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FOR FELIX, WHO WASN’T SUPPOSED TO BE IN THIS BOOK BUT FOUND A WAY IN ANYWAY






CHAPTER ONE


It wasn’t the kind of school to do overhead announcements. You know the type: One minute you’re avoiding your English teacher so you don’t have to come up with an excuse for not doing the reading, the next there’s a loud crackling and a tinny LINDSAY WEINBERG TO THE PRINCIPAL’S OFFICE, PLEASE. LINDSAY WEINBERG TO THE PRINCIPAL’S OFFICE publicly shaming you to the entire campus.

But no, Eastwood Academy was too classy for its PA system. It was the kind of overprotective boarding school that knew where you were at all times and would send a tired-looking receptionist to fetch you, even if you weren’t in your scheduled class.

Not speaking from experience, of course.

This time, they found me in the dining hall. I’d rocked up about halfway through morning assembly, gratefully accepted an omelet from Joe at the breakfast bar (made with fresh eggs and everything, because they’d run out of the powdered stuff during the actual breakfast slot an hour earlier), and holed myself up in one of the corner booths with absolutely no intention of going to Latin. By the time a middle-aged woman in a green sweater and severe bob came to give me her best “I’m not mad, just disappointed” face, I’d moved on to a soggy croissant and been joined by a handful of seniors who had first period free. I, crucially, did not have first period free and was supposed to be declining nouns instead of considering another croissant.

“Miss Weinberg,” the woman said.

“Mm-hmm.”

“You’re supposed to be in class.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“You’re not in class.”

“I know.”

The woman seemed perplexed by this, as if she couldn’t possibly fathom knowingly skipping a class. Yeah, I guessed that was the kind of attitude that led you to become a school administrator. She sighed and put her hands on her hips, reminding herself that she was the one with the power in this situation, and I was supposed to be excited about learning the pluperfect in a dead language.

“Headmistress Delaney would like to speak with you.”

I gestured at my half-eaten croissant. “Can it wait? I’m sort of in the middle of something.”

“No.”

The woman moved to clear my tray away, so I grabbed what remained of the croissant and stuffed it in my mouth whole. It stuck to the roof and tasted like cardboard.

She didn’t give me time to swallow. She was already heading for the dining hall doors, so I was up and moving behind her. I could feel the seniors openly staring at me.

“How did you even know I was here?”

The administrator didn’t say anything, but Joe gave me an apologetic shrug from behind the omelet station.

“Dammit, Joe,” I said. “I thought we were friends.”

“You gotta go to class eventually, Lindsay,” he called.



Eastwood Academy was comprised of a dozen old-school faux-Colonial brick houses ringed by a shiny new library, gym, and auditorium some alumni had paid to build in the past fifteen years. The headmistress’s office was in one of the old houses, directly across campus from the dining hall. It was all white-painted wainscoting and narrow winding stairs and heavy shutters. If you ignored the whirr of printers and clatter of keyboards, you could almost picture the people who used to live here rattling up and down its hallways, shoes polished and skirts swishing. I knew it well.

Headmistress Delaney herself held court in what was probably the house’s parlor. Its walls were lined with bookshelves full of old Eastwood yearbooks and books written by alumni; the fireplace mantel held academic excellence awards and family pictures: Headmistress Delaney and her wife and two children smiling on the quad in the winter, on a sunny beach, in front of the Eiffel Tower. A large wooden desk dominated the room, facing two cane-backed chairs.

“I’ve got Lindsay Weinberg for you,” said my chaperone.

Headmistress Delaney looked up from her computer and smiled. “Great, thank you, Amy,” she said. “I’ll take it from here. Can you please shut the door on your way out?”

She did.

With the door closed, Headmistress Delaney turned her smile to me. It was too wide with lips painted an expensive-looking shade of red, and I thought, I would really rather she stopped smiling at me. “Hi, Lindsay. Please take a seat.”

The seat was a hard, unpadded wood and the back dug into my spine. This wasn’t a seat meant for sitting in for long periods of time. This was a “get in, get your business over with, and get out” kind of chair. I hoped that meant she’d make this quick.

“How are you doing today?” she began, still smiling. So much for quick.

“Fine.”

“How are classes going?”

“Fine.”

She sighed. “Unfortunately, that’s not what your file says. Mr. Shah hasn’t seen you in three weeks, and Mrs. Pollack-Richards isn’t sure she’s ever met you.”

I thought, Yes, and?

She looked back to her screen and scrolled at her trackpad for the better part of a minute, hmming as she went. “Then there were the … dress code violations, pulling the fire alarms, the contraband cigarettes—and I have it here that you called Cattie Herman an ‘ignorant bitch’ in your history class?”

Headmistress Delaney stared at me like she was expecting a response, but there wasn’t anything to respond to. It was true, and pleading my case would only prolong the whole ordeal. I wanted her to hurry up and let me get the hell out of Eastwood already. We were so close.

“I spoke to your parents last night. They’ll be here any minute.”

Eastwood was a four-hour drive from my parents’ house in Brooklyn, and to convince them to haul all the way out here at the crack of dawn would take a real miracle. They hadn’t visited me at a school since I moved into my first dorm; every parents’ weekend ended in an “I’m so sorry, sweetie, we won’t be able to make it after all,” and I’d long since stopped holding my breath.

Whatever strings Eastwood Academy had pulled had to be big. The last two expulsions had been real, but this was real. This time, my parents were involved.

Good. After they missed the last one, my parents could finally see the whole circus in action. Maybe I could make it stick. Being cooped up in schools like this, isolated so far from the city for so long, was like putting a tropical plant in an over-air-conditioned apartment. It washed out and wilted and threw its petals in revolt for a little while, and then it gave up. There was nothing for me here; in New York, there was music and light and tiny gigs in tinier venues and a band looking for a new drummer on every block. It would have been so easy for my parents to let me muddle through a local day school until the minute I could legally get out from under their roof, but no. Bill and Rebecca had standards.

And their standards included elite private schools where they didn’t have to feed or clothe me, and then an elite university my dad would pay my way into. Never mind that I’d never said I wanted to go to college. Never mind that I was interested—maybe—in looking at music programs in the city. Never mind that I’d probably already blown my shot at any of them.

I was so tired of people pulling strings for me. I was sick of my parents opening doors and not bothering to meet me on the other side.

Headmistress Delaney’s hazel eyes shifted to the door, then down at her watch (she was the kind of person who checked her watch for the time, instead of her phone, like a normal human being). She was nervous, I realized. Squirmy. “Can I get you something while we wait for them? Water? Tea?”

I shook my head.

“Well, I’m going to have an Earl Grey,” she said.

Knock yourself out.

She stood up and turned on a silver kettle in the corner of the room. I watched her prepare her tea, every step meticulous. She selected a mug from a neat row of matching Eastwood Academy mugs, the ceramic emblazoned with the school’s bright blue crest. Unwrapped a tea bag, wound its string around the handle twice. Used a pair of small silver tongs to place a single sugar cube in the cup. Waited for the water to boil. There was something almost tender about the process, almost kind. I hadn’t expected something so gentle from a woman in such sensible shoes.

Her tea half prepared, she turned to face me, arms crossed. “I didn’t have to admit you,” she said. “Expelled from Lawrenceville, asked to leave Miss Porter’s midyear—”

“Politely suggested.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Miss Porter’s politely suggested I leave.” I scratched my nose. “They didn’t like how expelled sounded.”

Headmistress Delaney blinked. “Ah. Right. All the same, it’s not a good look. Letting you attend was a risk, but I took it—”

Because my parents paid for your new track.

“—because I thought Eastwood could do you some good. You’re a smart kid, Lindsay. I don’t want this to be the end of the line for you.”

I frowned. I’d had this meeting enough times to know the script. The person on the other side of the desk would be faceless, with a voice like radio static; the room could have stately wood paneling or bright gleaming windows; it could be in Connecticut or New Jersey or somewhere pushing Nowhere, Rhode Island. There would be a Lindsay Weinberg, you are a disgrace to yourself and your family and this fine institution. And an I’m both mad and disappointed. And Your bags are packed and your car is waiting out front, please never come back here ever again. No We wish you the best of luck in your future endeavors. Just You fucked up kid, get lost, figure it out yourself.

Sometimes, if I was lucky, I might even hear the principal and secretary whispering about how they felt bad for my parents. That one was always fun.

This wasn’t how it was supposed to go.

“I want to give you another shot, Lindsay.” Headmistress Delaney tried to make Very Meaningful eye contact every time she said my name. Her large round glasses made her look owlish, even desperate. “But you need to give Eastwood a fair shot. Can you do that for me, Lindsay?”

She leaned across her desk and attempted even more aggressive eye contact. I looked down at my hands, very invested in my nail polish. (Infraction number one: Nails must be kept neat and neutral; sparkly purple was against the dress code.) It was chipping away to nothing, and the coat on my right thumb sort of looked like Australia.

The water was boiling now, and she barreled on, undeterred, as she turned to carefully pour it over her tea bag. “In order to graduate, you will have to attend your classes. And you will have to submit assignments. We keep very high academic standards here, and you do have to meet them. That’s nonnegotiable. And this”—she gestured to her desk where my list of crimes, grievances, and overdue library books stared out of her computer screen—“isn’t going to cut it.”

Headmistress Delaney poured a splash of milk into her tea, carried her mug back to her desk, sat down, and took a thoughtful sip. She stared at me over the cup’s rim, expecting a response—some kind of rebuttal, some attempt at pleading my case. If she got lucky, I’d look ashamed of myself.

I said nothing.

She opened her mouth to continue, but was cut off by the sudden arrival of a young assistant with shockingly red hair. She wasn’t the assistant who had shepherded me here; she was another too-chipper woman entirely. How many of them did Headmistress Delaney have?

“The car’s here,” said the assistant. I turned away, trying to swallow down whatever was rising in the pit of my stomach. Bill and Rebecca had actually dragged themselves out of the house at five in the morning and were actually waiting for me just outside? Headmistress Delaney had pulled this whole thing off. I wasn’t sure what I felt—hope? Relief?

“The driver’s pulled up to the gate. I’ve asked an RA to help pack up Lindsay’s things.”

“Thank you, Samantha,” Headmistress Delaney said with an efficient nod. “Will you ask Mr. and Mrs. Weinberg to join us?”

Samantha’s cheeks grew taut. Her eyes flashed toward me, remaining there for only a split second before they flitted back to the headmistress, but I knew from the spark of confusion in her eyes that, other than the driver, my parents’ car was empty. Whatever feeling had bubbled up moments ago sank like a lead weight.

“Oh,” I said. “Okay.”

Another expulsion missed by Bill and Rebecca Weinberg, parents of the year. They’d probably find a reason to skip my graduation, if I ever made it that far. In other news, water was wet, the sky was blue, more at eleven. I shouldn’t have been surprised—I wasn’t surprised. They’d never shown up before, and every other time I’d gritted my teeth, hopped in the car, and made uncomfortable small talk with their driver while she shuttled me back to an empty apartment where someone had left cold Chinese food and a WELCOME BACK, L Post-it for me on the kitchen counter. It was a tradition at this point.

But something in me still sank.

I swallowed hard and leaned back in my chair. I was fine—I was fine. What would them being here have accomplished, really? My mother, with her tight little pinched frown? My father, his eyebrows knitted together? A wordless four-hour drive down I-95? It was childish to ask if other students’ parents came to pick them up when they got expelled from their third boarding school—most students didn’t get expelled from three boarding schools, but I was nothing if not an overachiever. It was childish, and I wasn’t a child, but I supposed some little part of me had thought that they’d make an appearance at one of these things eventually.

Yeah, this one must have looked like a particularly pathetic expulsion, because when Headmistress Delaney looked up at me for more Meaningful Eye Contact, there was something soft around the edges of it. Sympathy, maybe. Or pity.

“Lindsay,” she said, “I’m going to make you a deal. I can’t let you stay at Eastwood on the path you’re on now. I just can’t. Eleven infractions in a semester, Lindsay. A school record. I’m a little impressed.” She looked at me from above the rim of her glasses, a knowing smirk playing at the corners of her mouth. She returned to the list in front of her, a greatest hits of my crimes.

“Dress code violation, three counts; staying out past curfew, two counts; academic underperformance. The fire ant infestation in the dining hall … I’m not even sure I want to know how you got them.”

I was tempted to say The internet is a magical place! But I stayed silent.

“Chronic absenteeism; plagiarism; violation of the honor code,” she continued. “The two AM fire alarms, and my personal favorite—listing the campus for sale online.”

I fought to suppress a smile. Pricing Eastwood at a measly hundred grand had been the real pièce de résistance.

“I still get calls from realtors about that.”

Sorry not sorry?

“It’s like you’re trying to get yourself expelled.”

Still, I said nothing.

“Are you all right, Lindsay? Is this a cry for help? I know the adjustment to boarding school can be difficult for our students—we attempt to make the transition as seamless as possible, but it’s not easy.”

“I’ve been to boarding school before,” I mumbled. “I’m fine.”

For barely a breath, Headmistress Delaney paused to look at me. I might have imagined it, but I thought I saw her flinch.

“Okay.” She swallowed. “I will have to ask you to leave campus for the rest of the semester. However, between us, we can call this spring a fluke and start over, okay? If you promise to get your grades and attendance up, and if you promise to commit to being a model student, I am willing to allow you to return to Eastwood in the fall on academic probation.”

Over my dead body.

“Take the summer, think it over. You’ll still be able to graduate. You have a bright future ahead of you, Lindsay. I don’t want to see you throw it away.”

It was a clever trick, saying it was my choice. No one had ever given me a choice like it before. I’d been bundled up and shipped off to school after school, working down my mother’s list of acceptable academic institutions, with little more than a polite warning. (Rhode Island? Really?) My father had gone to Eastwood, back when it was boys-only and known as a place where extremely privileged New York City kids got stoned in the woods and sometimes maybe went to class. If you thought about it, I’d been following in the Grand Eastwood Tradition, actually. My parents made it very clear to me that it was a last resort and that I’d only been admitted because of legacy.

It was the stuffiest of the bunch, the cell service spotty, the nearest town barely worth visiting on weekends. The big BILL & REBECCA WEINBERG TRACK sign looming down at me during gym class made my skin crawl. I wondered how much money my parents had thrown at the problem this time. If I came back in the fall—and that was a big, big if—there would probably be a new, shiny student center waiting to greet me.

No amount of fearmongering and guilt-tripping and false sympathy could make me willingly come back here.

“Think it over,” Headmistress Delaney said again, like repeating herself would change my mind.

I was going to say something really clever and decisive and mature, like “I’d rather eat glass, thanks,” when a soft knock sounded on the office door. The redheaded assistant cracked open the door and ducked her head in.

“The Weinbergs’ driver is here for Lindsay,” she said.

Driver. Yeah. They really were doing this; they really weren’t coming. Whatever yoga class or meeting with Japan was more important. They had literally hired someone to deal with me out of their sight, like I was a problem they could delegate. It was beyond embarrassing.

My face stung and my eyes prickled, and I felt my chest start to constrict. (Oh god, was I about to start crying? Absolutely not.) Knowing it was coming hadn’t softened the blow at all. I rubbed the corner of my eye with my sleeve—quickly, subtly, definitely not wiping away tears—and snuck a look at Headmistress Delaney.

She was staring at me, no longer aiming for eye contact, just watching me with that same softness, that same sympathy. But there was more to it now—a sadness, an anger, an understanding. She looked angry for me, not at me. She looked like she knew something. Like she wanted to help me, not fix me.

No one had ever looked at me like that before.

Maybe I’d made a mistake.

Or maybe I was imagining it. She’d be just like all the others. I didn’t need her help. And my car was waiting.

“See you never,” I said, and left.






CHAPTER TWO


My parents’ usual driver was a pasty sixty-something Irish woman named Kathleen. She wore sensible shoes and brightly colored statement necklaces and had been shuttling me in and out of the city since I was a kid. She was chatty but didn’t pry; she’d tell me about her grandchildren and the books she was reading, and she hadn’t asked any questions the first two times she’d picked me up post-expulsion. Her car somehow always smelled new, and she usually kept snacks in the glove compartment. If nothing else, she was a constant.

And she wasn’t waiting for me outside. Instead, a man in dark sunglasses poked his head out the driver’s side window and waved at me. “You must be Lindsay.”

“Where’s Kathleen?”

“She’s got the day off. Your parents sent me to fetch you.”

He’d kept the car running and didn’t get out to open the passenger door for me. A quick getaway. No lingering for soppy goodbyes or making a spectacle, just cutting and running. I respected that.

My backpack was on the back seat when I slid in. Someone must have packed up my things for me while I’d been in with Headmistress Delaney. I hadn’t brought much, but the thought of that poor hapless administrator going through my underwear drawer was mortifying. (She’d probably found the joint shoved into my nightstand while she was at it, which would have made me, what? Double expelled?) I still had the book I’d brought with me to the dining hall that morning, a schlocky sci-fi the Eastwood library was straight-up not getting back, and I rooted around in my backpack for headphones. A few more hours and I was home free. I could do this.

We pulled through a wrought iron gate, and campus quickly gave way to suburbs gave way to strip malls gave way to an open expanse of highway. It was the same stretch of highway up and down the East Coast—maybe a few more pine trees farther north, a few more smokestacks farther south—and every one of these drives had looked the same. Me and the car and sweet, sweet I-95 South.

Except—

“Uh, hey? Brooklyn’s in the other direction.”

The driver had turned right at the divide, taking us down a winding on-ramp, its signs pointing us north toward Boston. As a city kid who could barely even ride a bike, I wasn’t really in a position to critique his driving, but even I knew the difference between north and south.

“I know,” he said, and gave no indication he planned on changing course.

“Then why are we going north? Look, Boston’s great and all, but you can get Dunkin’ and angry drivers in New York, too.”

In the rearview mirror, I could just make out the driver’s frown. “Your parents asked me to drop you off in Maine.”

“Why the fuck would I be going to Maine?”

We’d done a few summers there when I was a kid, but my parents would usually drop me at camp and refuse to go any farther north than Portland. Rebecca got carsick, Bill hated rest stop bathrooms, and they had an unspoken agreement that an overpriced lobster roll and a seaside view were enough.

Five years running, I’d spent eight weeks between a pine forest and a murky lake, sharing a cabin and two shower stalls with a dozen other girls. We were all New York prep school kids sent off to “make lifelong friends” and “experience nature” in ways we couldn’t in the city, which mostly meant pottery classes and chaperoned waterskiing and finding new and creative ways to bully each other in close quarters. (It’s very possible to weaponize friendship bracelets as status symbols, if you were wondering.) It was Maine in the technical sense of open, starlit skies and picking wild blueberries, but it was Maine stripped bare and repopulated with a bunch of Jews from the mid-Atlantic. Come August, a bus would drop us off outside Lincoln Center, where Kathleen would shuttle me the last leg of the way home.

But at seventeen I was too old for camp, and it was too early for my parents’ beach vacation. What was going on?

The driver looked back over his shoulder at me, still frowning—but, to give him credit, the car stayed straight in its lane. “You’re supposed to be staying with your uncle out in Marbury.”

“Uncle Andy lives on Long Island.” Andy was my mom’s younger brother. He’d married a medium-famous artist, moved to a sprawling house near the beach, and had a set of twin boys who liked to play pirates (steal my things and throw them into the sea) when I came to visit. Staying with him was out of left field, but not unimaginable. Still … Marbury?

“Your dad said his name was Levi? He and his wife have a place up there. Did he not tell you? I could have sworn he said they were going to tell you. I’m so sorry.” And there it was, the driver’s voice breaking into that same pity-sympathy cocktail Headmistress Delaney had used on me.

Poor Lindsay, her parents can’t be bothered to show up, can’t be bothered to pick her up from school, can’t be bothered to call or text and tell her she’s not coming home.

I didn’t need their pity. I was so tired of it.

My dad’s all-star lack of communication was to be expected. But Maine? Uncle Levi? I hadn’t heard from him since I was a kid; I didn’t think he’d even been invited to my bat mitzvah. We’d been pretty close when I was very young, before he and my dad had some massive falling out. No one would tell me what had happened, just that they didn’t speak anymore. Worse, Bill never spoke about him, as if Levi had been cleaved from his memory. Whatever happened, it must have been dramatic.

I mostly remembered my Uncle Levi through a child’s eyes, clearly and fondly but uncomplicatedly. I thought about him often enough, missing the good chocolates he brought to family holidays, hoping he was well, hoping I would get to see him again. But I hadn’t expected this. Why would he be involved with my parents kidnapping me now?

And Maine, the WASPiest place on earth, a state that only had a Jewish population for two months every summer when the sleepaway camps filled up? What the hell was Levi doing out there? And when had he gotten married?

Maybe my parents were waiting for me in Marbury, a town my dad liked to call “a shithole” and “only better than New Jersey by a technicality.” I tried to picture my parents in rural Maine, shiny and out of place: my dad’s sport coat stuck to him with sea spray, my mom’s heels ruined by the woods. The thought made me laugh. There was no way.

I’d never been to Marbury, but I knew the gist of it. In the early twentieth century, fleeing Vilnius ahead of the pogroms, my dad’s great-grandfather (my great-great-grandfather) and his wife and young children had made it through Ellis Island and then kept going north, as far as they could, until they ran out of road. When they finally stopped, they settled on a large plot of land along the sea in remote Maine. My dad didn’t know why they’d ended up there, either, just that my great-grandfather once told him that his father always maintained it “felt right.” Everyone had decided to leave it at that.

As soon as he was old enough, my great-grandfather, who had been a baby when they’d immigrated, had moved down the Eastern Seaboard and never looked back, but there was always some family member or another holding down the fort in Marbury. My dad visited as little as humanly possible, and he’d made a big to-do of how I never had to see what he mockingly called the “ancestral homeland.”

I grabbed my phone. Maybe my parents had tried to reach me. There was probably a missed call or a voicemail or a text waiting for me, maybe even an email from my dad’s work computer—

Nothing. Not a single notification.

Okay. Well, if they weren’t going to talk to me, then I was going to talk to them.

I must have looked as off as I felt, because Face ID rejected my attempt to unlock my phone, and I tried to ignore my clammy palms and shaking fingers as I typed in my passcode and opened FaceTime.

My dad, when I could get ahold of him, was usually the more amenable of the two. He was completely disinterested in actual parenthood, but he was good at throwing money at me until I stopped pouting. He liked to pretend he’d done his part so I didn’t have to ask him for anything more emotionally demanding than a new pair of shoes or a new drum kit. It was a long shot, but he might let me turn the car around and call the whole thing off, if only to avoid a fight with me and my mom.

New FaceTime Video: Bill (Dad).

One ring. Two. Three.

It rang all the way through before disconnecting with a sad little chime.

Bill (Dad) is not available for FaceTime.

New FaceTime Video: Bill (Dad).

It rang through again.

Bill (Dad) is not available for FaceTime.

I gritted my teeth. My head was pounding. All right, if this was how it was going to be.

New FaceTime Video: Rebecca (Mom).

One ring. Two. Three.

A chime.

My mother’s face, slightly too close to the camera. Her eyes were tired, her hair freshly highlighted. For a moment, I could read irritation in her pinched eyebrows and tightly set mouth—or was it frustration? or maybe sadness?—and then a switch flipped and she was all smiles and glowing white teeth and soft, sensitive voice. The award-winning Rebecca Weinberg smile, the one that closed eye-popping fundraising deals and won her elections, the one that kept her a mainstay of dinner parties across the city and was going to help her climb her way to Congress. She used it when she wanted to sell me on something or when she was hoping I wouldn’t freak out. It also meant that, whatever this schlep up to Maine was, it wasn’t up for discussion. Rebecca had already closed this deal.

“Hi, honey,” she said.

“Why am I in a car halfway to Canada right now?”

My mother’s wince was nearly imperceptible, but I knew her well enough to see the crack in her smile.

“Look, Lindsay, I’m sorry about Eastwood. I really wanted that one to—I thought you might finally—I’m sorry we couldn’t be there to pick you up. It’s this campaign. I’m so close to the primary, and it’s all-hands-on-deck out here—I really think I can win this one—”

I bet she hadn’t even tried. “That’s not the point, Mom. I don’t care.”

But I did care. If she couldn’t get the day off work, that meant she and my dad weren’t waiting for me at Uncle Levi’s, which I probably should have known, considering the Weinberg Family Rift we never talked about. The lump in my stomach, the tightness in my chest, the stinging in my eyes threatened to come back. There was the last bit of hope gone. They were still in the city; they really had just hired a guy to pick me up and drop me off without inconveniencing themselves, without ever having to cross paths with me.

“I know, but—”

One thing about Rebecca Weinberg (never Becca, never Becky): She was very good at talking her way into anything. She could fake sympathy and be your best friend until she got what she wanted, and then you wouldn’t hear from her again for a month and a half until she needed to persuade you to stay at school during the holidays because she’d booked a couple’s retreat to Greece, and she’d make it up to you later. Not that I was speaking from experience.

“Whatever. It’s done. But Marbury? What the fuck.”

My mother nodded. I pictured her free hand just off-screen, her manicured nails drumming a steady rhythm against her desk, which she did when she was upset but trying to look in control. “I know,” she said again. “It seems crazy, but Levi wrote to your dad a few months ago, hoping to smooth things over and reconnect. He got married a little while back, and he’s all about family now, or something. I don’t know. He and his wife live on a working farm right on the ocean. He said he’s got plenty of space, and we’re invited to visit whenever we’d like. We thought it would be good for you to spend the summer taking some time for self-reflection.”

In no world was my mom taking them up on their offer to visit the farm. She didn’t do farms. She didn’t do nature. Once, when I was about twelve, we’d attempted a family reunion at a lodge in the Catskills. It was the kind of place that was mostly spas and oversize fireplaces, but it had a few hiking trails, and my parents were determined to “take advantage of it.” My mom had bought new hiking boots for the occasion and everything, then made it exactly ten minutes off the property before she decided she had blisters and didn’t like what the wind was doing to her hair. After that, she stuck to the spa.

“Okay. But I wouldn’t like to visit. I sure as shit wouldn’t like to spend the summer ‘self-reflecting’ on a farm. I would like to go home.”

My mother pursed her lips with the little hmm sound she made when she was slightly displeased and massively inconvenienced. She hadn’t considered the part of this plan where I was a person who might have actual opinions.

“Lindsay.”

“No. No way in hell. I’m not doing this. I’ll call an Uber or something.”

“Look,” she said. In an instant, her eyes hardened, her smile flattened. No more politics, no more playing nice. “We’ve already made the arrangements. I’m going to be honest with you, Lindsay, we can’t keep getting these calls from your school. This Senate campaign is taking it all out of me, and I have a reputation to keep up. I can’t afford a scandal.”

“I literally could not care less about your senate campaign.”

The call went blurry, her voice crackly. We must have been losing reception as we drove deeper into the heart of nowhere. “Here’s the deal. You’re going to spend the summer with your uncle getting your shit together. And then you go back to Eastwood in the fall, graduate, go to college, everyone will be happy, and this will never have happened. Or you can stay in Marbury until you turn eighteen. Your choice.”

Your choice. Again with the choices today. It was her favorite tactic: pretending I had a say in my life, like I wasn’t just a bit player in the Bill and Rebecca Show. Either way, they were writing me out. I could come back if I was up to playing the perfect daughter, no matter how miscast I was in the role, or I could cut ties entirely and become a footnote in my mom’s biography. The daughter she used to have, the one who’d disappeared as soon as she legally could. Which, fair enough. That wouldn’t be out of character for me.

Three and a half months, then back to Eastwood. Or stick around until December, if the bitter Maine winter didn’t take me out first. Neither sounded good, but at least Eastwood had internet and sounded less potentially lethal than Marbury. And Headmistress Delaney—she’d offered the closest thing to a lifeline anyone had ever thrown me. Which was kind of pathetic, if you thought about it. But I was still stuck remembering the look on her face, and I wondered if maybe there had been kindness mixed in with the pity, too.

Before I could respond, my phone beeped, and my mother’s face disappeared.

She’d hung up on me.






CHAPTER THREE


When you first drive into Maine, it greets you with pine forests and ocean inlets butting up against the side of the highway, and signs welcoming you to Vacationland (all the local license plates will also remind you, in case you somehow forget). Signs point to Ogunquit, to Old Orchard Beach, to Portland, to Congdon’s Doughnuts (The best doughnuts in the Northeast!), to chowder houses (The best clam chowder you’ll ever eat!), to seafood shacks (The best lobster roll outside of the ocean!). It’s not my favorite vacation destination, but it’s pretty. Peaceful, even. The cell service holds steady, and, if you time it right, you’ll see more tourists than locals.

It was too early for tourist season, but I could see the state gearing up for them to come flocking in droves, and the highway already had a healthy smattering of New York and Massachusetts license plates. I was still in civilization, more or less. I was familiar with this part of the trip, and so far I had staved off the worst of the weight on my chest by orienting myself—there was the turnoff toward Camp Crescent Pond, where I’d spent five character-building (read: miserable) summers; there was the exit for the resort town where my grandparents liked to spend their summers with politicians and old Main Line money. The ratio of pickup trucks with American flags to regular cars was about average. It was, if not a good trip, at least a survivable one.

But instead of turning off by Casco Bay, the driver kept going north. And north. And north.

When I’d googled Marbury, I’d learned it was legally designated a village and that it was near Acadia, which meant it was closer to Nova Scotia than New Hampshire. The search hadn’t turned up much else, because nobody willingly visited Marbury, Maine, for their summer vacation, but at least the internet had refrained from straight-up calling it a shithole. I didn’t really know what to expect, because “legally designated village near Canada” could mean plenty of things, and my dad called everything a shithole: his glass-walled office building, the Starbucks across the street from his glass-walled office building, the entire borough of Queens. Maybe Marbury would be cute, in an old-timey-seaside-town kind of way.

But the farther north we drove, the smaller that last seed of hope became. If southern Maine was civilization, and central Maine at least playacted at it, wherever the hell we were headed didn’t even bother to try. The towns were lucky if they had a traffic light, and at least a half dozen stores advertised GUNS! FISH! SANDWICHES! GAS! $3.99! in weather-worn paint. The houses, few and far between, waved flags and signs from a years-old election.

We must have been driving for five, six, seven hours; we had to be running out of country. But I didn’t ask How much longer or Are we there yet, because (1) I didn’t want to know where there was, and (2) I knew I didn’t want to be there. So I said nothing, keeping my headphones on and music going, hoping there was enough service out in bumfuck nowhere to hold the playback steady. There was nothing around us but trees by now, tall and dense, their boughs reaching across the highway as if determined to meet and block out the sun. The scent of pine was thick enough to reach inside the car, and I shivered like it had suddenly dropped ten degrees.

Finally—and still too soon—the driver took an exit and drove past a road sign that read WELCOME TO MARBURY! POPULATION 279. The paint was flaking, the Y in Marbury more of a V, but the 279 looked neat and freshly stenciled. They kept close tabs on their population here, even if it was smaller than my high school class.

Two hundred and seventy-fucking-nine. Jesus. What did these people do for fun?

Nothing, it looked like.

Unfortunately, for once (and it pained me to admit it), my dad was right. The place was a shithole. Marbury was a short stretch of a single narrow road, ambitiously called Main Street, as if it had any other streets to compete with. Not even a traffic light. Apart from a few houses (American flag! Pickup truck! Old election sign that wanted to call me a slur!), there appeared to be a single USPS mailbox, a tiny police station with one car out front, and a long, low building that looked like some sort of grocery store/gas station/auto repair shop.

To add insult to injury, my headphones ran out of battery and my signal cut out. Both dead at once, which felt like a warning somehow. I was alone with the driver, my thoughts, and an uninterrupted view of scenic, scenic Marbury, Maine. I could hear the cries of seagulls and roar of waves, and the spicy scent of pine was replaced by the brine of the sea. It permeated the car, like we’d taken a wrong turn and driven across the beach. Okay, so I wasn’t just in the boonies in the middle of nowhere; I was in the middle of nowhere by the sea. I knew my memories of Uncle Levi were warped with time and youth, but I thought I remembered him having enough sense to not move somewhere like this.

Still, the sea. That might not be so bad. The salt teased my tongue as if it was carried on the air through the ventilation system, reminding me of childhood rambles on the dunes of Southampton while my mom wooed donors in their summer homes. A summer filled with beach walks might not be the end of the world.

I inhaled deeply, rekindling that undying ember of hope, until … The homey, invigorating smell of the sea turned rancid in a heartbeat, like rotting meat wrapped in fermented seaweed. It clogged my throat, clinging to the sensitive skin inside my nostrils, and I sputtered, desperate to get it out of my body.

Then, the GPS screamed through my strangled coughs: “Make a U-turn.”

I startled, heart slamming in my chest as I craned my neck to see the road. There was nowhere to make a U-turn, and—I looked behind us—no other road the driver could’ve gone down.

“Make a U-turn,” it repeated.

“Are we lost?” I managed, putrid sea stink forgotten.

Nothing from the driver. It was like I was talking directly to the navigation robot. “Make a U-turn,” it said, then on a loop: “Make a U-turn. Make a U-turn. Make a U-turn.”

I swallowed the sour taste of unease, my fingers twitching toward the door handle. This was fucking—

The driver roughly dialed down the navigation volume. The car went silent. “Damn thing goes haywire out here.”

—weird.

Okay then. I glanced at the navigation, which once again showed us on the correct route. I exhaled slowly and pushed the robotic voice out of my mind. Still, I stole one last look behind us, wondering what would’ve happened if we had done what the GPS wanted.

And yet, the driver didn’t stop or make a peep. He kept going past the grocery store/gas station/auto repair shop, down the narrow stretch of road, deeper into the trees.

“Hey,” I said, “I know it’s, like, blink-and-you-miss-it small, but I think we went right through Marbury.”

The driver called back, “Your uncle lives a few miles outside of town. We’re almost there.” With that, he took a sharp left onto a gravel road so narrow and overgrown I hadn’t even seen it, the car swallowed in a tangle of trees and grass and thorny bushes.

So this was how I died. Driven into the woods just outside Bumfuck-Nowhere-by-the-Sea, Maine, with a total stranger, probably hacked to death with a hatchet and left to rot. No one would come looking for me out here. The seagulls would find me before any person did, and my parents probably wouldn’t even notice I was gone.

I was planning my own funeral, trying to picture my parents sitting shiva, candle burning, mirrors covered, the dining table piled high with bagels and schmear, when the car stopped. We had hit the end of the road, and, instead of being greeted by an axe murderer, I was met with a sign that read HAVEN HOUSE. Because of course Uncle Levi was pretending he lived in a cute little seaside cottage with a twee name, instead of so far off the map he didn’t even have an address.

“We’re here,” said the driver, and I could hear the hesitation in his voice, the doubt, the What could this kid have done to deserve ending up here? At least he clearly wasn’t planning on killing me himself, which was a plus.

“I figured.”

The driver parked the car and got out, opening my door on his way to the trunk. I grabbed my backpack and slid out after him.

The chill caught me first. Even though it was sunny and late May, a bitter sea breeze gusted off the cliffs and ate at my nose. The air smelled of pine sap and sea brine, of rotting kelp, and of something peaty and damp and distinctly farm-y.

Because, I registered, Haven House was a farm. The land spread out for what had to be a few dozen acres toward the horizon, dotted with barns and outbuildings and grazing animals, and dropped off sharply in the distance. The overgrown forest of the road had given way to a windswept bluff, and from where I stood, I could just see a steep, stony cliff over a rocky beach, the angry gray Atlantic beating against it. I could already feel my hair curling in the sea air, which stank of seaweed and manure.

Overlooking the cliff, the dividing line between the ocean and the farm, stood Haven House itself. It was a little farmhouse, probably well over a hundred years old and showing its age. Its peeling paint, once white, had gone yellowish-gray; the roof had lost a lot of shingles, gaping like missing teeth. Shutters hung askew on crooked hinges, and the front porch buckled precariously. It wasn’t condemned, but it could have used a visit from some contractors and a couple hundred thousand in renovations. The most unsettling part of Haven House was that someone had tried to make it look cheery: There were brightly colored flowers in neatly maintained window boxes, and a porch swing rocked in the wind on shiny new chains. It was incongruous, uncanny. You couldn’t just slap some geraniums on this kind of place and call it a day. It was creepy.

I figured I should probably send my parents proof of life, or at least a Screw you, why did you send me here, when they find me murdered at the foot of this cliff in four to six business days it will be your fault, so I pulled my phone out of my pocket, and—shit. No service. Not even a scrap of a bar. Not even a naively hopeful Searching scrolling in the top corner.

Me, the farmhouse, and the sea. Amazing.

“Hey, uh, Mr. Driver?” I called back to him, determined to be heard over the crash of the sea. “I’m really not feeling the vibes here. How do we feel about heading back to New York? I know it’s a schlep, and I’ll take the heat, I just don’t think—”

The sound of a car engine cut me off. I turned around to see my bags stacked neatly behind me and the car pulling away down the road. This was the start of a horror movie: me alone on an abandoned farm by the sea. Shit.

“Well, fuck you, too.”

“You must be Bill’s kid.”

I jumped. Literally jumped, like a melodramatic cliché. In the time I’d turned my back, a woman had appeared behind me on the path. The waves and seagulls must have drowned out the sound of her approaching, because I hadn’t heard so much as a footstep or a door creak, and I was pretty sure everything creaked here—the chains on the porch swing, the house’s bowed walls, the tree branches caught up against the wind. A half-wild place like this didn’t know how to be silent.

But here was a small woman, nearly a full head shorter than me, clear as day. She was dressed like the clearance section of a sporting goods catalog: flannel shirt, puffy vest, dusty sweatpants, Bean boots. Girls at Eastwood wore duck boots like hers in an ironic, I’ve-never-worked-a-day-in-my-life kind of way. Up here, people wore them for function.

Actually, every part of her looked built for function. She might have been in her late fifties, white and weathered, and farm life hadn’t been kind to her; it was hard to get a read on her actual age. Her round, sunburned face showed no trace of anything as frivolous as a welcoming smile, and her light hair hung over her shoulder in a single long braid. The only decorative part of her appearance was the gold chain she wore around her neck. A cross hung from it, nestled in the hollow of her throat.

The WASPiest place on earth, my dad once said.

Even at Uncle Levi’s, you couldn’t escape the goyim.

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s me. Lindsay.”

“You’re taller than I expected. More earrings, too.”

I reflexively reached up to fiddle with the little gold hoops. “Sorry?”

She made a clucking noise with her tongue. “I’m your Aunt Irene.” The woman nodded. It wasn’t a friendly nod or a nod of approval; it was cordial acknowledgment at best. Like I was some random teenage girl who’d schlepped herself out five miles past Marbury, Maine, to watch seagulls shit on some rocks.

And she was—Aunt Irene. Aunt Irene.
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