



[image: Book cover of ‘Mothers and Other Strangers, A Novel’ by Corey Ann Haydu. The cover image features an illustration of a close-up of a woman’s face. She wears a hat and sunglasses. The shadow from the hat partially covers her face.]











[image: Title page of ‘Mothers and Other Strangers’ by Corey Ann Haydu published by ‘Little, Brown and Company,’ New York, Boston, London.]













The characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.


Copyright © 2026 by Corey Ann Haydu


Cover design by Keith Hayes


Cover painting by Sebastian Blanck


Cover copyright © 2026 Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Little, Brown and Company


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


littlebrown.com


First Edition: March 2026


Little, Brown and Company is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Little, Brown name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email hachettespeakers@hbgusa.com.


Little, Brown and Company books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


Book interior design by Marie Mundaca


ISBN 9780316597470 (hc) / 9780316603034 (int’l) / 9780316597494 (ebook)


LCCN 2025942947


E3-20260224-JV-NF-ORI












CONTENTS




	COVER


	TITLE PAGE


	COPYRIGHT


	DEDICATION


	PROLOGUE


	THEN


	NOW


	NOW


	THE PAINTING


	THEN


	NOW


	NOW


	SOMETIME BETWEEN NOW AND THEN


	THEN


	NOW


	NOW


	THEN


	NOW


	NOW


	THE PAINTING


	THEN


	NOW


	NOW


	THEN


	NOW


	NOW


	THEN


	THE PAINTING


	NOW


	NOW


	WAY, WAY BACK THEN


	NOW


	THE PAINTING


	THEN


	THEN


	NOW


	NOW


	THE PAINTING


	THEN


	NOW


	THE PAINTING


	THEN


	NOW


	MUCH LATER


	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


	DISCOVER MORE


	ABOUT THE AUTHOR












	Cover
 

	Table of Contents


	Dedication
 

	Title Page


	Start of Content


	Start of Backmatter
 

	Copyright










Page List




	iv


	v


	1


	3


	4


	5


	6


	7


	8


	9


	10


	11


	12


	13


	14


	15


	16


	17


	18


	19


	20


	21


	22


	23


	24


	25


	26


	27


	28


	29


	30


	31


	32


	33


	34


	35


	36


	37


	38


	39


	40


	41


	42


	43


	44


	45


	46


	47


	48


	49


	50


	51


	52


	53


	54


	55


	56


	57


	58


	59


	60


	61


	62


	63


	64


	65


	66


	67


	68


	69


	70


	71


	72


	73


	74


	75


	76


	77


	78


	79


	80


	81


	82


	83


	84


	85


	86


	87


	88


	89


	90


	91


	92


	93


	94


	95


	96


	97


	98


	99


	100


	101


	102


	103


	104


	105


	106


	107


	108


	109


	110


	111


	112


	113


	114


	115


	116


	117


	118


	119


	120


	121


	122


	123


	124


	125


	126


	127


	128


	129


	130


	131


	132


	133


	134


	135


	136


	137


	138


	139


	140


	141


	142


	143


	144


	145


	146


	147


	148


	149


	150


	151


	152


	153


	154


	155


	156


	157


	158


	159


	160


	161


	162


	163


	164


	165


	166


	167


	168


	169


	170


	171


	172


	173


	174


	175


	176


	177


	178


	179


	180


	181


	182


	183


	184


	185


	186


	187


	188


	189


	190


	191


	192


	193


	194


	195


	196


	197


	198


	199


	200


	201


	202


	203


	204


	205


	206


	207


	208


	209


	210


	211


	212


	213


	214


	215


	216


	217


	218


	219


	220


	221


	222


	223


	224


	225


	226


	227


	228


	229


	230


	231


	232


	233


	234


	235


	236


	237


	238


	239


	240


	241


	242


	243


	244


	245


	246


	247


	248


	249


	250


	251


	252


	253


	254


	255


	256


	257


	258


	259


	260


	261


	262


	263


	264


	265


	266


	267


	268


	269


	270


	271


	272


	273


	274


	275


	276


	277


	278


	279


	280


	281


	282


	283


	284


	285


	286


	287


	288


	289


	290


	291


	292


	293


	294


	295


	296


	297


	298


	299


	300


	301


	302


	303


	304


	305


	306


	307


	308


	309


	310


	311


	312


	313


	314


	315


	316


	317


	318


	319


	320


	321


	322


	323


	324


	325


	326


	327


	328


	329


	330


	331


	332


	333


	334


	335


	336


	337


	338


	339


	340


	341


	342


	343


	344


	345


	346


	347


	348


	349


	350


	351


	352


	353


	354


	355


	356


	357


	358


	359


	360


	361


	362


	363


	364


	365


	366


	367


	368


	369


	370


	371


	372


	373


	374


	375


	376


	377


	378


	379


	380


	381


	382


	383


	384


	385


	386


	387


	388


	389


	390


	391


	392


	393


	394


	395


	396


	397


	398


	399


	400


	401


	402


	404


	405


	406


	407














To the friends you get to know when you become a parent—and the 
magnificent few who stick around for the rest of it too.


To Lauren Nita and Anna & Chloe Casey and Patty.














Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.


Tap here to learn more.


[image: Little Brown logo]















PROLOGUE



SYDNEY CARRIES THE baby as Mae always suspected she would—as a sweet little bundle attached to her otherwise sinewy frame. It goes without saying that Mae’s pregnancy is less contained, parts of her body that she never thought would change suddenly rounding, stretching, straining.


Instinctively, Mae pulls her hair up, neatening herself as much as possible in the moments before saying hello to this person she hasn’t seen in years, someone who is both a stranger and her most intimate friend. She wishes she’d worn something different—her stepmother, Catherine, had sent her a care package filled with tea and Tums and compression socks and modest maternity dresses in muted tones, the sorts of things women are supposed to wear to let the world know they are the right kind of pregnant.


Mae, in a sports bra and overalls, is the wrong kind of pregnant.


She reaches into her tote and takes out a sweater in the hope of pulling it over her head before Sydney catches sight of her. But it’s too late. As Sydney closes the distance between them, her eyes find Mae’s belly first, then the rest of her. The look is something trapped between wonder and worry, fear and fragility.


They lock eyes and so much melts away—time and hurt and unfamiliarity, gone so fast they are immediately rearranged, redrawn. Mae is stumbling around in a feeling so wide and raw and brilliant that it nearly topples her, gathers tears to her eyes. She will try to paint it later—lavender and gold, smooth and spiky. But it’s too big a thing for canvas.


Mothers, both of them. At once. Impossible and true.


Just like the rest of it.















THEN


MAE WAS GOING up the slide and Sydney was coming down it at preschool pickup that first day. They were both in pink leggings, sporting bowl haircuts and big smiles, and at that age, that’s really all you need to become best friends. Sydney liked Mae’s sparkly headband. Mae liked Sydney’s unicorn T-shirt. By the time their mothers picked them up in the sweaty afternoon sun, they were holding hands and begging to go to an entirely different playground together.


Mae’s mother, Joni, said yes in the same sleepy breath as Sydney’s mother, Beth Ann, said no, and for a moment the disagreement felt charged, uncomfortable, like something they would all have to work to find their way out of. Difference was like that sometimes—thick and strange and creating distinct paths forward. It was a kind of tension not unlike when the working moms went back to the office after a few months of stretchy, impossible, beautiful newborn days. The stay-at-home moms dug in their heels and said goodbye to the women who had taken the shape of friends for that brief period, women they promised to stay in touch with but wouldn’t. And a small group of moms lived in between—work-from-home administrators and freelance writers and wedding photographers and struggling actors whose auditions were drying up but were not gone, not entirely. Moms who could go to the occasional baby-and-me music class but also lived in the impossible push-pull of work and children, the desire to succeed for them and in spite of them and because of them.


The first moment between Joni and Beth Ann was like that, a sort of reckoning: What kind of mother are you? What kind of woman does that mean you are? And what does that mean for our ability to sit at the playground side by side and watch our children navigate who gets to go first on the slide, who can go higher on the jungle gym, whose hair is longer, whose doll needs to be fed more pine cones?


But it was only for a moment. A big breath that took in the way their daughters leaned toward each other, seemed to sparkle a little in each other’s presence, looked easy, tantrum-less, not poised to demand snacks at the loud decibel three-year-olds were known for. In that breath Joni and Beth Ann saw the same thing—that their girls looked the way they themselves recalled feeling as children, at least when they were remembering the best of childhood—the messy-haired, scraped-kneed, dancing-to-scratchy-records-in-the-den, squealing-at-the-perfect-hiding-spot-for-hide-and-seek, eating-popcorn-from-a-big-bowl-and-finding-barely-an-unpopped-kernel-at-the-bottom parts of childhood that were so sweet and boring and nostalgic that it was easy to wonder if they’d ever existed at all.


So much could happen in a breath between three-year-olds and their tired, trying, taut mothers.


“It’s a little windy for the playground, isn’t it?” Beth Ann said, partly to herself, partly to Joni, partly to Sydney in the conspiratorial way she was often saying things to her daughter. Beth Ann, Joni would come to understand, was always trying to make Sydney agree with her about things like the weather.


“We hate wind,” Sydney said. Beth Ann nodded, not so much in agreement but with pride that Sydney had said the right thing, knew her script so precisely.


“Okay,” Joni said, looking for the right response, “well, I guess I’ve never given it much thought. Have you, Mae?”


“Poop!” Mae said with a smile so wide and buoyant it seemed to be willing itself to overflow right off her face. She laughed then, a sound that reminded Joni of all things light and airy and delicious—pink cupcakes and fluffy clouds and enormous puffs of spun-sugar cotton candy.


“Well,” Beth Ann said, an admonition, surely, of Mae’s exclamation, maybe even of Mae’s unleashed laughter, so big and bold it had wrapped Sydney up as well. Sydney was giggling now too while glancing up at her mother to see if it was okay.


Sydney looked, Joni noted, extremely unbothered by the wind.


“There’s a nice playground right around the corner,” Joni said, her insistent sunniness poking its way through the unsettled feeling between the two mothers, breaking the breath, bringing them all back to the moment. “I’ve never noticed it being especially windy there. And I have an extra scarf if you need it.” She dug in her canvas tote and pulled out something she’d knit herself—yellow-and-blue-striped, soft, imperfect.


“Oh,” Beth Ann said, smiling thinly. “Pretty.” She pulled her lilac fleece jacket tightly around herself, zipped it all the way up. She tried to tuck her dark blown-out hair behind her ears but it kept flying around in the wind, undoing her prim part, making a mess of what was supposed to be neat and elegant and smooth.


Joni’s light brown hair was braided and pinned up like a suburban milkmaid’s, and there was something about her skirt’s length (long) and style (patchwork floral) that seemed designed to make the other mothers uncomfortable. Mothers in Sommersette wore expensive jeans and navy-blue fleece jackets over tailored T-shirts. They made casual feel practiced. Safe. Uniform.


Joni’s skirt, braids, and lacy shirt exposing her bare shoulders were a middle finger to the Sommersette dress code, a fuck-you, honestly, to the other parents at pickup, implying she knew something they didn’t. For the first of a thousand times to come, Beth Ann considered asking Joni why in the world she’d moved here, to a place that she so obviously didn’t belong in. A place that Joni—Beth Ann could tell from the way she started every other sentence with the phrase In the city, we used to—didn’t even seem to want to be. By the end of the afternoon, Beth Ann would learn the names of three bars in the East Village, a great French bistro in SoHo, “the best” thrift store in Brooklyn.


Beth Ann would never go to any of these places.


“Didn’t they essentially just spend the whole day at a playground?” Beth Ann asked, gesturing to the redbrick preschool and its front yard—the shiny slide, the overly elaborate climbing apparatus, the swings that didn’t squeak yet but inevitably would someday soon. There was a list of things Beth Ann had planned to do this afternoon. Mail something at the post office. Stop by the ballet studio to see if they took kids Sydney’s age. Enlist Sydney’s sticky hands to help make something for dinner.


“So one more hour is probably harmless,” Joni said with a shrug that covered up the rest of the things she probably wanted to say but was choosing not to.


“Harmless isn’t the same as enjoyable,” Beth Ann said.


“No,” Joni agreed. “It’s not.” She shrugged again. There was a lot about being Mae’s mother that wasn’t exactly enjoyable but was more or less harmless. Living in this town, for instance, pretending it was enough, pretending it was anything other than a place where people spent money and showed off and bitched about one another’s parking skills and haircuts and garden designs.


Joni and her husband, Graham, had once upon a time discussed living in Portland or staying in New York City. She’d made a play for Paris or Amsterdam or buying an RV and adventuring around the country. It had all seemed so possible back in the day, back when they had been mapping out their lives together lying atop the quilt Graham’s mother had made him for his college dorm and that had become an integral part of his bedroom aesthetic in the years since then, charming Joni and probably a dozen girls before her, because who didn’t love a guy who unabashedly loved his mom?


But then there was Mae.


Joni had been the one to bring up leaving the city, a fact that stunned her city friends, who were all raising their children in tiny apartments, hauling strollers up three flights of stairs, buying plastic storage bins that stacked on top of each other in whatever closet spaces were available, abandoning the idea of a backyard and claiming that a rooftop or a terrace or the neighborhood playground was enough.


And maybe it was.


But Joni had had her eye on Sommersette from the moment she felt a lurch in her stomach and a soreness to her breasts that would someday, somehow, turn into Mae.


“I thought you hated suburbs,” Graham had said, suspicious of the house listings she’d sent him, the remarkable way Joni seemed to suddenly know everything there was to know about suburban school districts and finished basements.


“I’m trying to be less judgmental,” Joni replied. “Sommersette is artsy. For suburbia, at least. Their movie theater shows indies. I know a children’s-book illustrator who moved there a few years ago. There’s a bar that plays pretty good jazz, apparently. A lot of transplants from the city.”


Graham adjusted his glasses like maybe they were the problem. But nope, it was still Joni in front of him. She was asking him for something he’d always sort of wanted, so who was he to fight against it? Before they got married, his father had warned him about the way people changed over the years and how marriage was about hoping you’d grow together and not apart. And perhaps it had happened, Graham thought, just the way he’d hoped. Joni had changed, but in a good way, a way that made their marriage stronger, their lives more in sync.


So they bought the house with the tall ceilings and the window seat that Joni fell a little in love with, and she promised Graham that the window seat would be enough for her. She liked the lushness of the backyard and the quiet of the street. And she did love that window seat, wide enough for her and her belly and her cats and a pile of books. They did a major renovation of the kitchen, the primary bedroom, all three bathrooms. It took longer than expected, the way these things often do, but they did it, and by the time they arrived there, Mae was old enough to take a pile of picture books up to the window seat herself and flip through them, making up stories, repeating memorized phrases. She did it often, and each time it gave Joni a bit of hope that they were in the right place, that they’d done the right thing.


Sommersette wasn’t the city, with its shrieking sirens and possibilities, but it was fine. Joni was fine. Sommersette wasn’t special, but it was harmless.


So it felt strange to Joni that Beth Ann was saying that harmless wasn’t the same as enjoyable. Of course it wasn’t. She wondered if Beth Ann’s life was limited to things she enjoyed, if she hadn’t made the sorts of compromises that Joni had in motherhood—if somehow Beth Ann’s version would fit Joni better, even though it looked sadder, more stripped of personality. She would’ve asked her, but Beth Ann didn’t seem like a woman who responded well to questions about how she was doing and what she felt and what it meant to live in a beautiful home and have a beautiful child and feel unmistakably wrong in it all.


Maybe, Joni thought, Beth Ann had other things that made her life feel fuller, more anchored. A job. A time-consuming hobby. An affair.


The idea made Joni smile.


Beth Ann was pretty in a conventional way, but brusque, and Joni knew that really any sort of woman might have an affair. Any sort of woman might have any number of secrets. She hoped that Beth Ann had a few.


They hadn’t reached an agreement about the playground, their conversation having halted as the girls chattered on in the way three-year-olds did, in a sort of cobbled-together language that was filled with slurry sentences and odd grammatical errors and heartbreaking little stutters and repetitions and struggles to get out the right words in the right order.


Out of that cacophony, however, the girls sang a squeaky Pleeeeeeease in desperate toddler harmony, and the mothers, both of them in different ways and for different reasons, fell in love with the way Sydney and Mae were together, the way each of them bent and unbent their knees like they might leap off the surface of the earth at any moment; the way their hands were clasped so tightly together that the naked eye could see the strain, the effort of it; the way neither ever wanted to let go of the other. They both had strands of baby hair in their eyes and grass stains in the strangest places—chins and shoulders and stomachs—and smiles that straddled the line between darling and devilish. Smiles that Joni and Beth Ann both loved and feared.


“Who knows, maybe it will be a little enjoyable after all,” Joni said, because this was when mothering in Sommersette didn’t feel like a lie or a burden or a sad shadow of the way things had been in her head. Mae’s joy—at watching the gymnastic stylings of monkeys at the local zoo; at the feeling of dirt under her fingers when she worked in the garden with Joni, overwatering hardy plants that would probably not survive her exquisite love; the rush of Daddy, Daddy, Daddy that erupted from her when Graham came home—was a sort of drug. Mae’s joy made the hard days better, made the decision to live here feel sturdier.


And maybe that was true for all parents. Beth Ann smiled at Joni, her eyes crinkling in the corners briefly before she seemed to correct them. “Playground it is,” she said, reimagining dinner as a cheese-and-apple sandwich and a small salad, the sort of meal her husband, Barrett, would grudgingly accept but have some questions about: Why such a simple dinner, what were you up to, did you forget to do a grocery run, wasn’t Sydney in school today, are there any leftovers? It would be hard to offer We went to the playground with that artsy woman who finally moved into that house down the street that was bought a few years back and her daughter, who is now, apparently, Sydney’s best friend to her husband, but he also wouldn’t stay on it for long. He never did.


The girls ran off as soon as they arrived at the playground, and Beth Ann started to settle onto a bench.


“Can we move over here?” Joni asked, pointing to another empty spot. “Farther away from the trash cans—bees are always hovering by the trash. I’m allergic.” She smiled like it was something whimsical and tragic about her. Joni had a way of making every fact about herself seem meaningful. Profound. Beth Ann would find herself surprised to be jealous of Joni’s allergy to bees, her preference for butter rather than cream cheese on her bagels, her collection of beat-up bookstore tote bags, how she used a regular mug instead of a travel one when she went for a walk in the mornings.


Beth Ann had the opportunity to take note of every tiny thing about Joni, because within days, Joni, Mae, Beth Ann, and Sydney had entered into a new routine, carpooling to school in the mornings, going to the playground after school. It was harmless. Or enjoyable. Or something in between, shaded with the anxiety of befriending someone new and wondering what exact role that person might end up playing in your life.


The slurpy r’s and swishy s’s of the girls’ speech drifted into the women’s homes, cars, backyards, lives. Always, Mae and Sydney were talking.


When they were three, Sydney and Mae talked mostly about princesses.


When they were four, it was witches and monsters.


And when they were five, it was the dollhouse.


For years and years after, it was mostly the dollhouse. Even as teenagers Sydney and Mae spent whole afternoons with that dollhouse. Not that they would ever have told their friends, who smoked cigarettes and kissed boys and, later, had sex with those same boys or slightly different ones from better or bigger or more Catholic schools in the backs of used cars.


The dollhouse lived in Sydney’s home, but it was Mae who made it something special. Mae had an ease with things like glue and paint and scissors and knew instinctively where a tiny couch fit best in relation to a tiny armchair.


“Already an artist, isn’t she?” Beth Ann asked Joni once when the two women were enjoying coffee while their seven-year-old girls fought over what color carpet to put in the tiny plastic baby doll’s room. Over the years, Joni and Beth Ann, too, had fallen into an unexpected best-friendship. It wasn’t a friendship grown from interests or even connection, but it was, by the time the girls were seven, a friendship that felt large and stable and familial and right. If asked, Beth Ann would have said, with a self-deprecating laugh, that, yes, Joni, the one with the skirts and the nose ring and the messy yard, was her best friend. Joni would have said the same, shrugging in a sort of surrender to the way things were in a place like Sommersette. Beth Ann wasn’t exactly cool. Or even necessarily interesting. But she was easy to be around and made a great cheese plate and didn’t judge an early-afternoon glass of wine or Mae’s way of ever so slightly bossing Sydney around, poking her, shoving her once in a while, hitting her a few times. Beth Ann bought Joni’s favorite brand of tea to always have on hand, and read the paper and even a novel here and there, and still invited Mae over for playdates even after she cut the hair off Sydney’s favorite doll, broke a delicate vase, experimented with the word bitch on one occasion.


Some evenings, Graham laughed, bemused, at stories Joni told about prim and proper Beth Ann, but he was happy Joni had found someone to spend time with. It was only Barrett who was prickly about the friendship. But then Barrett was prickly about a great many things, from overdone steaks to un-ironed shirts to the way that both Sydney and Beth Ann left wet towels in the bathroom, spent too much money on manicures and fancy dresses, preferred watching movies on the couch to hiking the nearby trails that Barrett was always dragging them to.


Beth Ann had been in the middle of complaining about one such hike when seven-year-old Mae came to Joni’s side with a bit of paper upon which she’d painted a tiny still life: apples and oranges in a bowl. She was making a frame for it with pipe cleaners and wanted to show her mother her accomplishment. It was always this way, Mae making something surprisingly perfect, then bouncing into the room to show it off, while Sydney slogged behind, ready to show some other, much lesser item.


The mothers gave the requisite compliments and sent the girls on their way again, but before they were completely out of earshot, Beth Ann couldn’t stop herself from saying, again, “What a talent. She’s an artistic prodigy, that kid of yours.”


“Well, you know, apple and tree,” Joni said. It always felt like she had to remind people that she was the real artist in the family, not her precocious child, who from the age of four had been getting outsize attention for her coloring, gluing, renderings of mermaids and family members and gardens, and, every so often, when things were unraveling, feelings.


“Right,” Beth Ann said, “of course.”


But Beth Ann didn’t ask Joni what she’d been working on in the backyard or compliment the new painting that surely by now she’d caught sight of in the front hall. She didn’t extend the compliment of artistry to Joni herself, even though, as Joni saw it, Mae’s abilities were simply extensions of her own genetics—proof of her own prodigious talents, her own undeniable artistic identity.


“It must be fun to see her shine,” Beth Ann said instead, another way of drawing attention only to Mae, only ever to Mae, who was slight and scrawny but still managed to take up so much space.


“I’m glad we have something in common,” Joni said, trying again to carve out her own importance but getting only a tight-lipped smile from Beth Ann in response. Neither woman was working in those days, and it made them both unsteady, though they’d never say it out loud. Instead, Beth Ann was in the habit of listing all the tasks she had to get done in a particular day, as if she needed to prove her worth through errands, and Joni found moments to remind Beth Ann of all the jobs she’d once done, or could be doing, or would someday do again. Artist. Waitress. Writer. Administrative assistant. Music therapist.


“Sydney has other talents,” Beth Ann said at last, worried momentarily that the girls might be hearing their conversation.


“Oh, of course,” Joni agreed.


And they were both sure this would someday be true.


Upstairs, though, the girls were not listening at all, were never listening to the goings-on of grown-ups in the house. They’d moved on from paintings and pipe cleaners to address more pressing matters. There was currently the issue of how to carpet the baby’s room in the dollhouse. Sydney liked a pale blue with stripes and Mae was arguing for a golden paisley pattern, and they had reached an impasse.


“It’s my dollhouse,” Sydney said after Mae had given an impassioned speech about how golden paisley was special and blue stripes were boring. “So it’s really my choice anyway.”


“You usually say it’s ours,” Mae responded. “That we share it. That’s, like, your favorite saying.” Mae didn’t mind a fight. She was good at them—sure enough about almost anything to take a stand, and she liked the rush of adrenaline, the way her brain would shut off and her mouth and limbs and heart would take over, shouting and shaking and drumming. Even at seven, she sometimes hunted for something to explode about—an unflattering haircut, a disgusting dinner food that her mother knew she hated, a playground injustice involving a missed turn or an ignored rule.


While Mae liked the explosive feeling of provoking and defending and demanding, Sydney liked the simpler, cozier feeling of being the victim. She liked the stillness of it, the way she could close her eyes and sigh and have everyone worry about her.


“I mean, it’s ours, but really it’s mine,” Sydney said. She let her shoulder shrug, her eyes lower, like maybe it was embarrassing to have to have this conversation at all. “I mean, it’s here. My dad bought it for me. So I guess it’s ours, but he’d probably be really upset if you made all the decorating decisions. Because, like, he did buy it for me, you know?”


“Your dad would be upset? About the dollhouse?” Mae’s eyebrows spiked. She scoffed. Her own father barely knew what toys she owned, let alone where they were or what was done with them. She found it hard to imagine that Sydney had some entirely different kind of father, one who was monitoring a dollhouse, one who was invested in miniature chairs, miniature pizza, miniature people living miniature lives.


“It was expensive,” Sydney tried.


“I know, obviously, that’s why I want it to look good!” Mae was not backing down. It felt good to be right and to make that rightness known.


Sydney stormed to the other side of the room and sat in grumpy silence.


“You always do this,” Mae said. “You always change the rules to get your way. I hate that striped carpet. It’s stupid. If you use that carpet, I’m never playing with the dollhouse again.”


“Good! Then I won’t have to listen to all your stupid ideas!”


“Your ideas are stupid!”


“No, yours are!”


It was at this stage, then and always, that the mothers appeared. Beth Ann and Joni used to wait before trudging up the stairs to mediate, but waiting it out had proved too dangerous over the years. Once, Mae punched Sydney in the arm. Sydney screamed and kicked her in the shins. Joni was frankly relieved that Sydney was showing signs of fight. Beth Ann was horrified at the act, but Joni tried to telegraph to Sydney that it was okay, good, even, to fight back if you were pushed too far. It was something she would need to know.


Joni suspected, for a variety of reasons, that Beth Ann was missing that fight.


But after the shin kick and an incident involving a remote control thrown against the wall, Joni and Beth Ann tacitly agreed to intervene as soon as the girls’ voices were loud enough to make one or the other of the mothers wince.


“Enough dollhouse,” Beth Ann said. She had a tired hitch to her voice and wanted nothing more than to finish her coffee in peace. She had been wanting nothing more than to finish her coffee in peace for the seven years since Sydney was born, and yet, almost always, she ended up with half a cup of cold coffee forgotten on the counter.


“But Mae thinks—” Sydney started.


“I said enough. You can try again another day.”


“You girls should play outside,” Joni said. Children were supposed to do well in the sunshine. They were supposed to need it and like it and play in it.


“Play what?” Mae asked. She crossed her arms over her chest.


“Yeah, play what?” Sydney asked, imitating her friend’s stance. And just like that, they were on one team again. They wouldn’t play outside, but they wouldn’t fight anymore that day either. They picked up a stack of Archie comics and settled on opposite ends of the couch. Over the course of an hour, they migrated to the center so they could peek over each other’s shoulders to see something funny Jughead did or what cool thing Veronica was wearing.


By the time the sun set, they were ready to eat burgers and spinach salads with their mothers at the kitchen table, and they were sunny and sweet and exactly the kind of daughters their mothers had envisioned when they’d first learned of their pregnancies. Sydney and Mae giggled. They leaned against their mothers’ shoulders. They said “Thank you” for scoops of chocolate ice cream and “I love you” when Beth Ann and Joni agreed to a sleepover.


That night, just before eleven, Beth Ann listened to them whisper their way to sleep. She was overwhelmed by Mae and Sydney’s closeness—the love and the rage and how big it all was, how subject to change, moment by moment. Who knew what they would be like when they woke up in the morning, how they might feel about each other after a night of dreaming, and what new joys and small tragedies would befall them that day.


It wasn’t like that with her and Joni. They sometimes shared something intimate—a strange thing an ex had once asked for during sex, the hit of pain from not receiving Mother’s Day wishes from their own mothers, a buried memory of the embarrassing way one had acted on a long-ago date with a guy who was a little too handsome, a rude thing one had said to a stranger in the supermarket who was taking too long to find the exact right avocado.


But there was a deeper-down closeness that they never found. Beth Ann was sure that if Joni ever convinced Graham to move back to the city or if Barrett took that job in Florida and moved everyone there, she and Joni would never speak to each other again.


Joni, meanwhile, figured they’d be together forever, even if their relationship seemed ill-fitting and strange, even if no one else understood it.


That night, when the girls were asleep in Sydney’s bedroom and Joni was down the street and probably reading tarot cards or drinking green tea or painting indecipherable abstracts that she showed in the gallery in town from time to time, Beth Ann would have liked to talk it all over with Barrett. The push and pull of having a best friend like Joni, the wanting and not-wanting her around. The wishing Joni would do something normal, like join a book club or get a manicure. She even would have liked to lie next to her husband and stare at the ceiling, worrying and then deciding not to worry about the water damage, the cracks, the places that looked like the whole house might come tumbling down if they weren’t careful.


She would have liked to talk about Sydney and Mae and the things they said to each other and the way the love still sparkled and settled around them like dust, like sunbeams, like the powdery snow everyone was always waiting for.


She would have liked to tell him about the job she’d impulsively applied for—nothing fancy, just a job at the local paper editing announcements about the Halloween parade, writing obituaries, remembering to put on coffee for the rest of the office.


She would have liked to tell him all about it.


But he still wasn’t home.


So Beth Ann lay in bed remembering that day four years before when she’d met Joni, when Sydney met Mae. It had seemed so small then, the decision to take the girls to the playground, the way Beth Ann and Joni hung back and let the girls fight over who went down the slide first. It had seemed a small thing to ask Joni where she’d grown up and to tell Joni she had one sister and two brothers. It could have been just one day that never turned into any other day. But instead, somehow, that one day had become her whole life.















NOW


Sydney


SYDNEY TOOK THE dollhouse out of storage as soon as she found out she was having a girl. The nurse had left a voicemail notifying her of her baby’s sex, which seemed oddly informal for such enormous information. Sydney had listened to the message five times, worried that she’d misheard. It was strange to have concrete answers, to see a bit of the future taking shape. Okay, she thought. There will be tea parties. And dolls. And princesses. And the dollhouse.


There was only one way to bring up a girl, in Sydney’s opinion, only one outcome to this news, and that was a replication of her own childhood. The good parts, before the bad parts came. There will be a best friend. She’ll be artsy and bold and they’ll fight but they’ll also love really hard. They will hide away on winter afternoons in a basement or an attic and emerge with ideas and dreams that could only have been baked up between the two of them. It will be beautiful and ugly and strange and familiar.


The dollhouse, more than anything else, seemed like a vital part of the whole equation. It was in a storage unit across town filled with Sam’s old furniture that over the years Sydney had slowly rejected. It had some signs of wear, Sydney noticed when she got to the storage unit. Carpet peeling off the floors. Shingles falling from the roof. A bed with a broken leg. A mom doll but no dad doll.


Not that there’s anything wrong with that, Sydney thought. But she immediately took out her phone and searched for a dollhouse shop to buy a new miniature dad. He would have to be tall. Preferably bearded. Dark-haired. It would be nice if he wore a sweater. A perfect dad.


Sydney looked around the space as if someone could hear her thoughts. Was Sam’s broken IKEA lamp listening in? Was the velvet armchair his ex-girlfriend bought him taking notes on who Sydney’s ideal man was and how he was nothing like her actual husband, the true father of her future daughter? Possibly. The armchair was a nearly neon yellow and seemed capable of just about anything. Maybe it was reporting back to Sam. Or his ex-girlfriend! Her name was Ember and she was rich and into fashion, and in addition to the armchair she’d also bought Sam a watch he still wore, a suit he brought out for special occasions, and, he admitted to Sydney one very drunk night, a new chin.


Sydney had tried to forget these facts. Avoided photos of his former, weaker chin and the way it made his pale face seem ever paler, his blond hair thinner, his narrow nose even skinnier. Photos of Sam’s old chin were probably tucked into all kinds of boxes in this unit, underneath high-school trophies and college diplomas and framed baseball jerseys and cheap pots and pans that Sam refused to get rid of and Sydney refused to use, all of it forgotten but still costing them a few hundred dollars a month to store.


What is he hanging on to? Sydney wondered, then told herself to forget. When would he ever need these pots unless—


“Shut up, Sydney,” she said out loud, sounding a little like her own mother on a bad day. Maybe she would let the storage unit’s bills go unpaid. She’d heard that eventually things left in storage places like this one got auctioned off, curious bidders standing outside the unit looking in, imagining what each box might hold. She’d heard about the practice on a podcast or from a friend, and the image had stuck with her. She liked the idea of these hopeful bidders, the kind of people who believed in fate and good things coming to those who wait and in taking chances.


Sydney was not one of those people, but she wanted to become one. Lately, ever since she connected with the women of LillyLou, she had felt she could be any kind of person. Maybe, like Ivy Miller had promised, Sydney would surprise herself. Maybe it was Sydney who should bid on a stranger’s storage space. She wondered what Ivy Miller would think of that and made a mental note to post it on the forums.


Better yet, she would ask Ivy Miller when she met her in person. The prize dangled in front of her—in front of all of them—every day. LillyLou emails emblazoned with Ivy Miller’s face reminded her every morning, every evening, that if Sydney could sell enough units or, alternatively, bring enough new women into the business with her, she would get face time with Ivy Miller. A sit-down lunch in Los Angeles would be offered to a dozen women who’d proved they were ready for more.


Sydney was ready for more.


Ivy Miller might not like Sydney getting the dollhouse, though—she was always encouraging the women of LillyLou to put their pasts aside, to be something new.


“Inside us all,” Ivy Miller said, “is a map of the places we always return to. It’s a wretched map, isn’t it? Wrinkled and old and hard to read in some places, torn on the folds. We don’t need it, do we? Shouldn’t maps be followed to new locations, new parts of ourselves? New futures? I want you to fold up the old maps and imagine new ones. Stop going again and again to those old tired places.”


There was always applause after she said this. The phrasing was sometimes a little different, the images shifting, but the message was the same: The past, especially those tired old parts you kept poking at, was done. It was time to move forward.


Sydney very much wanted to agree.


But the dollhouse had always been intended to live—well, where exactly? In the baby’s room? In the living room? Or would she finally persuade Sam to move them out of Park Slope and back to Sommersette, where the baby could have a whole room filled with toys and Sam could have a garage and Sydney could have whatever it was she wanted. She wasn’t entirely sure yet what, but something.


Something.


A room for her business was what she always said. “I need storage for the clothes, the mailing supplies, all of that,” she’d told Sam just yesterday when he got home from work and she got home from an Empowerment Now conference.


“We’re not investing any more of ourselves in your scarves,” Sam had said.


“Pashminas,” Sydney said. “They’re very all-season. That’s part of what makes the business so viable.”


“It’s not a business,” Sam said. Here he took an especially big bite of the grilled chicken she’d made for dinner. It felt aggressive, though Sydney couldn’t say why exactly.


“I work at it. It makes money. What would you call it?”


“A scam,” her husband said. Sam had been cruel about LillyLou. He’d supported Sydney when she became a Pilates instructor and when she started her Etsy store. He’d encouraged her passion for photography, gifting her with an expensive camera last Christmas and offering to send her to graduate school if she wanted. He liked her social media posts about self-confidence, valuing oneself, learning to be brave, lifting up other women. He didn’t necessarily remember to comment on each post, but at the end of the day, if she sent him a reminder, he would eventually write I love you! underneath her uplifting statements and allegedly makeup-free selfies. But something about LillyLou crossed a line for him, and that line only made Sydney want to try even harder to prove him wrong.


“You don’t get it,” Sydney said. “I just want an office. In a house. Somewhere with a backyard. And if you suggest Kensington again, I will scream. Ivy Miller says big houses make room for big dreams.”


“Playgrounds are the backyards of the cities.”


“Why can’t I want a nice life for my kids?” Sydney felt tears climbing up, begging to come out, but crying would be blamed on pregnancy, on hormones, on all sorts of things that let Sam see the feelings as not hers, not real. But she had always wanted these things. The beautiful life, the pretty one in the house that looked like her old house but without the mess going on around it. She wanted to try again. She needed to.


“Maybe when we have a second baby, we’ll move,” Sam said finally. “We can fit one kid here. Happily. Comfortably. It’s bigger than the place I grew up in.”


“Well, we want better for our kid than your mother’s—”


“Don’t, Sydney.”


“I love your mother, but her apartment is—”


“I said don’t.”


The conversation had continued. Sam spoke about all the ways his mother was a perfect mother, and Sydney brought out the LillyLou paperwork, mentioned the check for eight hundred dollars that she’d gotten last month. Sam asked how much she had spent on inventory; Sydney told him how many followers she had online; Sam told her he loved her photographs and hated these scarves; she said she could do both, and, Jesus Christ, they were pashminas; he said she was hormonal and they should talk about it when that wasn’t so clearly a factor; Sydney reminded him that she’d be hormonal until she stopped breastfeeding, which would be in, like, two years, five years if they had another kid right away, so now was the time, now was the only time, life was a rushing river, and they were letting it move them along instead of climbing into rowboats and deciding how to manage the current. Just like they’d warned her about at Empowerment Now.


This was where the conversation ended, and where it always ended, because when Sydney started spiraling out into what the next five years meant for her body, herself, her life, she’d inevitably begin crying and talking about Empowerment Now and quoting Ivy Miller about maps and rowboats and magical futures that everyone deserved, and Sam would say she sounded like her mother, and Sydney would cry harder—would sometimes, without Sam seeing it, dig her fingernails into the tender skin of her palms, as if maybe the pinch there could make the things he was saying untrue.


“I’m not my mother,” she would say—sometimes a whisper, sometimes a scream, sometimes something else guttural and rough.


“Then let’s just stay here and live our lives,” Sam replied, like it was just that simple.


The dollhouse was maybe a little heavier than something a ten-weeks-pregnant woman was supposed to be carrying, but Sydney chose not to care. She covered the whole thing in bubble wrap, taking the time to individually bundle each miniature piece—a tiny porcelain bathtub, a tiny refrigerator and the tiny apples and pizzas and steaks it housed, a tiny marble fireplace, and a tiny tricycle. A tiny coffee mug with the tiny words World’s Best Mom on it. She wondered who’d bought that—was it her own mother, subliminally signaling something to Sydney? Or was it Sydney’s father, who sometimes bought little joke accessories for the dollhouse family: a tiny poop for the tiny toilet that her mother visibly stiffened upon seeing, a miniature set of golf clubs, an itty-bitty copy of the Bible even though they were not a churchgoing family. “Who’s to say what the dollhouse family believes?” her father said in that big booming voice he had. “Let them figure it out for themselves!”


Sydney’s mother had laughed and Sydney laughed now, remembering it, but at the time she hadn’t really understood the joke, hadn’t known much about Bibles or God or what her family believed as opposed to what other people believed. The idea was a little frightening, in fact, that the family she was nurturing in her dollhouse might believe other things, have different values and thoughts and operate in its own mysterious ways. Because of that, she’d hid the tiny Bible in the top drawer of the tiny dresser in the primary bedroom and never let the dollhouse family see it.


Sydney loaded the dollhouse into the back seat of the car and listened to the message from the nurse again. And again. The words were as clear as day. Sydney and Sam were having a little girl. Someday she would explain to this little girl everything about the tiny Bible and the mug and even the miniature poop. She would explain how her father was funny but forgetful, how her mother never once left the house in anything but an official Outfit and how that had mattered to Sydney so much until it hadn’t anymore. She’d tell her daughter about the girl who had been her best friend, little Mae Dawn Dyer, with her straight nose and crooked teeth and messy blond hair, and how girlhood was made for friendships like that, for dollhouses and miniature pizza and also regular-size pizza eaten on the couch while watching Drop Dead Fred and Girls Just Want to Have Fun, and for telling secrets about crushes and other kids and what they thought about in the dark and what they noticed shifting and changing in their bodies and what they thought other people might think of those changes.


Sydney’s phone rang as she drove and thought and dreamed of her little girl and the life she would live. It was Beth Ann calling. It was always Beth Ann.


“Hey, Mom,” Sydney answered, a little tired already by the conversation that had yet to happen.


“Sydney. Sweetheart. I told you to post every two hours. Every two. It’s been five, almost six, and nothing from you. I want you to meet your goals, sweetheart, and you’re never going to get there this way. How can I support you better?”


Inquiring How can I support you better? was a tenet of LillyLou, a primary question they were always supposed to ask the women working below them. It sounded both familiar and uncomfortable coming from Sydney’s own mother, who had never asked Sydney such a thing in her childhood, when maybe it would have been more welcome.


“I’m planning something for later,” Sydney said, trying to sound thirty-three and grounded in her own self-worth. Trying to sound like she, too, was wearing an official Outfit.


“I thought you wanted to meet Ivy. I thought that’s what we were working toward. I’m telling you how to get there, Syd, and you’re just ignoring me.”


Sydney strained to hear her father half-heartedly defend her in the background.


“I’m not ignoring you, I’m doing it my own way, Mom,” Sydney said. She knew the phrase would not sit well with Beth Ann.


“Oh. Well, okay, then. Your own way. Nothing to learn from me, I guess. Nothing valuable here at all.”


“Not what I said.” Sydney sighed. And it wasn’t what she thought either. She’d joined LillyLou because of her mother, hadn’t she? She’d picked the wedding dress her mother liked, she’d chosen the carpeted venue with the big windows that her mother wanted instead of the industrial space with the wooden beams she wanted. She was wearing her hair short and wispy after going to her mother’s stylist. She was even considering a scheduled C-section, something Beth Ann obsessively asked her to plan on, for the sake of her marriage. Maybe, Beth Ann had been known to muse after a third glass of wine, it was the vaginal birth that did it, the long recovery, the ways her body was never really the same. Maybe Sydney and Sam could make different decisions and have different outcomes, if they were lucky, if they listened to everything Beth Ann had to share about where her life had gone right and where it had gone wrong.


Sydney thought for a moment about her mother’s rage when she and Sam announced they’d be going to Peru for their honeymoon. At first, Beth Ann looked almost like she was going to laugh about the choice, but then laughter folded into something else, something raw and unfinished. She’d begun to cry, and Beth Ann wasn’t one for crying, really. “Peru,” Beth Ann had said through tears, directing the word not to Sydney but to Barrett. It sounded like an accusation, and he hung his head in response. Later, Barrett asked Sydney to reconsider the location, but without getting an explanation as to why, Sydney didn’t. It had felt important not to give in to Beth Ann now that she was getting married. Sydney was certain her marriage would make her stronger, more separate from her mother and, more important, her mother’s marriage.


Her parents’ marriage was at once a thing of mystery and a thing she knew far too much about. It was a bit of white noise in the background of every conversation she had with her mother, every beat of every phone call, including this one. It was there in the way her father didn’t ask to be passed the phone, the way he never joined Beth Ann on her weekend visits, the way he communicated with Sydney mostly by sending internet memes she wasn’t convinced he fully understood.


“You’ll see. You’ll have this baby and you’ll see,” Beth Ann said, making some sort of promise for Sydney’s future. Sydney didn’t know what to say, so she didn’t say anything.


Sydney would tell her daughter about the dollhouse and Mae and long afternoons picnicking behind their house and eating pretzels at the mall and learning how to put on eye shadow they bought by the bundle at CVS and wondering why it didn’t look on them the way it did on the models in Seventeen magazine.


She would tell her daughter so much about what it was like to grow up with a friend like Mae Dawn Dyer.


But not everything.


Definitely not everything.















NOW


Mae


MAE WANTED TO keep the dresser. It was dark brown with silver knobs and tiny peg feet painted dark red, a strange combination that someone had Frankensteined together over the years, and Mae liked the reminder that the dresser had had a life before it made its way into her apartment with Leo. The chaos of its design was a promise, too, that it would have a life after them as well.


Leo had never liked it.


“Greg. Up here,” he called to a friend who used to be a shared friend but, Mae supposed, now belonged to Leo alone. Enough of her friends had broken up that she knew the rhythm of it. At her age, everyone was either getting married or breaking up, and Mae was now squarely in the second camp, even though just a month ago she’d been researching what stones besides diamonds made for good engagement rings.


Sapphires, it turned out. But not amethysts, her birthstone. They were weak. That shouldn’t have been a surprise, but it was. And somehow learning that took the wind out of her sails almost as much as learning that Leo had messaged no fewer than three girls from the personals section of the local paper’s website when he took that directing job in Colorado this past summer.


The situation played over and over in her head, an endless loop she was forcing herself to watch.


If he’d been looking on a legitimate dating website or even some sort of classy escort service, Mae supposed she could probably have talked herself into accepting and understanding the revelation. She had done it before, forgiven him for briefly breaking up with her to pursue a barista with a shaved head and, she learned later through a series of unfortunate and regrettable conversations, a nipple ring. She’d managed to forget the way he looked at her cutest, bustiest friends when they met up on Saturday nights. And she’d successfully convinced herself not to care that he spoke about beauty as if it were something that belonged to other people, not to her. “Really beautiful people are always crazy,” he’d said soon after they got back together following the barista dalliance. “Fun, don’t get me wrong. Intoxicating or whatever. But crazy.”


“I’m not crazy,” Mae had said, smiling at the way the conversation felt flirtatious and sweet, slipping herself into the label of a really beautiful woman like she’d simply needed him to confirm it for it to be true.


“Right, exactly,” he’d said, and something essential in her had wilted. “That’s what I mean. People like you and me shouldn’t be with super-beautiful people. Not worth it. Right?”


Mae had been stunned into silence. It was strange, the way he was insulting her but also insulting himself but also saying it so casually that it would be impossible to respond with any sort of heat or vigor. He’d said it the way you’d say any sort of fact, like her lack of beauty was as inarguable as her height, her zodiac sign, her allergy to penicillin. So she hadn’t gotten mad at him, and when he said it a second and third and ninth time over the years, she’d just shrugged and nodded and tried to un-hear it. But of course, by then, it was a thing living inside of her, a few words strung together that had come to define her.


She didn’t forgive him for all that so much as decide it didn’t need forgiving. It was a true thing he believed, which meant it was probably a true thing that everyone knew, and so she had to live with it.


But hunting for someone to occupy his time or even just his thoughts through a local paper’s low-tech website—the kind of place where people go to find used couches and shitty roommates and part-time jobs that never work out—was different. It was cheap and ugly and base. It was an undeniable litmus test of how he was never going to change, of how truly unable to be committed to her he was. He’d been in Colorado for the summer, and the week before he came back, she showed up to celebrate his birthday with him. He was still sleeping when she turned on his computer to check her email, and the personals page was right there on full display, as if he’d hoped she’d come across it.


Men Seeking Women, the top of the page announced, like it wanted to make sure she understood. He’d favorited a few choices—girls with toothy smiles and straight hair and the kind of freckles that bragged about having spent afternoons outside in the sun instead of behind a desk or in a coffee shop. Girls who looked easy, carefree, the way people in Colorado all looked, maybe, like things were going to be okay as long as they could fit in a nice bike ride. The girls Leo had favorited, these Colorado girls, wore T-shirts and ponytails and tiny denim shorts. They wore fitted sweaters and sometimes the perfectly placed, extremely tiny nose stud, so small you had to wonder at first if it was a freckle.


These girls weren’t messy and worn, the way Mae felt. They were fresh and neat and probably that certain kind of good that Mae could never quite pull off.


“Well, fuck,” she said to the screen of pretty women.


Her voice shook when she asked him about it, and he stumbled over explanations that involved how he was just looking out of boredom and loneliness, how he’d messaged three of them but of course he would never actually meet up with any of them, how it was just a silly way to pass the time.


And for seven weeks, Mae tried to accept it. She didn’t tell friends, tried not to let her mind wander back to those images, the straight hair that required no product, the pink lips and cheeks that looked untouched by any sort of makeup. The quick descriptors she thought she hadn’t really taken in but clearly had, because they wouldn’t stop popping up in her mind, dancing around, taunting her. Christina, twenty-seven, nurse. Bella, twenty-five, journalist. Eve, twenty-nine, horticulturist.


She was something more like Mae, thirty-three, almost-artist and sometime grad student, cocktail waitress, waiting to be something else but no idea what that something else might in fact be.


And after seven weeks and one day, Mae was tired of trying to make it okay, tired of trying to believe something that seemed, ultimately, pretty unbelievable. Some women, she was sure, could forgive Leo. Some would maybe even view it the way he had—a nonevent, nowhere in the universe of infidelity. But Mae was not one of those women.


She’d called her dad’s wife, Catherine, hoping for her agreement. Catherine had always liked Leo, but still, Mae assumed she’d stand up for her stepdaughter, maybe even call Leo to admonish him herself.


It was what Joni would have done.


But Mae would have to settle for the thought of Joni haunting Leo. It was comforting, sort of, until she realized that Joni probably had too long a list of hauntings to make time for her daughter’s ex-boyfriend.


“Sometimes it’s good,” Catherine said in her slow, thoughtful way, “when someone makes it obvious that you shouldn’t be with them.”


“So you think I shouldn’t be with him?” Mae hadn’t exactly determined what her next steps were, only that she was humiliated by the ordeal and suddenly questioning a great number of things, like her hair color, the fit of her jeans, the worthiness of her whole self, the trajectory of her adult life.


“No, honey, no,” Catherine said. “Don’t you want someone to choose you, every day? Isn’t that what we all want, really?”


Mae was stumped. It was certainly what Catherine wanted. And, Mae supposed, what her father wanted too, and finally had. Probably it was what Mae wanted, but to know for sure, she’d have to really talk it out with someone, and that someone couldn’t be Catherine. She and Catherine were already circling too close to the unsayable things, the histories they both preferred to look away from.


For the millionth time, Mae wondered what it would be like to talk to Joni about Leo, about love, and about how you line up love with things like hope, hurt, history.


“He did you a favor,” Catherine said. “Imagine if you had married him, started a life with him. This is for the best. Say thank you to him and walk away.”


It was quintessentially Catherine to want to say thank you to the people who were the most hurtful, caused the most wreckage, were the most unpredictable. She’d said it to Joni, even, on the day of her wedding to Mae’s dad. Said it to the memory of Joni, at least. Catherine was the sort of woman prone to speaking to memories, personality traits, bad habits, dead first wives.


When Mae told Leo it was over, she did not say thank you. And he did not say sorry. He said she didn’t understand him, that she wasn’t perfect either, that he had nowhere to go, nowhere to live, that he was homeless and she’d done that to him. “All you want to do is punish me for one mistake!” he yelled so loudly that the apartment’s silence seemed to expand in response to the sound.


“Okay,” Leo said now, a week after he’d stomped out and gone to stay with a friend. “Who’s getting what?”


As far as Mae knew, there wasn’t much to talk about. Most of the furniture in the apartment was hers, Leo having sort of slid into her life and her heart and her one-bedroom place as if she didn’t really have a choice. And though he came with a lot of shit—ex-girlfriends and stories about sexy actresses he knew before they got famous, an unfinished degree from an arty Chicago college, a penchant for the personals in local papers’ websites, a solid T-shirt collection, and a lot of thoughts about what kind of life he deserved, what kind of woman he wanted—he did not come with dishes or tables or, as it turned out, rent money.


“You take your shit, and I’ll keep mine,” Mae said.


“What about shared stuff?” Leo was tall, his torso soft, but he carried himself like he was built solidly, compactly. Mae used to love that about him. The strange way his body moved—a delicate bend to his arms, a perfect straightness to his back aside from a forward slope in his shoulders, like he didn’t want his height to unnerve anyone. It made her believe him to be kind. He wore his hair long and it curled at the ends. In the winter it was light brown but in the summer he looked nearly blond. She wondered, for a moment, if he’d ever looked at her with that same kind of precision. And she wondered how she would hold up under that much scrutiny.


Mae liked that he wasn’t the kind of man other people would find exceptionally good-looking. She had, over the years, dated mostly jocks—high-school football players and men who liked running on Saturday mornings and, once, right after college, a very religious accountant who went on to win a handful of bodybuilding competitions. Leo had, for a while, seemed like the perfect antidote to this string of ill-fitting partners. Mae was an artist, or at least had a bank account with some real money in it from the moment when everyone thought she was an artist. She was not—she told herself a dozen times a day—an artist like her mother had been, just dabbling and pretending and only very occasionally selling something in a Sommersette gallery to a random neighbor who didn’t know the first thing about art. No. Mae wanted to be the real kind of artist, different from her mother in a hundred vague and meaningless ways and a few very important ones. And if she was going to be a real artist making her way in the city, she should be with an artist, she’d thought.


She had, of course, been wrong. “What would you consider shared?” she asked.


“The things we bought together,” he said. “The record player. The kitchen console. The dresser.”


The record player had been an impulse buy after a crummy day when they’d fought about what to eat for lunch and why the Wi-Fi was such shit. They liked the ancient buzz of the records, the grainy quality of the music. It gave them something to define themselves as: the kind of couple with a record collection. The kind of couple who read novels on the couch and let their feet touch and took turns picking the soundtrack.


The kitchen console was a strange and perfect piece. It was made of wood and metal and painted an unexpected neon pink on the sides, had hooks to hang pots and pans on and a cupboard for storage and a block of wood for cutting vegetables or, more often, letting mail gather until one or the other of them gave in and separated junk from bills. They’d found it together on the street and had fallen in love with its awkward perfection.


The dresser, however, she had bought on her own. They had shared it, sure, as two people living together share a dresser—him taking the top drawers and her taking the bottom ones—but it was hers. It was all hers, in her mind. They had bought things like the record player and the console and the chair together in the sense that they had both been in the store at the same time, and there had been unkept promises of stops at the ATM to reimburse her. But that wasn’t the same as both of them owning those objects, was it?


“I mean,” Mae started, wondering how much to nitpick over who paid for what, how starkly to remind him that he owed her probably thousands of dollars between unpaid rent and unpaid promises. “I guess you can take the kitchen console?”


“And the record player,” Leo said. “And of course the records. You don’t need records if you don’t have a record player.”


Joni, Mae thought, would have spat in his face at this. No—she would have upended the record player and smashed the records so that neither of them could enjoy this small pleasure they’d once shared. Joni had known how to blow something up, how to make it unusable, how to break it in the most definitive way. Maybe Mae did too, but Catherine’s voice was ringing in her head. And some days she thought it would be nicer, wouldn’t it, to be a Catherine than a Joni. So she’d tried, imagining Catherine’s Lululemon leggings, her loose-knit sweaters that covered her ass, her tasteful beige flats. Her sunny, unfettered smile.


“I could get a new one,” Mae said, and in even that statement, she supposed, she was giving up custody of the record player, letting him have it.


“I doubt you will. It was really more my thing.”


Mae wasn’t sure that this was true, but he said it so confidently, she figured it must be.


“Fine,” Mae said, but she hoped she would someday get a new record player, be that person again—listening to Ella Fitzgerald, reading novels, stretching out on the couch, just without Leo.


Leo nodded to Greg, who started unhooking pans from the console, unloading plates from the cupboard. Mae’s heart zinged. It had not been a perfect relationship. Or even, honestly, a good one. But that strange piece of furniture in the kitchen had felt homey and sweet, the sort of thing married people had, the sort of thing that pure struggling artists in big bustling cities owned to make their lives feel small and simple and cozy. And there were Greg’s clumsy hands just undoing all those delicate moments.


“I’m going to the café,” she said. It hadn’t been the plan. But she didn’t know what else to do with her body in this moment. “Be done by the time I get back.”


“When will that be?” Leo asked.


“How fucking long does it take to carry, like, two objects down the stairs? I’ll be a minute. I’ll read a chapter of a book. Don’t forget anything; you won’t be coming back here.”


Fuck it, Mae thought. She didn’t own beige flats or the right kind of sweaters. She would never be Catherine anyway.


“I wanted this to work,” Leo said, hearing, probably, the crack and splinter of her voice.


“You had a weird way of showing it,” Mae said. It felt good to slam the door behind her. It felt good to stomp down the four flights of stairs, to make each step bang and echo. It felt good, until it felt bad.


The second the outside air hit her, the sun made her squinty and sad, and there were things about Leo that suddenly seemed irreplaceable. The way he said her name, overemphasizing the M at the beginning so that it became practically its own country. The way he read parts of books out loud to her at night, sometimes even waking her up when she’d drifted off to share something especially evocative or strange or funny or sad. He liked things that made no sense together—wrestling and knock-knock jokes; gardening and karaoke; Sylvia Plath and volleyball.


That was irreplaceable, wasn’t it? That was something to make sacrifices for, perhaps.


She was desperate to know what Joni would have thought and also certain that whatever Joni’s opinion was, it would have been infuriating enough that she wouldn’t have listened to it. What a privilege it actually was to get the chance to know what to do because of how you felt about what your mother told you to do.


“Mae-Mae!” her neighbor Georgie called out before Mae could spend another minute stuck contemplating her mother’s legacy. Georgie was a pretty girl—no! Woman! Woman!—around Mae’s age whom Mae had befriended only recently when they’d both been on their stoops around midnight with mugs of coffee that were actually wine. They’d passed each other on the street hundreds of times with barely so much as a nod, but for whatever reason, that night, Mae motioned toward the mug and asked, “Tequila?” and Georgie grinned and said, “Chardonnay, I’m classy,” and Mae grinned wider and said, “I’ve got you beat. Prosecco.” They’d laughed about how hard it was to get away from the people you lived with. Georgie had two roommates, one an old college friend and one a stranger with a penchant for playing opera at full blast and cooking fish with the windows closed. Mae had told her the bare bones of her latest fight with Leo. Nothing about Christina the nurse or Eve the horticulturist. But she told Georgie about the way Leo pouted when she’d said she was going to California to visit friends, as if it were her job to always stay home and his job to always leave.


Georgie had listened and not given any kind of advice and called her Mae-Mae, which felt sweet and intimate, and they’d started meeting on the stoop at weird late-night hours once a week when Leo was asleep and one of Georgie’s roommates was cooking something disgusting or the other one was listening to something ear-piercing or they were both calling her out for some mundane infraction like putting the big plates on the shelf meant for the small plates.


She was, in some ways, the perfect friend for Mae.


“Hey, Georgie,” Mae said.


“You headed somewhere?”


“I—coffee, I guess. But I’m trying to decide—I might head back upstairs.”


Georgie squinted. It wasn’t from the sun. “What’s up there?” she asked.


Mae shrugged. “Leo. His friend. He’s moving out. But I—I don’t know. It’s so final. And maybe—”


“I could go for coffee,” Georgie interrupted.


“We were talking about rings. I mean, fuck, what am I doing? We’re in love. And, like, he’s—he’s really smart. I like Sundays with him. They’re calm. We listen to records. We read.”


“I love records,” Georgie said. “And reading. And Sundays. I even make pancakes. Let’s get coffee.”


“I want to get married,” Mae said in a small voice, surprising even herself. It wasn’t the sort of thing a person like Mae said, or even thought. And it definitely wasn’t the kind of thing she should be saying right now. “I’m like a hundred and I want to be married and do all of that even though I know all of that is literally the worst, but I want a ring and a dress and a whole thing. I want the whole thing. And if he leaves, then I’m starting from scratch and the whole thing is even further away.”


“Mae. Seriously. Do you want to marry Leo? Do you want to bear his pouty, grumpy, seven-foot-tall babies? Is that what you actually want, for real, more than anything else?” Georgie’s body was only a shiver away from Mae’s now, too close to feel natural, but Mae didn’t want to lean away from her. She wanted a sip of that certainty. She wanted to be okay with having pancakes with Georgie on Sundays. She wanted to be ready to wait for something better. She wanted to be as sure of anything as Georgie was that Mae shouldn’t marry Leo.


“Coffee it is,” Mae said.


“That’s what I thought.”


They stayed at the coffee shop for less than an hour. They didn’t talk about Leo or whoever it was that Georgie was dating or not dating or thinking about dating. They talked about painting, which Georgie was taking a class in, and she wondered if Mae would look at her stuff.


“I’m not, you know, good,” Mae said. Years ago, she’d been one of thirty under-thirty artists to watch. A particular painting of hers had been in a particular gallery, and the paper of record, the Times, had written an article about her and the painting and what it was to be a young female working on art about things that other artists dismissed: families, friendships, femininity. People had loved the painting and the article about the painting and even the picture of her in the paper, looking like someone’s idea of an artist. There had been more articles. More cover photos. More almost-fame, of the kind people capture and struggle to hold on to in the city.


And because of all that, the painting had sold for a great deal of money. It was purchased by an anonymous buyer, and sometimes, but not too often, Mae wondered who the buyer was, thought she’d like to write them a polite thank-you note or send some flowers, grateful for the unexpected safety net.


But she would have been embarrassed to say what she’d done with that freedom, because since then, she’d barely painted anything at all. She was the very definition of wasted potential, and she knew it.


“I like that painting you have in your living room. Of the girls on the beach. The sisters,” Georgie said. She’d been in Mae’s apartment only once, when Mae had run out of wine and Georgie had joined her in getting a refill.


“They’re not sisters,” Mae said. “Just friends.”


“You’d paint them differently if they were sisters?” Georgie asked. It made Mae laugh. And think. The painting was a portrait of herself and her long-ago childhood best friend, Sydney, her attempt to capture everything about what used to be between them. She’d set the painting at the beach. There was a pile of sea glass and pebbles between the girls, and the sun was setting, indicating their work was done, they’d collected all they needed, and they could now enjoy the sand, the pink-gold sky, their gathered treasures.


She’d painted that years ago, and it still made her heart do something solemn and quick.


Most of Mae’s paintings, including the famous one, were of herself and Sydney. Most of them were at the beach. But she had stopped knowing what it was she wanted to say about Sydney or the beach, so she’d stopped painting altogether.


“Maybe not,” Mae answered. “I guess I don’t know. I’ve never had a sister.”


“Well, I have one. Looks the same,” Georgie said with a shrug like it didn’t really matter, it was just small talk, but once Mae started thinking about Sydney and sisters and making art, she couldn’t stop.


Maybe, with Leo gone, she’d get to painting again.


She and Georgie drank too-hot coffees and talked about not much and Mae tried not to think about weddings that would never be and friendships that ended even though you didn’t really want them to and moms who left the earth before they were supposed to and the spot in her apartment where the record player would no longer live.


Maybe she’d get a plant.


“I’m coming up with you,” Georgie said when they’d walked back to their stoops. It sounded like it’d be awkward, for Georgie’s second time up there to be her watching Mae’s life fall apart, watching the apartment shift from a home to just a place where Mae lived. Making friends in your thirties was challenging. It couldn’t happen naturally. It happened with effort. It was nothing like meeting and befriending Sydney thirty years ago had been, that sloppy, fated, accidental way that three-year-olds make friends. Standing too close to each other. Fighting over and then deciding to share a toy. Finding a shared rhythm on the swings, then laughing about it in the full-throated, delirious way of childhood.


Mae wished it felt like that with Georgie, with anyone, but it didn’t. It never would again.


“I’m fine, you don’t have to come up,” Mae said.


“Oh, I know I don’t have to,” Georgie said. “But I’m worried that guy’s still up there and you’ll end up down on the stoop tonight telling me all the things he said to get you back, all the promises he made that you’re going to wait around to see if he’ll keep. And I’ll have to nod and pretend it’s a good idea. And I mean, shit, I am a really bad liar. So I’m coming up. Just in case.”


Mae started to say she was fine again, but Georgie told her to shut up as if they were sisters, as if they had met on a playground thirty years ago. It was the way Sydney and Mae used to talk to each other growing up. Intimate. Sharp. They hadn’t needed to be nice. They’d been something better than nice. Something Mae had been missing with a vague sort of thumping desire, unidentified. Until now.


They climbed up the four flights of stairs, neither of them out of breath at the end, exactly, but both breathing a heavy sigh of relief anyway. We’re here. We’ve arrived. The climb is over. We can see what’s inside.


“It’s probably a mess,” Mae said, opening the door.


“Oh, whatever,” Georgie said, grabbing her hand. Things were disorganized, clearly having been moved around and taken out and sorted through, but there were no cans of soda or beer on the coffee table, no remnants of yesterday’s lunch on a plate on the kitchen counter. No unidentifiable smells or alarming number of magazines piled up in the corner.


Leo, however, was gone. Mae felt a cry asking to come out and told it not to. She stilled her body to try to understand the new reality of the way things were. Maybe the apartment looked sunnier. Maybe it was quieter. Maybe she could be happy, someday, here.


She had felt this before, the sudden shift of reality, the way a familiar life became an unfamiliar one. The way a room, absent of the person who used to occupy it, was more of a graveyard, really.


Mae and Georgie walked through the kitchen/living room hybrid into the bedroom, where things were pretty and cream-colored and organized.


Except for the pile of underwear, pajamas, and T-shirts on the bed. It looked like dirty laundry that hadn’t yet been put in the machine or clean clothes that needed to be folded and put away.


“What the fuck,” Mae said. Georgie couldn’t place the object of her ire—the laundry, she supposed. Maybe Leo was supposed to have put it away for her? Maybe he moved it from the laundry bin for some reason? “My fucking dresser, what the fuck.” Mae sounded angrier than the first time, louder, like she was on the verge of tears that had been building up all day or maybe all year or maybe really forever for someone like Mae, someone who was so determined to be fine and fine and fine, fine, fine.


“I don’t see a dresser,” Georgie said. She wasn’t usually quite so slow, and before the words were all the way out, she got it that, yeah, that was the problem, that was the reason Mae’s face was twisting and turning pink and bug-eyed. There was no dresser.


The dresser was gone.
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