as clearly as if he’d said it aloud. You stink.

That would be because I just came from the rink, you moron, I want to tell him, but for once I mind my manners and don’t.

My mother is the one who speaks up. “Cassidy’s just been at the rink,” she says coolly, a hint of Queen Clementine in her voice. That’s what I call it when she means business. She must have noticed his reaction too. “She plays hockey. On an elite girls’ team. The Lady Shawmuts.” This last bit is stretching the truth since I haven’t even been to tryouts yet, but I know she said it because she wants to defend me and that makes me feel really good.

Mrs. Berkeley laughs. “We know all about sports, don’t we, boys?” she says. “Simon plays football—I mean soccer. That’s what you call it here in America, right? And Tristan is into ice dancing.”

Ice dancing? I choke back a laugh. That’s going to go over big at Alcott High. Tristan spots the expression on my face and glowers at me.

Ignoring him, I point to Mrs. Berkeley’s T-shirt and ask, “So is Manchester United your favorite team?”

“Absolutely,” she replies. “We’re all huge fans.”

“I watched them win the World Cup last summer,” I tell her.

“Isn’t this splendid, boys?” says their father. “Cassidy likes sports too. When you get to school tomorrow, you’ll already have a friend.”

Simon looks so pleased at this thought that I can’t help smiling back at him. My smile fades as Tristan shoots me another glance, though. As if, says this one.

“Nice to meet you,” he says tonelessly, then stalks back down the hall toward the kitchen.

“Well, then,” harrumphs Professor Berkeley, blinking at us awkwardly.

“Jet lag,” Mrs. Berkeley says. “So sorry.”

Jet lag my eye, I think.

My mother waves her hand and smiles. “Not to worry,” she replies. “I have plenty of experience with teenagers. How about I call you in a few days after you’re settled in, and we’ll find a time to have you all over for dinner?”

She and Mrs. Berkeley exchange phone numbers, and we head to the car.

“Lucky us,” I mutter. “Dinner with Tristan Jerkeley.”

“First impressions aren’t always accurate,” my mother says lightly as we pull out of the driveway onto Lowell Road. “It was probably just jet lag, like his mother said.”

“Yeah, right.” I glance over my shoulder at Emma’s house. Simon seemed okay, but I’d be happy if I never saw his brother again in my life.

Final score: Tristan Berkeley: 1; and a big fat zero for Cassidy Sloane.
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“Bingley was sure of being liked wherever he appeared; Darcy was continually giving offence.”

—Pride and Prejudice

“Pardon me, but I believe you dropped this.”

I hear the voice before I see its owner. It’s a nice voice, husky and a bit on the quiet side. If it were fabric, it would be corduroy. Soft, wide wale corduroy. I know exactly who it belongs to as well. The British accent is a dead giveaway.

I turn around to see Simon Berkeley holding out a black notebook bristling with magazine clippings and photographs.

“Oh, my gosh!” I grab it from him and hug it to my chest. “Thank you so much!”

I would die if I ever lost my sketchbook. Shrugging off my backpack, I lean over to stuff it back inside. It’s a struggle to keep my footing in the stream of passing students. I thought the hallways at Walden Middle School were crowded, but Alcott High is ridiculous. A pair of football players who must be nearly seven feet tall brush past me, and I stagger slightly. Simon places a hand on my shoulder, steadying me.

“Thank you,” I repeat, straightening up. We stand there smiling at each other. I try and think of something to say. I’m not usually so tongue-tied and I feel really stupid all of a sudden.

“See you in Biology class then, Megan.”

“Uh, yeah, right—see you!”

He knows my name. For some reason, this makes me really happy. I had no idea Simon Berkeley even knew who I was. Biology is the only class we have together, and it’s huge. There are, like, nearly forty kids in it. I always sit with Becca, who’s my lab partner, and our table is on the other side of the room from Simon and Zach Norton.

Zach has been my secret crush since kindergarten and the main subject of nearly all of my conversations with Becca Chadwick since fourth grade. But as I watch Simon Berkeley disappear down the hall, it occurs to me that Zach could have some serious competition this year.

Shouldering my backpack, I set off upstream in the opposite direction toward the math classrooms. At least I think the math classrooms are this way. High school is so different than I expected. Better in some ways, worse in others. I like the fact that we get to pick our own classes, especially the electives. I’m taking ceramics this semester, which is really fun. On the downside, though, Alcott is at least twice as big as Walden. I’ve been here every day now for a month, and I still get lost half the time.
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“Long live the girls of the Mother-Daughter Book Club!”
—Miriam Peskowirz, coauthor of 7%e Daring Book for Girls
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