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Dedication

To my mother, Marty Keating, who makes us see the humor and magic in everything
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Chapter 1




IF YOU WERE TO ASK ME ABOUT MY HOME, CHESTER Falls, Massachusetts—though I’m honestly not sure why you would, because that would mean you somehow knew it existed in the first place—I would direct you, first, to the town paper. The back page of the Chester Falls Gazette gives a rundown of every crime that has happened in our tiny town that week, and has included the following incidents:

On October 22, a geriatric sheepdog from a nearby farm wandered into a woman’s home and refused to leave. The police were unable to get the animal out, so it remained there on her love seat for the next three hours, watching daytime TV, until its owner came and lured it home with a piece of turkey bacon.

On February 19, a prized alpaca got loose from its pen and went slipping and sliding out in the middle of frozen George’s Pond, and had to be rescued by a four-person team.

On April 20, a frantic caller claimed that a dangerous person was breaking into her home with a weapon. Turned out it was her husband, who had misplaced his keys after one too many beers watching the Stanley Cup Finals with his club league and brought a hockey stick home with him.

And, my personal favorite, May 5, when a travel advisory went out via SMS warning of slick road conditions after a truck carrying three thousand pounds of buttermilk overturned on Route 2.

Riveting stuff. I know.

There is one reason you might know of Chester Falls, actually: it’s the original maker of the Maple Pudding Pie, which was created by Maddie Baker in 1892, and is now sold in supermarkets across the country. If you’ve never heard of a Maple Pudding Pie, then I should tell you two things. One, it is delicious beyond words, with a layer of molasses-cookie crust, maple custard, and whipped cream, and two, it is pretty crucial to our town’s economy. Every year, nearly one hundred thousand pies are shipped nationwide. And I would know, because for the past five years, my dad has been in charge of all of those packages being on schedule—when he’s not watching TV, reading spy novels in a cozy chair in our living room, and pretending that one of these days he’s going to get back to making the wood sculptures that once made him famous. I can’t say I really blame him, though, for sitting around. Chester Falls is great. But there isn’t a whole lot to do here.

“You are going to this party, Charlie,” Sydney says to me on Friday night as we take a left onto Route 102 and start driving north toward the lake. Sydney has been my best friend since kindergarten, since her dad became our town doctor and I was rushed into his office having just eaten an entire bottle of chewable Tylenol, only to barf all over the rug before anyone could pump my stomach. Instead of laughing at me, Sydney, who was playing in the office, came over and gave me her stuffed turtle. This, I like to think, explains why we’re still friends, even though we’re more different now than ever. I enjoy taking long walks in the woods, making trips to the modern art museum in New Winsor to sketch, overthinking my problems to the point of nausea, and listening to all the obscure music I can get my hands on. Sydney prefers to stay at home learning complicated nail design techniques, watching videos of people cooking miniature-sized food, and doing butt sculpting workouts on Instagram Live.

We don’t always see eye to eye, but I’d do basically anything for her.

“When did I say I wasn’t going?” I ask her now as I fiddle with the AC. It’s the first week of April, and it feels like summer. I prefer the fall, when the trees of our mountain town change to nearly all the colors of the rainbow. Before the cold sets in and stepping a foot outside is like a shock to the system, like you might as well be diving into a frozen lake in a bikini. Which people actually do in this town. They call it the Happy Penguins Club. “I’m literally driving us there right now,” I tell Sydney.

Sydney looks out the window. “You used to love going to parties,” she sighs, like we’re a married couple on the brink of divorce.

“I still do!”

“Really? Because the past few we’ve been to, you hardly say a word, then leave early to give someone a ride home.”

I open my mouth to reply, but don’t know what to say. The truth is, I have been feeling a little over it. Like I’m waiting for my web browser to load. Like I’ve just finished season one of a great TV show, and season two still hasn’t come out.

“May I chime in?” Reggie, my fourteen-year-old neighbor, says from the back seat. He’s so small, I forgot he was there.

Sydney turns around to look at Reggie. “No,” she says. “You may not chime in.”

“Why not?” Reggie wants to know.

“Because you’re a freshman, that’s why,” Sydney replies as if that explains it. And, honestly, it should explain it. Nevertheless, I have to step in.

“Sydney. Reggie is a paying customer, just like you. If he wants to participate in our conversation, he absolutely may.” I give her a look to communicate the following: Let’s just ignore whatever he has to say.

“I liked it better when the app first came out, and you could only take one rider at a time.” Sydney crosses her arms in front of her chest. The app she is referring to is Backseat, and it’s the only way that Sydney, one of the most popular girls in our junior class, and Reggie, would ever end up in the same car in the first place, let alone on their way to a party together.

Backseat was developed as a class project by a group of seniors two years ago. They said it was an effort to reduce emissions. A small, meaningful act. Maybe people around here, who drove mostly SUVs and pickup trucks, would use less gas if they had other modes of transport. But everyone knows what it’s really for. The year before, a group of seniors were in a bad accident on one of Chester Falls’ many mountain roads, and one of them almost died. With Backseat, people are always guaranteed a safe ride home.

The app quickly became a local necessity in our town, which may have once been said to have “the quaintest main street in America,” but where the big grocery store is almost forty minutes away. Teens love Backseat because they can get wherever they want, whenever they want, without depending on their parents, or their own car, or even having to wait until they can get a license. Parents love it because they can finally have some semblance of a life again, without schlepping their kids all over town, to school, practice, and sleepovers. And, most importantly, they trust their kids will find a safe way home after a night out.

I love it because, as one of the top drivers for Backseat in our town, it’s paying my way toward the summer of a lifetime.

“But single riders made the rides twice as expensive,” I tell Sydney. “This way, everyone can use it.”

“Yeah, but now I’m showing up to the hottest spring party with a minion,” Sydney mutters.

“I resent that,” Reggie says from the back seat, peering up at her through his thick prescription glasses.

“Well, I’ve got a near perfect rating, and I’d like to keep it that way,” I say to Sydney. “Speaking of. Reggie, can I offer you a mint?”

“You may.” Reggie leans a skinny arm into the front seat and takes one. Then, unfortunately, he keeps talking: “Hoping to smooch someone tonight.”

Sydney and I grimace at each other.

“You drive a lot, Charlie?” Reggie continues.

I nod. “I try and turn the app on whenever I get in my car. Easy money.”

Reggie pops the mint in his mouth. “What do you need so much money for?”

Normally I’d tell Reggie he asks a lot of questions. But I need to keep my rating high. Backseat provides a bonus to the top drivers in town at the end of every quarter, and I could really use it. Besides, last month I had an unexpected thing happen behind the wheel, something that wasn’t even my fault. It should’ve just been a bad rating, but instead I got a full-on safety violation. You only get two, and you get suspended.

I study Reggie in the rearview mirror. He’s itty-bitty, and wide-eyed, and totally comfortable in his skin. I’m not even sure how he got an invite to this party. He hasn’t been messed up by high school yet. Maybe next year. Next year he will certainly be questioning his own existence.

“Allow me.” Sydney smirks. She turns back to Reggie. “Charlie is saving up for the Big Trip. The journey to the great beyond, if you will.”

In the rearview mirror, I see Reggie frown. “Death?”

I snort.

“No!” Sydney exclaims. “Jesus. She’s going on an actual trip. A road trip.”

“Cool!” Reggie says, talking around the mint in his mouth. “Where?”

I lean over the steering wheel, like I’m trying to follow the signs, even though I could probably drive around Chester Falls blindfolded.

“Yeah, Charlie.” Sydney tears her eyes off her phone to look at me with mock intrigue. “Where?”

I clear my throat. “I don’t actually know where. All I know is, I want to travel for a bit. Experience life beyond Chester Falls.”

Sydney sighs. “Charlie is just looking to find out who she is. And she thinks going somewhere else will help her figure that out.”

“That’s not true!” I shake my head. “I love Chester Falls! I just want to see how other people live. What other cities are like. From New Orleans to Seattle.”

“Charlie wants to be an architect,” Sydney explains. “So, she wants to see every building on earth.”

“Not all of them. Just the most interesting and important,” I tell her. “You can always come with me, you know.”

“No thanks, I’m good here.” Sydney lowers the passenger mirror and checks her lip gloss.

“Can I come?” Reggie finally asks, after a long pause.

“No,” Sydney and I both say at the same time. Then we look at each other and burst into laughter.





Chapter 2




“YESSSS!” TUCKER EXCLAIMS, ARMS RAISED ABOVE HIS head, when we walk in the door of his party, which is already filled shoulder to shoulder with people. Tucker’s mom and dad own an antique business that takes them all over the country distributing ancient milk cans and century-old doors, which means Tucker throws a lot of parties. Like, every weekend. He’d never admit it, but I think he’s afraid of being here alone, all the way out in the woods.

Now, he gives me a double high five, then adjusts his beanie. “Thank god you’re here. Thought you were off painting a giant mural or knitting another weird sweater or something.”

I give him a light shove. “You didn’t think that beanie was weird when I made it for you,” I say, pointing to his hat. “In fact, I’m pretty sure you wear it every day.”

“He definitely does,” Sydney says, running her hand over a giant wooden bird sculpture.

“Don’t touch that,” Tucker warns. “It’s from 1952. It’s worth, like, seven thousand dollars.”

Sydney looks like she could throw up. “This?”

Tucker shrugs, turning back to me. “I love my hat,” he says, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. “You’re so creative, it makes my head spin. Is that what you want to hear?”

I nod. “Yes, actually.”

Tucker chuckles. “But more importantly, we have a situation.”

He points to the corner of the party, where Tessa and Marcus are having another one of their fights by the pool. Tessa’s mascara is smudged like some kind of Bachelor contestant, whereas Marcus just looks exhausted.

I heave a heavy sigh. “Oh boy.”

“Yup,” Tucker mutters. “Can you handle it? It’s really harshing the vibe.”

I look at Sydney, who rolls her eyes, like, what choice do we have? After all, she’s our best friend.

“Could he be more into you?” Sydney says under her breath as we walk away.

“That was forever ago,” I say dismissively as we speed toward Tessa and her sobs. Tucker and I kissed once at a party, which is the longest relationship I’ve ever had. He’s cute, and has a heart of gold, but he’ll always just be the guy who takes a giant bite of my hamburger before I have any for myself. The guy who lights his farts on fire for a laugh.

“Not for him,” Sydney says. “Not everyone can have Charlie Owens’s cold, cold heart.” She raises an eyebrow at me, but our attention is drawn back to the pool at the sound of Marcus’s annoyed tone.

“I. Wasn’t. Doing. Anything,” he is saying through gritted teeth.

“Yes. You. Were. Marcus! Do you think I’m an idiot? Like I haven’t seen all her likes on your pics? Like I haven’t seen your comments on her finsta? That’s right, I found it.” Tessa takes a step forward and pushes him.

Marcus closes his eyes, a prolonged blink. Then he turns our way, just as we reach them. “Can you do something about this?

“This?” Tessa says. “Oh, because I’m the problem now? The thing that needs to be dealt with. Have you ever considered the fact that I wouldn’t be such a bitch if you just treated me nicely in the first place?”

And have either of you ever considered the fact that you should’ve broken up years ago? I think silently to myself. Why do people constantly push their relationships past their expiration date?

“Whatever,” Marcus says, shaking his head. Then he walks away. But he doesn’t get far before Tessa takes a long step forward and pushes him directly into the pool.

Amid a roar of cheers, and Marcus’s indignant exclamations, Tessa turns back to us, her face softening.

“Hi,” she says. “Marcus is definitely cheating on me.”

“Hi,” we say, circling around her in a big hug as she bursts into tears.

“Don’t say it,” Tessa laments half an hour later, still sniffing as we rest, our legs entangled, on a red velvet couch in Tucker’s parents’ library. Tessa is the daughter of two farmers. She likes fresh-cut flowers, and vintage jeans, and every baby animal on earth. Tessa and I have been friends since we were practically born, since our moms met while floating their pregnant bellies in the local community pool.

Whereas Sydney is quieter and more calculating, Tessa wears her emotions on her sleeves. She is all fire. And she’s particularly fiery about her boyfriend, who she’s been with since the seventh grade. And it seems like Tessa and Marcus are the only ones who can’t see that they’ve grown apart.

Directly next to where Tessa is propped up on the couch is a large taxidermy ostrich, which someone has put a baseball cap on. Beneath our bare feet is a shag rug. Tucker said it would be okay if I took over his Spotify for a bit, and this band I’ve been listening to from Northampton is floating out of all the speakers in the house. In this moment, in this tiny room with my two best friends, away from the keg stands and the football on TV and the loud talking of my classmates, everything feels perfect.

“Don’t say what?” I shrug, playing dumb.

“You’re going to tell me to break up with him. Again.”

I shake my head. “I can’t tell you how to live your life, Tess. It just doesn’t really seem like he’s making you happy anymore. It doesn’t seem like he’s made you happy for a long time.”

Tessa buries her head in her arms. “I don’t even know who I am without Marcus.”

“None of us know who we are yet.” I roll my eyes. “If we did, that would be weird. But we have to keep looking, right?”

Just as Tessa lets out a sigh, the face of a boy appears next to the polished wooden doorframe. I recognize Andre Minasian, a senior and star midfielder on the lacrosse team. He’s also a serious skier, like a lot of the kids in our mountain town, so he only comes to about half the parties each year, because he’s always traveling to meets. But when he does show up, he parties. Hard. Rumors about Andre Minasian abound, like the time he got drunk at a party, climbed into someone’s little brother’s tree house, raised the ladder so nobody could get in, and nearly froze to death. Or the time he set up an elaborate obstacle course for four-wheelers in the woods, got concussed, didn’t tell anyone, and fainted during a lacrosse game. I’ve never been able to decide if he’s purely an adrenaline junkie, or if he’s just an idiot, but I doubt I’ll be finding out. I’m pretty sure we have nothing in common.

“What band is this?” Andre asks, scrunching up his face to hear better.

“The Moors,” I call out, surprised but also kind of pleased, glad someone around here likes my music.

Andre looks at me, nodding as he listens, and I’m just about to tell him that if he likes it, I can recommend some others, when he says, in a tone like he’s given it serious thought and is just reaching his conclusion: “. . . it kind of sucks.”

Sydney and Tessa try to hold back their snickers as Andre heads back out of the room, saying something about changing the music, because “We can do better than this,” and I feel my cheeks flush. I want to chase after him and tell him that, in fact, he sucks, that he wouldn’t know what good taste was if it bit him on his ultra-firm skier’s butt, but I have a feeling he wouldn’t care. Andre is one of those people whose good mood seems impenetrable. And that might be what annoys me the most.

Sydney refocuses us on the topic on hand. “You know exactly what you want to be, Charlie. A big fancy architect, with a sleek marble desk and an assistant that you use as a footstool.”

I snort. “Okay, A, that is not the kind of architect I am trying to be at all. And B, I may know that I want to be an architect, but I definitely don’t know how I’m going to get there.”

“Cornell, duh,” Sydney says, bored, as she pops a ridged potato chip in her mouth. “The best five-year master’s program in the country. Isn’t that what you’re always telling us?”

I hold up a finger. “With a really chill ten percent acceptance rate, don’t forget.”

They both look at me assuredly.

“You’re going to get in,” Tessa says. And, answering the question nobody asked out loud: “And you’ll get a scholarship, too.” Tessa is going to UMass, a little over an hour away, where she can take classes and still help out on the farm. Sydney has her sights set on Howard, one of the best HBCUs, where her parents met. With her grades, she’s a shoo-in. And after growing up in Chester Falls, which has to be one of the whitest towns on earth, she’s excited to get to DC.

I shake my head. “For now, I’m just going to the info session tomorrow.” I glance at my phone, taking note of the time, when it goes off with a ding!

“Shit,” I say, just as the music in the background changes to a Drake song. Andre.

“Don’t take it.” Sydney looks at me imploringly.

“Yeah, please?” Tessa asks. “We never hang out anymore.”

“I have to.” I look down at the map. It’s a longer ride, taking me from the lake to the other side of Chester Falls. “At this time of night, it’s at least a twenty-five-dollar fare.”

“How about I just pay you twenty-five bucks right now, and you stay and hang out with us?” Sydney asks.

“You know I can’t do that,” I say, even though I could. But I hate taking Sydney’s money. It feels like money is always falling out of her pocket. The other night I slept over at her house, and while I was peeing before bed, I looked around the bathroom and realized she has like six different types of each toiletry. Face masks, body lotion, tampons, conditioner. She doesn’t have to squeeze the last drop out of everything, or worse, discover that her mother has used her favorite eyeliner to jot down a phone number or make an impromptu gestural sketch of a future painting.

“Hey, remember when she used to be fun?” Sydney asks Tessa now, like I’m not even there.

“It’s ringing a bell,” Tessa says idly, running her fingers along the velvet couch.

I look between them. “I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you. Text me if anything interesting happens. Maybe I’ll get another ride back.”

“No, you won’t!” they both say at the same time as I walk out.

As I head toward the front door, I pass Tucker with Marcus, who’s wearing a pink terry cloth bathrobe and looking emotionally bruised. “Off to make some kind of sculpture out of found objects?” Marcus mutters, and I don’t bother responding, because he’s not even worth it.

“You’re really leaving?” Tucker calls out. “I was thinking we could hang for a bit.”

“Another time,” I tell him. I hold up my phone to explain.

“That’s quite a business you’ve got going, Charlie,” Tucker calls after me. “Seems like I have to book a ride with you if I ever want to get your attention.”

“I’ll take you wherever you wanna go,” I call back, blowing him a kiss.





Chapter 3




THE WAY I FELT WHEN I FIRST GOT BEHIND THE WHEEL OF a car, all by myself, took me completely by surprise. Obviously, it wasn’t my first time driving. I’d spent months learning the basics with my dad (and only my dad, because all it took was my mom gasping loudly before I had even pulled out of the driveway to make us want to kill each other). So my dad and I started in parking lots, then moved on to uncomplicated, flat, quiet streets in town. Eventually we began taking the beautiful roads that led in and out of Chester Falls, east toward Boston, north toward Vermont, or west toward New York State. I fell in love with it pretty quickly. The open road and my foot on the gas. The ability to see all these new places, all these buildings, to imagine what life was like for the people inside them.

And that was before I even understood the freedom that came from taking off on your own. Suddenly, I could go anywhere I wanted. Anywhere and back, and nobody would even know.

So, as much as I hate disappointing Sydney and Tessa, I can’t deny the sweet relief that washes over me when I hear the familiar alert of a ride request on my phone. When I head out of a place on my own with somewhere I have to be, I’m the one in charge of my destiny. Most of the time that high, that feeling of satisfaction, lasts for a while. It’s not so much the destination as it is the journey itself. The promise of it.

That is, until a night like tonight, when I pick up someone like Michaela Sullivan.

I drive Michaela back to her house in the center of town for seven solid minutes of sniffling, seven minutes of soft crying so high pitched I can barely hear myself think, before she pauses long enough for me to ask her what’s wrong. I do so while passing her a box of tissues I keep in the glove box for exactly this purpose. When you work for an app like Backseat, and you willingly drive teens home after parties, with all their hormones, and feelings, and poor decision-making, you are bound to encounter some interesting situations. Michaela Sullivan is a good example of what I like to call the Wailer.

“Whatever, you wouldn’t even get it, Charlie,” Michaela says between nose blows. Michaela and I are not exactly close friends. She is the queen of pep, the ultimate lover of high school, the first to raise her hand for any activity. Michaela is definitely never leaving Chester Falls, if she can help it. I have heard her say as much, on multiple occasions, as if someone is trying to kick her out. And, without a doubt she is always the last one to leave a party. Except for tonight.

“Try me,” I say, carefully passing back a bag of Dove chocolates, which I have noticed also come in handy at a time like this. Because I know Michaela hates me, I have to try that much harder.

Michaela sighs, wiping her eyes. I hear the sound of crinkling tinfoil. “I snuck out tonight. I’m still grounded from that thing a few weeks ago . . .”

That thing was a party so epic kids came from two towns over to attend. Michaela’s parents were on some couples retreat in the Catskills, making their own beeswax candles and talking about their feelings. I made almost two hundred bucks that night. Michaela’s house was trashed, which didn’t matter anyway, since the cops came, so her parents were going to hear about it regardless.

Michaela is still talking, now with her mouth full. “My mom says if she catches me out again, she’s killing my allowance. Which would really suck, since I need it for our new dance uniforms.”

“So . . . what made you risk it?” I ask, wondering if Michaela actually believes that the only way to make money is to have someone drop it into the palm of your hand.

Michaela sighs. “Grant.”

I wrinkle my nose, glad that Michaela can’t see the lower half of my face in the rearview mirror. Grant Chase is the captain of the Chester Falls High hockey team. He’s also a supreme dickhead, in my personal opinion. At school he can be found cracking jokes in class to undermine the teacher’s assignments, at parties he enjoys smashing beer cans into his skull, and his on-ice persona seems to be with a bloody nose and a tooth-chipped grin while some guy lies flat out next to the goal. It’s like he’s watched every bad eighties movie possible on how to be a douche and makes sure to brush up on the weekends.

“He’s really cute,” I say, because it doesn’t matter if the mere sight of Grant Chase makes my skin crawl, what matters is that Michaela gives me five stars.

“Right?!” Michaela asks, her look changing immediately from disdainful to puppy dog. “We’ve been . . . talking. He told me to come out tonight. I gave my little sister forty bucks, and I waited until my parents went to sleep. If I’m caught, I am dead. But I risked it all for him.”

I grimace inwardly, remembering the time I saw Grant pick a booger out of his nose and flick it across the all-school assembly, then high-five a friend with his booger hand. How do guys like that have so much clout?

“So I get to Tucker’s, and I ask where I can find Grant, and everyone is all weird about it, and when I walk outside, I see why. Because guess what he’s doing?” She looks at me, eyebrows raised, and I realize she actually wants me to answer.

Making out with Mia Harold on the pool furniture? I think to myself, because that is exactly what I saw him doing before I left.

“He’s shoving his tongue into Mia Harold’s big stupid mouth,” Michaela says, sniffing as she sits back in her seat. “I mean, seriously? Can you even believe that?”

Yes, I can absolutely, definitely believe it. And also, if you fall in love with a guy like Grant, what do you really expect?

“I cannot believe it,” I say to Michaela.

Michaela will be fine. She has a new obsession every week. I’ve seen her crying in the hall more times than I have seen her be catapulted into the air, which is really saying a lot. Sydney says she’s just a romantic. I think she should start meditating.

“I just thought he was special, you know?” she says, gazing out the window like a heroine in a period piece, thinking of her long-lost love. “I can’t explain it. I just felt a connection. I thought we had a future.”

At these last words, I feel the word vomit rising. Nobody needs to hear this, Charlie, I think. Keep it to yourself.

“But . . . this is high school, right?” I hear myself say. The silence that follows makes me wince outwardly.

Michaela’s razor-sharp eyes cut up to mine in the rearview mirror. “Your point being?”

I think back to my conversation with Tessa earlier. “I just mean, you have your whole life ahead of you! Statistically, high school relationships don’t last anyway . . .”

This was the wrong thing to say, and I can see it written all over Michaela’s face. Her eyes scrunch together as she chews rabidly on a chocolate.

“My parents have been together since high school,” Michaela points out.

Michaela’s mother had an affair with the varsity wrestling coach last year, and everyone knows this. This was the reason for their couples’ retreat, after all. But I choose to keep this information to myself.

“Whatever. Like I said, I knew you wouldn’t understand.”

“Why do you keep saying that?” I ask as I take a left on Michaela’s street.

“Because obviously you’ve never been in love!” she exclaims. “You’re like, eternally single, no commitments to speak of.”

“I have a lot of commitments,” I say defensively. “It’s just that none of them revolve around dating.”

“And what, that makes you special? Because you’d rather be alone?” Michaela says, which leaves me speechless. Michaela speaks for me anyway. “Can you let me off up here? I don’t want to risk my parents seeing me.”

I swallow, pulling the car over and putting it into park. “Sure.”

Michaela pauses on her way out of the car. “Sorry, that was kind of mean. What I said. But until you know the devastation of losing the one you love, I suggest you keep your comments to yourself on this one. Thanks for dropping me off here, though. It’s true what they say, you can always count on Charlie Owens for a ride.” After a second, she ducks back into the car. “Like, not in a gross way though.”

I sit there, unable to move, as she walks away, and I keep sitting there until I see her shimmy up the back lattice of her house and fall through her bedroom window.

Next, I get an alert on my phone. Five stars, and a twenty-five percent tip. Michaela may be dramatic, but at least she’s not unkind.

After I drop Michaela, it’s nearly nine p.m., and I have a text from Tessa waiting on my phone.

TESSA: You coming back, or . . .

I take a deep breath, then type.

CHARLIE: Got another ride! Then I think I’ll head to bed.

She types for a moment and I see “. . .” before the dots disappear.

I could go back to the party. I know I won’t be asleep for hours, anyway. But instead I take the winding road back through our picturesque little town with its food shops and its white steepled church and drive three miles east.

The Greek Revival farmhouse that my parents bought in 2002 is listed on the town’s historical registry. It’s a masterpiece of clean lines, columns, and hand-carved cornices perched on a hill, with a steep front yard, a carriage house, and a large chicken coop. My mom converted the chicken coop into her painting studio right after they moved in, and back when my dad was making art, he worked out of the carriage house. Our town has no shortage of old, beautiful buildings, but in my opinion, ours is one of the best. That is to say, it used to be. It has definitely seen better days. The paint is chipping off the right side, and there’s a leak in the roof, and if someone leaves a light on in the basement, you can see it through the floorboards of the living room. There’s a long list of things my parents have been saying they’ll get around to fixing for years, partly because we don’t have much extra cash, but mostly because they don’t seem to really care, a fact that drives me crazy.

My mom met my dad at an experimental art opening in NYC in 1995, and after two years of living in a tiny walkup in Brooklyn, he convinced her to move to greener pastures. Literally. My dad, who had already made a name for himself for creating large-scale sculptures out of metal and wood, wanted to move back to his sleepy hometown of Chester Falls, and my mom went with him, even though her career in New York was just getting started. At first, they made more art than ever. Their work was covered in art periodicals, and even taught in some courses. They had me and got married.

Then, I don’t really know what happened. Their friends started moving elsewhere, mostly west, to Los Angeles and Portland, and Mom and Dad just stayed. I guess maybe they fell out of love. They started spending more time apart, and my dad moved into the back of the house “because of his insomnia,” but never left. So now they just live here more like roommates than partners. Together.

It’s confusing. At least, it is for me. But apparently, not for them.

I take my time walking up the front path, then gently push open the front door and enter the front hall of the house. Through the doorway to the living room I can see my dad in front of the TV, a paperback book in his lap, his head back, his mouth open, snoring lightly.

When I was younger, I can almost never remember seeing my dad inside. He was always out on a hike, or working on some old car in the driveway, or in the carriage house, creating another one of his big pieces. I’d find him there when I got home from school, and then I’d bring him dinner and sit and watch him shuffle around, nodding his head as the long guitar solos of the Grateful Dead crackled out of an old radio in the corner.

When he had a major show coming up at a gallery in New York, he slept in the carriage house, too. I was worried, but my mom wasn’t. He was happy. He was doing what he loved.

Then the review came out in the New York Times. I’ve never seen it, because my dad burned the copy we had, but from what I understand, the critic said his work looked like a middle school shop project.

At first, my dad raged on the state of the art world. How someone’s life’s work could be ruined by just a few sentences. He started going into the carriage house less and less after that. Instead, he comes to the couch.

I take an old wool blanket from the top of the sofa and fold it over his body, then sit down next to him and pull out my phone.

I pull up Instagram and look at pictures of the party. The keg stands and the fireworks, Tucker trying to wrestle Marcus, both now in bathrobes on the back porch. A shot of Tessa and Sydney eating pita chips in the kitchen, laughing, and . . . me. I’m there too, but I’m not laughing. I’m tucked into the corner, my hip against the counter, staring down at my phone.

And that makes you special? Because you’d rather be alone? I hear Michaela Sullivan’s words echoing in my ears.

I glance back over at my dad, still sound asleep.

Whatever. Michaela barely knows me, and she has no idea what she’s talking about.

I exit out of Tessa’s photos and keep scrolling down my feed, till I land on an image that sparks something in me. It’s a woman standing on a piece of packed dirt, a tiny, beautiful house behind her, palm trees visible in the distance. She’s dressed in simple chinos and a lavender-colored tank top. Her tight coils of curls hug her head, her bright earrings hang down.

Ava Adams.

I click play on the video that was posted this morning.

“Hey, what’s up, everyone, it’s Ava. I’m traveling to the East Coast this week for a friend’s opening but thought I would update you a bit on the status of our most recent tiny house!”

She begins panning the camera over the house behind her, the white stucco and natural wood, the dark metal windows and textured, organic materials. She explains the challenges with proper drainage, how they built the kitchen when they had run out of money, and how they sourced everything from no more than twenty miles away.

Ava Adams is my idol. She started her sustainable building company in New Orleans almost a decade ago, first going to work on small projects, like her own apartment. Now she gets commissioned by everyone to work in their spaces. Hotels. Museums. Private clients. She lives a simple and beautiful life filled with good things, plants, lots of friends, and a sense of community. She travels constantly. She gets shit done.

Basically, I would kill to be living her life.

I shut off the phone and lay my head back on the couch, staring up at the ceiling.

But instead, I’m here.

CHARLIE’S BACKSEAT REVIEWS

[image: image] Best service in town, just wish she didn’t work so much. Love u! [image: image]—Sydney

[image: image] Dropped me off a block away from my house after curfew, no questions asked. And she packs snax! Kinda judgy tho . . . [image: image]—Michaela





Chapter 4




IF EVER I GAIN CONSCIOUSNESS ON A WEEKEND AND don’t know when or where I am, the smell of my dad’s apple flapjacks will always get the message across. Early on Saturday morning, my nose wakes up before the rest of my body does as the scent of cinnamon and butter wafts gently up the stairs and into my room. I get dressed, mess with my hair until it looks relatively normal, and head downstairs, where I find him leaning over the stove, a spatula in his right hand poised for flipping, his left arm bracing himself against the countertop. He’s wearing his favorite worn old Levi’s covered in rips and paint, and a scratchy-looking wool sweater.

“You need help?” I ask, nodding toward the pan.

“This is my duty and my right as your father,” he says back, barely looking up at me. Saturday pancakes are a necessity for my dad. There is a steadiness to him, a habitual nature that comforts. Sometimes I look at him and wonder where the wild man of his youth went. The one who lived in an unheated loft in the garment district and painted over billboards at night. “There’s already a batch in the oven,” he says.

I pour some coffee and grab a warm plate and join my mother at the kitchen table, where she has her head buried in the paper, her red hair flying out at all angles beyond the page.

My mom is a happy person, by most standards. She teaches art at the middle school and is well liked in town, if maybe a little eccentric, and sometimes I can see her dancing to Stevie Nicks through the window of her studio in the backyard. She also makes me laugh harder than anyone else I know.

But my mom’s favorite pastime, for as far back as I can remember, has always consisted of talking about the past. The summer she spent in Rome. The little gallery she created in Brooklyn, before she moved here. How much fun she had when she visited old friends on their compound in Joshua Tree, and how cool their life is. I wonder if she thinks about what she gave up when she moved here for love.

I’ve tried to ask my mom about it, what happened exactly, but she always says I have to wait until I’m older to understand. But one thing I’m clear on: being beholden to someone creates far more problems than if you aren’t.

“We should go to MaCA tomorrow,” she says now, over the top of the paper. “The Mark Rothko exhibit is in. I think you’d like it, Charlie.”

The Massachusetts Collective of Art is one of the best museums on the East Coast, and it’s just a little over an hour away. I rarely turn down a chance to go. But these days I just have too much on my plate. “Can
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