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			For Cormac, my best boy

		

	
		
			Part One

			• • • • •

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			• • • • •

			I could describe Daisy a lot of ways, but I guess the simplest way is to say that she was my first love. Not in the romantic sense but in the even more fleeting type that only happens among a certain type of adolescent girls—one magnetic, the other malleable. Even now, so many years later, married, and definitely not a poet, I’ve never felt more spiritually, and instantly, platonically connected to another person than I did to Daisy. At least, that’s the way I remember the year we shared a dorm room.

			We were both eighteen, assigned, by chance, to share two hundred square feet. My mom unpacked a couple of IKEA bags full of plastic hangers and battled with a fitted sheet before declaring that I was an adult. I’d have to handle my own bedding. And the smell of a Hickory Hot Pot coming from the adjoining dorm room was giving her a gag reflex. I walked to the vending machine to get a Diet Coke, and when I got back Daisy was there, spreading a Laura Ashley comforter over the bed by the window.

			“Hi. I’m Daisy. I grabbed this one, but if you want the window, we can switch. I have SAD…” I looked at her. “Oh, seasonal affective disorder. So I need a lot of sunlight.”

			Fifteen years later, and I kept thinking about that sentence: “I have sad.”

			She unpacked an electric teakettle, a white brick of a clock radio without an iPhone hookup or anything, quartz crystals and scented candles, and one of those Waterford ring holders. She pulled a Tiffany table lamp that looked straight out of a Hollywood prop department out of styrofoam popcorn and plugged it in on the bedside table between our twin beds. “Is this okay? One for you”—she flipped on the lightbulb on the right—“and one for me,” she said, flipping on the bulb on the left.

			“Yeah,” I said, stuffing my twelve-dollar-and-ninety-nine-cent Skärhamn desk lamp back into a bag.

			Daisy’s grandma, whom she called Queenie, an elegant woman who looked like she got her hair freshly set each week, hung a print of Kandinsky’s Circles in a Circle on the wall. Daisy hardly glanced at the abstract work. “It’s upside down,” she said.

			It was August; Daisy found a scorpion under her bed. We both signed up for American Satire and Elizabethan Poetry. There were so many parties in those first weeks of college and we didn’t get invited to any of them, and we wouldn’t have gone even if we’d been invited. Daisy drank hot tea and watched French New Wave films, while everyone else was doing keg stands. She had her Paris Review subscription forwarded to the dorm and knew how to drape a scarf, even in college.

			We decorated our dorm room with Daisy’s Rothko-esque paintings, a Brontë sisters box set, a framed poster of Manhattan, twinkle lights. Daisy put an Oriental rug that looked like it belonged to the Romanovs over the scratchy apricot carpet. We hung Cot’s The Storm on the ceiling, the fairylike teenagers, Daphnis and Chloe, running for shelter in a rainstorm, staring down at us. We hardly ever turned on the lights. Daisy said fluorescents killed everything. Instead, we used candles and the Tiffany light, which washed everything in muted stained-glass colors. Daisy said that streaming murdered art movies and had a sizable collection of DVDs—Hitchcock movies, Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, Kubrick. She had Mike Nichols and Elaine May on vinyl. I didn’t even know how to play a record, but Daisy said she just liked having Nichols and May around.

			After a required Intro to Calc class that we both struggled in, the teacher’s aide—a grad student from Bogotá—started to walk with us after class. He asked me for coffee, offered to tutor me. It didn’t take long for me to realize that he was talking to me to get closer to Daisy. She had no interest in him, and he soon lost interest in talking to me, too. She’d been so cool and blasé about it, brushing off this engineer who played soccer and came from a wealthy family and carried himself like he’d stepped out of a cologne ad. I couldn’t decide if I loved Daisy or if I wanted to be her—or both. But I knew pretty early on that being around her made me feel more like myself than I’d ever felt before.

			Daisy and I ate at the sushi place followed by the frozen yogurt place downstairs almost every night, because we couldn’t stand the girls in the cafeteria, all bike shorts and pep. We both dreamed of leaving Texas for an ivy-washed school “up east”—a Seven Sisters college, maybe. Or no college at all. It’s too boring and whiny to explain why we both ended up at a land-grant party school in Central Texas, best known for its football team and a fraternity’s bonfire ritual that killed twelve students in 1999. If you didn’t grow up like we did, it’s impossible to understand how hard it was to leave. How big and encompassing Texas is. A larger landmass than France. Twelve years of Texas history. Even if you had the grades and ambition and means to go out of state, all anyone asked was “Why would you ever leave Texas?” I’m Texas born and Texas bred, and when I die, I’m Texas dead, engraved on my grandpa’s tombstone. I know, I know, everyone loves Austin, but we were eighty-seven miles from Austin, and even Austin wasn’t ideal when all you wanted to do was host dinner parties and be Sylvia Plath.

			We acted like orphans who had only each other. I called my mom once a week, and every couple of months she’d take me out to dinner with her newest boyfriend. The last one took Daisy and me to Benihana. I watched the chef sharpen his knife, the drizzle of oil, the culinary acrobatics of shrimp and rib eye, thinking it was all so tacky and ostentatious and who would finish all this food, definitely not my anorexic mother. And what was Daisy thinking?

			That night Daisy told me her stepdad hit her mom. He’d accused her of cheating. She’d threatened to leave, and then—wham—right in her face with a closed fist. I didn’t know how to react. I asked what he was like toward Daisy. “Fine,” she said. “I think he wants to fuck me,” and she took a string cheese out of the mini-fridge.

			It was Daisy who asked me the things my own mother should’ve asked. How was your day? How did the exam go? Did you make any friends? Did you meet any boys? It was Daisy who told me to stop torturing my hair with blow-dryers and flat irons and to wear it curly. She bought me drugstore mousse, blew it into a cloud in her hand, scrunched it into my wet locks. “There. Naturally pretty,” she said.

			The days and nights rolled together in one string of conversation and chamomile tea. Daisy would lie on her floral comforter, wet hair wrapped in a towel. Me, in a hotel robe and boxer shorts. We stayed up late talking. No, we weren’t “talking”—that isn’t quite right. We were slicing our insides open, knotting our intestines into bows, becoming a conjoined organism. Soulmates, she called us. Daisy was an artist. I was a poet. We’d go to Paris. After graduation, we’d move to New York. We’d be broke and free and get our noses pierced. Daisy would turn on Chopin. I’d lie back on my faded duvet, listening, closing my eyes, Daisy’s words and the music rolling over me—Cooper Union School of Art, open mics at the Nuyorican Poets Cafe—until I fell asleep. She’d turn off the Tiffany light between us. Only the twinkle lights sparkled above.

			I didn’t sleep well in my mom’s house, too much anxiety about how I would become someone else. But when I was with Daisy, I slept ten, eleven hours straight. Deep, dreamless sleep through my alarm, through the cafeteria breakfast and Intro to Humanities, those nights when we shared a dorm room.

			I was supposed to go home for spring break, but my mom went to Hawaii with the new husband. Daisy and I decided to drive to New Orleans. I proposed Café Du Monde, and she said not to be silly. We’d go to William Faulkner’s bookstore first. We wandered into a curio shop, dusty and velvety red and filled with voodoo dolls and Wiccan trinkets. Both of us, at the same time, on opposite sides of the store, strapped butterfly wings to our backs. We bought a bottle of Stoli at the supermarket and took long swigs, two girls in butterfly wings passing a bottle in a brown paper bag between us on a sidewalk in the French Quarter. I rested my head on Daisy’s shoulder, and we stayed like that for a long time, until everything went fuzzy and we felt the humid air on our thighs and somebody tossed us purple and gold beads even though it wasn’t Mardi Gras. We wandered the streets, past the neon bars and the Creole town houses, floating over cobblestone, pretending we could fly. We ran away from our own stories, flew toward our futures, leaving anyone who wanted to trap us behind, a tiny, tiny dot in the distance. We were witches, wild and drunk and together and so, so alive.

			At school, I was back at a desk staring at a calculus exam. I tried to find Daisy, but she’d already dropped the class, wiggling out, in her way, of anything that got between her and her art. If only she’d been there, maybe I would’ve had the answers.

			

			—

			By our second semester, for reasons I didn’t fully understand at the time, Daisy’s stepdad stopped paying her tuition. There was a fight on the phone. Tears. She wanted to stay in school, but her campus job at the student union coffee shop didn’t pay nearly enough to cover room and board and tuition. She turned to her grandparents, but they were essentially broke. Wealthy in name and real estate only. So Daisy got a job as a cocktail waitress at a triple-X strip club by the airport called the Landing Strip. It didn’t take long to realize the real money was on the pole. Three weeks later, Daisy was giving lap dances for twenty dollars a pop. She was still a virgin.

			And then everything went dark.

			We stopped talking. Daisy would skip class, sleep all day, her Laura Ashley comforter pulled over her head. I’d bring her fruit and muffins from the cafeteria until it all began to rot, flies circling. She made new friends, women who wore frosted lipstick and had names like Krystal and Amber. They had toddlers and clit piercings and were generous with advice about body-hair removal and what type of handgun to buy. I went to watch Daisy dance a couple of times. She did this slow number to Nine Inch Nails. I understood why men went nuts. She had skin like a blank page. Thick, dark hair down to her mid back. Wide eyes. A teeny elfin frame. And she could dance. Maybe it was because she was an artist, and everything, even the platinum pole and the air that smelled like chicken wings and menthols, was like a canvas. I sat on the edge of the chair, wondering if upholstery could transmit gonorrhea. I didn’t like being there. Not because I was a prude, though I definitely was that. Or because I was grossed out watching a teenager turn on middle-aged men. That was obvious. I couldn’t stand seeing how much Daisy was enjoying it all. Who was this girl? The way she ran a finger over a mustache, grabbed a paisley necktie, waved her butterfly wings and bare ass over an orthodontist’s erect lap, as if all those childhood ballet classes had prepared her for this. I knew, watching her onstage, that I had lost her. That there would be no going back to Comp Lit 101. No trips to Paris. No Cooper Union.

			

			—

			The final month of our freshman year, I came back from the library to find that Daisy’s side of the room had been cleaned out. The next day, a well-endowed, bubbly girl named Justine, a transfer from SMU, was hanging a Katy Perry poster above the bed.

			The man who owned the Landing Strip had seen that Daisy was special. Stripping became sex work. She dropped out. Moved in with Krystal, then Amber, then who knows…In a matter of months, Daisy had disappeared into a world I didn’t understand. She called me a couple of times. She asked for money. She asked if I wanted to buy heroin. She showed up at my twentieth birthday party strung out. Took her Wet Seal halter top off. Gave my boyfriend a lap dance. I was too young, too impossibly young, to know what to do. I tried to get her help. I took her to an NA meeting. I called her stepdad, her mom, busy on yet another marriage. I called Grandma Queenie, who’d helped raise Daisy, but whose WASP delusions meant she couldn’t fully grasp the world in which her beloved granddaughter had landed, much less rescue her from that black hole.

			I didn’t hear from Daisy for a couple of months, and then, on New Year’s Eve, she showed up, banging on the door of my off-campus apartment. She said she’d kill herself if I didn’t give her money. Kill herself if I didn’t buy her heroin. I double-locked the doors, turned off the lights, cried listening to her yell from outside that it would be “all your fault!” if she wound up dead. For months, I’d hoped that our friendship could survive the strain of addiction and mental illness, but that night, when I turned off the lights, I knew it had irrevocably broken.

			We lost touch. I heard she moved to California to make adult art-house films. I blamed myself. If anyone should’ve understood, been able to talk her back, had patience and empathy, it was me. I tried to find her a couple of times over the years, through family, friends, but nobody knew anything. Late nights, I’d stay awake scouring the internet, but whenever I thought I’d finally caught a glimpse of Daisy on some sick corner of the web, I’d click and it’d be gone. She’d be gone.

			I graduated early and moved to New York. I did open mic nights. I got a ridiculous nose ring that got infected and lasted a month. I was broke and free and mostly happy. Sometimes, on my way home to the East Village apartment that I shared with Paul and his boyfriend, Tyrone, I would walk past the Cooper Union School of Art, stare at the students leaving with their portfolios and acrylic-stained Dickies, and imagine Daisy and me happy and sharing a cigarette at the big black cube at Astor Place on a warm Thursday night. I’d blink and the image would be gone.

			And the summer several years ago when all anyone could talk about was the serial killer who was targeting sex workers on the South Shore of Long Island, all I could think about was Daisy. I’d read everything I could find about the victims, looking for some unidentified girl who fit Daisy’s description. All of them did, and none of them did.

			Then I stopped wondering. I stopped doing open mic nights. I got a job in a cubicle in Midtown East. Michelle, who briefly worked in an adjacent cubicle before she moved to San Francisco to take a job at a startup that sold dog food, invited me to a party in Brooklyn. It was March and snowing and I didn’t want to go, but I did. I spotted an Australian guy pouring another girl a glass of Yellow Tail in a red plastic party cup. We went home together, and even though we never talked about it, we both knew we’d never be apart. We didn’t so much fall for each other as melt into each other. Those early days with Roman felt like a hot shower that I couldn’t drag myself out of. We both loved the Pogues and spicy noodles and bad reality TV. We both lived a long way from home and had left part of ourselves behind. We got an apartment. We got married on a Monday at the New York City Marriage Bureau, had champagne and eggs in a puff pastry at Balthazar, and then we both went back to work. We had a baby. We named him Holden. Now we worry about our 401(k)s and we are tired. Always, so tired.

			I am a member of a mom app called Juju Bean, “a platform for like-minded women to meet and share interests beyond their children.” It’s basically a dating app for lonely moms. I wear jeans with an expandable waist. I am interviewing caregivers so that I can go back to work in a cubicle in Midtown East, so that I can afford to pay someone else to spend days at the park with my baby, which is what I will wish I were doing as I sit at my cubicle. Maybe in another era I’d leave my baby with cousins, aunts, grandmothers—children raised by many arms. In this one, there are wait lists, security fobs, day cares tucked between office lobbies.

			

			—

			Elena pretended not to notice the stack of smut. And I’m not talking about Penthouse or Playboy. I was twelve weeks postpartum, interviewing nannies over a stack of Beaver Hunt. Juggs. Swank. Lolita. Gent. A German publication titled, inexplicably, Purple People. The last candidate, who came highly recommended, took one look at the porno mags, smiled, touched the crucifix around her neck, and got the hell out.

			I’d placed Post-it notes in the magazines, spent months of sleepless nights cataloging, searching. I didn’t want to lose all my hard work just to keep up appearances. I only worked on this project when Holden was asleep, which was most days and hardly any nights. When he started to stir, cracking his eyes or letting out his little cooing sound, I’d tuck the titles under Goodnight, Goodnight, Construction Site and Richard Scarry’s Cars and Trucks and Things That Go.

			Roman was too tired when he came home from work to pay much attention. If my poring over skin flicks and porno rags kept me content and stopped me from nagging him, Purple People it was. I’d ignore that he got home after eight, smelling like a sports bar, carrying a bodega bag of overripe grapes and a six-pack of IPA—without ever asking if I needed anything. He’d ignore that I had my head buried in a stack of hard core every time our baby slept.

			

			—

			It was an obsessive missing person research project, but how was I supposed to explain that to anyone else? No one would understand that at the same time I had a baby, I also developed an obsession with finding Daisy. An aching burn that I should have been with Daisy this whole time. That I should have never let her vanish. I want to tell her all this, but it has been fifteen years. Fifteen years since we occupied the same world, the same soul. Today, according to the last reference I found on Daisy’s Myspace page on Wayback, before she took it down, she goes by Jacki (with an i). She didn’t appear to have an OnlyFans account, but @OrchidEnigma posted a hazy screenshot of “Jacki” in what looked like a peep show. Or a circus? Hard to tell. There was an elegance to Daisy, a reflection of the landed Texas gentry she was born into. A River Oaks girl. The granddaughter of one of Houston’s upstanding families. Junior League. Quail hunting. Women who put their face on to check the mail. The Cattle Baron’s Ball. Denim and diamonds. Not Jacki with an i. Even though my research suggested she went by a different stage name now, I couldn’t think of her as anything but Daisy.

			I hadn’t wanted to tell her that I moved to New York or that I met an Australian at a party in Brooklyn and got married at the New York City Marriage Bureau and loved him more than I loved myself. But when I was pregnant—just enough to wonder what I’d gotten myself into—I wanted to tell her so badly. I emailed an old Yahoo account, but it bounced back. I tried Daisy’s 281 phone number, but it now belonged to a guy who managed coin laundromats in Montrose.

			In addition to the adult magazines I bought on eBay, I am also organizing an epic collection of excavators and secondhand Magna-Tiles in our two-bedroom apartment in Stuyvesant Town, a Bolshevik-style collection of hulking redbrick towers largely populated with other people who moved to New York in their twenties to be broke and happy and get nose rings, and who stayed entirely too long.

			

			—

			I had a baby and all of a sudden I started to think about Daisy. I had a baby and I wondered if Daisy had babies. I had a baby and I realized that she had been someone’s baby when she stepped onstage in Lucite stilettos, and called me wanting heroin, and showed up at my twentieth birthday in Wet Seal begging to be saved. I had a baby and I needed, desperately, in my bones, to find out what had happened to Daisy.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			• • • • •

			The moms on the Juju Bean app talked a lot about “mom brain.” This ranged from harmless forgetfulness to full-blown delirium. One mom could not, for the life of her, think of the name of that guy who starred in Top Gun; another reported her car stolen at the Westfield mall in Paramus when she’d just forgotten where she parked it. We were all losing our minds. Paranoia, delusion, mood swings. Half of us had gotten MRIs, convinced we had a brain tumor. The neurologist always said the same thing—“You’re just a new mother.”

			One mom physically assaulted a Target employee who told her they were sold out of Happy Baby teething wafers. Another admitted that she had full conversations with the gadgets in her son Aiden’s nursery. She told the Halo SleepSure Monitor and the Hatch Rest sound machine things she’d never told anyone. Then there was @BoyMomBrynn, who misplaced her cell in the microwave. She didn’t find it until she tried to heat up Gerber baby cereal and it exploded. Luckily, she’d been in the bedroom. The baby was fine. She posted a photo of the open-concept kitchen in her Cobble Hill co-op apartment. It looked like Fallujah. @EatinVeganMama warned us all never to heat a baby’s food in the microwave. “The radiation causes autism!”

			Growing up, I’d never imagined myself as a mom, and my mother always assumed that if it happened, it would be an accident and we’d have to drive to Mexico. Maybe if we’d been on speaking terms, I could’ve asked her about the night terrors, the blood clots, the engorged nipples. She could’ve assured me that she never breastfed and I turned out fine…well, basically fine. Instead, I became close to @MamaBearlyHangingOn, who thought my real name was @EstherGreenwood. She confessed that after every two a.m. feeding, she’d roam her suburban streets. She’d leave some breast milk out in a cat bowl on the front step of an abandoned home, a ritual to appease the devil. To be clear, she knew this was deranged. She wasn’t even Catholic. But at twenty-seven weeks, after she’d recently watched Rosemary’s Baby, she started to bleed heavily. The ob-gyn told her it was a miscarriage and to get to the ER immediately for a D&C to flush out her uterus. She prayed. Begged that her baby would live. The scan showed a heartbeat, but the doctor warned of “intrapartum death.” @MamaBearlyHangingOn started going to church. She cut a deal. An offering to Satan for a healthy baby.

			A whole society of hormonal weirdos, sharing stories about leaky nipples and pelvic-floor therapy. (“It’s finger rape!!!” @Mothera417 wrote, with a Handmaid’s Tale GIF. “Stop screaming,” @ZenMamaLlama replied.) If I couldn’t admit to this group that all I thought about—aside from keeping my tiny, perfect human alive—was finding the exotic dancer who I roomed with my freshman year in college, then who could I tell?

			I didn’t even know if Daisy was still a sex worker. Her grandmother had dementia. Her mother didn’t return my calls. Maybe she’d gotten clean, turned her life around. Maybe her mom’s latest husband had paid to send her to a spa-like rehab facility. Maybe she met an Exxon executive named Brad and lives in a leafy suburb with a three-car garage. Maybe they buy art on cruise ships. Maybe she has a couple of kids whom she drives to soccer because football causes concussions. Maybe she does Pilates and is on the Juju Bean app: @DallasMomDaisy. My finger toggled over the message button. I posted the photo of Daisy in butterfly wings.

			“I’m looking for someone very close to my heart. Does anyone recognize this girl, Daisy Laramie, last seen in Central Texas, but possibly living in California?”

			Then I hit send.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			• • • • •

			“What’s in Atlantic City again?” Roman asks over the bang of the neighbor’s gut renovation. The jackhammers start at seven a.m. and don’t let up until five p.m., per Stuy Town rules. Roman just took a shower so long it turned the whole apartment into a hammam. He’s shaving now. When was the last time I showered, much less shaved? Can’t remember. I finish feeding Holden and smother every part of his edible face in smooches. “Good morning, nose nugget. Good morning, squish-bean forehead. Good morning, cheeks so delicious I’m reporting you to the NYPD.” Bang! A hammer practically on our heads. A gust of dust. “Good morning, potential asbestos.” I lay him on a mat and hand him the NogginStik Developmental Light-Up Rattle, a multi-activity toy that encourages brain activity and bolsters early milestones, “setting your baby up for life.” It looks like a plastic stick figure of a circumcised penis with a blue light-up head. I spent most of the night awake with Holden, going deep into a Juju Bean side group devoted entirely to Dr. Brooke. Dr. Brooke is a child psychiatrist with three children and five million followers on Instagram. She never wears makeup and is a regular at the 92nd Street Y. She advises that rather than putting our babies down with a pacifier, we swaddle them against our chests, preferably with our own hair, and hand them a healing crystal. Dr. Brooke has these very specific developmental milestones that we should all memorize. According to this Dr. Brooke subgroup, at twelve weeks old, “your baby needs to grip objects to develop early STEM skills.” Holden has been gripping objects for at least a week, clearly destined for one of those gifted magnet schools with high-achieving kids who play the cello. And because Dr. Brooke says my “curious cutie needs constant stimulation,” I turn on YouTube on the TV. A forty-something woman in pink denim overalls, pink T-shirt, matching headband, and a concerning level of perkiness is cooing into the camera. “Can you be a crab?” “Look at me, I’m a starfish!” I can’t tell the Juju Bean crowd that I sometimes plop my three-month-old in front of YouTube. That might be grounds for an intervention.

			I’d told Roman at least four times that I got a lead on Daisy. I’d bumped the butterfly wings photo on Juju Bean for a couple of weeks, reminding the moms of this urgent matter. When no one replied, I decided a more personal connection might tug at the heartstrings: “Trying to track down my sister. She can’t have children of her own, and I want her to know she has a nephew. I want her to know that there is a baby out there to love as if he’s her own. He even looks a little like her.” I posted a photo of Holden next to the picture of Daisy with a broken-heart emoji. Newborns could look like anyone. The messages started to roll in. “Awww. Hope you find your sis! (heart emoji).” “She will love learning she has a nephew! (angel emoji).”

			I got a couple of leads in Orlando and Vermont, but they didn’t pan out. Finally, I got a real bite in South Jersey. @NJMommy278 said the girl in the photo looked just like a woman she regularly saw in her nail salon. “I truly hope it’s her. For you, and your baby boy,” she wrote. I sent @NJMommy278 a private message. “My sister was on drugs when we lost touch. I heard she might have been working at an adult club. Did this girl in your nail salon look…healthy?” She started to type…“Hard to say, hon. Half the girls who go there take their clothes off for money. The other half have no money (hand-raised emoji).” She snapped a photo of the woman at the nail salon in Somers Point, New Jersey. It was blurry, but she was petite like Daisy. The same flowy hair.

			I homed in on the Babbling Babes, a subgroup on Juju Bean to connect local moms in the South Jersey area, and the Cherry Hill Club, which had broken off from Babbling Babes and formed their own splinter group after somebody asked if she could feed her eight-month-old chickpeas and it somehow devolved into a weeks-long debate about whether Israel had appropriated hummus. Two moms said Daisy’s photo looked familiar. Another said she used to be a waitress at a sports bar on the boardwalk (“before my kids ruined my tits”) and thought Daisy may have worked there, too. “Prayin’ for ya, @EstherGreenwood!” she wrote. “(prayer-hands emoji).”

			“Babe? What’s in Atlantic City again?” Roman, now clean-shaven, asks again.

			“I told you already.”

			“But don’t you think it’s a bit weird?” He is soft-spoken and calm. The yin to my bang. Deep breath.

			“What is weird about it? NJMommy278 said she sees a girl who looks like Daisy at her nail salon and that she looks like a stripper.”

			“Doesn’t every bird in Atlantic City look like a stripper?”

			I give him a look. “A Babbling Babes mom said Daisy may have worked at this bar, Lusty Lady something? I’ve identified possible clubs in the radius around Pampered Hands.”

			“What is Pampered Hands?”

			“The nail salon. My God, do you listen to anything I say?”

			He comes out of the bathroom, still flossing. I don’t know if he is trying to be respectful, or if it just makes him feel like a twelve-year-old boy seeing a tampon, but every day, Roman pushes aside my adult diapers, pretending not to see the bloodied gauze. I resent that he doesn’t seem to feel any pain ever. That he has a reason to shower and get dressed every morning. But I do like the way he looks in his work clothes, crisp shirt, suit pants, never pleated. “Geez. I forgot the name of the place. Sorry.”

			The hammers pound. Holden starts to cry. I pick him up on my shoulder and milk spurts out from both sides of his mouth. I’m waiting for his head to spin around, but he is smiling. That’s it. That’s all he needed. I try to swaddle him, but I could never figure it out and Dr. Brooke says a loose swaddle can suffocate a baby and is akin to child abuse. ASSB, she calls it. Accidental Suffocation and Strangulation in Bed. I put him down in his diaper. I’ve hardly left him for an hour, much less a night. Roman and I had already had a fight, or more like a debate—a “Help me understand this…” conversation—about why I needed to spend the night in Atlantic City to try to track down a friend I hadn’t spoken to in fifteen years.

			“I think she was the closest thing to a soulmate I’ve ever had,” I explained.

			“Thanks for that,” he said, slightly stung.

			I gave him a look. “You know what I mean. She got me in a way that no one else did. I know you don’t get it. Everyone likes you. You still have friends from when you were five. You were student body president—”

			“Prefect. I was prefect.”

			“Yeah, that. I wasn’t popular. I was a dork, and then I randomly got assigned a roommate—this brilliant, elegant, ephemeral creature—who also loved Faulkner and Frank Sinatra.”

			“Don’t you do a quiz when you apply for a roommate?”

			I stood up, irritated. He was always finding a practical explanation for everything. “It was fate.”

			“What? That’s how it works at American uni, no?”

			“Being with her, it was electric. I remember feeling so creative, so in charge…She saw me. Like, really saw me…The universe brought us together and now I need to find her.”

			Roman softened. “Yeah, okay. Maybe it was fate.” He half grinned. “Or maybe it was the bit where you both said no frat parties and an enthusiastic yes to Saturday nights in the library on your questionnaire.”

			It sounds like the Blue Man Group is performing next door, but when I check on Holden, he’s sleeping right through the construction, all curled up, my baby koala, in his doughnut pillow with the yellow ducks on it near a window covered in scaffolding. I stare at the way the light hits his pink face. I could stare at that face all day.

			I couldn’t explain it, not even to Roman, what it’s like to feel that connection to Daisy—to anyone—and then watch them just disappear into darkness. Friendships end, he’d tell me, not understanding at all. “There was that girl, what’s-her-name? You met in the locker room at Blink and wouldn’t stop talking about her and then you never talked about her again?” With Daisy, it was different. The one I thought was going to last. We hadn’t grown apart so much as mental illness and addiction had ripped us apart. I’d spent a lot of years pretending it was just another intense, fleeting friendship, but in my heart, I knew it was more. I thought of all the emails I wrote to Daisy over the years that bounced back, asking her to tell me where she was, wishing she would appear out of nowhere and tell me it was all going to be okay. I even started to write to her about my life, how I struggled to write anything new, how I took a job, how I met a guy.

			I imagined that if we’d stayed in touch, we’d text seven thousand times a day, send each other memes, FaceTime, and stop ourselves from making regrettable sample-sale purchases. We’d go weeks, months, without seeing each other and still know the most mundane details of each other’s lives. The dry cleaner who ruined a favorite cardigan. The period cramps. The lucky twenty I found on the F train. I’d laugh at night, texting under the covers, and Roman would ask me what was so funny and I’d tell him he wouldn’t get it. Because he wouldn’t. No one except Daisy would.

			The more the memory of Daisy—and the yearning to have that kind of deep friendship in my life—nagged at me, the more I had to pull it. I sat beside Roman, close this time. He knew me well enough to know that I wouldn’t let this go.

			In those first weeks home with Holden, Roman would hear me cry in the bathroom and ask if I needed anything. I always said no. What could he do? But now I needed something. “I need this,” I say. “She was my best friend.”

			“You have people,” he says.

			“No. I have moms. We share a due date. Not a soul.” Roman doesn’t say it, but my obsession scares him. It’s all over his face. “You don’t get it. After you give birth, your brain floods with oxytocin, dopamine—a cocktail of hormones. They call it ‘mental clarity.’ For me, that clarity is Daisy. She’s what I need.” Holden stretches his arms, sighing. I pick him up, kissing his head. “What we both need.”

			“Clarity, right.”

			“It will be quick,” I say, hitching Holden higher on my shoulder. “Oh, I really liked the nanny I met today. Elena. She was lovely, so warm, showed up early.” I don’t tell him that I hoped she’d overlook the buffet of porno mags. Roman is looking for his wallet. He is perpetually looking for his wallet. “I got a reference from Penelope. One of her fancy Trinity friends swore by her.”

			He catches my eye. “Penelope is an heiress.” He says this as if inherited wealth were a terminal disease. When Penelope had her first baby, she had a night nurse and went to theater and art openings and slept until noon. She struggled to bond with the newborn—mostly because she forgot she had one. Penelope has three kids, twins in first grade and a toddler, and is going for a fourth. Having four kids is a status thing in Manhattan. Imagine the size of the co-op apartment that can comfortably house four of your spawn. Private school at sixty-five K a year, K–12.

			“She’s thirteen hundred a week for one kid. Time-and-a-half late nights and weekends. Oh, and we’d reimburse her for the subway, Ubers…”

			“Fuck me.”

			“I did…and now we need a nanny.”

			What Roman really wants to say is that unless we win the Powerball, Elena isn’t happening. I may have thought of myself as having a poet’s heart, but I married a man with an accountant’s heart. “But why—? Why?” I’d whined the first time he showed me his spreadsheet, told me that a full-time nanny would be a “stretch.” We both have jobs. We have an apartment in Manhattan. We order Postmates more than we open our own fridge. But math doesn’t lie. Medical bills. Co-pays. Rent. Debt on his MBA, on the MFA classes I never finished. I needed to keep my job, which meant we needed childcare. But we could only afford a nanny if we were both working full time and I picked up freelance work on weekends. We’d discussed a nanny share, but that would require me having parent friends to share with. Holden is on the wait list for the free day care at Roman’s office. He’d have facial hair before he got in.

			I made three hundred dollars proofreading Car and Driver magazine’s special issue on electric crossovers to fund my trip to Atlantic City. “The babysitter will be here at noon. My bus leaves at three.” Roman kisses Holden’s forehead. Holden reaches a hand up and starts to rub Roman’s freshly shaved face, the soothing smoothness. “I sent you the info—his feeding and sleep schedule, Poison Control, the pediatrician, on the fridge. I’m staying at the Borgata.”

			“Swanky.”

			Then I realize, “I’ve never been to Atlantic City!” No one had ever been this excited to take a Rio-to-Riviera Express Bus to New Jersey.

			

			—

			When I get off the subway at Port Authority, I send a private message to @NJMommy278. “Headed to AC, baby! I get in at 5:45. I can Uber to you. Or did you want to meet at my hotel?” I see three dots appear, then disappear. Appear again, then disappear, then nothing. Had I freaked her out? We hadn’t exactly planned for me to come down, but it wasn’t like I was asking to stay with her or anything.

			We’ve just passed Secaucus, an industrial park out one side of the bus, the Hackensack River out the other, when @NJMommy278 texts back: “Hey girl!!! Sorry. My man lost his disability. His boss is such a DICK. We’ve got a whole lawsuit thing, but our baby needs formula, diapers—expensive little fuckers, riiiiight? Think you could Zelle me a little $$$ and then we can totally meet up and talk? I want to help you find your sis!!!! (kiss emoji).”

			Was I really surprised? Half the moms on Juju Bean were trying to recruit me to a pyramid scheme. Beach Body Juice. Slim Skinny Serum. A rejuvenating facial spritz that was ninety-nine percent pure oxygen. They were literally selling air. I didn’t need @NJMommy278. I had the nail salon. I had the photo. I had a lead on the Lusty Lady. I had a list of sixteen other possible adult clubs in a twenty-mile radius. I had solid leads. I had a plan.

			I get to my hotel room, in a casino hotel and “resort” that smells like a Bobby Flay steak house and secondhand emphysema. I’d done my research. The Borgata is the nicest hotel in Atlantic City. At one ninety-nine a night, it’s a splurge. And yet, the black walls, the buffet with a velvet rope, and the smell of a seafood tower that has been out since brunch—let’s just say it does not exude vacation vibes.

			From the twenty-third floor, you can’t see the grime or the weed shops, only the Atlantic and nostalgia. The bed is enormous, a thing of beauty. I rip the comforter off and dive into the California king bed face-first. Ah, sheets stiff with industrial detergent. Blackout curtains as effective as those solar eclipse glasses we pull out every twenty-seven years. It may as well be a goddamn Aman Resort.

			I spread out my notes, a map of adult clubs in the area, and the only photos and leads I have on Daisy. I order a cheese plate and a glass of merlot. I pump with my Elvie breast pump. Holden never latched. So we never get to share in the magical bond that they tell you about. I just get to insert my swollen nipples into a leakproof bra and a rechargeable, cordless, hands-free double breast pump with nine levels of smart, hospital-grade suction strength, and, boy, does it suck. I try to ignore the burning twitch in my nipples, scrolling through photos of Holden, missing the weight of him on my shoulder, the feeling of his tiny feathery paw wisping against my skin. His smell.

			Room service arrives just as I finish pumping. I haven’t had wine or soft cheese since before I was pregnant. I don’t even mind that the wine is lukewarm, the cheese wrapped in Saran wrap. I finish every bite, lie back on the pillows, and fall asleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			• • • • •

			The Lusty Lady was next door to a Rainforest Cafe and had French doors that opened up to the boardwalk. It was more sports bar than strip club, with a smattering of women with stretched breasts shoved into sports bras and skimpy satin athletic shorts. When they weren’t balancing trays of beer Bierhalle-style, they were slightly shimmying near big-screen TVs showing a rerun of a Devils game. The lights weren’t nearly dark enough; I could see every stain. I found the manager, a severe woman who read more social studies teacher than madam.

			“Hi, Donna. I’m Emily.” I reached out to shake her hand. She gave me a smile that said she didn’t have the energy to deal with me.

			“What can I do you for, Emily? Happy hour for another half hour.”

			“Hi…I’m just…I’m looking for a friend and was hoping you could help. I heard she maybe used to work here? Or around here?” I said, pulling out Daisy’s photo.

			Donna took the photo, studied it, then handed it back to me. “I have seen it all.” She walked away to scold a busboy. “Table 9 still needs bussing.”

			I chased after her. “Wait. Does that mean you’ve seen her?” She signaled to a bouncer, who appeared, towering over me. I got the hint.

			I walked back out onto the boardwalk, enjoying the fresh potpourri of sea air and funnel cake until a guy with a face tattoo asked me if I had any meth.

			“Not on me,” I said, for some reason.

			I tucked into the heavily air-conditioned lobby of Harrah’s and peeked at a photo of Holden that Roman texted earlier. Propped up on the couch in a fire engine onesie, holding the NogginStik, his chubby thighs on full display. What new tricks had he learned while I was getting thrown out of an Atlantic City sports bar? Did Roman even know that he was starting to roll over on his own? He could roll off the sofa.

			The revolving doors turned, and I felt a warm ocean breeze and a wash of panic. Wait. Did Roman put the NogginStik in his crib? I tried to log on to the Owlet baby monitor app, but I had low data. One of the Juju Bean moms saw the NogginStik in my posts and said she had a friend who had a friend whose baby had somehow opened a similar STEM gadget and pulled out the battery and choked on it. Dr. Brooke calls this SUID, Sudden Unexpected Infant Death, a blanket category that includes any accidental sleep-related deaths. Why wouldn’t the wi-fi work? Motherfucker. Finally, the Owlet app loaded. A grainy image of Holden sleeping, in the Love to Dream Swaddle Up sleep sack that makes him look like a snow angel, sucking on his pacifier in an empty crib.

			

			—

			It was almost two a.m. I scanned my notes against the map and decided to take an Uber to the next stop, a higher-end joint closer to Cape May. The driver dropped me outside the Peppermint Elephant, a windowless block of concrete with a parking lot still set up for a medieval times festival. Blow-up castle, turkey-leg booth. This was a much more professional operation. Twenty-dollar cover charge, two-drink minimum type of thing. That evening featured a special guest, Roxy Love, famous in certain circles after starring in a hit antiwar adult film called The Axis of Evil. Roxy was over forty, and what she lacked in youth she made up for in effort. There were costume changes—top hats and boas and a dominatrix bra with silver spikes. But the crowd looked more interested in buying the Roxy swag she’d be signing after the show.

			I ordered a club soda at the bar and slid the photo over to a bartender. “Hey, just wondering if you’ve ever seen this girl? She’s a frie—” I stopped myself. “She’s my sister. I’m trying to find her to tell her that I had a baby and that she’s an aunt.”

			“Nope. We don’t do that here,” he said, as if people come in all the time searching for long-lost aunts, daughters, mothers. He’d turned to wipe down the bar, not even glancing at Daisy’s photo. He tucked the dank rag into the back of his Dickies. I noticed how fine he was. Nordic features. Stubble that framed a jaw like a refrigerator. Biceps out of a CrossFit catalog. He was not my type. I did not gravitate to man buns. But I could hardly speak to him. He was that hot.

			“It’s just…I just thought maybe—”

			“Look, you seem like a nice lady and I’m trying to be polite,” the bartender said, giving me a little grin, a little scar below his lip. Why was this man working the bar at the Peppermint Elephant? Why wasn’t he seducing wealthy widows at mahjong, wrestling their fortunes away from estranged children? Or modeling for Karl Lagerfeld? “But I can’t help you.”

			“Right. I get it. Thanks anyway.” I swiveled to watch Roxy’s big finish. Then, an idea. I leaned my swollen boobs over the bar. “Hey, but when you get a break, do you think you could follow me outside to the alley and penetrate me so hard that I feel alive again?”

			Or at least that was what flashed briefly in my mind. In reality, I just smiled and left him a five-dollar tip.

			

			—

			When I was ten weeks pregnant, Dr. Weatherstone detected a blotchy spot on the ultrasound that she diagnosed as a “vanishing twin.” At the next checkup, it was gone. She wasn’t sure if the “dominant embryo” had “absorbed” the twin or if it had just been a glitch on the monitor. I went through the rest of my pregnancy wondering if my child ate his sibling or somebody just forgot to Windex. He’d kicked like Pelé and positioned himself so low on my diaphragm that it rendered subway stairs and burritos almost impossible. But I mostly wanted to give birth as soon as possible so that people would stop commenting on my body. Yes, I was sure there was just one in there. Or was I?

			Holden had weighed six pounds, five ounces, and had been a vaginal birth. I thought you either had a cesarean or you popped out a baby. To be clear, I never thought childbirth would be enjoyable. I never dreamed of birthing my baby at home in an inflatable pool with a midwife and patchouli burning. But nobody told me that the baby can end up getting stuck and the doctor on call won’t know what to do, so she calls a semiretired ob-gyn who used to do “assisted vaginal deliveries” in the nineties. He arrives with forceps that look medieval and you are rushed to the operating room and your husband is holding your hand as another half dozen doctors explain that by the time they get this kid out, you could die or need a blood transfusion. It is so bright under the white lights of the OR—so not the sunny delivery room with the yellow lion wallpaper—and they have to cut the epidural so you can feel yourself pushing the baby. You feel everything. You pass out from the pain, but they give you oxygen and bring you back because you need to keep pushing. They can see the baby’s head, but his neck is wrapped up in the umbilical cord. It is too late to do a cesarean, but you are losing too much blood. Until finally, they rip him out and it is violent and bloody and so, so painful.

			You hold your baby boy and look at your husband, and it is all so beautiful. It’s so beautiful that you hardly feel the pain as they put thirty-five stitches in you to sew you back together. “Fourth-degree tearing with a six-pound baby?! How’d you do that!” the nurse said when I screamed trying to pee that night. You tell me, lady.

			I couldn’t walk for three weeks. I had to sit in these warm Epsom salts baths and wear Holden’s diapers, stuffing them with ice every time I attempted to stand to get him a bottle. Roman would hear my cries in the bathroom, the stitches stinging. He’d gently knock on the door. “Get ya anything, babe?” He meant well, but what could he get me? Tylenol? A new body? He’d gone to almost every ob-gyn appointment with me when I was pregnant, but nobody goes to the urologist’s office. Nobody holds your hand through the afterbirth. Thirty-three, sitting in a urologist’s waiting room, surrounded by patients at least twice my age. Dr. Weatherstone said I’d need years of pelvic-floor therapy. This would be out-of-pocket with my insurance plan. Why did they call it that? As if I could just dig into my pocket and slap several thousand dollars into the physical therapist’s rubber glove? And, yes, like the Juju Bean moms said, pelvic-floor therapy is basically like getting finger fucked by a PT named Carleigh who is planning her wedding on Long Island and doesn’t know why she has to ask her fiancé’s sister to be maid of honor. I would always pee when I laughed, possibly have to use an at-home catheter in my thirties, and hopefully, after a lot of fighting with my insurance reps in a call center in India and years of doing Kegels (whatever those are), be able to attempt—never mind enjoy—sex again.

			So, no, I did not ask the bartender at the Peppermint Elephant to railroad me in an alley near Cape May, but now you can maybe understand why some small part of me wanted to be the kind of woman who could do that type of thing.

			

			—

			The bouncer at the next spot, Club Crush, adjacent to the Claridge Hotel, which boasted “twentieth-century-style décor,” took one look at me and said, “Nah.” He waved in a man behind me wearing all denim and white sneakers that screeched on the concrete. I showed the bouncer Daisy’s photo again.

			“Please. I’m looking for this woman.”

			He didn’t even have the urge to peek. “I’m gonna need you to leave.”

			In fairness, I wouldn’t have let me in either. I reached into my bag. As much as it pained me, I gave him a twenty. He shook his head, the “nah” implied. Another twenty. Fine, another. He gestured with his head, as if to say, Show me the girl.

			“This photo is old. I think she has longer hair now, maybe brownish auburn? Her name is Daisy. Or she might go by Jacki now…”

			He looked at the photo and then looked at me. “Man, what is this? Because if Jersey finds out that you come by, asking questions…”

			He must have assumed I was a journalist. Was it my New Yorker Festival tote bag? “Ohhh. No. No. I’m not a journalist. I used to want to be a journalist. But no, I write grants for nonprofits, do some freelance copyediting, fact-checking, it doesn’t matter. I’m on maternity leave.” His eyes narrowed. “You know what? Just forget it. But you can tell Jersey…Is he the manager?” He doesn’t answer. “I am not a journalist. I’m just a mom.”

			I sit on the sidewalk, still talking, to this bouncer, to myself, to everyone. “But I don’t even know that I’m much of that. I take off to Atlantic City because some random mom on a message board catfished me. I put my baby in front of YouTube. I just had a very close call with a NogginStik, and I heat his oatmeal in the microwave. Do you know what radiation can do to a child?”

			“Nah.”

			“Well, neither do I, but my Juju Bean mom app says it is very bad.”

			His tone shifted from irritated to concerned. “You okay, lady? You on drugs or somethin’?”

			“What? No. I’m not on drugs. I hadn’t even had soft cheese until tonight. Look, this girl, Daisy, she was my best friend in college and I’m trying to find her. Somebody—possibly a scammer on this mom app…”

			“Juju Bean?”

			“Yes. Yes. Thank you for listening. Anyway, this NJ Mom person said she saw a girl who looks like her in the area, so I reported it out and took a bus here and booked a room at the Borgata…”

			“Swanky.”

			“Why does everyone keep saying that? Look, the point is she’s still a dancer. Or at least I think she is. I don’t know. I don’t know anything.” I looked up at him, conceding. “It sounds like more of a long shot when I say it aloud.” His tough expression turned pitying. “I have no idea why Roman—that’s my husband—didn’t try to talk me out of coming down. He’s the sensible one, ya know?”

			The bouncer nodded. “That’s me with my wife.”

			“I can see that. You seem really by the book.” I collapse my head into my hands. “I’m sorry. This was dumb. Daisy’s probably dead and I let it happen.”

			Then I heard a man’s booming voice behind me…

			“She ain’t dead.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			• • • • •

			This may shock you, but Jersey wasn’t his real name. He wasn’t even from New Jersey. He grew up in Indiana, but he spent summers working as a carny in Wildwood before he got into managing girls. He told me all of this over a big-boy breakfast at the Comet Café. He looked much less intimidating under this light.

			People were always telling me things. I guess I seem so harmless that just sitting there alone at the skating rink at Melanie’s eleventh birthday party meant her dad could confide in me, slurring his words, that he’d lost his job in pharmaceutical sales and had to steal from Melanie just to cover the Mrs. Fields cookie cake. Or when I got a soft pretzel at the food court and Jessica Kerry told me she’d blown Quincy Evans in a stairwell next to the American Eagle. We weren’t even friends. I think she just needed to tell someone. I was like beige wallpaper, physically small, temperamentally flat. I didn’t seem like I’d ever tell anyone anything, and even if I wanted to, who would I tell?

			Daisy had hardly unpacked her side of the dorm room when she told me about her bipolar disorder, her demons, the pills she had to take daily. How they didn’t mix well with alcohol, so she mostly stuck to mint tea. How she’d gotten a scholarship to study art in New York but her dad wouldn’t let her go.

			“It’s strange. I feel like I can tell you anything,” she said, sitting on the end of my bed, drinking tea from her Monet’s Water Lilies mug, holding it with both hands.

			This ability to extricate people’s darkest secrets without even trying made me want to become a journalist. Why be wallpaper listening to a confessional in a corner at the Fun Zone Ice Arena when I could blast it from the rooftops in a dying print publication? I wanted to know everything, and I also wanted people to return my calls.

			I’d worked at the college newspaper, but no one was particularly impressed with my investigation into the salmonella outbreak at the faculty mess hall. I needed clips in actual publications, but I couldn’t afford to take an unpaid internship to get clips and I couldn’t get a newspaper job without clips. I lied on my résumé to temp at BuzzFeed, to organize a fashion closet at Refinery29. I bombed my interview at Glamour after one of the editors asked if I was a “makeup junkie,” as if looking at my bare face and unshaped brows didn’t answer that question. I talked my way into the IT department of Vox Media before they realized I thought C++ was a grade. I made twenty-five dollars an hour fact-checking out of a supply closet at Domino, right before the print magazine folded.

			But when it came to applying for jobs, the managing editors all told me that they only hired from the Ivy League. Really, Domino, you needed a Harvard grad to write captions about the best plastic watering cans for spring? Maybe in another life, I’d be shouting questions in a White House briefing room or sharing truffle fries with a celebrity at the Polo Lounge.

			But instead, I was using my extraction skills to try to get Jersey, the manager at Club Crush, to tell me anything he could remember about Daisy. I want to say “The House of the Rising Sun” was playing on the jukebox, but I may be imagining that.

			“And that was when?” I asked Jersey, jotting in my reporter’s notebook.

			“Six, maybe seven years ago?” he said, wiping up some ketchup with a piece of white bread.

			I flipped back to my earlier Daisy notes. “Strange. I got nothing on OnlyFans. One hit on Myspace on the Wayback. If you’ve got a cell? Or an email?”

			He chewed, washed it down with coffee, then said, “You’ve got to change your way of thinking.”

			Jersey had been managing Atlantic City “titty bars” since 2012 and fashioned himself a bit of a local legend. He used to work in hard core. “And I’m not talkin’ online. Any asshole incel with a dial-up can find hard core on Pornhub. I mean the high end, the, uh, services your, uh, ‘friend’ was into, or shit, perfected…”

			I listened silently. People always want to fill silences. I noticed two very drunk girls, all lip gloss and Lycra, laughing at the counter.

			“Look, this Daisy, or whatever, she’s been through it…” Jersey said, making a circling motion with his index finger at the side of his head. “Jesus willing, she comes out of it on the other side. But there are people…” He briefly glanced at the diner’s entrance. “There are reasons why I can’t tell you anything else.”

			The waitress laid the check on the table. Jersey eyed it. I pulled out some cash, pleading, “Do you know how I can find her?”

			“Try her grandma? They were close. She used to call her. I’m a big believer in family.” He stood up, sure that the grandma was in “some old-age home” in Texas.

			Queenie. Daisy’s grandmother. Of course. Why hadn’t I thought of that? “Thank you. If you see Daisy, can you tell her—”

			He shook his head. “Lady. You need a professional.”

			I stopped him, putting my hand on his hand. “I can’t afford a PI. Just tell her I’m looking for her? Please.”

			He looked at our hands, touching. A wry smile. He hung on, moving his forefinger a touch on my wrist. I jerked away. Jersey stood up to leave. “Be good, now.”

			I sat alone watching the drunk girls, thinking of Daisy. One of them suddenly fell off her stool, sloppy. Her bag spilled on the floor.

			

			—

			“Her name was Lola. She was a showgirl. With yellow feathers in her hair and a dress cut down to there…” I was rushing through George Bush Intercontinental Airport toward the Avis counter singing Barry Manilow. I’d tried Elmo, the Laurie Berkner Band, “Baby Beluga,” “Baby Shark,” the Okee Dokee Brothers, the Kiboomers, and the Wiggles. The Juju Bean moms sent me playlists. Recorded themselves singing lullabies, playing the harmonica. But nothing soothed Holden like “Copacabana.”

			“Hold up,” Roman said, cutting off my big finish. I clenched my teeth, anticipating the fight. He was cool with one night in Atlantic City, but I don’t think Roman had grasped my full commitment to this missing person search until I booked the next flight to Houston to chase down a lead from a New Jersey pimp.

			“Roman,” I said slowly, trying again to explain why the trip to Katy, Texas, was life-or-death. “Jersey said that Daisy is alive, and her grandma is the only person she kept in touch with.”

			I scanned the board of Avis Preferred members. I love few things in life like a loyalty program. I found my name assigned to a space in the parking lot.

			“This was supposed to be a bus ride to Atlantic City. Now you’re flying all over the country—”

			“All over the country? It’s a three-hour flight. Booked it on miles. I’m back late tonight.” I walked outside. The humidity hit me like a steel-toed boot to the belly. One blast and I was transported back.

			“It’s another day away,” Roman said.

			“Oh, right, but you can fly to Australia—with a two-night stopover in Bangkok!”

			“It was cheaper with a stopover.”

			“Who knows what goes on there? But I can’t fly to Houston—”

			“You think I wanted to leave? I had to go home.”

			“And visit James might-be-a-sex-tourist Townsend in Thailand?” Holden’s whimpering grew louder in the background. “Did you change him?” I asked. “He’s probably dirty.”

			“He’s not dirty…” I heard Roman sniff. “He might be dirty.”

			Last week, at Holden’s three-month checkup, Roman helped get his diaper off to do the exam. As he untaped the Pampers, the nurse smiled and called him a “hands-on dad.” “You’re lucky,” she told me.

			This laughably low bar totally inflated Roman’s ego and his sense of how much he actually contributed, rendering it impossible to have a rational discussion about the division of labor. That same day, I’d fed Holden seventeen times, wheeled him around to six different public parks, even though it still hurt to walk. I swapped out exactly four onesies, reapplied sunscreen three times, changed who knows how many diapers, one of which led to a big flood of piss in my face in a Starbucks bathroom in SoHo as French tourists banged on the door. When Holden finally took a nap at home, tan lines from where his onesie had been, even with SPF 50, I used the time to sit in an Epsom salts bath to soften the pain and rub hemorrhoid cream on my asshole before trying out a postnatal perineal scar massager—and trust me when I tell you, this doesn’t feel like a massage. I even got to take a new cracked-nipple soothing spray for a whirl. I washed the onesies and a BuyBuy Baby’s worth of bottles, and, when Holden woke up, we read twelve board books about tractors, three of them bilingual. Roman untaped the Pampers.

			Roman slept through the night and worked all day. I lived in a constant jet lag–like state in which the days and nights never started or ended. Roman organized balance sheets. The only organizing I did was of the Baby Essentials Plastic Baby Diaper Caddy. He delivered PowerPoint presentations. I went to pelvic-floor therapy and my only adult interaction mostly happened on the Juju Bean app. I was bored, exhausted, and very dumb. But it was much worse than that because I had to pretend to be blissful. A blissed-out new mom enjoying this special time with my baby. I’d read all the books—Cherish the First Six Weeks and Bringing Up Bébé. Nobody wrote about how you might find yourself feeling so weary and restless—without a second to rest—that you dive into a quixotic pursuit to find a long-lost friend. But I think what really bothered me was that Roman still knew exactly who he was, whereas I’d completely lost who I used to be, misplaced somewhere next to Roman’s wallet. Now, where did I put her? Each morning, on my way out with Holden, I’d catch a passing glimpse of myself in the mirror. I’d squint—who’s that?

			“I miss you guys,” I said, trying to reassure Roman. “I didn’t want to come here, but if anyone will know, her grandma will. They were so close. Daisy worshipped Queenie.”

			“That’s a name?”

			“It was Eleanor, but everyone called her Queenie. I don’t know. It’s River Oaks.”

			Roman kept asking questions, and I kept answering.

			Him: “Do you want the babysitter to bathe him?”

			Me: “Yes, I left her all the instructions in the Skip Hop Moby Bath Bundle, and I left the Noodle and Boo newborn shampoo. That’s his favorite.”

			Him: “What time is Mandarin story time at the library?”

			Me: “Noon, in the little garden on Elizabeth Street. It’s all taped to the fridge.”

			Him: “Should I defrost another bottle?”

			Me: “What? No. I labeled each feeding. You have plenty. I’m not a goat.”

			Him: “Where is his library class?”

			Me: “The little garden on Elizabeth Street.”

			…and so on, as I walked to find my Nissan Altima.

			But all I could think about was how hot it had been when I first met Daisy. How she smelled so crisp, so adult. How she rubbed oil all over her legs so that they glistened in the beating sun. How cool and light it felt to be eighteen and under the heavy AC of a buffet of bad cafeteria food and literature classes and a dorm room at the end of the hall on the seventeenth floor, all paid for by our absent parents. How breezy and easy and spoiled we’d been.

			I’d gotten into the Nissan Altima and turned on the air when I heard the babysitter ring the doorbell. Roman unlocked the door, Holden in the background. “Hiya,” Roman said, oozing charm. “I’m Roman. Christine, right? I think you spoke to my wife—”

			“Catherine. The babysitter’s name is Catherine,” I yelled.

			“Let me pay you…Where is my wallet?” I imagined him scrambling. Every. Single. Morning. The wallet, conspicuously missing.

			“Rome. You got this. I gotta go. Love you,” I said, and hung up. I pulled onto the access road of I-10, open road and one step closer to Daisy.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			• • • • •

			It had been five years since I’d driven that stretch of highway. Five years since I’d stopped at a Buc-ee’s, billed as the world’s largest gas station, with its rows of bathroom stalls, a barbecue station, and several aisles of Jesus-themed bric-a-brac. I pause a Zadie Smith novel on Audible, fill up the Nissan, and walk inside Buc-ee’s to pay, taking in the seventy-thousand-square-foot rest stop. I toss a brick of Eager Beaver Selection Box of saltwater taffy, the kind that Roman devoured when I brought them back to him when we were dating. The cashier asks if I want to round up for the Voices of Hope Ministries’ boys’ services.

			“Why not?”

			

			—

			I drove away thinking that Roman would’ve rounded up. I never envisioned myself ending up with someone like Roman, but that is because I never knew someone like Roman. For one, he was employed. And not just employed, but employed in the most sensible of careers—accounting. He had a 401(k) and parents who were still married. He was so normal, it was radical. A tattoo sticking out of a Brooks Brothers button-down. A look of nothing that said everything. It said that he didn’t care about your approval. I’d been so desperate to be this idea of a girl I hardly resembled. But with Roman, I didn’t have to try. We could just be. I am certain there had been men before him, but I can’t remember any of them. Oatmeal for breakfast. Everyone before Roman had become bland mush in my brain.

			

			—

			I met him on a Saturday night in March in the living room of a brand-new seven-story condo building in Red Hook that felt held together by Scotch tape and drywall. It had a disco ball and was packed with a dozen or so girls whose midriffs showed under puffer coats. Roman was in a corner talking to one of the midriff girls. I wasn’t one to pursue men, especially not men at a party with a pile of Canada Goose thrown on a Craigslist sectional, but I was bored and he had the alcohol. So I walked over and asked if he was playing bartender. The “bar,” in this case, was a folding table covered with a floral waxed tablecloth by a window that didn’t open. It wobbled and was covered in jugs of lukewarm Jarritos and a couple of bottles of cheap vodka. Limes for the Jose Cuervo, all sucked dry. Glossy lip stains on plastic cups.

			“What can I getchya?”

			“A Chablis.”

			The thing about Australians is that they always know when you’re taking the piss. “I’ve got the finest box of that in the fridge.” He had a crooked smile and smelled like Old Spice and ash. I asked if he had a cigarette.

			“I don’t smoke.”

			“You don’t smoke anything?”

			Ten minutes later, we were on the roof sharing a joint that I’d just rolled. Pot wasn’t legal yet in New York. Now the entire city smells like a hippy’s armpit, but in those days, it was still like fresh turf burning in the Irish countryside at Christmas. The weed was stronger than I expected, and we weren’t so much talking as sinking into ourselves. There are two types of stoners: the kind who cracks everyone up and the kind who laughs their ass off. Roman and I were instantly compatible.

			“What do you do, Chablis? Besides roll an impressive joint.”

			“I’m a poet.”

			“Well, fuck me, read me a poem.”

			“Absolutely not.”

			But he begged and pleaded, and I felt the cold March air and the marijuana, so I recited the poem I wrote about the first time I saw snow. “Winter of ’99.”

			I know it will only last a day,

			but still I build myself a sled,

			saw away at a rotting water ski,

			and transform the slalom

			my oldest cousin fractured her femur on

			into something useful.

			Roman made a listening face that made me cackle. He shushed me. When I finished, he was silent. Then, “That’s it? That’s the whole thing?”

			“It’s about snow.”

			“I got that.”

			“You hate it. It’s dumb. I wrote it years ago.”

			“I don’t hate it. I just—didn’t expect you to be good.”

			“Wow. Thanks.”

			“No, I mean—fuck. It’s brilliant. Who knew I’d be getting high with Emily bloody Dickinson?”

			I averted my eyes. How to tell him that I was actually a half-employed temp? I’d hardly written anything new since I moved to New York. I’d dabbled in a part-time MFA program at CUNY, but I didn’t have the undergrad credits and I needed to pay for rent and cold brew. “Yeah, well, I mostly write grants, some freelance articles for magazines.”

			“What kind of articles?”

			My eyebrows knit together. Did he really care? My last assignment was to track down things that cost a dollar for the New York Daily News. “And it couldn’t be sketchy.”

			“No hand jobs?” He sipped his beer, his eyes cocked at me, mischievous.

			“Those cost more than a dollar. They don’t call it a job for nothing. I tracked down a goldfish, a one-minute foot massage…”

			“Go on, ya. That is some intrepid journalism.”

			“…and a one-dollar slice.” I leaned my torso over the balcony. “Actually, I think Dom’s Dollar Slice is right near here.”

			Roman extended a hand to pull me along with him, until we were floating down the stairs, right past the party, something out of an Esther Williams movie.

			I liked watching Roman take his first bite of greasy, mediocre pizza that tastes like the best slice in Naples when you’re that stoned. “Damn, that is delicious. I’m new to New York. See, this is the kind of news I can use.”

			“What? Your girlfriend didn’t tell you about the one-dollar goldfish?”

			“She did not.” A breath, an admission. “I’m Australian, Chablis; we hardly have to open our mouths to do very well for ourselves in New York.”

			“Not with me. See, I prefer swarthy, hirsute men. No interest in Australians. You’re like an entire nation of the football players who teased me in high school—except beefier and drunker and you watch crap soap operas and it’s a damn crime what you did to the Aboriginal people.”

			“I take issue with that…Home and Away is not crap.”

			He inched closer. That crooked smile again. His blue-green eyes so intensely focused on mine. An attraction that hit me like a crowbar.

			“Where do you live?” he asked.

			“The East Village.”

			He tilted his head, grinning slow. “So why the fuck aren’t we there?”

			I don’t remember Roman flagging a taxi. I only remember his fingers inside me, and the window cracked, and gasping for cold air as we drove over the Brooklyn Bridge. The way Roman pulled down my tights and touched me under my dress and winter coat, not like the guys I met on dating apps. I mean, does anyone really enjoy getting fingered? This was different. It was as if he’d taken an anatomy class of only my body.

			“Where’s this bloody apartment?”

			I’d forgotten we were even in a taxi, headed anywhere but toward each other. “Just up here. By the Whole Foods…and…the TD Bank,” I said through heavy breaths.

			We were both still wearing our jackets when we hit the bed and his head was between my legs. He pulled down my tights and slicked out of his peacoat. I unwrapped my scarf, still dotted with pizza crumbs and ash. Then he was on top of me, and I was on top of him, and when it was all done we both fell back on our backs. The radiator gaped. The room was a wreck, a pile of sheets and winter clothes and sweat.

			We looked at each other and laughed. Sex wasn’t something I did that often. Much less sex with a stranger. He opened his arm, signaling for me to move closer. I lay my head on the fleshy part of his chest. I fit perfectly, a memory foam pillow. I rubbed my finger over his sandy chest hair. “Hmm. You’re hirsute enough, ya know.”

			He ran his finger over a horseshoe of a scar under my breasts, kissed my forehead, then realized something. “What’s your name?”

			“Emily,” I said. “My name is Emily.”

			We spent every night together after that. On weekends, we’d hardly leave the bed, except to see a Bill Murray movie and Midnight Cowboy at the Metrograph. I always thought that in order for me to be attracted to a guy, he needed to be aloof. To tell me not to sleep over because his girlfriend would be back in the morning. Or to dump me on my birthday, like the junior editor of an online men’s magazine had done. I’d even gotten a spray tan for the occasion, and there I stood on a West Village sidewalk wondering what I’d done wrong, my palms the color of a traffic cone. Before Roman, I dated a freelance photojournalist with a studio apartment in Harlem with a mattress on the floor who would not stop talking about how much better life was in Guatemala. (He was not Guatemalan.) We were eating arepas in Morningside Heights one night when he told me his ex-girlfriend was moving back to New York, and he really wanted to give it another shot. He paid for his share of the eleven-dollar check and then slid it my way, noting that my two strawberry-lime licuados actually cost more than his “cerveza.” Roman did not do any of those things. Yet he still exuded an air of mystery that frightened me just enough.

			For one, it had been a month and I’d never seen his apartment. I didn’t want to ask. I didn’t want to seem insecure. In Roman’s mind, I was still the cool poet who got high at parties and knew where to get a one-dollar foot massage (Waterlily Spa on Forsyth). So I lied. I said there was a bedbug infestation.

			“They’ve got to fumigate all the apartments. Sleep at yours tonight?”

			“I’m not itching.”

			“It’s Randy’s place, two floors up. They’re treating the whole building just to be safe.”

			“Emily. You’re a shit liar,” he said, chuffed at himself for catching me.

			“Fine. Why have you never invited me over? What are you hiding? Do you collect human skulls or Beanie Babies or something?”

			“No,” he said. “It’s way more gone than that.”

			That night, Roman was lying on his back on the bed, staring at the ceiling of the apartment on East Thirty-Eighth Street that he shared with two Scottish guys who worked at Citibank. Or was it Pricewaterhouse? And I was staring into the aquarium of his emotional-support turtle.

			Roman got Turtly when he was ten. Something to comfort him after all the “unpleasantness”—that’s what they called it—with the priest at the Holy Cross School for Boys. It only happened once. He hardly remembered it—or even really knew what it was—until teachers and adults and the police and then the media all started asking questions. A pet was the child psychiatrist’s idea. Roman’s eldest sister was allergic to dogs, but nobody realized turtles live a human lifespan. So, here was Roman, twenty-two years later, sharing a bedroom, hardly big enough to fit a double bed, with a living reminder of the worst thing that ever happened to him.

			I lay on the bed next to him. “Why not just give it away? Or let it go in a pond?”

			“Her. She’s a girl. Not an it. A pond? That is some cold-blooded shit.”

			“Sorry.” My stomach sank. I’d fucked it all up. Here he’d opened up to me and I’d been insensitive. Then—

			“I’m messing with you, Em. A pond is actually a good idea.”

			I lay next to him. Took his hand. Let the silence sit there, until he was ready.

			“I don’t know. I guess it’s kind of…It’s like…” I watched Roman’s math brain search for the right words. His eyes scanned the ceiling. “It’s like…none of us can get rid of the things that happen to us when we’re young. So what if mine is…it’s like, instead of mine being this scar you can see or some messed-up shit I tell some fuckin’ shrink, it’s a turtle…She stinks, but…I don’t know…She’s just part of me now, I guess. Something I have to take care of, ya know?” He turned his head, looking at me, realizing. “I’ve never told anyone that. You think I’m a proper fuckin’ basket case, don’t ya? I don’t blame you if you make a fuckin’ run for—” I kissed him.

			We didn’t leave his bedroom for two days except for when Roman ran out to buy fresh baguettes at the French bakery downstairs. From that moment on, I knew that we’d always be together. That we’d be a family: Roman, Turtly, and me. I told him that things had happened to me, too. Things anyone else would’ve considered a grotesque stain. And we left it at that. He didn’t ask any questions. We lay in bed, laughing and fucking and kissing through warm bites of bread.

			When we moved in together, I’d lie awake listening to Roman breathing and shifting in his sleep and think about how your worst secrets can sometimes seal you to a person in the best way. My love for Roman was so intense then that I wanted to live inside his chest. I wanted him to inhale me and keep me prisoner in his rib cage and never cough me out. Four years later we thought we might have a baby. We’d never talked about it before, and even when we did, I didn’t think about it so much as becoming a mother as morphing my love for Roman into a small, squishy human, and how I’d really like to meet that person and dress them in tiny overalls and take them to the Egypt room at the Museum of Natural History on the C train. That mix of Roman and me.

			Now I sometimes wake up and wonder, Who is this man? What is a turtle doing in my apartment? When he catches my eyes studying him—studying my new life—in this way, he will tilt his head down a little and lift his eyebrows and say, “Hello, wife? I’m Roman.” And I’ll say, “Hello, husband.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			• • • • •

			On our third date, over Thai food in Queens, Roman told me his mom, Sue, had been a social worker before she married his dad. But one night, a man from the halfway house whom Sue had been helping to get back on his feet followed Sue home and tried to assault her. His dad just happened to have been driving by her house to leave a mixtape, heavy on hair metal and Depeche Mode, in her mailbox. He heard Sue scream and beat the guy to a bloody pulp. They got married three weeks later. Sue never worked again.

			I told him my mom was a Taurus and that she did tarot card readings and was on the hunt for a fourth husband. “Pass the larb?”

			Roman overshared about his family as a way of prodding me, trying to get me to tell him about my past. I never talked about college or the years before I moved to New York. I hardly ever talked about ex-boyfriends or my early twenties. I had no fun stories. No Prague youth hostel or backpacking on a Eurail pass; no dancing on a table at Señor Frog’s or stumbling home on Orchard Street after a night at Pizza Beach, holding a girlfriend’s hair back as she cried and vomited over some boy named Jordon. It seemed like he’d go back to Neolithic times before I even told him my middle name.

			Even as we melded together so naturally, I kept swaths of my past, my family, in a safe he’d never crack. Maybe he liked that. We’d only been dating for a couple of months when Roman asked me to go home with him to Melbourne. It was his grandmother’s eightieth birthday and he wanted me to meet his Gigi. Roman’s mother is the best mother I’ve ever met. She is the kind of mother who let her kids play in the field all day until they came home for meat pie. She always has snacks in the pantry and remembers friends’ and teachers’ names. She keeps scrapbooks of clippings for each of her three children: a golden curl from Roman’s first haircut, a Jumanji movie ticket, a molar on a pillow, like a museum’s tiny crown. Sue looks like she spent her entire childhood at the beach before sunscreen was a thing and hasn’t bought herself anything new in twenty years. She is gorgeous.

			The first time I met Sue, in Roman’s childhood home, a cookie-cutter brick two-story on the outskirts of Melbourne with a wild backyard that emptied out into a grassy expanse with a rushing stream, she’d hugged me so hard that my feet levitated. She loved me immediately, because Roman loved me. That was enough.

			When Roman told his mom that I was expecting, she offered to stay with us for a month to help with the baby. She’d done this with all her grandchildren. She wasn’t about to let distance stop her. We sent her every ultrasound. She’d call us and gush, “My American grandson.” How she could already see his fingernails. Or how she could tell he’d be athletic like his dada. Or she’d point out the shape of his cranium and say he’ll be a math genius, like Roman.

			Before Holden was even born, Sue sent us a lifetime supply of Australian stuffies. The nursery was filled with wallabies and quokkas, two echidnas, and more koalas than any child needs. We’d been so certain that Grandma Sue would swoop in on a Qantas flight and show us how to keep our newborn alive that we hardly listened in the infant safety class. Other parents-to-be took notes and practiced slapping the back of a raggedy doll at the Little Hearts Baby Zone, in a walk-up office building above a Chipotle in Kips Bay. Not us. We had Sue. In a particularly terrifying portion of the class, titled “Fire Prevention for Babies,” the instructor showed us a photo of a baby playing with a wad of electrical cords. A haggard mom heating a kettle on an open flame. A baby permanently disfigured. That reminded me that we should do Korean BBQ that night, before we had to keep our baby away from all heat sources. Roman couldn’t have agreed more.

			Then Gigi got sick. They gave her months to live. Sue had to stay in Melbourne.

			So each week, Sue tries to figure out the time difference so that she can FaceTime with her American grandson. She tries to stay upbeat and cheerful, but she is heartbroken. Instead of showing us how to sponge bathe Holden in a sink, and clean the little wound where his umbilical cord fell off, Sue is on the other side of the world spoon-feeding soft foods and filing nails and nursing dry skin.

			The first night we brought Holden home, Sue sang “Wobble Wombat” over FaceTime, the same song she sang to Roman when he was a baby. She started to cry. “I looove loooove loooove you,” Sue said, not just to Holden, but to all three of us.

			I took Roman’s hand. The problem with having a family tree with roots that are intact—and not eating themselves alive with some fungal infection like mine—is that you feel everything. The nonstop flood of fear and guilt and caregiving and grief.

			There is never time on these calls to grab the phone, to take Sue on FaceTime into the bathroom and lock the door and ask her to tell me everything. Tell me, Sue, how do I become a good mom? How do I keep my baby alive? Please, Sue—someone?—tell me.

			“We love you, too, Ma,” Roman said. “Miss you,” I added, and more pure truth couldn’t possibly travel through a spotty FaceTime connection.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			• • • • •

			The Royal Robson Ranch in Katy, Texas, outside Houston, was neither royal nor a ranch. But the high-end retirement community did have the feel of a country club for the aged, complete with tennis courts, a putting green, and a petting zoo. Goat yoga had reached Texas. I’d called around to neighbors, family friends. Toward the end of our freshman year, Queenie took Daisy to lunch at a tearoom with cheese cookies and cinnamon rolls. Daisy wore a floral romper that made her look eleven. I told her this and she said we are like onions. Eighteen, but also, inside, eleven, and twelve, and seven. Sometimes we throw a tantrum, because a toddler is still in there, too, somewhere. Daisy came back with a warm cinnamon roll for me in her backpack.

			Queenie had advanced dementia and had lived at Robson for seven years. After Daisy’s grandpa Popo died, Queenie had tried to hold on to the Colonial Revival with the wraparound porch and the giant oak trees on Figueroa Street for as long as she could. She kept Daisy’s room perfectly intact, the canopy bed, the journals with little silver locks, the crimping iron and stacks of Seventeen magazine, thinking maybe she would come home, get clean, sleep for a month. But then Queenie took a bad fall and Daisy’s mom decided she needed to be in a home.

			Queenie had a corner suite with a Mexican Talavera vase filled with silk bluebonnets. She had Daisy’s art on the walls. I recognized the paintings immediately—abstract expressionist splashes of color, evocative pops of shapes and textures on top of vague figures etched in charcoal. I brought yellow roses and pralines and told the front desk that I was family. Queenie still exuded the class and posture of a debutante, sitting in a rocking chair under a quilt. It was a real feat to behold, that she could be suffering from advanced dementia in a senior home in the Houston sprawl and still, somehow, look like Helen Mirren.

			“Emily…Emily…” Queenie said, searching. “We had an Emily in the family.” I smiled. Everyone had an Emily in the family. I was cursed with one of those 1990s names.

			“When was the last time you saw Daisy?” I asked.

			Queenie shook her head. I poured her a glass of water. She took a sip. “Who?”

			There was a blankness behind Queenie’s eyes. It made me sad, how all of us, if we’re lucky, grow old and forgetful and nobody cares.

			“I see my grandbaby everywhere,” Queenie said, staring out the window. I glimpsed a woman in a cashmere set and pearls leading an old man around.

			“Has she been to visit lately?”

			I stood, cracked the little floral book with handwritten addresses, snapping a quick photo of the page with family contacts. Mostly landline numbers and hotmail.com emails. I wrote my contact information on a slip of paper and left it there, in case Daisy checked in or visited. “Anything you can tell me? Is she still a, um, dancer? I want to help.”

			“She moved up east,” Queenie said. In Texas “up east” could mean almost anything—New Jersey, Boston, Chicago.

			“Do you know where? I tried Atlantic City, but that was a dead end.”

			My desperation washed over Queenie with the gush of the ceiling fan. She looked right past my question, took a yellow diamond ring off her finger, placed it in my hand. “Sell it. Get yourself something nice. Whatever you need.”

			I studied the ring. A family heirloom. It looked expensive. I tried to give it back. “I can’t take this,” I said, uneasy. Why hadn’t Queenie just given the ring to Daisy years ago? I remembered how badly she’d needed money. How I’d smuggled food out of the cafeteria when her meal plan got cut off. How we took her gold locket—the one with a photo of Daisy and her mom, looking identical as little girls—to a pawn shop so that she could buy secondhand books.

			Queenie insisted. “I said to take the damn thing.”

			An aide peeked her head in the room. “Everything okay, Mrs. Laramie?” But she just stared out the window. The aide walked inside, straightened her blanket.

			“Hi. I’m just leaving,” I said. “She must be tired. We’ve been catching up for a while.” I put the ring on my finger and whispered in Queenie’s ear. “I promise you, you have my word, I will find Daisy and give this to her. I will get her back to you.” She smelled like Holden, baby powder, and Aquaphor. I kissed her head. And then I left.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			• • • • •

			I paused in the bedroom doorway to watch Holden sleeping on Roman’s chest. They had the same demure snore, sandpaper on a floorboard. I stood in the doorway savoring this chorus, the sight of their chests moving together, waves at low tide. The moment was abruptly cut short when I remembered Dr. Brooke’s warnings about co-sleeping, sudden death, suffocation, SIDS, overheating. Danger Zone. The sleepy father who dozes off, then wakes to find his infant blue. Two boys, beautiful, napping, only one wakes up. Dr. Brooke warned that even if nothing catastrophic happened, your child would never grow up to be an independent adult. Would allowing Holden to nap on his dad’s chest mean that he’d be sleeping on our sofa posting on Reddit and playing Halo in his boxer shorts into his thirties? I couldn’t risk it.

			I lifted Holden and thrust him over my shoulder. His body sank against mine, warm and settled. We were both home. I moved a wombat, sat in the rocking chair in his nursery, settling Holden on my collarbone. I kneaded my aching breasts, trying to quiet the thrum. Holden softened into my skin. I wondered if this was what all those marsupials felt like, their babies in pouches. We spent the rest of the night like that, drifting in and out of sleep. Holden, fussy and hungry. Me, grateful, after a day away, just wanting to be food again, but my breast milk never did come on demand. “You deserve better, bud,” I whispered in his ear, brushing his head. “My body’s a lemon, my brain’s scrambled eggs, my bank account’s nonexistent, and I can’t even give you a meal.” That was when the milk finally gushed out into the pumps, more than I’d ever produced. Holden drank…at 11:19…and 12:04…and 2:33…and 4:47…and 5:37…until his lips and cheeks were full and rosy. His lashes fluttering. We both fell asleep, the love in that room scaring me with its crushing weight. We were one koala, nourishing itself.

			At 7:17 a.m., Roman pecked me on the forehead. I inhaled his scent, Old Spice and Brylcreem. “The little man slept like a champ…” It’s as if we existed in different worlds. My labor, a dream he forgot about when he woke up. “How was Squeaky?” he asked, wrestling around.

			“Queenie,” I corrected him. I didn’t even have to open my eyes to know. “Your wallet’s on the kitchen island,” I said. “She’s gotten so old. It was sad. I couldn’t really get through.”

			“Well, babe, it was a bold move.” Roman grabbed his wallet, his eyes scanning a credit card bill. The flashing red balance: $13,942.17. His face tightened. “Sort of like trying to start a family if you aren’t a fucking billionaire.”

			I had the sudden urge to grab on to his pant leg. Even when I was a girl, I was terrible at making people stay. My dad. Daisy. Even the basset hound we inherited from the neighbors. I never felt strong enough to stand in the way of the world’s gravitational pull. If you want to chase the neighbor’s bichon frise into a ditch, who am I to stop you? But I couldn’t keep anything inside anymore. “Don’t go,” I said, trying not to cry. “Not yet.”

			“We’ve got an all-hands with Asia. But tell me all about your trip tonight?”

			Tonight? By tonight, my brain would be calcified, back into mommy-and-me mode. I will have forgotten entirely how to have an adult conversation. Roman opened the door and left. A swell of construction dust blew open my “Daisy” file. I went to the bathroom to pee, to clean up the blood that flows every night. Nothing to worry about, they always say. But it felt thicker that day, more gelatinous. A color dark like port wine. I started to worry. I searched for my phone to ask the internet. Wait, Dr. Weatherstone told me to never ask the internet. I started to text Sue, then I stopped. How to tell my mother-in-law about blood clots in a text? Holden started to wail.

			I walked to the nursery to pick him up. He had brown pajamas and a white beanie on that made him look like a tiny Viking. I gave him a bottle and started to pack for the day. I try to strap him to my chest in the Omni Breeze Dream Carrier, but he’s too squirmy for any of its four ergonomic, lumbar-supported, breathable positions and it gets tangled. It looks like I’m wearing a straitjacket.

			I put Holden in the Yoyo. Finally, I had a lead. I glanced at my finger—a yellow diamond ring the size of Jupiter, evidence that the trip to Texas mattered. Queenie hadn’t delivered a breakthrough, but she’d given me a newfound determination. Holden and I wouldn’t have another day drifting aimlessly around the city. We had a mission. “We’re going to find Daisy. Aren’t we, little koala? Yes. Yes, we are.”

			Holden babbles, smacking his palms together. “What’s that? You think I’m crazy?” He looks at me, a whiff of gas. “Well, that is your opinion, little man.”

			

			—

			The Juju Bean moms have lives almost identical to my own, all stuck in the postpartum sludge. And yet, I cannot help my visceral aversion to talking to them.

			Audrey, an alpha mom, lives in the redbrick tower directly across from ours and is very up on the Juju Bean scene. She used to do strategy for a famous chef who got #MeToo’d and now she consults part time from home. The first time I met Audrey, she cornered me near the mailboxes and cocked her head at the Dunkin’ bag at the bottom of my stroller.

			“Hey, I noticed you eat mass-produced gluten. And you’re still breastfeeding?”

			“No. I actually bake them myself with all organic ingredients in my convection oven. I just put them in this bag.”

			Audrey looked confused. “Oh.”

			She had soft laugh lines and oversize aviator glasses hanging on a vintage Orioles T-shirt that her baby nipped at. “Stop that, Sloany. Stop it.” Sloane did not stop.

			The next time we ran into each other, Audrey told me she had a high-risk pregnancy. “I got pregnant at forty,” she said. “With my own egg, before you ask—”

			I felt bile building. I wanted to yell, “Who cares?” I am still wearing ice diapers and bleed when I pee. I am an animal that was split down the middle and sewn back together. Audrey placed Sloane back in her UppaBaby Vista V3, “where luxury meets comfort.”

			What was wrong with me? Maybe if I gave Audrey a chance, if we went to get pinot grigio and spicy Brussels sprouts, I’d end up liking her, but neither of us has the time to do that, so I dislike her, because it’s easier and I am exhausted.

			Then there was the other issue with befriending Audrey. If we ever really became close, I’d have to tell her that sometimes, during late-night feedings, her husband, Stu (or Stuart?), stares out of the window of his office, into my baby’s room, as I pump. Ever since a spate of break-ins, the yard between our buildings is lit with floodlights, so even though it’s the middle of the night, Stu gets a full-frontal view. Every time I talk to Audrey, I get tongue-tied. How to tell her that her husband has seen my nipples?

			That morning, Audrey posted that a bunch of the Juju Bean moms were planning an IRL meetup for Yoga & Chocolate in Chelsea. The magnesium in the chocolate is supposed to help the body’s muscles relax and accelerate the brain’s neurotransmitters. Or some shit like that. Several moms commented that they wanted to make sure the chocolate was vegan. (It was.) A couple of others said they didn’t feel comfortable consuming sugar while breastfeeding. Others equated cacao to caffeine, which was basically like smoking crack. Fine, we’ll just do yoga. No chocolate.

			“See you Tuesday?” Audrey said when we ran into each other outside the package room. We each waited for our piles of Amazon deliveries.

			“Um…Yeah…What’s Tuesday?” I asked. Your husband has seen my nipples.

			“Yoga & Chocolate? You RSVP’d yes on Juju Bean.”

			I did? I couldn’t tell her I had no recollection of this, so instead I said, “Totally…Yep. It’s in my calendar.” I hadn’t kept a calendar since I went on maternity leave. Roman and I have an intricate system of Post-it notes to remind each other of pediatrician checkups, dentist appointments, an exterminator the neighbors used for their moth infestation, et cetera. But Audrey seems like the kind of mom who keeps a calendar, so that is the kind of mom I want her to think that I am, too.

			“Don’t expect a Yoga Vida class, but it’s serviceable,” Audrey said, balancing a Bonjour Fresh meal delivery box on the back of her UppaBaby.

			I watched her walk away with a hint of affection. Here was a woman who went from working for one of the world’s top chefs to assembling a box of the sagging, precut ingredients into a Parmesan-crusted chicken for two.

			

			—

			There is no reason for the driver on the M14 crosstown bus to make me collapse my stroller, except that it is technically an MTA rule, and maybe he was bullied as a child? Even if I were deft enough to cradle Holden, who has better than average head control for his age, and collapse the BabyZen Yoyo stroller with the other hand, while climbing the stairs to the bus, I’d still need another hand to tap my phone. The story of my life in New York, always needing another hand. I try to swipe my phone without dropping my baby or the stroller, when Sue calls via FaceTime. A woman behind me laden with red plastic shopping bags lets out an impatient groan. The driver eventually rolls his eyes, waving me on. “Appreciate that,” I say, noticing Sue’s photo fade in my hand.

			I find a seat, put the stroller back together, and put Holden back inside. I am sweating, out of breath. The bus hasn’t moved. I call Sue back on FaceTime, trying to remember if it is very early or very late there. Her face fills the screen. I aim the phone into Holden’s stroller. “Say g’day to Grandma Sue.” We haven’t worked out what Holden will call her. “That needs some work,” Sue says. We don’t have time to talk. A man in a security-guard uniform reading the New York Post shoots me a look.

			That is the way it goes with Grandma Sue. She does her best, but she’s on the opposite side of the Earth. We are so far apart from each other, divided by not only oceans but waves. Sue’s emotions tethered to updates from oncologists, results of clinical trials. Ours, coiled and sprung at the opposite ends of life.

			“Hey, Sue. Sorry…I’m on a bus…Can we talk later? We miss you.”

			“Go on. I’ll let you go,” she says.

			And she does; she lets us go.

			

			—

			By the time I power walk six blocks to yoga, I am a mess. The other parents, in pre-baby athleisure, sit in lotus pose, their babies squirming on mats in the sunny studio with the redbrick walls. The instructor enters and paces barefoot. “Take a deep breath in. Whether you entered the space feeling serene, peaceful, composed…” she says. Her eyes scan all the other moms. Then her eyes land on me and she gives a tiny smile. “Or you rushed here, frazzled, stressed, burned-out…”

			Audrey, in a prime spot with a sleeping Sloane, shoots me a she’s talking to you look. Your husband has seen my nipples. “Take several deep, healing breaths through your nostrils, expand your belly and chest, fill your lungs.”

			Twenty minutes in, Sloane has woken up and is screaming her head off and I am doing downward dog over my baby. I look at the daffodil-colored diamond on my finger. What am I doing here? I had a critical missing person assignment. Why am I feeling insecure in a two p.m. yoga class that was supposed to include chocolate?

			Holden has fallen asleep. I take a photo and post it on Instagram. “Savasana is my favorite part, too.”

			I was hoping to use his nap to try to find Daisy. I used to temp at Wired and bonded with a guy named Malcom who went on to write a viral article about the dark web for The Atlantic. Or was it The Economist? Either way, it was behind a paywall so I didn’t read it. I DMed him, thinking maybe he could help me search deep corners of the internet. Malcom was working at the Geek Squad at the Best Buy in Union Square and freelancing on the side. He said we could talk that afternoon on his break. I needed to be home at my laptop with a fast wi-fi connection and a preferably sleeping baby.

			I bail, lifting Holden into his stroller and tiptoeing out. I trip over a block. “Sorry. Sorry.” One of the moms shushes me. In my mind, this is when I pull out a Snickers, unwrap it loudly, and shove it into my mouth, yelling, “I know, I know. You’re all so skinny and Zen, but I bet you’re oozing bodily fluids in cat pose and blowing up your open-concept kitchens like the rest of us.” But I just smile, pushing our way into the elevator. Deep breath. Namaste.

			I lift the Yoyo onto the sidewalk, trying not to wake Holden as I race for the bus. The express bus closes its doors right in my face. A couple of teenagers see this and crack up. “Yo, that was mad cruel,” one kid says into his clenched fist, as they laugh their way into a vape shop.

			I’d either have to walk half an hour home or wait half an hour for another bus. Either way, I would not be home for Holden’s nap or Malcom’s break. I text Malcom, telling him we’re on our way to meet him at Best Buy. An hour later, he writes back with a discount code for a free trial of BeenVerified and says he can meet me at ten p.m. at a bar near his place in Fort Greene.

			I prop myself against a leaning bench in Union Square Park, trying to avoid its spikes. “Hostile architecture,” they call it. I rock Holden’s stroller with my foot and type “Daisy” into BeenVerified. Battery is at three percent. Wi-fi circling. The wheel spins…Then: “Error. No Results Found. Connection Lost.” The screen goes black. Perfect.

			When you are childless, New York seems so vast, you could take a year off work and never hit every gallery, browse every bookshop, get rush tickets to every matinee. But the second I had a baby, I lost access to New York’s all-you-can-eat buffet. I had no idea how to burn off a weekday. Our home was filled with dust and vibrated from construction noise. Library classes were free but only lasted an hour. I’d pay entry fees at a museum and end up spending most of my time at the changing tables. I’d walk Holden across the Brooklyn Bridge on nice days, but it was too hot and he’s got that newborn, half-Scottish skin, and where to pee? I tried coffee shops but got tired of the dirty looks from hipsters who went there to read or work or write poetry. I get it, I used to be you.

			

			—

			I am pushing Holden east, toward our apartment, my mind raging in a daily debate. Is it worth withstanding the cacophony of heavy machinery next door to be home with toys and a cleanish bathroom? Or do we roam the streets until Roman gets home, providing us with plenty of opportunities for people watching and park space, but nowhere to pee (for me)? I look at Holden. Still conked out.

			I mentally review all the Daisy clues I’ve collected, cataloging the timeline and tips. I stop outside the gate of Gramercy Park, manicured rosebushes and pristine grass that requires a key to enter. The good thing about having nowhere to be is that you have time to take in the beauty of New York’s hidden gems, or, in my case, seethe that only the very rich can smell these roses. I think of Penelope, my heiress friend. She has a key to the park. She is subletting a co-op apartment on the Upper East Side while renovating a Gramercy town house. She is also, of course, keeping her place on Park Avenue, for tax purposes.

			We were both in our twenties when Penelope and I first met. I’d been temping, writing grants for her family’s charitable foundation, which had to do with charter schools before that became too controversial and they pivoted to something involving orphans in Africa. Penelope dropped out of Princeton her junior year and was working for an Italian design firm that made her do entry-level jobs. She hated it, so she quit and decided to help with her family’s foundation. We’d been friends ever since.

			We came from different worlds but felt like we’d known each other forever. This made no sense. Every day I’d arrive to help Penelope’s family with odd jobs—closet organizing, dog walking, gift wrapping—and she’d bring me an iced espresso and a warm croissant from Ladurée. At lunch, we’d walk to Central Park, listening to music on Penelope’s phone. At night, we’d drink sparkling rosé and order takeout from Il Mulino and watch The Bachelor. I remember watching the lineup of eligible dental hygienists and real estate agents, thinking that Penelope was more beautiful than all of them. She has blue eyes and naturally blond hair and a perfect body, and even when she is flossing, it looks like she is playing the violin.

			She called me Emily Joan (EmJo, for short) and told me everything: how her mom, whose lineage went back to the Vanderbilts or the Fricks or one of those families that employed eight-year-olds in steel factories, had pawned her and her brothers off on governesses and boarding school, an acceptable form of neglect. Her dad, whom she vaguely referred to as “a financier,” had a whole other family she didn’t know about. New York was democratic like that. You could make fourteen dollars an hour as a temp at the Nonprofit Staffing Solution and still, somehow, bond over childhood baggage with an heiress.

			The closer Penelope and I became, the more she trusted me with additional responsibilities. I began filling my nights and weekends with payroll for her domestic staff, keeping track of charity luncheons, even assembling spreadsheets ahead of tax season, which always started right after the holiday gift-wrapping bonanza. After that, I guess I became a sort of professional best friend. Even though I wasn’t on the payroll, I worried that if I wasn’t at Penelope and her family’s perpetual service, she might lose interest in me. But that didn’t happen.

			In those days, before we both got married and had babies, there were clubs with table service and roofies and house parties in the Hamptons and bonfires on the beach with tiki torches and champagne. The summer nights and days would all blend together and I was always sunburned, while she always looked like she’d been kissed by Charlotte Tilbury bronzer. We almost never got back to Penelope’s place before two a.m. And when people would ask how we knew each other, she never told them that I worked for her family. She would take my hand and say I went to Bryn Mawr and was her best friend—and everyone looked at me like they wanted to be Penelope’s best friend, too.

			I am still standing there, thinking about those nights with Penelope, staring into Gramercy Park, when I remember that Jersey had told me I needed to hire a private investigator to track down Daisy.

			I text Penelope. “Hey, I’m in your ’hood. Wanna hang?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			• • • • •

			Penelope suggested we meet for lunch at an “upscale Oaxacan” restaurant on the ground floor of a new Avalon Place condo on Lafayette Street in a neighborhood that real estate brokers named Nolita. It has a wraparound outdoor patio, twenty-four-dollar mezcal margaritas, and a fashionably emaciated hostess who has never seen a baby before. I am ten minutes late, anticipating that Penelope, whose trust fund means time and space do not exist, will arrive even later.

			“It’s probably under Penelope? Penelope Keaton?”

			The hostess doesn’t look up from her iPad. “I’m not seeing anything and we are fully booked.” Apparently, half of Manhattan is eating fennel and watermelon ceviche in the middle of a weekday afternoon. Somebody’s bejeweled Labubu smacks the stroller. I force a smile. “I can just…wait?” Just as she’s about to seat a couple of girls swallowed up in mom jeans and tiny translucent tanks with no bras, I hear Penelope.

			“Harlow. It’s under Harlow.” Penelope turns to me, harried even though she is not the one with the stroller or the twenty-two-block walk to get to Nolita. “Sorry. My new chief of staff put it under her name.” Her chief of staff?

			As the hostess leads us to a corner table, past a couple of girls holding ring lights over sea urchin tostadas, Penelope looks over her shoulder at me. “I blame you, you know. I told you to hire me a competent assistant.”

			“Sorry.” I am always apologizing to Penelope, a stutter I’ll never outgrow.

			The hostess looks at the stroller, then to a squashed prime table with a Reserved sign. Holden sighs slightly; I wouldn’t even call it a cry. The hostess grins. “Maybe you’d be more comfortable outside?” It’s not really a question because we are already being led outside to the leper colony in the outdoor dining shed that should’ve been taken down a year ago. The hostess almost drops the door on the Yoyo.

			Penelope leaps to my defense. “Hello? Could you please not drop the door on my friend’s baby?” Even when Penelope is mean, she is polite.

			“Sorry,” the hostess says flatly.

			This is the third—or fourth?—door that has been slammed on us today. I’d gone through life feeling invisible and I regularly felt like an inconvenience. But I had never felt both things so intensely, and at the same time, like I did in New York with a newborn.

			Penelope grabs Holden’s Yoyo and pushes him to take up half the aisle. “We can’t have him blocking the waitstaff…” the hostess says.

			“He’s not blocking anyone. We’ll take a bottle of still.”

			The hostess goes back to her stand. Bye, bitch. Penelope has more confidence than anyone I’ve ever met, not in a rude way, just in a way that quietly communicates that she could buy your restaurant with her debit card.

			I dig into the chips and salsa, spilling some on my T-shirt.

			“You seem really great,” Penelope says, regarding me glumly.

			“I am. So great.”

			“Did you call Enzo?” Enzo is Penelope’s physical therapist, the one who got her lower back working again after she had Tate. The one with the wide shoulders and the lumberjack beard, whose hands Penelope looks forward to weekly, especially since she doesn’t want her own husband to touch her. Sometimes I think Penelope keeps getting pregnant with Beau’s babies so that Enzo can keep touching her. But I know that’s not really it. Penelope keeps having babies so that someone keeps loving her unconditionally, until they reach puberty and have to go through her chief of staff.

			I did call Enzo, but he does not accept my insurance. Enzo does not, in fact, accept any insurance. “Yeah, he was really cool, but—”

			“I know. I know. He’s a pain with the whole no-insurance thing, but I am telling you, he is life-changing.”

			I wouldn’t really call Enzo’s eight-hundred-dollar-an-hour rate an inconvenience, more like a bankruptcy filing, but I let it go. Daisy had been from a wealthy family, but it was different. That was Texas. Penelope existed in an entirely different stratosphere. Shinnecock Hills and the Maidstone meant nothing to me. Maybe that’s why we bonded. I was intrigued by the little things that came with generational wealth—Penelope’s ability to drop “oeuvre” into casual conversation, the way she ate her food without looking like she was murdering it. But the specifics went entirely over my head.

			And, in those early years, Penelope for her part, found my relative poverty equally novel. If we were partying late downtown, she always wanted to come back to my old apartment. She’d choose greasy takeout from the Moonstruck Diner, eaten on the floor of the one-bedroom in the East Village that I shared with Tyrone and Paul and his collection of vintage Pez dispensers, over any multicourse tasting menu. We were both voyeurs in each other’s worlds.

			Holden is awake again. He opens his big brown eyes, looks right at Penelope, and starts to wail. The passing hostess looks at us. I reach to give him a pacifier.

			“Aw. Poor thing, he’s hungry,” Penelope says.

			“I just fed him. He just gets scared sometimes when he wakes up and doesn’t know where he is.” Being a baby is a trip. You can go from sleeping deeply in your crib to waking up in the dining shed of an upscale Oaxacan restaurant that New York magazine says “epitomizes a new breed of multitasking all-day cafés.”

			“Can we please get some guacamole?” Penelope says, flagging down a waitress.

			A short waiter with enormous biceps comes by with a cart and various Oaxacan accoutrements and begins to grind avocados in a molcajete.

			“Oh, no habanero. Make it mild?” Penelope says. The waiter nods.

			A man wrapped in a soiled blanket, duct tape for shoes, pushes a Gristedes cart filled with rotting cardboard past the dining shed. He stops at our table, mumbling, with his hand out. Penelope thrusts her whole body toward the guacamole cart.

			“Is the cilantro local?”

			“We collaborate with a Zapotec collective to source all of our produce,” the waiter says, popping a bouquet of green on top and laying the heavy mortar bowl on the table.

			I extend an untouched tortilla to the man. He waves me off and scoots his cart along. Penelope spoons some guacamole to give Holden. I try to stop her.

			“Oh, we’re just easing into solids.”

			“I have three children, remember?”

			Penelope thinks that because she has three children and can eat elevated barbacoa tacos without the chipotle adobo spilling all over her Jil Sander, she can just pick up my baby and feed him avocado for the first time, and all I can do is stand by, ready to perform the Heimlich. Except I don’t know the Heimlich because I didn’t pay attention in the prenatal first-aid class.

			Penelope takes Holden out of the Yoyo. He yells like the claws of death just grabbed him. He won’t go to anyone but me. I pretend that this is a problem that we are working on, but actually, I love it. I know, eventually, I will have to give him away to a nanny, to a day care, to a school, to a partner. I will spend the rest of my life trying to pretend that I am happy to give him away. But right now, he is mine.

			I put Holden back in the Yoyo, give him a bottle, and cool him off with an ice cube against his cheeks. I swab sweat from my face, the napkin clumping on my forehead.

			“What are you doing for childcare?” Penelope asks. “Did you talk to Alma? Because there’s this mom at Avenues who aggressively wants her.”

			“I called her, but I don’t know…”

			“You need to find someone. Don’t you have to go back to work soon?”

			“Maybe?”

			Penelope perks up. “Oh? Are you quitting? I think you should quit. You’re trapped there. They don’t deserve you. It’s a dead-end job. Quit. Quit.”

			“I can’t quit. I need the money.”

			Penelope’s face flattens. Money, that old thing. “I hear ya.”

			Penelope has a full-time nanny, a cook, a housekeeper, and a “lifestyle manager” who has worked for her family for so long that she lives in the Connecticut home where Penelope was born. We met in Nolita because Penelope had to drop Tate off at the Chapter One Preschool in Gramercy. Chapter One is the top nursery school in the city, implementing the Reggio Emilia philosophy, an Italian teaching theory that says children should express their own personalities through self-guided curricula.

			I try to delicately pivot to why I really asked Penelope to get lunch. “So, I’ve kind of got this side hustle, or hobby. I don’t know,” I tell Penelope, thinking about how to explain that I’ve been spending every spare second trying to track down Daisy. How I should’ve tried to find her earlier, but life just sort of happened.

			And yet, as soon as I got pregnant, Daisy started to occupy more and more of my thoughts, like a vanishing twin. I’d stand on the scale to weigh in at doctor’s appointments and not even hear Dr. Weatherstone, too busy thinking, Hm, what would Daisy say about me becoming a mother? Was she a mother? We’d talked about everything those nights in our dorm room, but we’d never talked about this very big thing. Maybe one day our babies would be best friends and share a dorm room and wear butterfly wings.

			I started to have dreams about Daisy. Images of her, of our time together, came over me like nausea and then would pass. But as soon as I became a mother, I started to learn about this new type of love—the kind of love that means always being there, just keeping a person alive even if they scream and yell and never say thank you and continuously do things that could kill them. I’d rock Holden in the quiet dark, kissing his head, feeling his hand in mine, and I’d think, This is the kind of love Daisy needed. The kind of love she deserved. Stubborn. Selfless. I hadn’t been strong enough then, but could I make it up to her now? Was it too late? I’d lie awake all night, replaying our falling-out. Thinking about how I could have saved Daisy. How maybe I could have shown her this other kind of love—the worst and the best—had I only known about it.

			Penelope has a million questions as she flags a waiter for another mezcal margarita. “What kind of porn? Anal? Animals?”

			“Unclear. But we had all these big plans. We were going to move to New York, be artists, get our noses pierced. Be broke and happy.”

			“That sounds exhausting.”

			“And then she just disappeared after freshman year. Poof. Gone.”

			“State school seems wild.”

			Every time I explain my maternity-leave project aloud, it sounds unhinged. My neighbor Brit taught herself to needlepoint. I procured back issues of a British lad mag called Muff. But whereas Roman was concerned about me, Penelope is loving it, popping a thirty-two-dollar split pea tlacoyo as if it were popcorn. She tells me a guy on the rowing team at Groton hired a local to rough up his girlfriend after he caught her cheating, but no one she knows ever became a sex worker. This is all so “fascinating.”

			Holden is asleep with a bamboo straw in his tiny hand and we probably have another twenty minutes, half an hour max, before he will wake up and need to be changed at a multitasking eatery that almost certainly does not have a changing table. I look down at my fish taco. No more amateur sleuthing. I need a pro.

			“The guilt of watching your closest friend spiral like that, knowing you can’t save her…” I look up. I need to phrase this just right. Penelope will recoil if she thinks I’m using her. “I met this guy in Atlantic City. I think he was a pimp?” Penelope’s eyes set on me, serious. “He said I need to hire a PI.”

			Penelope slurps her margarita. “You should, honestly.”

			“Like, how do you even do that? Are they on Yelp? Five stars, discreet, tracked down my ex for child support in twenty-four hours?”

			“My lawyer has a guy. Ex-CIA. He can find anyone. Want his info?”

			“I can hardly afford a babysitter.”

			“That sucks.”

			“Yeah.” I let the quiet hang there.

			“We’ve got the firm on retainer—ever since that thing with my mom, until they can rewrite the trust. Just put it on my tab?” Penelope says, taking a business card out of a Goyard case. August Levin, Managing Partner of Sutter, Lang & Weintraub LLP. “Tell August I sent you.”

			“Are you sure? Yeah. I mean, if it’s not a problem? That would actually…mean a lot. Thanks.” I take the card. A lifeline…and a leash.

			The check arrives. Penelope dusts off her Celine sunglasses. The check sits there for an uncomfortable amount of time. I finally put my Visa down. This is another thing I’ve learned about the über-rich: They’re cheap as shit.

			We walk outside, me pushing Holden toward a bus stop and Penelope trying to find her car. Impulsively, I hug her. I hang on for a long time. Gratitude tipping into neediness. The expensive fabric feels so soft and cool on my face. Penelope pulls away.

			“Want to get coffee?” I ask, trying to sound casual and not like an emergency flare shot over Lafayette Street.

			“I’ve got to be uptown,” Penelope says, eyes on her phone.

			“Oh yeah. Okay.”

			Penelope’s driver calls. She answers. “What? No. I’m across the street.”

			“It’s just…I guess I’ve been really lonely.”

			“Just wait there? I’m coming!” Penelope kisses me on the cheek and rushes over the cobblestone street and into a black sedan.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			• • • • •

			The air-conditioning in the office building on Fifth Avenue feels like it costs twelve hundred dollars an hour. I put my nose against Holden’s. “Let’s stay here all day, what do ya say, koala? Huh? My wittle sweedles. My wittle snuggle bear.” I am rubbing my nose against his, using my silliest baby voice, when a fembot assistant appears. She is holding a tray of water. Still? Sparkling? How to decide? She then pulls out a basket full of stuffies. “Family law. We’re stocked,” she says, winking. She presents the basket to Holden. He’s just developed a sense of color and depth perception. He can’t go shopping for a complimentary stuffie out of a bespoke basket. I pick out a gray rhinoceros from the pile and dangle it in front of his happy little well-air-conditioned face. Fembot explains that August Levin is tied up and can’t meet me, but he’s set me up with Greta, “one of his top associates.”

			She leads us into a conference room where Holden settles into his afternoon nap and I guzzle at least three bottles of complimentary Voss. An hour later, I poke my head out. “Sorry, I’ve got about twenty more minutes of this nap before hell breaks out,” I say in my most subservient voice. Fembot holds a finger in my direction. “Sutter, Lang and Weintraub,” she says into the phone. “Please hold.”

			It’s nearly three when Holden starts to stir and Greta comes in, exuding the kind of calm competence that confirms a thirty-something woman’s choice not to have children. “You must be Emily Joan? Pleasure.” She reaches out her slim hand to shake mine. Wrist stacked with Cartier Love bracelets.

			Holden begins to sob. I offer him a bottle of breast milk, but he rejects it. I try a blueberry-flavored Happy Baby teething wafer. He grasps it, right on schedule, per Dr. Brooke. “At fifteen weeks, your little one is getting pretty good with their hands, bringing everything and anything to their mouths.”

			Greta gives us a tight smile.

			“I really appreciate you doing this,” I say.

			“Happy to help a busy working mom.” Is that what I am? A busy working mom? No one has ever called me that before. I almost forgot that I have a job I’ll have to go back to in a couple of months.

			I explain that I am trying to find my best friend from college. “Her name is Daisy…We lost touch.” I push my stack of paperwork toward Greta.

			“Did you try Facebook?”

			Facebook? Really, Greta? “It’s all here. Name. Last known address, employment. If someone could do a background check?” I reach into the stack of chronologically ordered lewd magazines—Cum Drop City (Germany), Lolita (the Netherlands), Goo Girls (Germany)—that I’d marked with Post-it notes, flagging any hint of Daisy, or “Jacki.” Greta takes one look at the triple-X images and almost dry-heaves. “I know, it’s all sort of…graphic,” I say. “The last time Daisy did any of this kind of work it was”—I check my reporter’s notebook—“eleven, twelve years ago? So I don’t even know if she’s still working in the industry.”

			Greta’s eyes drift out of the conference room. I see her make a sort of Help me face to an associate with six-inch black patent stilettos and a stack of manila folders.

			“I realize this may be below your pay grade, but I schlepped a four-month-old fifty blocks uptown, through a crowd of climate activists and a man trying to take a shit in a Snapple bottle, because your firm handles ‘sensitive, time-critical cases.’ Well, this is it. My best friend disappeared. Years ago. And yeah, maybe this is insane. Maybe I’m projecting. Maybe I just need something to care about that isn’t a silicone nipple or medical bills, but she could be in trouble. Or dead.”

			“Absolutely. I’ll…delegate.” Greta pushes herself from the boardroom table, leaving the magazines and stack of research.

			Greta is gone. “Appreciate your help,” I say, finishing off my complimentary sparkling. Holden is crying. I lean down, stick my face against his tush, inhale. He’s dirty. I am digging under the table to find the blueberry teething wafers that fell on the floor when a voice wafts in.

			“We’ve got a restroom at reception…if you want to change him,” Fembot says.

			Could she smell it from the next room? “Um, yeah. Thanks.”

			The restroom has a cherrywood midcentury changing table and Apothecary lavender and chamomile baby powder. I change Holden and sit on a sheepskin ottoman to give him a bottle. I then stuff seven Coterie organic diapers into my bag. I am waiting for the elevator when a man in an Armani suit and pocket square stops me.

			“Penelope’s friend, right?” He reaches to shake my hand. “August Levin.” He looks into the Yoyo. The shade is pulled. Holden is milk drunk, sucking on a pacifier. You can’t see his face. “Cute kid. Look, I know Greta can come off as sort of…detached? You hire these kids because they made Law Review, but they’ve got the client skills of a stapler, you know?”

			“I don’t.”

			“I want you to know that we’re on it. We’ll run a background check—criminal records, civil cases, sex offender list, full social media scrub, employment verification, even obituaries. If your girlfriend as much as tapped a debit card yesterday, we’ll know.” He talks like a man who charges by the minute, a taxi meter running on human drama.

			“Thank you. Wow. That’s…I really appreciate it.”

			“Not a problem. Anything for Peepers. God I adore that woman.”

			“Yeah. She’s the best, right?” Peepers? I squint, studying him, wondering if this is more than the monthly legal retainer. Did they fuck? He is her type. New money. Swagger. The opposite of Penelope’s husband. Old money. Castrated.

			August presses the down button. He is holding the elevator doors open with a Gucci loafer, making sure we safely get inside. He smells like cedar and sandalwood and is wearing a silver Patek Philippe. “Give her my love?”

			“Will do. Thanks again.” I linger on him. Oh, they definitely fucked.

			Holden and I are alone, on our way downstairs, changed, refreshed, supplied with a stash of stolen organic diapers worth at least a hundred and fifty dollars and an investigator on the case. I look at Holden. I wave the rhinoceros stuffie at him. He lets out a squeal. “Somebody actually held a door open for us, Holden. It’s all happening!” Woo. Woo. Woooo. “That’s right, they’re gonna find Daisy!” He squeals and squeals and smiles. I am smiling at my baby, seeing my exact smile back at me. It is like looking into a mirror that hasn’t shattered yet.

			

			—

			That evening, some guy named Amir calls my cell. He tells me there is no record that Daisy is dead, but there is also no record that she is alive. Huh? “Doesn’t mean she’s not a Jane Doe who wound up unmarked in a morgue somewhere. That tends to happen a lot with these women,” Amir says. These women. He didn’t find any tax or property records, but obviously, she works in a cash business. There is no record that she is a sex offender, but I already knew that, too. These women tend to be victims, not offenders. Nothing on social media. Thanks, Amir. Maybe I should charge twelve hundred dollars an hour. Amir did, however, get a hit on criminal history. Scenarios start to flash in my head. Did things get rough with a john and she had to defend herself? Did she get desperate and rob or hurt someone who deserved to be robbed or hurt? I imagine a scene from Taxi Driver. “Here is a woman who would not take it anymore. A woman who stood up against the scum, the cunts, the dogs, the filth, the shit. Here is a—” Then Amir tells me about the unpaid speeding ticket. “Happened outside Waco in 2010,” he says. “Texas state troopers pulled her over doing nearly a hundred in a sixty.”

			A flash of the past. “I remember that speeding ticket.” Daisy had just started dancing at the Landing Strip, working weekends and early shifts, still hoping to stay in school. We had an essay due the next day; I think it was for a Power of Prose freshman seminar. Daisy hadn’t written a word. She’d had a real spiral about this essay because she was trying to apply for financial aid and if she flunked this one, it was over. The ticket pushed Daisy over the edge. I offered to pay it. We both took an Adderall, washing it down with peppermint tea. We played David Bowie and stayed up all night writing. I remember Daisy’s A-plus opening line: “In the summer of 2004, I set out to investigate a man I never knew: my father…”

			“That’s it?” I ask. “How can that be all?”

			“We’ve run it through the system. She could’ve been arrested under a different identity, a fake name. It would really help if you could get us fingerprints, DNA?”

			“I wish. Any idea where she is now?”

			Holden is on my hip. I’m heating up baby oatmeal in the microwave. I check to make sure that my phone isn’t in there. Oh, right, I am talking on it. Roman has drinks with his team after work, so it is just me and Holden and Trader Joe’s instant Japchae Korean Glass Noodles & Vegetable Stir Fry.

			Amir says the last known address was at a rehab facility in LA, but that was thirteen years ago. LexisNexis did get one possible hit, a couple of references to a high-end escort named Jacki in a Kuala Lumpur newspaper, related to a Malaysian tycoon at the center of a massive financial scandal. “She lives in Malaysia?” Flying to Southeast Asia for a weekend will be a bigger ask.

			“No. Last time anyone saw Hu Lee, he was living in New York, with a girl.”

			“Sorry, who?”

			“Hu, the Malaysian billionaire. He was hiding in New York with a hired girl.”

			“Daisy? I mean Jacki, she’s in New York?”

			“We can’t say for certain that it’s the same girl, but it’s the only press hit we got.”

			Knowing Daisy might be in New York—or that she was, at some point—makes me feel even worse. It’s like hearing that your future husband is at a party, but going to Red Hook during a snowstorm in March just seems like a pain, and you have to go through life knowing that someone else is married to your hunky Australian husband because the F train was running on the G line.

			“So what do I do? How do I contact her?” I say, desperation in my voice. Holden is fussy. I swoosh a spoonful of baby oatmeal into his mouth, but it’s too hot. He starts to sob. “Oh, I’m so sorry, koala. Oh no. Baby. Mama is so sorry.” I try to listen to Amir while also worrying that I’ve burned the roof of Holden’s mouth, setting my child up for a life of therapy and avoiding hot foods.

			“We’re gonna try a couple of cell numbers that popped up, put word out in certain circles, try to let this Daisy know that you’re looking for her,” Amir says. He tells me to post on social media regularly and keep location sharing on. More crying. “If we find her, we’ll share your exact location. This type of person, she’s not going to be found unless she wants to be. Maybe she hears you’re looking and wants to see you, too? Make it easy for her? Start posting your locations? That way, she won’t feel threatened.”

			Holden is cry-convulsing, his lungs performing at least at an eighteen-week level. I try to find his pacifier and tell Amir that I’ve been posting a lot, on Juju Bean.

			“Huh? What? I can’t hear you.”

			“It’s this app for new moms…”

			“You want my advice?” Amir asks.

			But after that I can’t hear anything because my baby is screeching like a barn owl during mating season. “I can’t hear you. Hello?!”

			The line goes quiet. I hang up. Holden looks up at me; the sides of his mouth curl up, a silent little angel.

			

			—

			By the time Roman gets home, I am asleep on the sofa with Bravo on TV. He turns off the Housewives, moves an old copy of Purple People. He doesn’t even glance at the images, never much of a porn, fake-boobs guy. I crack my eyes. It’s nice to see him.

			“Hey, what time is it?” I say, still orienting myself.

			“Just gone eight thirty.”

			How is it eight thirty? To my body, it feels like it is the middle of the night. To my body, it feels like I downed a handful of barbiturates with Bordeaux. Roman walks into Holden’s nursery. This is his ritual, the thing I know he looks forward to all day. He walks in, kisses Holden’s head, squeezes his thigh rolls. The other night, as I folded onesies, Roman stared into Holden’s crib. “I feel like I’m missing it,” he said. Part of me feels bad that Roman will never know what it feels like to be a marsupial.

			“Gigi needs another surgery,” he says, walking into the bathroom. “It’s never-ending.”

			“Rome. I’m so sorry. If you need to go…”

			He shakes his head and I can see the unease on his face. When Roman goes silent, I know that he is burying something, and he doesn’t want me to dig.

			“How’d it go with the lawyer?”

			“Okay. I think Penelope had an affair with him,” I say, still rousing myself.

			“Eh. That doesn’t surprise me.” Penelope’s husband, Beau, went to work every day at his dad’s brokerage firm, sat at a big mahogany desk, and played Candy Crush. I don’t understand the fine print, but I know that Penelope can never—ever—get divorced. Not because she loves Beau or worries about appearances or thinks a two-parent home is better for the children. It’s all about money, “joint assets,” something about the prenup and “property division” and “enforceability” of “inheritance.” I don’t know exactly, but it’s rich-people parlance for being stuck for eternity with the emasculated aristocrat who you happened to go down on at a supper-club party your sophomore year at Princeton.

			“Any leads on Daisy?” Roman asks as he tosses his wallet on the TV mantel. I clock it for him.

			“She’s not dead,” I say.

			“That’s big. What a relief.” Roman stops, genuinely bolstered by this news.

			“She’s also not necessarily alive.”

			“I’m not sure I’m following…” He opens the fridge. Surveys the void.

			“I think I’m starting to lose hope,” I say. “If this Michael Clayton guy couldn’t even find Daisy, what are my chances?”

			“So, let it go?” Roman has pulled out a half-eaten plate of fried chicken strips that I don’t even remember him ordering. He sniffs the container and then pops it into the microwave. “She obviously doesn’t want to be found.”

			“That’s the thing!” I say, suddenly wide-awake. “The whole Amir thing only makes me more determined. Like, what could’ve happened to her to make a person want to just disappear like that?”

			“Bad credit?” Roman says, serious.

			He doesn’t get it. Maybe he never did. The connection two girls can have at a certain age, at a certain stage in life, the subversive power of sex work to assert autonomy and challenge social marginalization, entirely lost on my rugby-watching husband, who is currently gnawing on week-old chicken tenders. “What if Daisy ran away because she thought nobody from her old life cared? She thought I didn’t care?”

			“It’s too humid in the nursery,” Roman says. He checks the Owlet baby monitor app on his phone. He’s got it set to monitor oxygen levels and sleep trends. He gets push alerts when Holden’s vital health indicators are outside typical range, calling me from work to make sure his oxygen levels aren’t abnormal. Roman monitors the humidity because he can’t control that management decided to combine two units next door right when we had a baby, sending who knows what kind of midcentury toxins into the nursery daily. We won’t asphyxiate on his watch. “Are you using the dehumidifier?”

			I don’t want to tell him that I don’t entirely understand the difference between a humidifier and a dehumidifier. All I know is that we live in a giant apartment complex built in the 1940s, have a screw gun drumming next door, and enjoy a comfortable climate maybe three times a year. But this is how Roman shows love, so I just shrug.

			“Don’t sleep out here again?” Roman says, taking my hand. I pull away.

			I hadn’t planned to spend so many nights on the sofa. I just always seemed to sink into the Crate & Barrel Outlet cushions and then not have the energy to walk the ten steps to the bedroom. I had no intention of moving even an inch of myself until Holden called out for his night feedings, and when that happened, it didn’t even feel like me. I was some sleepwalking woodland creature. I would then go back to the sofa and lie there again, sometimes with Holden in his doughnut cushion, until the sun burst into our windows and the construction crew laid out rosin paper in the hallway and the jackhammers got back to work. But it wasn’t just that I was exhausted. I mean, our apartment was nine hundred square feet. Surely I could’ve motivated myself to walk into the bedroom if I’d really wanted to. The truth is, if I went to bed with Roman, then he might try to touch me, and if he touched me, if even a stray toe rubbed against my leg, then I would think about the pain. I would think about the bright lights of the OR and the doctors standing by for a blood transfusion.

			“Yeah, be in a little later,” I say.

			I close my eyes, pretending to fall back asleep. My stitches had dissolved, but so had some part of me. I’d forgotten what it felt like to not feel this way. To not feel insufficient, broken. After I hear Roman walk into the bathroom, I open my eyes. I look at the girl on the cover of Barely Legal, at the grinning excavator on the cover of Goodnight, Goodnight, Construction Site. I think of Daisy. She isn’t dead, but she isn’t alive. She isn’t a criminal, but she isn’t a homeowner. I think back to what she said when she first grabbed the twin bed by the window…

			“I have sad.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			• • • • •

			On Wednesday mornings, we have Mr. Pete’s Music & Messy Play Class, a sing-along session with a drum circle and one of those colorful parachutes. Mr. Pete is either a frustrated musical prodigy or a pervert. It could go either way.

			His class takes place each week in the Stuy Town community room. The room has fluorescent lights, linoleum floors, and bars on the windows. It’s where every parent who has ever woken up and realized that they stayed in New York entirely too long dumped their unwanted toys before decamping to New Jersey. The remnants of Legos, errant Barbie limbs, a pint-size piano with only sharp keys. When the room isn’t being used as a playroom, seniors use it for a Sit-and-Be-Fit aerobics class. Near the door is a corkboard overflowing with notices: Shivah Will Be Held for Melvin Stein, 9 a.m.–2 p.m. Apt. 209…Narcotics Anonymous, 6 p.m. On Monday…I fixate on a new sign that looks like the Unabomber wrote it: To the Lady That Pulls Off All the Flyers. What Is Your Problem, Lady!!! Are You So Unhappy That You Take Them Off?

			Yes, Holden may have picked up and gnawed on a cigarette butt, a corroded AA battery, and the innards of a Teletubby, but where else can you do a twenty-dollar drop-in music class without going outside?

			I sit next to a nanny snapping at a toddler (“¡No te haces pee-pee aqui!”) and google the Garden Gate preschool. Tuition starts at $62,750 (*not including application fees). Annual giving expected from all families. “You fucking serious?” The other moms from the neighborhood trickle in and spread out on the tattered rug at a safe distance. The mom unpacking an enormous diaper bag with reusable containers of nut-free organic snacks. The mom wiping snot from her son’s nose. The lesbian moms. The pregnant mom. The mom slathering everything in antibacterial hand gel. The forty-something IVF mom.

			Audrey kicks the door open and drags Sloane’s stroller in backward, on the phone. (“I’m not going to your mother’s house again. I’m not doing it.”) She lets the door fall on Brit, who hardly notices, breezing in with her UppaBaby. “Quinn slept until seven. Can you believe it?” I cannot. Olivia, a super-fit mom, parks her Baby Jogger City Mini Double Stroller and sits by Audrey. They eye a couple of almond moms (white, dreads, babies in slings). Audrey whispers to Olivia, “I bet those bitches don’t vaccinate,” then flashes a fake smile and waves. “Hi, Willa! Missed you at Baby Beluga.”

			A pregnant mom wobbles onto the rug. I want to say her name is Amanda, but I wasn’t really paying attention when Mr. Pete made us all introduce ourselves last week. Amanda, or whoever, has been crying. “Cooper didn’t get into Garden Gate.”

			Audrey can hardly hide her horror. “Oh my God, sweetie.”

			Olivia shakes her head. “They probably took a donor’s kid.”

			Pregnant Mom unbuckles Cooper from the stroller and lets him wobble around, out of earshot. “I just don’t get it. We splurged on that admissions coach. Cooper killed it in the interview, had glowing recommendation letters…”

			“What did they say? ‘He enjoys bubbles’?” The moms all turn their heads at me and I realize I’ve said something terribly wrong. “I mean, because…he’s a baby?”

			Thankfully, Mr. Pete begins to play “The More We Get Together,” drowning out the small talk.

			Brit unfolds a Pop ’N Go Baby Playmat and we both put our babies on it. Quinn crawls off, Brit frolicking after her; every movement has a lyrical, choreographed grace. Holden can almost sit up, but only if propped against a pillow (and who knows where those have been) or in an activity seat, and Dr. Brooke says sit-up chairs are a hard no. So I sit cross-legged and put him between my legs.

			Brit is from Nashville and always dresses Quinn in something with a princess or sequins, and says things like “TGIF” and “You go, girl” with zero irony. I’ve never seen her without one of those forty-ounce quencher cups in bright teal. Yet I’ve grown to really appreciate Brit, to even enjoy her company, now, in this weird little post-baby planet we live on. She loves to pick Holden up and nuzzle his stomach and inhale him, saying that he reminds her so much of her son, whom we’ve never met.

			We’d seen each other a few times, Brit with Quinn in her pink bow and me with Holden in his Johnny Cash onesie that I bought on St. Marks, in the Stuy Town playground. I had Holden on my lap when a pigeon shat on the bench. Before I could stop him, Holden had rubbed a tiny hand in it. Brit appeared out of nowhere with a stack of baby wipes as he moved to put his fingers in his mouth.

			“They say it’s good luck,” she said, cleaning him off.

			After that, we sat and talked. Brit told me that she moved here to be an actress in musical theater. She gave it five years but never made it further than an understudy in an off-Broadway production of Starlight Express. It wasn’t even a major Andrew Lloyd Webber. She married a guy from Pittsburgh who works in tech and lately she’s been focused on building her Etsy business, “mostly dried flowers and embroidery templates.”

			Brit told me she had an “easy-peasy” delivery. I felt irritation bubbling up inside. I imagined lunging at pretty, happy Brit. You had sixteen bridesmaids in your wedding party and have never watched porn, I can tell.

			Then Brit trailed off, looking out at the row of trees that one week each March explode in pink cherry blossoms and otherwise look like vertical weeds. “It was the opposite with my son…” Brit said. “Wyatt died. I was twenty-four weeks. One in two hundred and fifty chance it happens that late. So that’s why I say I have a son, because he was my son. It would feel wrong to say I only have a daughter, ya know?”

			You think one thing about a person, and then you hear the words “intrauterine fetal death” and think another thing entirely. I said I was sorry for her loss and that Quinn is perfect (even if I disagree with the ear-piercing decision). We had nothing in common except that we were all balancing a live grenade on the best of days.

			“Mr. Pete is the best,” Brit said, texting me the sign-up information. “But you can just show up. It’s super chill. Quinn looooooves it. Pete’s gotten her really into music. We just keep T. Swift on Alexa all the time now. Don’t we, Quinny?”

			So, on Wednesdays, we go to Mr. Pete.

			Marcela, the Salvadoran nanny of sixteen-month-old Noah in Apartment 1641, joins us for class. We’ve never met Noah’s mom, but Marcela is one of us. She has the skin of a twenty-year-old and an enormous bosom on which a delicate gold cross sits. She unwraps homemade pupusas and offers them to all of us. I devour the griddle cake. My mouth is full and warm and happy when Olivia gently reminds me that there is no eating in the community room. God forbid we soil this pristine paradise.

			Olivia is from the Bay Area. She went to Stanford and is a corporate lawyer on leave from some fancy firm with two British-sounding last names. She has her hair pulled back in a tight pony and, no matter when I see her, always has an expression like she’s running late. The first time I met Olivia, she told me she has “two under two.” I wondered how the math on that even worked. Olivia explained that it was best to get the childbirth thing done by thirty-two, then go back to work and really gun for partner. But she also wanted to stay home as long as she could because she listened to a very compelling podcast on how to raise “the total child” and it starts with “an early emotional attachment to a primary caregiver.” Her girls, Chloe and Zoe, both look exactly like Olivia, with thick shocks of slick black hair and the makings of fantastic cheekbones.

			Olivia squats on a faux-fur rug. She holds Chloe in her lap and lays Zoe down to yawn in a circle with the other babies. She tells us that she’s already been on a run along the East River. “The girls love the fresh air,” Olivia says, as if she’d just come back from a romp in bucolic Chipping Norton, not garbage day in Peter Cooper Village. Nobody enjoys running. She used to be a corporate litigator and now she is a milk dispenser.

			I check to make sure my Find My on my phone is on. Brit is singing “Five Little Monkeys” with the verve of Evita. I pull her in for a selfie so I can tag myself in the awful playroom, so that maybe Daisy sees me here and rescues me.

			Mr. Pete, reclining on a Frozen beanbag chair that is hemorrhaging styrofoam, strums a ukulele. “Can everyone say ‘I’m a little teapot’?”

			Yeah, no. Holden is in my lap, crying into one of the giant lollipop drums, presumably wishing this were a Barry Manilow concert.

			When the class is over, we all start packing up. I try to Venmo Mr. Pete twenty dollars and get a crying-wallet emoji and “Oops! Add $$$ to continue.” As I tap the debit card option, I hear Olivia ask if he does privates: “I want to get the girls into piano.”

			“You have to start them on music early, you know,” she adds, telling us that she played piano at an orchestra camp in Marin County until she was twelve. Holden is now putting a plastic maraca in his mouth. Next stop, Juilliard.

			Audrey asks us if we’ve already signed up for the Winter ONE-derland drop-in classes at that new play center in Flatiron. It is July.

			“Yes. I heard it is fab,” Brit says.

			“Not yet. Should I?” I ask.

			“Oh. Yeah, no. It’s probably too late. There’s a wait list,” Olivia says. A pitying grin. “But it’s fine. It’s fine. There will be other activities. I don’t know if they’ll be free or have the fake snow and the ski lessons and that whole thing…”

			“You have to get them skiing early,” Audrey says. Is there anything that we should not start them on early?

			I glance at Holden, who is almost rolling off the Pop ’N Go Baby Playmat and onto the cold linoleum floor. I place him back on the mat before Brit packs up.

			“It’s free?” I ask.

			“Yeah. REI and Once Upon a Farm are sponsors,” Olivia says, taking the last chug from her hydration belt and putting the girls in the jogging stroller.

			Audrey asks, “What else are you up to today?” And I have never felt more attacked. Well, Audrey, I failed to enroll my four-month-old in a ski class and I’ve hit a dead end trying to find my sex-worker soulmate, whose whereabouts have, apparently, even eluded the top law firm in the city, so I’ll probably wander the streets, searching for free air-conditioning and a mildly sanitary bathroom. How about you? I look at Holden’s T. rex T-shirt. Dinosaurs. “We’re headed uptown,” I say. “He’s got his museum class.” I don’t specify paleontology at the Museum of Natural History, Early Expressionism at the Met. Keep it vague, make her squirm.

			“Oh? Let me know if you think Sloane would be into it?”

			“I will. Have a great rest of your day.” Your husband has seen my nipples.

			

			—

			Holden and I decide to walk west, away from the moms who think we have museum class uptown. We walk across town and down Fifth Avenue, past doormen in white gloves and the NYU students drinking smoothies bought with their parents’ credit cards. We walk to Washington Square Park, under the arch, past tourists gathered around breakdancers and a gigantic boom box blaring Young MC. Past Hare Krishnas chanting in orange robes. Past men playing chess. We walk past the fountain to the southeast corner of the park. That’s where we find the jazz band on Wednesdays. They’re doing Coltrane today. The jazz is not something that anyone tells you about. I’ve never seen it advertised online or mentioned on Juju Bean. It is not sponsored by Spotify. It’s just some street musicians Holden and I found one afternoon when we had nowhere else to go. New York, that moody bitch. Every time she was mad cruel, when, say, I almost got mowed down by an e-bike. Or I had to carry a stroller down two flights of subway stairs only to hear that the F local train is now making express stops. Every time I was ready to pack up, dump that NogginStik in the community room, and move to Morristown, I’d bring my baby to listen to a concert-level tenor sax in Washington Square Park on a Wednesday afternoon, and I knew there was no way I could ever leave.

			I lie down the Aden + Anais Essentials Muslin Baby Swaddle in the grass under a tree and away from the crowds. I put sleeping Holden next to me and close my eyes. My hand holds on to one of his monstrously chubby thighs, Twinkies with feet and tiny toes attached.

			I don’t know how long we’ve been asleep, but I know that when I wake up, “In a Sentimental Mood” fills the air. When the song ends, I hear a scattering of applause. When I open my eyes…

			Daisy is sitting next to me.

		

	
		
			Part Two

			• • • • •

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			• • • • •

			You open your eyes on a Wednesday afternoon and the person you’ve been searching for is sitting next to you. She is not just sitting. She is sketching, with colored pencils on a Strathmore pad, the way starving artists draw caricatures of couples from Ohio, except hers is art. Cooper Union–scholarship art. She is sketching, wearing cat’s-eye sunglasses that look like either Chanel or Chinatown and a chiffon tank top with spaghetti straps, no bra. I can see the shape of her nipples, unapologetic and alive. Natural curls, frizzy, blanketing her back. You assume that you are dreaming except that you are wide-awake, and this woman is nothing like the woman you imagined. She does not look like Jacki, the unabashed porn star, or Daisy, the reluctant sex worker. She is not an addict who needs anyone’s sympathy. She is not Roxy Love, trying too hard onstage at the Lusty Lady sports bar. This is not a girl who needs saving. This is a beautiful bohemian with a palatable haggardness. This is the fairy nymph in Cot’s painting, with a Brazilian wax.

			I am too stunned to process that Daisy is really sitting there. Too punched in the gut to realize that Holden has cracked his eyes. He isn’t crying as much as cooing.

			“You need to give him the tit or something?” Daisy says, not looking away from the sketch pad. Those are the first words Daisy says to me since we last spoke, when we were both impossibly young and she begged for money to buy heroin. I dig around in the Skip Hop Grab & Go Essential Stroller Organizer.

			“I have a bottle.” I rub my eyes, reorienting myself. “Daisy? What are you doing here?”

			“Where?”

			“Here.”

			“What are any of us doing here?”

			How did she find me?

			“How did I find you? You’re the psycho stalker who’s been talking to every member of my kindergarten class,” she says. (Fair.)

			“I tried calling. Your email bounced back. Anyway. Hi. Hello. Wow. You’re really here. I just…I missed you. Sorry.”

			“I missed you, too, Em. Well…‘missed’ might be generous. I pretty much blocked out that entire part of my life. Don’t take it personally.” Daisy takes out a cigarette. Camel Lights. The same brand we used to smoke in our dorm room. Who still smokes in New York? I take it out of her mouth. What would Dr. Brooke say?

			“You can’t smoke.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because, secondhand smoke? I have a baby…and it will kill you.”

			She eyes Holden. “So will that.”

			True. Holden had almost killed me, but it was different. I’d almost died creating life. I’d turned food (pretzel croissants, mostly) into a human being. I hadn’t risked my life for a puff of dopamine.

			Daisy explains that no matter where she’d traveled—Berlin, Bangkok, Shanghai, Shenzhen—she always called Queenie on Sunday afternoons. Even when a client locked her in the hull of his yacht off the coast of Montenegro (at least, she thought they were in Montenegro). She convinced a cater waiter to loan her his cell phone so she could call her grandma. So, this past Sunday, she called and Queenie told her that Emily visited. Daisy assumed Queenie was talking nonsense. But beneath the dementia, Queenie was trying to tell Daisy that her college roommate had visited, that I’d been concerned, hoping to reconnect. But all she said, over and over, was “I saw Emily.”

			Daisy assumed it was just Queenie’s wishful thinking that we’d be friends again. “She always thought you were a good influence,” she says. But then Daisy asked Queenie’s health aide, and the aide confirmed Queenie had a visitor about Daisy’s age. Then she found the note I’d left on Queenie’s bedside table, with my contact information, and gave it to Daisy. “You actually went to Katy? Crazy bitch,” she says. It’s a miracle. I am not being praised for being a good mother or for losing weight or for always having a stash of Honest biodegradable baby wipes on me.

			Daisy explains that she left her life in Texas behind her. “It wasn’t a good time for me, Em.” I don’t push. I don’t ask about her work. I see in her eyes, her giant brown, sad, alluring, sexy eyes, that she does not want to talk about it now. She might not want to talk about it ever…and that’s okay. Just as I had associated Daisy with my awkward years in a place that I didn’t belong, and found her to be an inspiration to get out, she had associated me with a time when her life went wildly off the rails.

			Sometimes you crack your eyes open in the park on a Wednesday afternoon and you get all the answers.

			

			—

			Then Daisy heard from Amir. “First I think, fuck, Dais, you’re being sued again, but he says nah, he’s a PI.” I apologize. It had to be creepy to hear from a PI. But Daisy is totally unfazed. “Nah. Not at all. He was superpolite, profesh, compared to most of them.” Most of them? I go to Mr. Pete. Daisy is followed by private investigators. But finding Jersey? That one sort of freaked her out. She said she hadn’t seen Jersey since she was barely twenty when she first started doing “private parties on an underground tour.” (I don’t ask.) She’d never worked in Atlantic City—so much for the Juju Bean mom’s investigating—but she did know Jersey. He’d worked security on a “thing” she did in Philly with the then Pennsylvania governor and his wife and girlfriend and had gotten her out of a tough situation. What “thing”? What “situation”? She looks at me and I see a flash of mirth. “You were always an overachiever, Em, real full-body cavity search finding that pond scum.”

			Daisy thought about calling. “Then I realized, wouldn’t the manic-pixie-dream-girl move be tracking you down on social media and shocking the shit out of you in the park? Preferably with a tenor sax playing Coltrane in the background?” She says she went through a lot of Insta posts in “some nasty-ass playroom” until she got to one in Washington Square Park, a selfie of me and Holden in this exact spot with the caption “Wednesday in the Park with Holden” and our geolocation.

			“You never could pass up a Sondheim reference,” she says.

			“Thank you?”

			We instantly fall back into a rhythm, cultural references, gentle ribbing, art. At the same time, I worry Daisy thinks I’m boring. I’ve never been on a yacht, much less been locked in one off the coast of Montenegro. There is no mystery. No seedy guys named Jersey in my past. My whole life is online, measured in selfies and hashtags. On the other hand, I didn’t have to have a three-way with the governor of Pennsylvania.

			Daisy tells me that she’s been living in New York “on and off” for three years. First in a condo on Central Park South that a Malaysian businessman bought under an LLC. That explained Hu, the Malaysian fugitive, and the news story that Amir found. I pretend I’ve never heard this before, try to seem unfazed. I’d hate for Daisy to think I am a voyeur. But I am hanging on every word. She tells me that the FBI learned that Hu had stolen four and a half billion dollars from the Malaysian government. Hu fled. The condo was confiscated. “It was in The Wall Street Journal and everything. He spent, like, the whole country’s pension fund, some real greedy-ass shit,” she says, shading in what looks like a silhouette in the sketchbook. “I swear, Em, I would’ve never bought all that Van Cleef if I knew it was, like, Malaysia’s teachers’ salaries…” I need to track down the Journal stories because although I am biting my lip so that my mouth doesn’t hang open, this is the wildest shit I’ve heard in a long time.

			Then she got a new “financial arrangement.” (She doesn’t call it work, but she also doesn’t seem to do any other work.) “Anyhoo, then I meet this Greek guy, Stavros. Yacht, Mykonos, you know. He put me up in an apartment. 527 Park. You know that building?” I don’t say anything. The first of many coincidences. 527 Park had become something of a fixation for me. The first thing I saw when I got off the subway at work each morning—a glass-and-steel middle finger to the rest of us. I’d read an article in New York about how, three years after the luxury tower displaced affordable housing and disfigured my skyline, it remained mostly vacant. Of all the offensive, over-the-top real estate, 527 Park, in particular, felt like a personal affront. And now Daisy lives there?

			“I think he forgot he owns the place,” Daisy says, adding that she hasn’t heard from Stavros in months. “It’s just a useful place to park his money, ya know?…It has a Roy Lichtenstein in it.”

			She’s been in New York for three years? We’ve lived in the same city for three years and not known it? For three years, we could’ve been listening to jazz in the park. Maybe I sensed she was nearby, trapped in a shell company’s high-end condo. Maybe that’s why I started thinking about her again. Maybe it had nothing to do with motherhood and everything to do with proximity. Maybe we were meant to be reunited. Meant to be sisters again.

			You wake up in the park and you have answers. You wake up and she is there.

			I wiggle the sizable yellow diamond on my finger. I tell her that Queenie gave it to me, hoping I’d get it to Daisy. I do not ask why Queenie didn’t just send it to Daisy, if they talked so regularly. Why did she need me as an intermediary? Daisy’s demeanor changes. She looks threatened, then suddenly goes blank, inscrutable. “I already told Queenie, so many fucking times, I don’t want it.” It’s jarring, how she drifts from easy bonhomie to enigmatic hostility.

			What Daisy doesn’t say, but I assume that she is thinking, is that Queenie could’ve given her the rock our freshman year of college. Or she could’ve sold it, given Daisy the money to pay her tuition, to stay in the dorm, to not have to wave her butterfly wings and bare ass over a high school chemistry teacher’s erect lap. But she didn’t want to interfere. She’d raised Daisy from when she was a little girl. She was eighteen then. Did it ever end? Or maybe she was too proud, too proper to admit that she needed to pawn her engagement ring. I remember it well. Queenie said mixing money and family was “too messy.” She didn’t like it. Daisy’s stepdad, who thought of himself as a self-made businessman, hadn’t wanted help. Her mom needed to hoard the inheritance for herself. But it doesn’t matter now, because that was a long time ago. But that is what I suspect is going on behind Daisy’s eyes, which have now forgotten about the diamond ring entirely.

			She signs Daisy at the bottom of the drawing and tears it out of the sketch pad, handing it to me. “There.” To my amateur eye, it is good enough to hang in the MoMA. To be auctioned off at Sotheby’s. “It’s for the nursery. He has a nursery, right?”

			“Yeah,” I say. “He has a sweet room overlooking a playground.” I do not tell her that right after we rented the apartment because of the sweet room overlooking a playground, construction started. I tell her that we decorated the nursery in earth tones because we didn’t want to know the gender, “but I always had a feeling he’d be a boy…” I start to talk like a mom and then I stop myself. She just told me she was living with a Malaysian fugitive on Billionaires’ Row. I am about to tell her about the Tiny Love Day-at-the-Zoo Sing Along Mobile and how we’d gone to a garage sale on Long Island and scored a used SNOO. This is a sixteen-hundred-dollar bassinet that Dr. Harvey Karp, author of The Happiest Baby on the Block, designed to scientifically respond each time your baby cries. Even the SNOO is no match for a jackhammer. Instead, I look at the sketch, filled with joy that Daisy is really here, that she is still a true artist, as talented as I remember. “I love it,” I say.

			“Good.” Daisy closes the Strathmore pad. She puts her pencils away in a simple canvas case and begins to stand. There is a ballerina buoyancy to the way she moves. From legs akimbo to stretching upward in a blink. I try not to stare, rolling up the drawing and putting it in the bottom of the Yoyo.

			“Well, that was a nice little college reunion on a patch of grass that stinks of piss.” Did it smell like piss? To me, that grass is perfect. Daisy picks up her Loewe bag. Is she leaving? Blowing away as fast as she breezed in? She turns, looks back at me and Holden. “So? You gonna introduce us or what?”

			I am taken aback by the question, as if until now I’ve regarded my baby as an appendage and not an actual person. “Oh yeah. This is Holden.”

			Daisy peeks over her sunglasses to get a good look. He has wide olive eyes and a sweep of sandy hair. A beautiful baby.

			“It was Roman’s grandpa’s name, and I always loved Catcher in the Rye, but I guess it’s sort of a weird name and Salinger got canceled.”

			Daisy reaches to pick up Holden. “Who gives a fuck? It’s a dope name.” Unlike with Penelope and the pediatrician, and, well, everyone, Holden doesn’t cry. He melts into her arms, and I don’t try to stop her. I hover my palms under his bum, expecting Daisy to be unsteady, but she is a natural. She is holding Holden above her head, making silly faces and softly singing a Serge Gainsbourg song. Holden is making his silly, googly-eyed giggle face that he only ever makes with me. “Je t’aime…”

			Daisy is holding my baby and singing in French and smiling. It’s the same smile that I had seared into my frontal lobe, the one that takes up her entire face. The one that believes in me the way I used to believe in myself. The one that has the exact impression of me that, at my youngest and most idealistic, I’d wanted to project. I softly recite e.e. cummings, poetry suddenly back in my brain: “twice I have lived forever in a smile.”

			Daisy looks at me.

			I am folding the swaddle and packing up, still in Daisy’s shadow. For those few golden minutes—the jazz and the slight trace of marijuana and the afternoon sun slipping behind the West Village—it feels like everything is perfect. I want to say something profound, but all that comes out is “I am really happy to see you again.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			• • • • •

			“You should’ve seen them together. They had such a natural connection. I am telling you, she is like a baby charmer…And this apartment. I don’t know if I can even call it an apartment…” I am talking so fast, trying to tell Roman about how I found Daisy. Or, more accurately, how she found me, about our afternoon together. He does his nightly stroll into Holden’s room, noticing Daisy’s sketch, already hanging near his crib. “That from today? It’s lovely.”

			“Daisy drew that for him. Can you believe it? Just like that, sketched it in the grass at Washington Square Park. It was like watching Picasso in Montmartre.”

			“I gotta give it to you, babe, you don’t give up easy,” he says, sprinkling food in Turtly’s aquarium. “I’m really happy for you.” I know that he means it, but I also feel like he wants to end the conversation. He’s hoping this reunion means I can get rid of the stack of smut. That I’ll come to bed at night and stop talking about porn stars and private investigators. That we can go back to talking about the things we talked about before, though I don’t entirely remember what those things were except that we sent each other Daily Mail articles and complained about the mayor a lot. Roman hopes that finding Daisy means I can be myself again.

			He walks to replace Turtly’s water. (I draw the line at tank maintenance.) He’s just home after a twelve-hour day. More layoffs at his firm. It isn’t emotional, how a global accounting firm axes people. They have data, charts. You know if you suck. You go to work one day and you’re out the next. Your security badge no longer works. Your boss wants to see you. HR is there. They give you fifteen minutes to pack up before the men in the dark suits arrive to escort you out. The file boxes are already on the floor by your desk, fully assembled. I can’t decide which was worse. A militarily precise booting or marching into a job every day, as I had before I had Holden, knowing my boss didn’t like me, but he also didn’t have any real reason to fire me. Maybe being escorted out with a box of personal items is the kick in the ass I need.

			That is what Daisy told me earlier that day when we climbed into an idling Mercedes. “It sounds like you need a good kick in the ass, Em,” she said, when I’d admitted how fucking bored I’d been.

			The driver stopped on a culturally parched stretch of Park Avenue in the fifties. Not close enough to Midtown to be part of its ecosystem of office workers and coffee shops and salad lines and shoe repairs. Not far enough uptown to be dotted in designer flagships and florists and stores selling French baby clothes.

			I followed Daisy toward the revolving doors at 527 Park. My neck cracked as I looked up at the fourteen-hundred-foot-tall pencil of glass and steel. The Burj Khalifa of the Middle East Side, swaying in the sky. A bellhop held the double doors open for me to push the Yoyo inside. We walked past a couple of security guards who nodded at us. They were watching CCTV footage of everything in the building, on a slight delay, Daisy explained. “Kinda hot, right?” We waved to a doorman and said hello to a couple of employees polishing every inch of a lobby spacious enough to go roller skating in. The true mark of wealth in Manhattan, unused space. We got on an elevator. Daisy plugged in floor 87 on a secure keypad. She said that the city was fighting the developers over a new ordinance that would force luxury towers to turn the less desirable apartments, on the lower floors, into affordable housing. But the developers insisted the incoming residents use a separate entrance. The New York Post dubbed it “the poor door.”

			“Gross,” I said.

			“Right. The separate door thing is obviously controversial, so the whole thing is tied up in red tape and the building is basically empty,” she explained.

			“It must get lonely.” I said this even as I was overcome with envy. An empty luxury apartment beats a California king bed at the Borgata.

			“Neighbors are overrated,” Daisy said. I thought about Audrey’s husband, Stuart or Stu, leering at me during night feedings.

			I looked down at Holden, worried his ears would pop on the ride up, but he was asleep again.

			The elevator doors opened, and we entered a glass-enclosed condo with a wraparound terrace. We were so high up. You had to squint to make out the Empire State Building, the Chrysler Building, the Central Park Reservoir. It didn’t even look like New York. It just looked expensive. The apartment was decorated in the sterile fashion of the global elite. No clutter. No personal effects. No power cords or stack of junk mail or pile of Ryan & Rose Cutie PAT teething rings. Daisy dropped her bag on a velvet bench. I parked Holden near a leather sofa. Daisy picked him up and, like a woman weaving on a loom, easily wrapped him in an artfully snug swaddle. I watched this, staggered. Then she led me to the Roy Lichtenstein, in a study with green peacock feathers for wallpaper. A dreamy-eyed, tangerine-haired comic girl startled awake, red lipstick and a pixelated breast out. She’s looking sideways, a hint of a Hitchcock thriller. She’s alone…Or is she?

			This was where Daisy lived, in a thirty-seven-million-dollar apartment, in an architectural emblem of inequality, purchased by a Greek billionaire to move offshore funds or avoid taxes, or both. Daisy touched another keypad. Stevie Nicks came on the Sonos. I rubbed a finger over the peacock feathers. They were real, soft and prickly and erotic on my fingertips.

			For a long time, Daisy and I stared at the Lichtenstein, at the cartoon woman, pulled into the synthetic oil and polymer of a DC Comics heroine who doesn’t need a man. Then, Daisy asked, “So, did you become a writer?”

			“Not exactly…” I explained that I write grants helping to get funding for nonprofits.

			“Oh, so you work for a charity? What kind? You were always a good egg, Em.”

			No, I am not a good egg. I’d double-locked the door when Daisy had cried for my help. I don’t work for a charity, I explained. I work for a for-profit company that takes money from charities. “I research and draft letters and submit proposals to try to get NGOs, 501(c)(3)s, and other nonprofits financial or in-kind support…” God, I was boring myself. I should record myself talking about my job and share it with the Juju Bean moms. Maybe they can program it into the Second Generation Hatch Rest Plus Sleepy Baby Noise Maker to lull their babies to sleep. When I finished bumbling on about what I do in the cubicle in Midtown East, Daisy smiled and said, “Right on.”

			She walked to a kitchen: a marble island the size of a Caribbean nation, ranunculus in a Steuben vase. She opened a wood-paneled refrigerator door. The fridge was filled with boxes of water in straight lines and fresh-pressed juices in slim glass jars organized by color. How dumb to ever think this girl was dancing at the Peppermint Elephant.

			Daisy took two boxes of water out, handing me one. She smiled. “It’s never too late to be what you might have been.”

			

			—

			I am pretending to ignore the smell of Turtly’s tank as I listen to Roman talk about the layoffs at work, about how he really needs to just keep his head down. But I am thinking about what Daisy said. Thinking that maybe she still knows me better than I know myself. How I wish I could figure out a way to get fired and have the men in suits escort me out and confiscate my security badge (not that the Elevate Comprehensive Grant Writing Company required security) but also pay me severance and let me keep my flex-spending account, because pelvic-floor therapy…

			“Babe? You listening?” Roman asks. I watch him get an IPA out of the fridge, pop a grape.

			“You went to the store?” I could burn villages over those grapes.

			“Yeah,” he says, mouth full of seedless male privilege.

			“Um, did you want to ask if we needed anything?”

			“Sorry, did you need something?”

			“That is not the point.”

			I am angry all the time. Angrier than I’ve ever been, watching my husband eat soggy Concord grapes. It is relentless, biology’s daily barrage. But I am also too exhausted to fight. Too exhausted to tell him why this has triggered me beyond comprehension. It’s so unfair. To have so much rage and so little energy. Then I spring it on him, because he is tired and stressed and will have less of a will to fight, and I am too angry to keep it in. “I think I found us a nanny.”

			“Sweet. Can we afford a nanny?” Roman says.

			“We can afford this one.”

			He pauses mid-chew. He’s seen this glint in my eye before.

			“No.”

			“I swear, Rome, she’s better with him than I am. She has a driver! He’s picking us up tomorrow.”

			“Maybe I should be a sex worker.”

			“His name is Viktor.”

			“Do they get a Roth IRA?”

			“They won’t be alone. I’ll hang with them until I go back to work.” Why did Roman even get a say in how I spent my days? He hadn’t been the one who’d made a human, who’d almost died, who spent his days in the awful playroom. He got two weeks of paid paternal leave. He could have taken a month, but his supervisor advised that it wouldn’t be a good idea “in this climate.” You don’t want to come back from bonding with your baby to find file boxes in your cubicle, but in retrospect, it hadn’t felt like a decision at all. Roman got to worry about taxes and layoffs and I got to worry if I would ever be myself again. The thing is, he doesn’t feel privileged. He feels tired and overworked. He misses his Gigi and his mom, the best mom, who is supposed to be here and whom he maybe talks to once a week now. It’s understandable that he feels deserving, at the bare minimum, of some mushy grapes and an IPA. Besides, isn’t it a luxury to stay home with Holden and lean on park benches on a weekday afternoon and get doors slammed in my face? It isn’t Roman’s fault, but who else am I supposed to blame? Maybe someday I’ll write poetry about it, but for now, I just want him to choke.

			“I don’t know, babe,” Roman says, rummaging around, lifting Elmo’s ABC Book to reveal a stack of library books about the adult industry. I’d checked them out after Holden and I had failed to arrive an hour early to drag-queen story hour and could only get a glimpse of Lil Miss Hot Mess’s platinum beehive. There’s a coffee table book, an artsy photo of a stripper straddling a pole, her butt crack in your face and the big bold title Sex Work Is Real Work by Lauren Reynolds. An academic research paper, “Feminist Perspectives on Pornography,” and Whores and Other Feminists by Jill Nagle. “You really think it’s a good idea to have our baby around a—”

			I freeze, rage building. “A what?”

			“A stranger.”

			“You mean, a nanny? Or, I know! We get on a wait list for that day care on Twenty-First Street that costs more than Harvard. Bright Smiles. Too little sunlight, too many butts to wipe.”

			“I can’t make this decision right now.”

			“They would totally nurture our child’s most critical period of brain development. More neural connections in the first thousand days than the rest of your life.”

			Roman does the math, tries to solve the equation. But it all leads to the same answer: Daisy. “What about my sisters? They could take turns coming over for a while to help out, just until Mom can escape.”

			“Where would they sleep? What about their own children? Who’s paying for the flights?”

			“All right. You hate all my ideas.” He reaches for the remote. “I’m tired.”

			I take it out of his hand. “Oh, you are? That’s weird. I’m so well rested.”

			“Don’t you think I should have a say about who takes care of my son all day?”

			His son? My fists clench. “Maybe if you were ever fucking home, we could talk.”

			“You don’t think I’d rather have four months off?”

			“Right. I forgot. This is an all-inclusive Carnival cruise.”

			“Babe—”

			“Maybe one of the ones that breaks out in norovirus and everyone eats ketchup packets to survive.”

			He laughs once, harsh. “Look, I’m not saying Daisy isn’t good with him—and sex work is real work, and all that. I get it…But this isn’t a regular résumé.”

			“So do you want to pay for a ‘regular’ nanny?”

			“Maybe if I could work late without always getting shit, I’d be on track to make vice president instead of being on the verge of being shitcanned.”

			“Oh, right. So it is my fault that they’re going to dick you around forever until some twenty-two-year-old or a bot that never sleeps replaces you. Easier to blame me, I guess, than—”

			“Than what? What? Me being a loser?”

			“Capitalism.”

			We are going in circles again. It’s so boring, and it’s never going to get me what I want. We both take a beat to recover from the vitriol. Roman takes off the silver cuff links that I gave him when he got the job, when we both thought he would make partner one day. Roman used to wear suits to work. I’d leave my job in Midtown and go downtown to meet him outside his office. We’d walk along the West Side Highway, tell each other about our days, complain about our bosses, get a couple of glasses of wine, make out on a park bench overlooking the Hudson. At least once, we had sex in the bathroom at the Winter Garden. He’d go back to work until nine or ten. I’d go to my extension class in a loft in SoHo to talk about narrative storytelling, still tasting him. We’d meet back at home late. He’d ask me to read him what I wrote. I’d massage his neck as he vented about a bad boss named Tyler who went to Wharton and gave him a gentle ribbing in every meeting. We never fought about who did what at home because neither of us did much of anything.

			Roman loved his job then, too. Solving problems, making sense of numbers in spreadsheets, always an answer hidden in there. He had boundless ambition, and it bolstered my own aimless drift. I also, stupidly, thought we’d have money one day. Not Hamptons money, but enough. We’d have a mortgage and fly economy plus. I never thought that delivering a baby would put us into debt. But that was before the shutdowns and the downturn and the economic malaise and artificial intelligence that will be smarter than all of us soon—but what’s the point if it never feels anything? Before buying a home seemed like something nostalgic that only the ‘olds’ did—like landlines and forty-hour workweeks and meat loaf. Before the future of the financial industry, politics, democracy, theatrically released romantic comedies, all felt so bleak. Before Uber killed yellow cabs—and please, Lord, bring back Crown Vics—and before New York City’s skyline became littered with luxury condo towers that only the obscenely rich could afford. Before Roman just wanted to keep his head down. Before I was always so angry. Before we were both so tired.

			“I can extend my leave,” I say. “It’s not like Phil misses me, and I think I can qualify for disability, get a note that the delivery had complications. Hang with Daisy for a couple months. Please? I need to feel like I’m doing something right. I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think it was the best thing for Holden.”

			Roman knows that part is true. I think that is why he says yes. That, and because when Roman is tired, he always gives in, and when I am tired, I never give in. “I guess…as long as you’re with them, and nothing dodgy goes down, we can try…It would save money.”

			Because of the nature of her work, Daisy can only hang with me and Holden during the day. Roman doesn’t come home from work until it is dark out. Some people are night people, and some people are accounting consultants who worry about layoffs.

			And it is that universal truth that allows Daisy to move into our lives, first as a companion and a caregiver…and, months later, as something else entirely.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			• • • • •

			Daisy and I meet at the little park on Elizabeth Street, the one that the city is about to bulldoze to build another condo. We sign a “Save the Park” petition, and then, walking through this sliver of outdoor space, with hydrangeas and a sculpture garden, we agree that the park is toast. The rich always end up bulldozing everything.

			“Damn shame,” Daisy says.

			We find a spot on the grass by a pergola where a librarian on a metal folding chair unpacks a bubble machine and sets up for Mandarin story time. We spread out the Aden + Anais Essentials Muslin Baby Swaddle. We both drink iced red-eyes—cold brew with a shot of espresso—out of red paper straws. We both love red-eyes and hate paper straws.

			Daisy tells me that she speaks a little Mandarin. “Job requirement,” she says. “I’m not fluent or anything, but I can order at a restaurant, take a taxi. I could teach Holden, if you want?” Yes, I’d like that, I tell her. “You’d love Shanghai. It’s so alive. You come back to New York and feel like everyone is asleep.”

			“I want to go sometime,” I say. Who am I kidding? Chinatown is a treat.

			Marcela sits down nearby with Noah and a couple other Central American nannies on one side of the semicircle. Marcela always wears sundresses and a full face of makeup and never forgets wipes and makes it look like taking care of a baby is the world’s easiest job. The Caribbean nannies spread out on the other side, opening Tupperware with pureed sweet potatoes inside. The Tribeca moms arrive late, grabbing territory as if they were westward expansionists. Daisy studies how we all stake out our spots. “I’ve seen actual mobsters sit down with less tension,” she whispers. We giggle.

			“Ni hao. Hello!” the librarian says. “Xièxiè. Thank you!” And we all mutter “Ni hao” and “Xièxiè” at our babies.

			I wave to a couple of moms I recognize from Juju Bean meetups. Tribeca moms. They are fancier than the Stuy Town moms. I feel Daisy watching me watching these moms. She can see how tense I get when they breeze in, toned and elegant. They are walking alongside their nannies—an extra set of hands—pushing the latest Bugaboo Fox 5 Complete strollers, the model that had been famously backordered after supply-chain issues in Europe. After this, they will take their babies to a cooking class at the Preschool of the Arts, which costs seventy-five dollars for forty-five minutes and has a wait list.

			Daisy refused Queenie’s ring and insisted I wear it. I feel the diamond on my finger and fiddle with it, hoping the sunlight catches just so and it blinds the Tribeca bitches.

			“They your friends?” Daisy asks, lying back on the blanket.

			“What? Oh, no. Not really.”

			“You don’t need them,” she says. “You have me now.”

			

			—

			After story time, Daisy and I wander down a quiet tree-lined street eating soft serve from the Mister Softee truck. Daisy licks a dollop of ice cream off my cone before it falls on my shirt. “There, saved you,” she says, smiling.

			“Thanks.”

			I get an alert on my phone and open the Juju Bean app. @BoyMomBrynn wants to connect. Daisy grabs my phone. “No. Please don’t.”

			She feigns a QVC voice, reading, “Bonds between women can positively influence emotional well-being and connectedness. Find your custom-made village for just ninety-nine dollars.”

			“It’s stupid.”

			Daisy laughs. I take my phone back. “I mean, I want to have mom friends. Not just for me, but for Holden. Playdates, community, whatever. But the only thing we have in common is that we all recently gave birth below Twenty-Third Street.”

			“Hmm. Maybe you just hate women?”

			Before I can tell if Daisy is joking, she’s leading us to a used bookstore. “Oh, I love this place. C’mon. You still writing poetry?”

			She holds the door open and easily pulls the Yoyo inside. “Nah. There isn’t anything poetic about my life. It’s strange,” I say, following them into aisles crowded with first-edition books. “My days last a thousand hours and nothing happens. Until you.”

			Daisy rubs her finger over the books’ spines. “Em! That’s a downer. I get really depressed if I’m not, like, constantly creating, living every day on the edge, ya know?” She takes a James Dickey book off the shelf and flips through the pages.

			“Does eating soft cheese count?”

			Daisy turns the corner. “You’re funny, Em. Most people aren’t funny. Most people are humorless and boring as fuck. Everyone thought you were lame in college, but I always knew you had a lot going on in that head.” She taps the side of my head. “A loud inner voice.”

			“I don’t know. I think I was just insecure,” I say. I show Daisy an early edition of Marguerite Duras’s The Lover, a book we read over and over in college, a book we cemented to memory.

			“Fuck that. You seem basic, but you’re actually a locked vault, always writing in those journals,” she says, tucking the novel into her bag.

			“We didn’t belong in Texas,” I say.

			“That’s why I fucked my way out.”

			I am so enraptured by our conversation that I don’t realize she’s walked out of the store without paying.

			

			—

			Later, we turn into a park with a swing set and a slide and artful graffiti all over a temporary wooden wall. Daisy sees me struggling with the Omni Breeze Dream Carrier. She takes the baby and the carrier, effortlessly securing him to her chest. “Strap him high, tits up, then tighten. None of this dangling baby-low-around-your-crotch bullshit.” I watch. Holden, happy, secure. She sits on a swing and snaps a selfie with Holden. I push them higher and higher, staring at Daisy and my baby in the sun, smiling.

			When the sun is getting low, we walk up the West Side Highway, along the Hudson. A shirtless jogger with incredible abs checks out Daisy. I study the way he looks at her body, her lips. He catches my eye and looks away, jogging faster. Daisy doesn’t notice.

			I try to give Holden a bottle. He thrashes, refusing my breast milk. Daisy reaches for him. “He’s not chugging a Miller Lite. Angle him sideways, Em.” She taps the bottle. He latches instantly. I ask Daisy why she’s such a natural. She lifts a shoulder. “Half the girls at the Landing Strip had babies. Dressing room looked like a goddamn day care.”

			That’s when I tell her that Roman agreed. We’d love it if she’d be Holden’s caregiver—or at least help out until I can figure out childcare. Truly, she tells me again, it would be her pleasure.

			“The world is wild. I can’t tell from one day to the next what I’m going to do, who I’m going to meet. But I’m really stoked it brought me to you, Em.” She leans down and gives Holden a kiss on his forehead. “And you, mon amour.”

			We agree that it’s fate that I found Daisy when I did. Bashert. Destiny. Not some bullshit Briggs Dorm Roommate Compatibility Quiz.

			Daisy says 527 Park has a playroom that no one ever uses and offers a full range of complimentary baby classes that are almost always empty. We can turn one of the rooms in her condo into a nursery, fill it with wooden Montessori toys. “We’re not a Fisher-Price family,” she says, smiling at Holden in the Yoyo. He is really going to town on his bare foot. (“Your eighteen-week-old thinks of her feet as built-in toys and snacks!”) “Yum. Is that delicious, little cutie koala?” Daisy says, using my nickname for him.

			You find her on a Wednesday, and by Friday, you are a family.

			

			—

			That night, some friends invite me to go out to dinner. They got a last-minute four-top at nine p.m. at this French bistro on the Bowery that became so famous on TikTok that nobody goes there anymore. I can’t really afford it, and I’m a half-asleep pumping machine by nine, but I tell them I’ll try to swing by. We all met when I was interning at BuzzFeed. They sent Uber Eats gift cards when Holden was born, but none of them have kids. They drink martinis without worrying about damaging an infant’s development and think a Juju Bean is something you eat. They talk about hookups and the Vulture writer we all envied who recently got caught plagiarizing a high school student’s Medium posts. Somebody pulls out their phone and flashes a Zillow listing of the brownstone apartment that their parents are helping them buy, saying it’s a bargain because it needs work. Another is planning a trip to Thailand and wants to know if anyone has hotel recommendations in Phuket, but apparently Phuket is over and we should all go to Krabi now. They think I am a drag but still occasionally invite me out. They don’t know about Daisy.

			I fall asleep on the sofa with Holden on my chest and half a boob out. Holden cries and I wake up at two a.m. to a string of missed texts. (“You coming?” and “Should we order?” and “Maggie Gyllenhaal at the bar” and “Are you alive??”) I feel bad. I am always flaking, always apologizing, but I can’t really do friendship with them anymore. Maybe I never could.

			

			—

			On Saturday, the whole house is up before six. We FaceTime with Grandma Sue and she reads Holden Curious George and seven different board books about trains that she has kept since Roman was a baby. Gigi is a little stronger and gets on the phone, too.

			Roman and I decide to walk across the Brooklyn Bridge to take Holden on a glass-enclosed antique carousel in Dumbo overlooking Lower Manhattan. Roman struggles to collapse the Yoyo, looking like he’s trying to drop-kick a rottweiler. I give him a smug look. “You’re not helping,” he says.

			“Oh, I’m helping. With my eyes.”

			I race to one of the only two chariots that could seat a family, beating out several tween tourists in sequined backpacks and chunky sneakers. Roman finally joins us. He takes Holden and bounces him on a knee as we go around a couple of times. I look at Roman, at both of them. “Don’t go,” I want to scream. This could be us. We could do this every day.

			The feeling lasts approximately thirty-seven seconds. Roman hands Holden back, telling me that I’m not properly supporting his neck. “And yet somehow I keep him alive without you all day, every day…”

			“Here we go. I’m not supposed to work.”

			Holden cracks his eyes. He is just beginning to grab at things and gestures for Roman’s phone. The Juju Bean moms say cell phones can transmit E. coli, aside from all the obvious concerns about screen time.

			“You realize you’re basically handing him fecal matter?”

			“I don’t shit on my phone,” Roman says.

			“How do I know what goes on in there? You take long enough.” We both stare out at the skyline until the carousel stops and we get off.

			

			—

			By Monday, Roman is back at work, Gigi is back in intensive care, and we are back at Daisy’s place. Half a dozen glass Bonpoint 210-milliliter French baby bottles on the marble island. The Jane Birkin of baby bottles. Not even the Tribeca moms have these bottles. A taupe hammock that looks like it should be at the Whitney dangles from the ceiling by white ropes over a shaggy rug. A powder room transformed into a pink pumping room, patchouli burning.

			Daisy lifts Holden out of his Yoyo and puts him in this usable art. “There,” she says, giving him a little swing. He makes a brand-new humming noise that sounds like heaven. I check that the ropes are secure. “I got Viktor to pick up some baby stuff, for when you come over. I didn’t know what he likes so he got a little of everything,” she says, walking toward the kitchen. “It’s all organic, non-GMO, obvi. Viktor can get us whatever you need. Just let me know.”

			Yes, looking back, I guess I should’ve asked more questions. Maybe even just one question. But I was too happy to be with Daisy, too happy to be hanging at a Greek oligarch’s fully stocked, well-air-conditioned, money-laundering condo. So instead, I just said, “Thank you so much.”

			Yes, please, Daisy, rescue me from public restrooms and Mommy & Me classes and organizing diapers and pelvic-floor therapy and moms who talk about nursery schools as “pipelines to the Ivies.” Deliver me from collapsing my Yoyo on the M14 crosstown bus and an apartment with a scaffolding exoskeleton. Deliver me from medical debts and a boss who expects me back in my cubicle in Midtown East. Deliver me, Daisy, back to some semblance of who I used to be.

			We work out a schedule. Monday to Friday, seven a.m. to seven p.m., Daisy agrees to watch Holden. We will spend as much time together as possible before I go back to work, so she can learn the things he hates (thunderstorms, hand dryers in public restrooms, pigeons, hats of any kind) and loves (foot massages, the F train, grass, shadows).

			Daisy digs around in her Goyard wallet, and pulls out a spare AmEx Black card. “You can use this if there’s anything else he needs.” I hold the card in my hand, thinking of the debt on my own credit card. We still owe tens of thousands in hospital fees that insurance didn’t cover. And weekly co-pays so that Carleigh can finger fuck me at pelvic-floor therapy. So that I maybe don’t have to use a catheter. So that maybe I can have sex again.

			“Anything you need, it’s taken care of,” she says.

			I would just need to do Daisy one favor.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			• • • • •

			Outside, the horizon looks like orange sherbet. Daisy touches a keypad. Neil Young. “Harvest Moon” comes on. We step out onto the expansive mezzanine, leaving the door cracked so that we can hear Holden, who is still sleeping. Daisy looks inside, checking on my baby—our baby. She softens. I have no idea what this means to her, to have us in her life. She riffs on a Sylvia Plath poem—“I need this, I need someone to pour myself into”—then she takes out Camel Lights. I double-check that Holden is still asleep and signal for her to give me one.

			We are smoking cigarettes on a balcony. Daisy asks about my family. I tell her how I texted my mom the ultrasound and she called to warn me that a baby would ruin my life and my marriage, “speaking from experience.” I was twelve when my mom tried to get me on the pill. I hadn’t even gotten my period yet, but I came home from ballet and she was sitting on the stairs with the little pink plastic compact, adamant that she did not want to be a grandmother. Three weeks after Holden was born, I finally told my mom to stop calling me. She put on this whole phony hurt act. Drama. But she didn’t even want me to have a baby. Didn’t think I’d be a good mother. Imagine telling your pregnant daughter that and then saying, voice quivering, that I’ve broken her heart. She invites us all to Texas. She wants to meet the baby. It’s hard for me to not say yes. To not forgive her and book a ticket and rush into her arms and hope that she has changed. That she can be a mother. But I know better.

			“I told her that we needed to stop talking for a while,” I tell Daisy. “It was always a fight and I just don’t have it in me. Sometimes I feel guilty and text her a photo.”

			“Em, you did the right thing. You have to protect yourself, your family. Your mom was always a menace.”

			I shrug. “She’s not that bad. She bought us the Tripp Trapp high chair off our registry. It’s pricey, but it grows with the baby…” I stop myself. Who fucking cares? Point is, my mom had actually made an effort the only way she knew how, an olive branch in the form of a five-hundred-dollar high chair that he can take to his dorm room at Stanford one day. “But who needs her, right? I still talk to my grandma. Oh, and Roman, Roman has the world’s best mom. She’s like a mom out of a 1950s sitcom except not all trad-wife lame. She’s cool. You can, like, talk to her about stuff, you know?”

			“I love that for you.”

			I step on the cigarette butt. “Yeah, well, she lives like a million miles away in Melbourne with the rest of Rome’s family, so it’s almost like she doesn’t exist. It’s just us.”

			“What about your stepdad?” Daisy asks.

			I take another drag. “That one is tough. What about yours?”

			She tells me that he paid for rehab. “Six hours of therapy a day at this crumbling house in Laurel Canyon, but I haven’t touched junk since.” I remind her that she always wanted to live in Joni Mitchell’s backyard. But I don’t understand. “Why would he pay for rehab but not just pay for you to stay in college?” Daisy says it’s always been about control. “College, art school, it meant I could do whatever I wanted. Live my own life. Be my own person. But rehab—oh, rehab!—that meant he’d saved me, that I’d always need him. I think he secretly hoped I’d relapse.”

			“That is dark,” I say.

			Daisy twitches her lips. “It’s done…We don’t need men to save us ever again. We have each other.” She says this as we look out at New York, on a thirty-seven-million-dollar wraparound balcony owned by a Greek oligarch.

			It happened so fast, this treasure I’d hunted and then found. I feel a rush. Daisy’s scent, tuberose and jasmine with a white floral undertone (Le Labo, maybe?) and the Camel Lights and all that matcha. We can do anything. Create, travel the world together, accomplish extraordinary things. We have nothing to be afraid of. My fingerprint had unlocked the door. I just had to push the Yoyo inside. I inhale the cigarettes and the rarefied New York air of a high-net-worth altitude. Daisy yawns, and suddenly I feel tired, too. The tangle of life below, all of Manhattan, a dark ocean with a mean undercurrent. It isn’t Joan Didion biting into a peach, but I think I always knew that this moment, our friendship, would cost me something. That sooner or later, I would have to pay this debt.

			I ask what Daisy wants me to do. She takes a final drag. “I want you to invite all your mom friends over.”

			

			—

			The way Daisy put it, 527 Park was the perfect building for the Juju Bean moms because it was basically empty. During the day, we’d have the entire eighty-seventh floor and the two floors above and below us to ourselves. These condos, with hidden staircases and Toto toilets, had owners somewhere, but for all intents and purposes, they were owned by limited-liability shell companies with names like Columbus Skyline LLC and West Lake Properties LLC and 25CC ST74B LLC. The tax code’s loss is our gain.

			It was pouring. I’d covered Holden’s stroller in the Babylo Universal Raincover, but the Velcro got so wet that the plastic kept flying up in the wind. Everyone was too busy with their own upturned umbrellas to help us down the subway stairs. The elevator smelled of vomit. Holden yelped at the thought of getting on. I crouched down to lift the stroller down the stairs. A girl talking loudly on her cell kept trying to pass us. (“I mean, I don’t, like, like his music—Uh, excuse me?—but I’d totally go and just, like, hang in the desert—Hello?—OMG this mom won’t fucking move…”) She knocked the stroller as she slunk past. Two subways and an hour later, I backed into the emergency exit to open the heavy gate, triggering an alarm, and pushed Holden, wet and wailing, out into the ether of Midtown East.

			The sun came out and the rain turned to a light drizzle as we walked toward Park. The air had a soupy feel. I had sweat circles under my arms. My thighs rubbed together, damp and irritated. I held a cold bottle of Poland Springs against Holden’s beet-red face to cool him down. “There you go…” The plastic rain cover was a mess, smelling like a deflated pool toy at the bottom of the Yoyo.

			Daisy was waiting for us, sitting on a sculptural bench in the tower’s Zen front garden. When she saw us, a couple of wet rats walking toward her, she raced to us with open arms. She gave me the warmest hug and lifted Holden out of his stroller into her arms. I remembered, watching her walk to us that day, the feeling I had in college, that my life would be so much fuller—of love, creativity, spontaneity—with Daisy in it. I had that same late-teenage feeling, like Daisy could tell me what to do and I would always do it, because she would always be right.

			“How’s my little angel?” she says, snuggling with Holden.

			“Soaking wet and fifteen pounds overweight.”

			Daisy smirks. She gives me a light kiss on each cheek and leads us toward the side of the massive building. I feel the cool breeze of the AC. My pits drying in the breeze. Holden’s cheeks losing their bright, frenzied color.

			“So, check this out,” she says. “The city and developer are now suing each other over the subsidized housing units, which means everyone can come and go as they please through ‘poor doors’ and no one will notice.”

			She plugs in a code and holds the heavy back door open. I push the Yoyo inside. From there, Daisy leads us into the belly of this beanpole for the superrich. It’s as if we’ve entered a surreal shaft to another universe. What is this place?

			Daisy flips to sales mode and escorts us through the 180-unit building and all it has to offer. I follow, feeling the glass eye of security cameras watching us.

			“For the bargain price of thirty thousand dollars in monthly maintenance fees, residents—and their guests—can partake in all of the amenities,” Daisy explains. The offerings include a movie theater, a bowling alley, indoor and outdoor pools, a gym (obviously), a golf simulator, a podcasting studio, a meditation room, and—importantly, for our purposes—a children’s playroom designed by Antonino D’Nario. D’Nario, according to a profile in New York magazine, “has come to define the essence of contemporary luxurious interiors.” Holden’s eyes practically bulge out of his baby face when we enter. It is the classiest fucking Gymboree you’ve ever seen.

			The playroom is equipped with pastel cushions, fluffy clouds on the ceiling, a climbing wall, a clay studio, a shrunken Ina Garten–style kitchen, a stocked Smeg fridge. Oat, soy, almond, goat. They have all the milks. There is a play lemonade stand. “Look,” Daisy says. “It’s just like the one I had growing up in River Oaks.” And a theater set after Julie Taymor’s heart. “Maybe we could also get one of those unicorn bounce houses? And fill one of the Jacuzzis with bouncy balls?” she proposes.

			“Who doesn’t love unicorns?”

			We walk into an adjacent children’s reading room. The city’s preeminent “bookshelf curator” had organized color-coordinated first-edition children’s books: Peter Pan, The Wizard of Oz, Charlotte’s Web, et cetera. A quote from The Little Prince on the wall: “All grown-ups were once children, but only a few of them remember it…”

			Daisy explained that the management company tried for years to get residents to use the facilities, offering a range of incentives, including complimentary golf lessons in the simulator and free babysitting. Every once in a while, when real estate agents would take actual potential buyers to an open house, the building needed to look like Xanadu for Manhattan families—not a tax haven for foreign money. So the office happily provided a polyglot of on-call childcare professionals, offering the building’s youngest residents a full menu of “enrichment” classes—Spanish, cooking, chess, digital photography, portraiture, et cetera. Daisy explained that in addition to the thirty thousand dollars in monthly maintenance fees, each condo unit had a minimum of twenty thousand dollars annually to spend on amenities: massages; meals in the Michelin-starred French restaurant; Pilates. “Use it or lose it,” Daisy said. Management didn’t care if residents or their guests partook in these offerings.

			I admittedly have a hard time processing the playroom. The golf simulator is one thing, but this? “Wait. So, anyone can just drop their baby off when they need a break?”

			Daisy nods. “As long as they live here or are visiting a resident, but the ‘residents’ all live in Qatar and Moscow and London, so yeah, they’re pretty chill about it.”

			We put Holden on a blanket and shower him in teething balls. Daisy waves a brand-new squeaky French giraffe rattle named Sophie in his face. He immediately puts it in his mouth. She starts to play peekaboo and he is laughing with every limb. Big peekaboo phase, this age. I look at Daisy and Holden. I look at the playroom’s fluffy clouds and pastel cushions—a Malibu sunset in real estate form.

			Why did we need to tell anyone else about this place? “It’s nice, just us here.”

			“Don’t be silly. You need friends.”

			“I have friends,” I say. A slight pause. “I have you.”

			“Holden needs friends,” Daisy says, tickling his side. Dr. Brooke did say that at six months, babies should play together to develop nonverbal communication skills and improve social and emotional intelligence. Don’t I want Holden to be comfortable seated next to strangers at dinner parties one day? “We won’t invite any assholes, I swear.”

			I turn to look out the widows. Daisy can see that I’m resistant. Finding Daisy, I thought it meant that I wouldn’t need anyone else. I wouldn’t need the Juju Bean moms.

			“Look,” Daisy says, growing more animated. “I don’t give two shits how luxe it is in here—you need a village. Holden needs a village. There’s a reason moms have left their babies off in baskets in forests since the dawn of, like, moms and forests. It’s just that now the forest is Central Park and the village is the Juju Bean moms—and I know a lot of them suck, but you’re stuck with them and they’re stuck with you and there’s beauty in that. There’s beauty in, like, millions of years of human evolution, of needing each other to do this child-rearing thing. Why fight that? Let me do this for you.”

			Good night, good night, public bathrooms. Good night, Good night, dirty looks at coffee shops.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			• • • • •

			We spent the rest of the day in the playroom. We didn’t see a single other baby or parent or nanny or human, other than Bianca, the head of the condo’s staff.

			We started to kick around ideas for how to recruit the Juju Bean moms. No idea was too ridiculous. “Art history classes? Sculpture?” Daisy says.

			“Mommy & Me-chelangelo?”

			“Write that one down!”

			Daisy programmed Willie Nelson into the speakers and was trying to get Holden to clap, which doesn’t typically happen until nine months, per Dr. Brooke, but my gifted almost-five-month-old was down for the challenge. We’d revolted against most country music in Texas. But Willie was different. Willie reminded me of Daisy because no one else understood how you could live in New York and be hanging in a legitimate Tony D’Nario indoor/outdoor playground and still know every word to “Highwayman.”

			“He’s doing it, Em!” I race back from organizing the Jane Austen board books. Holden is doing something resembling tapping his palms on the mat. He doesn’t exactly have rhythm, but then again, neither does his father. I take my phone out.

			“Yesss. Yesss, my sweet koala. That’s Willie.”

			We both collapse on the blush-colored carpet. Daisy and I look at each other. She sees my smile fade, my nerves kicking in. “Em. You gotta stop worrying,” she says, taking my hand. “Can I be blunt?”

			“Um. Yeah. I just need to give the girls a break,” I say, popping my sore boobs out of the nursing bra.

			“You’ve always been weak. People look at you, and they think, I have a pass to jerk off to her milky tits. She’s mousy and pathetic and hasn’t showered in a week.”

			“Four days.”

			“You need to get back to writing. You were really good.”

			“Everything I write is stupid.”

			Daisy looks at me. “That’s okay.”

			I trust Daisy, not the way I trust Dr. Brooke, but the way I trust that the Earth will turn and that every twenty-nine and a half nights, we’ll get another full moon.

			“This could work,” Daisy says.

			And I agree. This could definitely work.

			

			—

			The next day, we get to Daisy’s early. We meet on the thirtieth floor in a co-working space where no one ever works. There’s a spread of Kossar’s bagels and a full matcha bar. I never did understand why someone with a multimillion-dollar condo would need a communal office with fast wi-fi and kombucha on tap, but why not? Daisy convinces me to take my matcha with no milk, no sweetener, the bitter way, the way she used to drink it in Tokyo, when she was living with a Lebanese auto executive she met in Davos.

			We pop our bagels out of the Wolf gourmet toaster and take Holden outside to a playground in the condo’s courtyard. It has all the latest equipment and Astroturf under artificial mega-grass, so that if a kid did fall off the wooden pirate ship or the NASA-approved model space shuttle, they’d land on a soft, fluffy evergreen lawn, just as God and every gentle parenting influencer intended. It is vacant except for us. An LLC shell of a playground. Daisy is rocking Holden in his Yoyo with the tip of her McQueen heel. I rattle off ideas to enhance the play space.

			“Ohh, I stole these luscious Coterie organic diapers from this law office that helped me find you; we should get some of those.”

			“So many questions. Why did you need a lawyer to find me? What did they find on me? Why did a law office have diapers?”

			“Top law firm in the city. They were very helpful. They said you aren’t dead, but you aren’t alive. Just add Coterie diapers to our list?”

			Holden drops Sophie on the ground. I pick her up and hand her back to Holden, who puts Sophie right back into his mouth. I am not even worried about germs outside. It’s like we aren’t even in New York, but in some sanitized Epcot version of the city.

			I’d resisted the urge to ask Daisy about her work, but I did wonder if all of this could implode. “What do we do if the Greek comes back, or somebody finds out?”

			“Finds out what?”

			“That we invited people over.”

			“Look around, Em. This place could use a little life. Besides, it’s sort of my job?” Daisy explains that the Greek told her to “make it look lived-in, fix it up.”

			“Because it is so shabby?”

			“You’d be surprised.”

			Daisy then tells me about the leaks, the stalled elevator cars, the swaying in a heavy wind, the crappy plumbing, the rushed, shoddy electrical installation that has rendered sixty-five units and a common area unusable. A Potemkin pied-à-terre. “It looks posh, but I swear, Em, it’s held together with Scotch tape. But who cares? New York real estate is a way more solid investment than the S and P.” Daisy leans down and, noticing Holden’s eyes are open, taps the tip of his nose. “The Greek just bought it as a place to hide his money. Isn’t that right, cutie-pie? Yes. Yes, it is, all the billionaires are doing it. Yes, they are.” She is baby talking about the proliferation of foreign money laundered through high-end New York real estate to my baby. Daisy hides her face—“Anonymity”—and peekaboo—“Liquidity.” It’s like Dr. Seuss swallowed The Wall Street Journal. I do not like oligarchs, Sam-I-am.

			I look up, my neck craned all the way back, the full force of aggressive architecture and the security cameras staring down on me. “Who lives in the penthouse?”

			I notice Daisy’s eyes flinch a bit, like I’ve crossed a line. She holds her cup with both hands and takes a long sip of matcha. When she comes up for air, she’s forgotten that I ever asked. “Anyway, the Greek gave me all this shit, about how I’m always reading and how I don’t have any female friends, like there’s something wrong with me.”

			“What a dick.”

			“Eh. He is actually a decent guy, you know, as far as they go.” I do not know, but I also don’t ask. I don’t ever ask. “He’s not like these men who just want me to invite other professionals, escorts or whatever, over,” she says. “He wants me to have, like, ‘normal’ friends, and where am I supposed to find those? I mean, you’re the closest thing I’ve got, and you are definitely not normal.” She winks. “The apartment needs to feel homey, in case the feds show up or whatever.”

			Daisy explains that since the Hu scandal, federal officials had been cracking down on condos bought under LLCs, particularly the ones purchased with foreign money. The Greek needed some laundry around, so the place would look less laundered. Daisy was under strict instructions to really use the place, mess it up a little. What better way to do that than to invite over a bunch of babies? After the Malaysian fled, Daisy’s name started to circulate in certain very specific, very high-net-worth circles. For a tiny cadre of obscenely rich men, Daisy provided an essential service beyond sex. She was a kind of house manager, available, for the right price, to be trapped in a Rapunzel tower for the über-rich.

			“Is it legal?” I regret the question immediately.

			Daisy takes a sip of matcha. “Oh, Em. Everything is legal if you’re rich enough.”

			She squeezes Holden’s thigh. “This, you, being together, it makes me feel a sense of home. Besides, operating a whole day care is cheaper than those Wolf appliances that no one ever uses. Money means nothing to these people. But it means a lot to you.”

			Did money mean a lot to me? I’d never thought of myself as someone who cared much about money. You don’t move to New York to be a poet if money is your thing. But hearing Daisy say it aloud makes me realize that I do care. Money would mean that I could spend time with Holden. Money would mean Roman wouldn’t have to worry about getting laid off. We wouldn’t have to worry about filing for bankruptcy if we lost our health insurance. I wouldn’t have to stress about paying my co-pay next week at physical therapy. We wouldn’t have to bust our asses to afford a nine-hundred-square-foot apartment with a scaffolding exoskeleton. I have a baby, and money means a lot to me.

			I still don’t really get why Daisy wants to invite the Juju Bean moms. I mean, most of them are pretty irritating. “It’s so perfect here. Just us. Quiet. Alone.”

			“Em, this idea that you have to be broke and miserable and lonely to be a good mom? It’s kinda fucked-up.”

			“I never said that.”

			This is when Daisy gives me her sales pitch—the excuse that we’ll use to try to rationalize what went down in 527 Park. The excuse that I will try to recite verbatim to Roman, and the lawyers and the press and the cops, when people start asking questions. Daisy explains that even though her work involves men, she’s been around every kind of woman, every kind of mother. Every mother she’s ever known, my mother, her mother, felt like they were failing a thousand different ways. “But what if it wasn’t their fault?”

			“Oh, it was definitely my mom’s fault.”

			“What if it was, like, society?” Daisy defends her thesis with such eloquence that I begin to believe that this is why we reunited. This is why she found me on a Wednesday afternoon. This is why she reappeared now, right after I had a baby. We have a purpose. I listen to her talk and begin to ask myself so many questions: What if our moms had been overwhelmed? Bored? Put down? What if they’d been in pain? What if they couldn’t even walk ten feet to the bed? What if they didn’t want to leave their babies to go back to dead-end office jobs but couldn’t afford to stay home? What if they’d been shamed for buying a highly rated battery-operated STEM toy when all they wanted to do was bolster their baby’s early brain activity? What if they had nowhere to go on weekdays, which lasted approximately seven thousand hours?

			“Look, those moms you hate? Exhausted. Crying in the laundry room. Up to their tits in debt.” She flags down a passing concierge—“Can we please get a gluten-free bread basket out here? Put it on eight-seven-eight-nine?” She turns back to me. “Let them come here. Let them breathe. Feel human. You don’t have to lead them. Just…open the door.”

			I sip my matcha latte, teasing—“Ohh, what happens when the door swings open? Matching sashes? ESP?” Daisy doesn’t laugh, but she doesn’t deny it.

			“You’ll feel less alone. And maybe I won’t feel like a ghost in this obscene glass box.” She looks over at me, the same look she gave me before we cut class, ignored the power plant’s no-trespassing sign, hoisted each other over a chain-link fence, and dove into the reservoir. “I’ve thought about this ever since I made you read Atwood in college. I’ve thought about my mom, the moms I met at clubs, at jobs. I’ve thought about you, Em, and I just wonder, what if things could be different? What if we could make things different? Stir shit up? Spread the wealth? Otherwise, what’s the fucking point?”

			I stare at Daisy when she says this part, and I know that she means it. This isn’t some manic episode. This is her brilliance. I’ve just forgotten what it feels like to witness it. I do not ask about all the pain and disappointment and darkness that Daisy has been through, but she tells me that maybe it was all leading her here? To me. To Holden. To a luxury apartment tower and a Black AmEx with no limit.

			To home.

			For the first time since I became a mother, I am not checking the time. Not counting down until Roman gets off work. Until I can tell somebody who is not a nursery appliance or an anonymous handle on Juju Bean about my day. I am content. For now.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			• • • • •

			The STAR Physical Therapy and Rehabilitation Center had several locations in the city, but they only did pelvic-floor therapy on the third floor of a 1970s-era office building in the Financial District, with a stack of trash outside and a security guard who was always eating hot chicken and who never checked my ID. The creaky elevator opened directly into an office that had low ceilings and flickering fluorescent lighting and gym equipment and massage tables and stacks of rubber exercise bands and spiky massage balls. The only sign, besides the reminder to clean the equipment with sanitary wipes after use, featured a photo of Mount Everest with the quote, “I didn’t come this far to only come this far.” There was a cheap Chinese takeout place downstairs and the whole gym had an eau de egg roll.

			Daisy agreed to watch Holden, a life-changing development. Because if there is one thing worse than a finger-fucking session with Carleigh, it is having to pay for childcare during a finger-fucking session with Carleigh. If I am going to be away from my baby for a full sixty minutes, why can’t it be for a facial?

			I walk past the other patients, past the torn meniscus and the sciaticas and the hip replacements, to a back room. The Red Room. I take off my clothes from the waist down and put on a medical gown. I climb on the exam table and I wait. If I use these few minutes correctly, if I stare at the popcorn ceiling, fixate on the outline of brown around an air vent that looks like a brontosaurus that I want to show to Holden, in just the right way, then I can go to another place, another planet. If I do it just right, I do not even notice when Carleigh comes in. (“Hiiiii. How’s the baby?!”) I do not notice that she has put on rubber gloves. (“Sleeping any better??”) Or that she is dipping them into an industrial-size tub of K-Y Jelly. (“Let’s see what’s going on in there!”)

			The hurt cuts through me like gardening shears. I grip the side of the table.

			Carleigh asks me each week how many times I urinate at night. Five. It is always at least five, in addition to two or three night feedings. If I am lucky, the pees coincide with the feedings, but they usually don’t. Roman tells me not to drink before bed, as if I am downing a sweet tea at nine p.m. Yes, beverages, that’s my problem, not postpartum urinary incontinence. I am supposed to keep a diary of piss, but I don’t.

			I feel like a fish being filleted on a slab, but still I find a way to ask Carleigh the same question I always ask, my voice small and throaty. “How’s the wedding planning?” From there, I am being operated by some kind of vagina ventriloquist. The question will kick off thirty minutes of small talk about flower arrangements (“Baby’s breath looks so cheap…”) and band versus deejay (“Both, obviously”). And “I told Troy, if there’s no seafood tower, what’s the point of even getting married?” My mouth pulled open; words somehow come out. “I couldn’t agree more.” And “That’s what event planners are for.”

			If we are talking about venues and vows and food trucks, then we don’t have to talk about how I’ve failed, again. Truth is, as sweet and good-intentioned as she is, Carleigh is constantly disappointed in me. She tries to couch her irritation in an anecdote about trying on dresses at Mark Ingram, but I know what she’s thinking. “Hmm. It’s not feeling any tighter,” Carleigh says, really in there now. My insides are a messy bin of Magna-Tiles that Carleigh is trying to clean up. “Squeeze?”

			“I am squeezing.” That’s not the ventriloquist. That is me, about to cry because I am fucking squeezing. At least, I think I am squeezing? She takes her fingers out. I am no longer hiding in the ceiling. I am there on the table, in real time.

			“Are you doing your Kegels?” Carleigh asks.

			“Every night,” I say. What is a Kegel? I am afraid to admit to Carleigh that, after weeks of physical therapy, I still don’t really know.

			“Remember, you pretend you’re holding a blueberry in there and then breathe out…and…let it go,” Carleigh says. Every week she gives me the blueberry analogy. She’s given me the blueberry analogy so many times that I am tempted to put a blueberry up there just to see what she is talking about.

			She massages my pelvis and then moves to an electric wand. I try to go back to my safe space in the popcorn ceiling. The ceiling could be the white sands at Waikiki Beach. The ceiling could be that endless salt lake in Bolivia that I saw in National Geographic. The ceiling could be the first page of my poetry book. I am floating outside of myself. I am lifted off the exam table and the crumply white paper roll. I am lifted out of New York. Out of womanhood. I don’t even remember jumping off the table, wiping between my legs, putting my clothes back on. I just appear in a flash, like some quantum space-time continuum, at the front desk, where Diane asks how everything was today.

			“Fantastic,” I say.

			Diane asks me for my insurance card. I give it to her, accidentally knocking over a stack of pamphlets titled “Happy Mom, Thriving Kid!” I kneel down to pick them up. Diane xeroxes the card and as she hands it back to me, she says, “We no longer accept your insurance.”

			“What?”

			“You need to get another referral to put this through your PPO,” Diane says. HMO, PPO, EPO, POS, ACA, COBRA. I am drowning in an alphabet soup of insurance.

			“I gave birth in-network.”

			“Looks like you have to recover out-of-network,” Diane says, flagging the next patient.

			

			—

			After my appointment, I walk to Pier 25, a waterfront playground on the West Side Highway with miniature golf, a dog park, and panoramic views of the Hudson and the Statue of Liberty. It’s a favorite haunt of the Tribeca moms. I find Daisy in the sandbox with Holden. She’s with a couple nannies and a babysitter I vaguely recognize from the Stuy Town playroom. Holden’s sitting up with no support now. Daisy backs a dump truck into a puddle of water, beeping sounds and everything. I take off my shoes and get into the sand with them.

			“Have you ever had fruit in your vagina?” I ask.

			Before she can answer, I grab Holden and snuggle him tight in my arms. Another one of his signature whiffs, a look like he’s Hegel contemplating the universe. “He’s dirty.”

			“I can change him,” Daisy says, eager to prove her nanny bona fides.

			But I am already digging for a diaper in my Itzy Ritzy Boss Backpack. I notice that Daisy is carrying the Row’s slouchy bag. I saw this purse on a Hadid sister on TikTok. It cost four thousand dollars, the it bag of the fall (and it’s not even Labor Day). I have no idea why I can’t put diapers in the leather tote that I bought at a market in Florence. Or the Chloe bag that Penelope gave me to donate but that I secretly kept. Why a separate bag for the diapers? But that is what they tell you, you need an ugly-ass backpack with a stupid name that you would never use in your normal life…for the Pampers.

			“I got it,” I say. We walk to the public bathroom. Daisy holds the door. She leans on the edge of the sink, filling me in on everything I missed, as I wipe Holden. I see her gag a little. “C’mon, this is nothing. You should’ve seen it when I gave him pears.”

			“No. It’s the baby wipes. Something about that smell…” She changes the topic. “He drank about a gallon of your boob juice, and some two-year-old tried to dump sand on his head, but I gave her nanny a look like I would cut a bitch. What is wrong with toddlers?”

			“They’re little terrorists,” I say.

			Without hesitating, Daisy takes the dirty diaper and helps me change Holden into a bathing suit. She is my extra set of hands. We lather him in SPF 50 and spend the rest of the afternoon waving him under the cool mist of the splash pad. He has a sun hat with whales on it and the biggest smile. Daisy is getting wet, too, rocking him in her arms. He shrieks with glee, and we all collapse, wet and happy and sun-kissed, on a poplin blanket on grass at the edge of the Hudson. We hear a pushcart selling paletas. Daisy gets up to go buy us each one.

			A few minutes later, Daisy is dabbing Holden’s first taste of an ice pop onto his tongue. “There you go. Yummy. Très bien. Cherry.” He licks and licks, lapping it up, the first thing he loves more than my stubborn breast milk. I put him down on his belly and he wiggles, arms stretched overhead, soaking up the sun. We lie on our backs on either side of him, arms crossed behind our heads, lips stained red.

			“I’d honestly take this over St. Tropez,” Daisy says. A sanitation truck passes us, the snarl and stink of New York in late August. After that, a siren.

			“Why do I doubt that?”

			Holden is doing the full-body giggle again, which makes us giggle. We are all smiles and giggles and cherry syrup. I look at Holden. We needed the company.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			• • • • •

			“I’ll keep you company!” Penelope sounds so offended when I tell her that I’ve found Daisy and that she agreed to help with childcare when I go back to work. That we are fast friends again.

			“You’re never here.” Penelope is one of those aggressive FaceTimers. Did she need to see me collecting soiled onesies into a plastic basket? And did I really need to see Penelope lounging by a fireplace wearing a Princeton sweatshirt? Pine trees and river rapids in the background. Scaffolding and honking in mine. “Where are you?”

			“Ugh, Aspen.” Ugh? “Beau’s family summoned all of us to this house they bought, since no one goes to the Hamptons in August anymore.”

			“They don’t?”

			“But there’s nothing to do except, like, hike and eat and read.”

			“That sounds like my literal dream. When are you back?”

			“Thursday. No, Friday. But then we go to the Bahamas for my dad’s birthday. I have to meet the new girlfriend. She’s a jewelry designer, of course, younger than me. It’s a whole thing.”

			“At least it will really piss your mom off.”

			“Always finding the silver lining, Emily Joan. That’s why we’re friends.” She squints, then cringes, noticing the dirty laundry. It’s as if she caught me churning butter.

			“Pen, I wanted to thank you. I might not have found Daisy without you. She said the PI’s what really convinced her to get back in touch.”

			“Hey, anytime you need to track down an elusive porn star, I got you.”

			“That lawyer, August, in the Armani, kinda hot?” She knows I am digging, my reporter instinct. One of the twins crawls into her lap, saving her.

			“Hiii, you. Where is Bertha?” Penelope shoves the child off her lap. Not mean, just rich. I hear Beau say something in the background. “Fall is crazy with the renovation. Beau figured we might as well use the London place, do Europe…”

			Roman is stuck working late on an audit. I decided to live it up. I ordered Greek takeout from the place across the street with extra pita and cracked open Nurture Light Organic Pureed Peas for Holden. But I must have put him in his Bluetooth-enabled MamaRoo Multi-Motion Baby Swing too soon after eating, because as Penelope is droning on about the Hôtel du Cap going downhill, Holden is projectile vomiting. “Oh shit. Shit. Shit. Oh no, baby, poor baby…Hold on a sec?” I lay the phone on the kitchen counter.

			Penelope hardly notices. “So, you’ll check on the apartment while we’re gone?”

			I yell toward the phone. “Puke crisis over here. Can we talk later?”

			“You’re on the list and have all my codes. Just, like, swing by? Make sure everything is turned off? You know the drill.”

			Holden is happy enough, but we are both soaked in syrupy green. I pick him up and wipe my hair out of my face. Some of the vomit gets into my mouth. It gets everywhere.

			“You can use the gym or whatever, no one is ever there.”

			I can’t believe she is still talking. “Pen. I gotta go. I’m covered in pea puke.”

			“Yeah. Me, too. We’re going to Matsuhisa tonight because my mother-in-law fired another chef. She’s impossible.”

			“I have no idea what you just said.”

			“And the housewarming party is on. If I don’t fire the contractor…You better be there.”

			I look down at the phone, holding Holden in my arms, my face smeared in regurgitated puree. “Wouldn’t miss it. Bye.”

			I undress Holden to give him a bath in his Frida Baby Soft Sink Baby Bath. The Juju Bean moms said I should bathe him in the bathtub now that he can sit up on his own, but I’m not ready to let go of this routine. The kitchen sink is too overflowing with dirty dishes and baby bottles and plastic nipples to fit the Frida. Only in New York could I somehow wind up with one friend lounging by a fireplace in Aspen (“Ugh.”) and another living in a thirty-seven-million-dollar condo with a screening room, and not have a dishwasher. I know that a lot of girls read Edith Wharton and move to the city aspiring to immerse themselves in a certain modern Gilded Age social set. Invites to charity galas, ladies’ lunches. That was never me. All I ever wanted were beatnik literary friends. I wanted friends who ate ramen and argued about Bukowski and slept on mattresses on the floor and used a stack of secondhand books as a bedside table and who would never do Ecstasy because who would want a drug that made you love everyone? Like Kerouac said, “The only people for me are the mad ones…the ones who never yawn or say a commonplace thing but burn, burn, burn, like fabulous yellow roman candles…” But I also wanted a dishwasher.

			We opt for a sponge bath, and by “sponge,” I mean I used an entire box of the Kirkland Signature Baby Wipes that Roman bought at Costco before they realized he was using a friend’s membership and cut us off.

			Lately, it seemed like Roman had to work late every night, either with an audit or “team building” drinks. Another guy got laid off. Steven. That was six from his team. He was always complaining about Steven’s constant ice chewing. “Nice bloke,” but the habit drove him “bloody mad.” Still, the team needed to mark the moment. After all, it could be any of them next. He had to “at least show my face” at every wake. Why anyone would want to be a member of a team that was based around Heineken on tap and happy hour at P. J. Clark’s was beyond me. The words “work drinks” echoed in my ears like an early humanoid man’s chest thump. A prehistoric cry that reminded me each time he said it that Roman gets to go to an office and expense fried calamari and loaded nachos. I get to stay home and clean up projectile vomit. I know he is tired and stressed and hates that Holden is asleep when he gets home, but from where I sit and moan, still stuffing my hospital underwear with ice packs, while trying to keep a baby alive—he gets to go back to normal. Whereas I will never be normal again.

			But even as the pang inside me wanted to wrestle the popcorn shrimp right out of his cold corporate hands, I didn’t want to trade places with Roman. Motherhood was funny like that. And I realized that it had been this impossible contradiction—this voice to “Enjoy it!” even though I felt bored and lonely, a shell of my old self—that had driven me to find Daisy. That had brought us together. That made me get behind her crazy idea to turn her condo into a decadent day care. Because when we are together, the three of us, I do enjoy motherhood. Almost all of it.

			It was a sign of how my marriage was going that I’d started to appreciate Roman’s late nights at the office. By the time he got home, I’d already be asleep on the sofa, and we didn’t have to have the “Are you coming to bed?” conversation. If he had asked me that night—which he didn’t—the answer would have been no. No, I am not coming to bed.

			At my PT appointment two weeks ago, I’d laid spread-eagled on the exam table waiting for Carleigh. A burly man in a Jets jersey named Derek walked in instead. He put on rubber gloves. “Where’s Carleigh?” I asked.

			“Migraine. Lay back for me?” He dipped his fingers in the lube.

			“Not gonna buy me dinner first?”

			I swallowed hard as his fingers entered me. I told him it still hurts when I walk. On the way there, I’d almost keeled over carrying Holden’s Yoyo down the subway stairs. The invisible knives so sharp and sudden, I almost watched my newborn plummet down the dank cement stairs at Broadway-Lafayette. Luckily, a Hasidic woman balancing three children of her own reflexively caught the back of the stroller.

			“How would you rate the pain?” Derek asked.

			“Zero stars. Do not recommend.” Derek didn’t reply. We didn’t speak again. I just lay there. Like a Handmaid.

			Whoever said “don’t go to bed angry” didn’t have a newborn or pay to get finger raped by Derek. It’s not that I am not coming to bed because I am mad at Roman. I could go from rage to deep REM in seconds. I am not coming to bed because I am worried I might snuff the life out of him as he slept. But I wasn’t just mad at Roman; I was mad at the idea of him. And how do you snuff that out? I was mad at all of the men in Brooks Brothers eating Buffalo wings as their wives bled in Epsom salts baths. I’d never really thought much about gender before I had a baby. Men, women, weren’t we all just spoiled and self-absorbed, waiting in line for brunch at Jack’s Wife Freda? But now, when I finally see things clearly and have the urge to channel my inner Betty Friedan and stand up for myself—to stand up for women everywhere!—all I want to do is lie down. Why do we open our eyes right when all we want to do is close them?

			I put Holden in his crib. I don’t know what time it is in Australia, but I text Sue a bunch of photos from the past couple of days, photos in the condo that I wanted to post but Daisy didn’t want me to. I don’t have the energy to shower, but sleeping with vomit in my hair is not ideal. I drag myself to the tub and turn on the water. Blood and moss-colored puke swirl down the drain. I am used to the blood, every week after PT. Carleigh says it is normal. But every time she tells me that, I wonder, How is it normal? How is any of this normal?

			It’s almost ten when I hear Roman unlock the door. I hear his keys. I smell his smell. “Babe? You up?” he asks. I squeeze my eyes tight. Fast asleep, for now.

			

			—

			We’d start small, spreading the word on Juju Bean about a new luxury play space on Park Avenue. Daisy set up an account using one of my pregnancy pictures. I hardly took any photos when I was pregnant because I thought my face looked fat. In this one, in the snow on the Central Park Mall, my head is covered in the furry hood of the Theory coat I bought at Loehmann’s my first winter in New York. We mocked up a classy PDF and I wrote the copy, posting about “a new—free!—interactive wellness and play center on Park Avenue.” We invited any parent who needed “a place for your baby to play and learn, and for you to relax and recharge, to stop by.” We said it’s an idea “inspired by the Scandinavian philosophy and pedagogy that children should have active and spontaneous, self-directed experimental play in a relationship-driven environment, while parents engage in active rest and self-improvement.” I made Daisy add “pedagogy.” We didn’t know shit about how they raised kids in Sweden, but it sounded good.

			For the moms, we advertised a spa-like communal space offering healthy organic meals, complimentary workout classes, napping pods, showers, pumping rooms with grapefruit essential oils and no one walking in on you, no smell of another mother’s stale milk. Daisy posted a sign-up sheet on Juju Bean under a pseudonym. I came up with a full cast of fictional characters, faux accounts that made it look like all the spots were taken, only the wait list available.

			

			—

			Daisy had a Thomashilfen Recaro Monza Nova 2 Reha Car Seat that cost more than my first car installed in the Mercedes, so that Viktor could give us a ride home, an unfathomable luxury. Holden and I rolled like rappers. But tonight is one of those rare late-August nights when the air sticks to every part of me. Daisy and I decide to walk. We’d head east and then downtown along the East River. “What do we call it?” Daisy asks.

			“Does it need a name?” I feel myself losing brain cells every time I say one of these moronic play-space names. “It’s always the Playful Pineapple. Or Giggles Galaxy. The Little Learners Lodge. Lollipop Tree.”

			“I think I danced there one time.”

			I laugh. “What about just 527 Park? It sounds exclusive, like this stupid private club that my friend Penelope belongs to.”

			“I like it,” Daisy says. “No name. Just an address. Not any address, but the address. It’s elusive, expensive.”

			“It’s perfect.”

			A big part of Juju Bean’s business model is that every post is vetted and verified, and the data isn’t shared, so users can be assured that we aren’t trolls or human traffickers or Herbalife salespeople, though the herb people always make it through the cracks. The Juju Bean moms lapped up our posts like a Happy Baby teething wafer. Sure, there were skeptics. That was to be expected. Daisy, as much an outsider to this world as I was to sex work, cracked up at the comments. We are almost to Twenty-Third Street. We’d walk-laughed thirty blocks. She does a dramatic reading as I push the stroller. Holden takes in the fresh air and chews on Sophie, the French giraffe.

			“ ‘Is this a real estate hoax? You gonna lure me there and hard-sell me a time-share?’ You couldn’t afford the free tote bag, FunBuns223. MomPoochPooBah: ‘How is this free?? My tits call bullshit. Oh, wait, LovinInMyOven claps back: ‘Who cares?! It’s a thousand degrees. Give those sweaty tits a vacation.’ That’s right, ladies—we’ve got your AC right here.” She keeps flicking her thumb. “Citymomma76Hi wants to know if we’re nut-free. Adorable. And here’s one from workingmom_daily: ‘Wow, must be nice to have a weekday off. Some of us work full time.’ Excuse me, Working Mom Daily—we see you, martyr queen.”

			Being on the Juju Bean app with Daisy was like going to some faraway country together. I imagine Japan is disorienting and crushingly lonely when you are by yourself. But the second you get to experience the place with someone you love, you are laughing your ass off. You love it there. You cannot imagine a better place. It is a different planet, Planet Juju Bean, when I am exploring it with Daisy.

			“Wait, MrsMommyMD wrote—‘I’d sell my body to put my baby in a bounce house and take a shit on a Toto toilet in peace.’ ”

			I think about this. “And she’s a medical doctor?”

			Daisy nods, looking at her bio. “Cardiologist at Weill Cornell.”

			“Imagine,” I say. “This woman is a fucking cardiologist and the only warmth in her life is the thought of a heated toilet seat.”

			“That’s some haiku right there, Em,” Daisy says.

			I start to think about poetry again with Daisy, not quite writing as much as composing in my head. We turn on Twenty-Third Street, past a desperate man half asleep in a bus stop. I look at people differently now. I look at this man and I see somebody’s baby boy. Somebody’s Holden. Daisy leans down, puts a twenty in his hand. We keep walking. The Mercedes is idling behind us, ready to give Daisy a ride back uptown.

			I pass men living on the streets…

			on the way home to an empty luxury condo.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			• • • • •

			The next day, five people showed up. Two of them did not have children. One had a fourteen-year-old who was playing Fortnite and eating Takis in the billiard room.

			“What do we do?” I asked Daisy. But she’d already floated over to two moms, one pushing a Cybex bassinet stroller and the other a Cruz V2, not that Daisy knew the difference. “Welcome. Bienvenue. Shoes off, please. No outside dirt in here. Clean slate.” They looked at each other, then kicked off their scuffed sneakers. “Can we get you anything?”

			The one with the bob and severe bangs tentatively accepted a Ghia ginger soda. She took a sip, leaving a tangerine lip stain on the glass. They strolled around the space, taking in the high ceilings, the art, the opulence. We stood back, gave them space.

			“Hey, isn’t there supposed to be an interactive play area?”

			Daisy and I, shocked and delighted that our bullshit messaging actually worked, both burst out, “It’s downstairs.”

			

			—

			The moms started to trickle in after that, several at a time, usually just popping in out of curiosity. Why was the space free? Daisy said she was a brand ambassador to Coterie diapers. Or the real estate developers did it as a pop-up, a plug for the postpartum center of the future. Was the bubble bath hypoallergenic? Duh. Who owned the apartment? The LLC of None of Your Fucking Business. But then they’d see the ylang-ylang chamomile essential jojoba belly oil that smelled like someone bottled an orgasm. Or they’d partake of a well-made Aperol spritz on the playground that essentially belonged only to them. A sandbox that would not transmit pinworms. They’d come back the next day, and the day after. By the third or fourth visit, they’d stop asking questions.

			We recruited Bianca, the highly competent fifty-something woman who oversaw the building’s cleaning staff, to handle operations. We doubled her salary, and she doesn’t have to scrub the same floor that no one walks on ten times a day. Plus, we’re fun.

			At first we encouraged posts on Instagram, using #527Park. But pretty soon, Daisy instructed Bianca to put stickers over everyone’s camera lenses upon entry, like they do at that San Vicente Bungalows place in LA where Kaia Gerber is always eating a chopped salad. Posting, at this stage, would make 527 Park passé, Daisy said. We needed word of mouth, let our platonic ideal of a baby play center take on its own life, become a citywide destination for anyone in the know. We’d started something; we had to see it through to its best incarnation. And personally, I wanted the workout-set moms to see me now. So, on Wednesday, I take Holden to Mr. Pete’s class, not because I ever needed to spend another day in the Stuy Town community room, but because I wanted the other moms to know they didn’t have to either. I had an escape hatch.

			Olivia pushes in the double jogging stroller. Her usually tight pony unravels in her face, joining a touch of smudged mascara. When I ask if everything is okay, Olivia says yes so fast that it feels like she’s been practicing in the mirror. “It’s fine. Fine. Why wouldn’t everything be fine?” I slowly back away.

			Later, Audrey tells me that Olivia has been waking up every twenty minutes with Zoe and when Zoe wakes up, Chloe wakes up, and even Olivia—the Stanford-educated corporate lawyer on the partner track with the closetful of power suits that she’ll fit right back into when her leave is over—is sloppy and dizzy with sleeplessness. Only worse, because Olivia has the type of immigrant mother who calls every day and asks what Olivia has done to make her proud. She must project that she has it together. Audrey, meanwhile, looks like an unmade bed lately. Sloane is always throwing a tantrum. I ask Audrey if it’s colic. “No, the doctor said she’s too old to be colicky,” she says. No one can figure out if Sloane is tired or hungry or gassy or just an asshole.

			Audrey parks the UppaBaby in the corner where they keep the deflated exercise balls and takes a bottle of lactose-free milk out, peeling the tinfoil lid off with her teeth. She pours it into a bottle and sticks it in Sloane’s mouth. Sloane stops crying for fifteen minutes, while Audrey feeds her with one hand and plays Wordle with the other.

			Marcela arrives with Noah. She is serious, speaking Spanish into an earpiece. (“¿Cuánto están pagando? ¿Quantos los niños?”) I wave her over to sit by me. Brit is singing “Jellicle Songs for Jellicle Cats” as she tries to calm a restless Quinn on the Pop ’N Go Baby Playmat. “Allegorical cats, metaphorical cats…” What Brit doesn’t say is that last week Quinn crawled off and she found her chewing on the end of a pediatric rectal thermometer; luckily it was the right end. Brit doesn’t like it here either. She just hides it under show tunes. “Cynical cats, rabbinical cats…”

			I pounce. “Did y’all sign up for 527 Park?”

			“I was wait-listed,” Olivia says.

			“Same,” Audrey says, still trying to find a five-letter word that starts with M.

			Olivia looks at me. “Can you help?”

			Olivia needed my help? Olivia, of matching sports bra sets and a jogging stroller and two kids under two, needed my help? “I’ll see what I can do,” I say.

			“Do you know if I can leave Quinn? Is it like a drop-off thing or we have to stay there?” Brit asks.

			Audrey declares, “MAMBO,” to no one in particular.

			“I think it’s whatever you need, honestly? If you have something to do, leave the kid,” I tell them.

			“Leave my angel? Never. Not even for a second,” Audrey says, deadpan.

			I pick up a tambourine and jiggle it at Holden. “Hey, Mr. Tambourine man. I actually have a place to go. I have a Park Avenue apartment and free air-conditioning…” He coos, filling me with hope that he will have exceptional musical taste and never go to a music festival just to hang in the desert.

			

			—

			I started to feel exhilarated by the recruitment process. Now I understood all of those MLM moms in Midwestern suburbs. I had my eye on Diamond Ambassador status. I skip physical therapy and hit up the Bugaboo moms at Mandarin story time. I make my way around the circle in the little park on Elizabeth Street with “We’re headed to 527 Park after this…” and “Oh? You haven’t signed up yet?” “Yeaaaaahhh, I think there’s a long wait list.” I’ve perfected the sales pitch. It rolls off my tongue.

			The Caribbean nannies aren’t on Juju Bean, so I printed flyers. “The space isn’t just for moms,” I tell them. They raise their eyebrows and give one another looks, skeptical. Priscilla, who is the grand nanny of the Trinidadian caregivers, takes the flyer and reads the address. “Upper East Side, huh?” she says.

			“It’s more like the Middle East Side, in the fifties.”

			“Too far,” Priscilla declares, using a single hand to toss a baby girl out of the stroller and over her shoulder to burp, second nature.

			Because I speak some Spanish and eat Marcela’s pupusas, she is more receptive. “Pero…” I knew there was a “but” coming…She’s taking another job. Noah will be in preschool soon, and she worries his parents will cut her hours. She’s about to get a newborn. “But you love Noah,” I say. Of course, Marcela does not love Noah. She might like Noah. She might find him adorable and squeezable. As far as babies go, Noah is admittedly cute. But Marcela loves her own children and grandchildren. The ones she put through college and medical school by caring for other women’s children. The ones whose photos she shows me each week. The ones Noah is inadvertently supporting.

			I park Holden’s stroller next to Noah’s and sit down with Marcela. She offers me jicama with chili powder and lime. It feels good to crunch down hard on the papery sticks. Being with Marcela puts going back to work in perspective. I know that behind every sad story of a caregiver who leaves her own family to take care of someone else’s family, there is an even sadder story back home. “I’ll miss you. Where’s the new baby?” I ask.

			“Brooklyn Heights,” Marcela says. It will be a longer commute from Corona (“three trains”) but it’s more money.

			“More money is good.” I tell Marcela that I have to go back to work soon. Kathy in HR approved my request for medical disability, giving me an extra two months of unpaid leave, but even that would be up soon. I can’t tell anyone how terrified I am about going back. Not Daisy, who would think my job is lame and beneath me. Not Roman, who worries about our 401(k) and is stressed about his own job. Not Penelope, who would just tell me to quit. But I tell Marcela. I tell her how much I wish I could never go back.

			“It’ll be okay, mami,” she says. She asks if I found a nanny.

			“Kind of? My best friend, Daisy, is going to help me out, just until I can find something more permanent. You met her? At Mandarin story time?”

			Marcela’s distracted now, with Noah crying for his pacifier. “¡No más chupete!” Marcela says, grabbing it away as he bawls. “You’re too old, papi. It will rot your dientes. ¿Entiendes? ¿Sí o no? ¿Sí o no?”

			I get up to leave, but before I do, I give Marcela a hug. “Thank you,” I say, and she knows I am not talking about the jicama or the pupusas.

			“Para nada,” Marcela says, pushing Noah over the gravel. “Cuídate mucho.” Take good care of yourself.

			“Igualmente,” I say, walking in the other direction.

			I briefly glance back at Marcela. I’ve never had to leave my baby to take care of someone else’s. Never had to miss my own child’s birthday to clean purple icing from someone else’s toddler’s face. Never had to spend weekends in line at Western Union. Love in the form of a cash remittance. I try to remind myself of Marcela’s sacrifices as I prepare to go back to work in the cubicle in Midtown East so that I can afford to pay a caregiver to spend afternoons at the park with my baby, which is what I will wish I were doing. But what if I didn’t? What if there was another way?

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			• • • • •

			Daisy, looking Topanga chic, burns palo santo. Bianca passes around an iPad with a simple nondisclosure agreement to the dozen or so moms gathered for a sound-bowl healing session in the sunken living room. Brit hesitates to sign. “What is that?”

			Daisy snaps her head. “Desert sage. It cleanses negativity and promotes healing.” She walks over and embraces Brit, who is thrown by the intimacy. Daisy is so physical with all of us, and I don’t mean to imply that it’s sexual. Daisy has always been a toucher, a hugger. She embraces each new mom who arrives, taking their hands and leading them into the space to show them around. She strokes the smalls of their backs, French braids their hair as they sit back on the sofa, rubs their temples with sea buckthorn oil as they sit in lotus pose. That morning, Daisy straddled a barstool in a white cotton sundress while eating a nectarine. She cut a slice and put it in my mouth. She stroked her hands through her long hair and smiled watching me eat it, then used her thumb to dab some juice from the corner of my mouth. Daisy is the type of girl who gets vitality from touch. And yes, looking back, I guess it was a type of seduction.

			I welcome the handful of new arrivals and then take Holden downstairs, where Brit and I unpack baby items in adjacent cubbies labeled “Holden” and “Quinn” in animal letters. To my delight, my baby has actual playmates—a couple of toddlers, a six-month-old, a one-year-old, and a couple of babies of indeterminate age who are wearing Simba costumes, prepping for a Lion King matinee. I’d consulted Dr. Brooke’s Juju Bean vertical that morning—“Your little explorer is eagerly taking in everything she sees—and trying to make sense of the world!” I lay Holden on his back on a quilted blanket monogrammed with Holden. When had Daisy done that? He is like the OG infant at the play center. You want a Sophie giraffe? You gotta go through him.

			We may have overestimated the turnout, recruiting five of the management company’s cadre of fully vetted, on-call, bilingual, CPR-certified childcare providers to stay with the babies while parents are upstairs. Tony D’Nario’s design team had added an entire section on Nordic folklore, driving home the Scandinavian pedagogy theme.

			I pull a vegan beanbag next to Holden and lie down with him, showing him a book called The Enchanted Forest that has a sort of Alice in Wonderland meets a Sigur Rós show in Reykjavík aesthetic. Huldra, a seductress who lives in a forest, was said to lure men with her long cow’s tail, which she hides under her skirt. “ ‘If she gets married and has a family, her tail falls off and she becomes human…’ That’s weird. Should we find another one?” He gives what I interpret as a little nod. I crawl back over to the bookshelves and choose a board book about a girl named Silly Sally who goes to town, “walking backwards, upside down.” And that is how I feel, in the sunny play space. Upside down. On the other side of the days we used to spend alone, the two of us, wandering the city, strays on the wrong side of every door. Holden’s eyes are getting heavy—Alice sinking into the wonderland of a midmorning nap. I place him in an Ubabub Pod and press a button to lower the shades. A planetarium of stars appears on the ceiling, the light hum of Mozart, a significant improvement on the power saws next door. One of the caregivers enters, stealth in house slippers.

			“You go on upstairs,” she says, softly touching my shoulder. She tells me I can watch everything on the baby monitor she’s connected to my BabySense Smart Monitor app, which is much more state-of-the-art and accurate than the Owlet. It’s the first time in his little life that I’ve felt like it was okay—maybe even better for him?—to be more than a few feet away from Holden. The first-time warnings about electrical outlets and honey and mold spores don’t flash through my mind. I feel confident they have the number for Poison Control. “He’ll be fine,” she says.

			

			—

			I get on the elevator to head back upstairs. Another mom, who’s just dropped her toddler off for ballet in the ball pit, gets on with me. I feel her eyes looking up at the security camera tucked in the corner, staring down at us. She has smudged glasses and a blazer pulled tight over a crumpled blouse with a coffee stain. She puts AirPods in and at first I think she is talking on the phone when she asks, “So, what is this place?” She pops out an AirPod. “Hello? That was a question.”

			“Oh. Hey. Yeah. It’s a Park Avenue interactive wellness and play center.” Stick to the literature and then pivot—“How old is your baby?”

			“Thirty-one months.”

			I grin, wanting to reply, “You can just say he’s two and a half, sweetie.”

			She asks again, “But, like, what is it? Do you actually know?”

			I recite the mission. “Well, I think it’s just a place for your baby to have fun and learn in an experimental play environment, and we can do self-care, you know, recharge and relax. It’s what they do in Scandinavia.”

			“Have you been?”

			“I come here every day.”

			“No, Scandinavia.”

			“Oh. No. But we read Nordic fairy tales.”

			“My partner is Finnish. They don’t have anything like this.”

			“Huh.” Why is this elevator so slow? I remember it being a glass-enclosed bottle rocket. The silence is suffocating. I stare at the numbers. Twenty-fifth floor…twenty-sixth floor…“Well, I love it here. I honestly don’t know what I’d do without this space. Daisy saved me.”

			“Yeah, I guess it’s nice.” She guesses it’s nice? It’s not a Hallmark card or an edible arrangement. It’s one of the most expensive condos in the city. It has a Roy Lichtenstein and a La Marzocco espresso maker. It’s more than nice, lady. I feel myself getting defensive. After all Daisy has done for you…

			“I heard a story on NPR about how these buildings are all owned by Qataris and Venezuelan drug lords and they’re just used to launder money.”

			“That’s kind of racist of NPR, don’t you think?”

			“Are you calling Ayesha Rascoe racist?”

			How long is this elevator ride? “Maybe don’t overthink it? Just enjoy it?” But I can tell she is the type of mother who thinks a lot about everything. She never lost her mind, never had entire conversations with a Munchkin 59S Mini Sterilizer. The elevator doors finally open.

			“And who is this Daisy person?”

			I am losing my patience. She can piss at a Panera Bread in Times Square for all I care. I get off the elevator and look at her, holding the door open with my foot. “Daisy is our fairy fucking godmother, lady…Enjoy! Be sure to tell your friends!”

			Three weeks later, the place is packed.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			• • • • •

			It didn’t take much to win over the Juju Bean moms. The facility was so plush, the childcare staff so overqualified and attentive, the organic diaper stash so plentiful, twenty minutes in and they were sold. By the end of week one, Sloane was saying “mommy” in two languages and had baked dairy-free crème brûlée.

			When Olivia picked Zoe and Chloe up, they were in embroidered onesies from that company that makes three-hundred-dollar cashmere sweaters with feminist slogans.

			I am not the kind of person who is into resistance cashmere, but Olivia clearly is, and that is the thing about 527 Park. Whatever kind of mom you are, we got you.

			Daisy’s condo, Apartment 8789, serves as our hub. The place where we check in each morning to get the day’s affirmations. Daisy asked me to make a few remarks to welcome everyone. I moved to New York to do open mics, but I don’t really do public speaking. I become cripplingly shy. But my glitchy postpartum brain is desperate to perform. To write poetry. For all the women looking up at me to think of me not as a crying heap on a toilet whose baby never latched but as someone who found meaning in all of our daily banalities. Someone to follow into the abyss.

			Daisy appears behind me in a caftan, the silk enveloping her entirely, making her somehow look like a Saudi wife and a nudist. We check each other’s breath. Hers is like warm mint and ten hours of sleep. Mine is…not great. She takes her spearmint gum out and puts it in my mouth. She gives me a nudge. A jolt at her fingertips on my skin. I look at her. If Daisy thought I could do it, then I could do it.

			I recite a couple of affirmations, sticking to safe clichés at first. (“I am allowed to ask for help…” “I can miss who I was and still love who I am becoming…” “Motherhood didn’t erase me. It expanded me.”) The moms repeat the phrases halfheartedly.

			Daisy signals to Bianca to push play on a Spotify mix that includes Patti Smith, Janis Joplin, Siouxsie Sioux, Sinéad O’Connor. She’s never said anything, but I don’t think Bianca likes me. Whenever I gently ask for something, making my voice several notches higher, as people who have never had help tend to do (requesting a fresh pot of rooibos tea, etc.), she gives a subservient smile and lifts one piercing triangle of an eyebrow. Her face, a full range of contradictions. “You’re a real good friend,” she said once, out of nowhere, as she refreshed my simple syrup. “I wish I had a friend like you.” I make a mental note to be extra nice to Bianca, maybe a gift card next week.

			It’s Friday, so that means it’s Courtney Love. The Sonos speakers blare, and everyone, even the moms born way after Hole was cool, scream bloody murder. “FUCK YOU!” Like Daisy always says, from up here no one can hear you scream.

			Daisy has none of my hesitation. She has this ability to give herself entirely to the room. The muscle memory of a life spent exposed. As soon as she lifted a hand and spoke, whatever reservations some of the women had, whatever knot in the gut that said something didn’t add up about this whole thing, melted away. By now, I’d heard her pitch a dozen times. It never got old.

			“The sexual revolution was a fraud, perpetrated by men who wanted sex without consequences, dual incomes, and dinner on the table. We’re a generation of women who watched our mothers try to be men. We’re here to tell you it’s a con. We were told to hustle. Well, you did. Poured your souls into LinkedIn profiles. Blink—your ass is thirty-five and still too broke to procreate. You want to keep buying into their bullshit? Or you want to burn it down? Say it with me.”

			Daisy looks out, her eyes spending time on each one of us, every type of mom, the full multiethnic spread of a Central Park playground on a September day, and we all repeat in unison, “To everything I’ve lost, thank you for setting me free.”

			The moms are all rapt. Daisy could say anything. Tell us to bathe in pesticides, microwave our Gerber baby oatmeal, breastfeed the devil, we’d do it. By then, nobody hesitates about signing the NDAs—that only adds to the sense that we get to be there at the beginning of a great experiment. We are the chosen people, creating a community based on compassion. Down there? They bleed us dry. Up here? We take something back. We just can’t tell anyone about it, not yet.

			The way Daisy put it, 527 Park wasn’t just a condo. It was a portal out of the broken contract below. Back to when motherhood was possible—only better, because we have GLP-1s. It’s a new type of postpartum society, but the idea is based on rituals as ancient as motherhood itself. In Korea, they have joriwons, postpartum care centers where nurses help care for newborns as mothers recover. In Nigeria, there’s omugwo, a period of maternal healing surrounded by extended family. During the jaappa period in Hindu households in India, older women take care of new mothers, lavishing them with warm oil massages, herbal baths, and Ayurvedic diets.

			Watching Daisy like this, that megawatt smile—she has such an infectious vibrance. It’s the kind of intensity I used to have. Yes, it’s an energy that comes with being childless and getting twelve hours of uninterrupted sleep in high-thread-count sheets and (presumably?) a preposterous amount of sex. But it’s more than that. Daisy has this ability to give us all energy, like life and love are there for the taking, up here in the clouds, and she has a complimentary bowl. Even if we are stuck in the shit.

			

			—

			The rest of the day was open play, so to speak. No one had to do anything they didn’t want to do. You could curl up in a lavender-scented sleep pod for a nap. Several moms moved in for days at a time, learning how to work the thirty-two-thousand-dollar espresso maker. Good night, good night, warnings about caffeine. Some microdosed mushrooms while watching a Sofia Coppola marathon in the screening room. Others went rollerblading down the luxe hallways wearing matching Dior leg warmers. (Don’t ask me why, but Daisy had a drawer full of these.)

			I opted for working on my creative writing, but you didn’t have to use your brain. You could get a massage, play Ms. Pac-Man, do karaoke to the Cranberries, let your mind live in euphoric mush. Go numb in a cryo chamber. Most of us just wanted a place to do all the things that we’d been too ashamed to do in public: openly breastfeed or, worse, openly formula feed. Early on, Daisy detected a militant milk mom laying into an Enfamil mom (“You’re depriving your baby of critical…”) and signaled to Viktor to have her removed (“Yes, ma’am”). There would be no mom-shaming here. Other moms enjoyed the rechargeable cordless Magic Wand vibrators available on every bedside table and sterilized every night, their moans echoing throughout the space.

			The women soon spread out beyond Daisy’s place, setting up in other empty units, many of them stocked and decorated as show apartments. A forty-something mom and managing director at Deutsche Bank assembled a cohort of ladies on a brief maternity leave from their high-powered finance jobs. They took over a three-bedroom apartment on the seventy-third floor, aimed at a potential Wall Street bro and already set up with Bloomberg terminals and multiple screens to track the Dow Jones. It wasn’t until the SEC called months later that we realized they’d set up a whole shadow business trading derivatives (whatever those are) without any regulatory guardrails.

			Olivia took advantage of the stocked wet bars in the various units we’d co-opted. Turns out, having two under two can make anyone a casual alcoholic. Olivia didn’t get trashed, but she settled into the steady day-drinking buzz of a kir royale.

			For the crafty moms, we transformed an area of the co-working space to look like an aisle of Hobby Lobby. I’d underestimated Brit, figuring she’d be all over the scrapbooking room. Turns out, Brit was kind of a Renaissance woman. In addition to musical theater and her burgeoning Etsy business, she also knew a lot about actual art. She browsed Daisy’s apartment, marveling at an early Richard Prince, a lesser Barbara Kruger, reminiscing about her art history minor at UVA. Brit did the math in her head, asking me, “What line of work is this Daisy in?”

			Daisy appeared out of nowhere. “Hospitality,” she said with a concierge grin.

			After the morning salutations, Daisy made herself scarce. At first, I didn’t question these extended absences. Daisy was our guide, but it was up to us to free ourselves, to find a new way of being. But it also meant that people were always coming up to me asking if they could talk to Daisy, or if I could pass on a message or, usually, a complaint. They had a blowout fight with the lactation consultant, and could we get a new one? Or somebody was hogging the BabyBjörn bouncer, and can there be a time limit? Or they didn’t want to watch The Beguiled again. Ever since I’d posted on Juju Bean, everyone assumed Daisy and I were sisters. I didn’t correct them. I relished my proximity. You want to get close? You have to go through me. But I also started to feel like a suggestion box. Take a number, ladies. Daisy will see you when she’s ready.

			But she wouldn’t see them. I learned to never bother Daisy with their gripes. I’d take them to Bianca or restock the hypoallergenic wipes myself. Any hint of criticism or ingratitude and Daisy would stiffen, a bite behind her eyes. Early on, when a mom got locked out and needed a new fob, I found Daisy in some quiet corner of the condo, bowed over a book. She sighed, dropping the book. “Em? I don’t want to hear it.”

			That afternoon, I found Daisy smoking a cigarette on the balcony. I joined her and we surveyed the scene inside. So many different women no longer trying so hard to look as if they had it together. No longer getting MRIs to see if we have a brain tumor. We all obviously have tumors. They’re eighty-seven floors down learning Mandarin.

			“Look at what you built, Em,” she said.

			“We built it together.” I took Daisy’s hand, proud of this thing, whatever it is.

			I don’t even know how long we sat there that afternoon. I was just so happy to be with Daisy, to be building something together, something secret away from normal life. It’s what I’d wanted for so long, to feel revived, bathed in purpose. Like she and I could take over the world. We were in New York together, just like we always said we would be, but we were no longer outcasts. We stood there, taking in this covert coven, a sprawling ranch in the sky. The rest of the day passed in a dreamy stretch of sunlight.

			Daisy talked and I listened. She said that everything in adulthood had led us here. That there was no limit to what we could do. That we were right where we belonged.

			She never mentioned the penthouse or what went on up there.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			• • • • •

			Women filtered in and out of 527 Park; some went back to work, some made other arrangements, but no one ever really left. Daisy saw the space as a temporary refuge but a permanent mindset, a clean, fully stocked perch to park your anxiety and kill time. Later, everyone would ask us why we kept going, when it was all so obviously too good to be true. But where else were we supposed to go? Besides, that was it at first. There was no underlying doctrine, not really. We didn’t raise money or spread a gospel or preach an exciting new business opportunity selling Slim Skinny Body Serum.

			I split my days between my literary pursuits and taking Holden to classes downstairs. (“At twenty-four weeks, your baby requires new activities and toys to boost large and small motor skills as well as social, intellectual, and language development.”) We go to “Lit Baby Book Club” on Tuesdays; a dance party hosted by a former deejay at the Limelight on Wednesdays; “Tiny Tennis” to hone hand-eye coordination with Pete Sampras’s favorite US Open ball boy on Thursdays; American Sign Language on Fridays.

			In between his classes, I had creative writing class on the sixty-fourth floor. We read Elizabeth Bishop, Sapphire, Sandra Cisneros. I’d spend the afternoons—and all of Holden’s multiple naps—writing in a leather journal in Daisy’s study, with the Eero Saarinen desk, natural light streaming in from southern-exposure windows, and a variety of Japanese ink pens. I’d wanted pens like that my whole life. All the moms who always wanted to write or read and never had the time holed up in other quiet corners. Virginia Woolf was wrong. A woman doesn’t need a room of one’s own. We just need three hours with no one asking us for a snack.

			I hadn’t seen Daisy all day when, that afternoon, she suddenly came up behind me, smelling like the sixties. “Read it to me when you’re ready?”

			I touched her hand on my shoulder. She placed a warm lavender-scented compress on each breast, and I immediately felt the steady pain recede. She was right. She was right about everything. “I can’t wait. You’ll be my editor.”

			As she turned to leave, Daisy slid me a peppermint tea and a blue pill. Adderall. I’d recognize that shock of creativity immediately. I hadn’t seen the pills since our dorm, when Daisy told me how she couldn’t really think without them, even though stimulants weren’t advised with a bipolar diagnosis. They increase the risk of mania, hallucinations, delusions. I took the pills without thought then, but now I sounded like Nancy Reagan.

			“Drugs? No. Just no.” I was still pumping or, at least, attempting to, expressing my last drops into the Elvie rechargeable, cordless, hands-free double breast pump with nine levels of smart, hospital-grade suction strength. That meant no Adderall. I get a flood of memories. The last time Daisy and I were in each other’s lives, when she’d struggled with mental illness and addiction and begged me for money to buy heroin. She’d been clean for so long. I felt protective, not just of Holden but of Auntie Daisy.

			“Um. You do realize half your friends are downstairs tripping their asses off on mushrooms watching The Virgin Suicides?”

			“They aren’t my friends. You invited them.” My tone surprised me, some buried anxiety about all the things I knew about Daisy and all the things I didn’t blubbering out. I soften. “And shrooms are natural. The building’s chakra adviser is handing them out.” For the record, the topic of magic mushrooms had actually been raised on Juju Bean. @IncognitoMamito was going to see Cypress Hill at the Sphere in Las Vegas. The consensus was that if you waited twenty-four hours before breastfeeding, you were fine. That prompted the Juju Bean safety board to throw on a warning that advice shared on the app is not verified by a medical professional. But, still, mushrooms grew on cow shit. They weren’t classified as a Schedule II amphetamine.

			Daisy sighed. “Damn. Forget I asked.”

			

			—

			By the time I go back downstairs, it’s after five p.m., and most of the moms have dispersed to pick up their babies and head home. A handful are outside on the mezzanine doing a cathartic mind-body experience. This is basically calisthenics with crystals and nude-toned bodysuits. Techno blaring from the Sonos speakers, so loud, the floor vibrates. The women are opening their hearts and throwing their pain in the proverbial fire. It is odd and messy and sexy all at once.

			I wade into the hovering mass of bodies to ask if anyone has seen Daisy, but they are too busy doing burpees. I almost get smacked in the face. I find Audrey. “Hey…Hey. Have you seen Daisy?”

			“Did you try upstairs?” Audrey says, pointing up and then diving down into another burpee. She’s exuberant. “I feel like I’m about to die! It’s so good!”

			I am about to head inside when Daisy appears, an aberration on the mezzanine. “Heard you’re looking for me?”

			We sit on a couple of lounge chairs watching this ritual from a distance. Brit, quencher cup at her side, convulses to the Beastie Boys. Olivia looks like Mata Hari, hair braided, bodysuit, body gyrating, breath, when I pass by, smelling vaguely of vodka.

			“I never thought I’d see that woman so unclenched,” Daisy says.

			I’m not an idiot. I do, in this moment, stop and look around and ask myself, Why does Daisy want Olivia to unclench? Why does she care that Zoe and Chloe got the back-ordered cashmere onesies? Or that Sloane can say “Mu

			Through an exhale, Daisy gives a vague, breathy “Upstairs.”

			What was she doing up there? I don’t want to be nosy, but…Before I can ask, Daisy looks around at the condo, the altitude, the glass and limestone, the watchful eye of the security cameras. “This lifestyle, the architecture, it’s like it eroded my sense of self. The chef on call downstairs, the cortados. Like, I know that I am free to venture into the streets, buy a pretzel from a hot dog vendor, get a Frappuccino with the masses, but why would I?”

			“No, really, why would you?” Venture out and the hostess at an upscale Oaxacan restaurant says, without looking at you, that they are fully booked. Venture out and you risk being run over by a guy on an e-bike who shoots you the finger.

			“When I heard you were looking for me, it’s like something woke me up, pulled me out of this prison for the overprivileged.” It’s not that Daisy never thought about me, she says; it’s just that our time together felt like another life. Then she wound up in New York and started to think about me again. “God, do you remember how much we talked about New York? We were insufferable. No wonder we had no friends.” Daisy explains that it felt like time to finally stop running. “And that’s when you started stalking me.”

			“That’s not entirely—”

			“So I figured the cosmos was telling me something, ya know? And when the cosmos speaks, you sure as shit better listen.”

			“I am always saying that.” (I’ve never said that.) I bum a smoke, taking Daisy’s cigarette to light my own. I exhale. Again, I bite my tongue. I tell myself that I don’t care what Daisy does. I don’t care where she goes. I don’t care what happens in the penthouse. That’s the most expensive unit. Ninety-seven stories above the play center, where Holden is in his crib, enjoying Ursa Major and The Marriage of Figaro. That’s the unit we don’t ask about. The one we don’t wander upstairs to. I tell myself I don’t care as long as she comes back. As long as she doesn’t leave me again. But then I feel the wrench. I need Daisy to let me in on her secrets, even the smallest piece of her depths, something only for me. “What’s it like?” I ask. Shut up, Emily. “What’s your work like?”

			Daisy looks straight ahead off the balcony, making me feel like a passing cloud in her orbit. “Lucrative.” Then she cocks her head toward me wearing a smile I haven’t seen before. I imagine her telling me the worst things possible. But instead, she looks irritated. “What, Em? Do you want me to cry and tell you how nobody loved me so I equated sex with love and started doing it a dozen times a day on a dirty mattress for a pimp in snakeskin boots and a gold Rolex? Is that what pimps wear? I honestly have no idea.”

			“No. I just—”

			“You know what? I just realized, maybe this is why I’ve never had any civilian girlfriends. This conversation.”

			“I’m sorry. Forget—”

			“They all look at me like I’m some nympho slut or some curiosity, maybe one of those sad hot girls in an A24 movie sent to save them from mom apps and playdates and conversations about feeder schools and husbands who are getting a little paunchy in the middle. But truth is, we’re exactly the same. Any bitch in there, if life had knocked them off the leafy sidewalk of a Seven Sisters school, they’d be letting an insurance salesman come in their face for four grand before going home to his wife and kids. Nah, they probably wouldn’t get that much.” She notices one of the moms, her skin glowing like luxury leather. Her body so firm nothing moves under a white leotard. “Okay, maybe she would.” Daisy puts on a voice like she’s narrating the audio memoir of someone else’s life. “ ‘I confused the value that men gave me with having actual value.’ ” She flashes me a look. “That’s what years of therapy got me to say.”

			I shift in my lounge chair. There was no way to take back what happened, when Daisy’s stepdad lost a poker game and got tired of her asking for money to buy books because she was too pretty to care that much about books. They got into a fight, and he grabbed her the way he’d always grabbed her. But that time she pushed him back. Then he grabbed her in a way he’d never grabbed her, not before that summer when her soft teenage body had belatedly turned overnight into this elfin girl with breasts, cupped and curved, as if designed to fit in a man’s open hand. He wasn’t her real dad. Her biological dad died when she was six months old in an accident on a fishing boat off La Paz, Mexico. He was allegedly the only one her mom ever really loved. They were supposed to get married and then there was a squall, and, well, it doesn’t really matter after that. But this man had helped raise Daisy. This man had been the dad who made her scrambled eggs and burnt buttered biscuits before middle school and who signed the silver charm bracelet beneath the artificial tree To: Daisy. Love: Dad. He was drunk, and maybe on pills, but still…She hit him, swinging until his lip bled, a drop of blood on his custom shirtsleeve. He looked at it, then looked at Daisy. He laughed. There would be no more money. No more tuition. This gush of wind, violent in how quickly it came, blew her off the sidewalk, off the course of a very different life.

			I’d done exactly what Daisy hated. Built her up in my head, her mysterious past, her sex work, as if finding her, knowing her, would somehow make me more interesting. Make me the costar in the bodice ripper of her life. Why else had I kept all those porn mags? Kept the clippings under my bed even when Roman told me to get rid of them? But the truth was so much simpler than that. We are all the same. Until we aren’t. What a fine, invisible line there is for a girl, between a matcha latte and a methadone clinic.

			“I adored you.” As soon as I say it, I feel like the words are so stupid, and I want to pull them back into my chest like a puff on the Camel Light I should not be smoking.

			“We were nerdy little girls in a dorm room who’d never shaved our pussies. Did you know that I only work with a contract now? It’s not even really about sex anymore. I get paid to just…exist.” She waves her arms, taking in the full expanse of New York. The park. The river. The opportunity. “I just live here, let myself be open to what they need, when they need it, and they lavish me with everything I could possibly want. You know all about wanting, right?” I did. I wanted so much, all the time. I was drowning in wants. To have a more attentive husband. To stop hurting. To feel like my body was my own again. To live in an apartment in the clouds on a barren stretch of Park Avenue. To be a good mom.

			“What about…love?” Jesus, Emily, stop talking.

			Daisy laughs. “Oh, Em. You were always such a romantic.” She pats my thigh, declaring this conversation over. She is happy again, her moods moving as quickly as Olivia’s burpees. Up and down, heart open and shut. “I lied when I said neighbors are overrated.” She tosses a cashmere throw over our legs. “I was lonely without you.”

			I inch closer to Daisy, her body against mine. My heart beating so fast. “I’ve been really lonely, too…I was lonely without you, too.”

			The women are stretching now, contorting their bodies on their mats into happy baby and child’s pose, the same exercises that Carleigh is always telling me to do.

			It’s all getting very heady, so I say, “But I do have this perv of a neighbor who stares at my boobs every night, and I don’t know how to handle it…”

			“Oh,” Daisy says, as if she gets this question all the time. “Peeping Toms are easy. Give him what he wants and he’ll stop.” I don’t want to show this stranger my naked body. But Daisy doesn’t see it as giving in. “It’s taking your power back,” she says. “He’ll get all scared and freaked out and go back to his wife and get off to her instead. Trust me. Works every time.”

			How many times had Daisy had a Peeping Tom? We keep talking after the other moms have all rolled up their mats and gone inside to wash off with icy-cold towelettes and collect their babies and go home to their partners, who will have work drinks and grow paunchy around the middle. We keep talking, past the time I’d promised that we’d FaceTime with Grandma Sue.

			We keep talking until it is dark and I forget about my PT appointment and that I need to get Holden home. We keep talking just like we did when we were nineteen.

			

			—

			Daisy and I celebrated Holden’s six-month birthday with a cake from Milk Bar at her place. Just the three of us…Well, the three of us and a magician, an Encanto show, and a petting zoo with a camel. Daisy didn’t want to go overboard. The same day, I got a call from Kathy in HR. The party was over. My medical leave was up. I needed to either resign or return to work.

			I was posting a photo of Holden sitting in his stainless steel Bloom Fresco high chair when I got the call. Daisy and I were standing on either side of him, his tiny hand grasping a brand-new Maisonette Sophie La Girafe Non-Spill Cup in cerulean, one of dozens of gifts from Daisy, who somehow knew that at twenty-six weeks, he was ready to move on to a sippy cup.

			I found the other moms downstairs in the playroom. Olivia’s hair hung down, flat and oily. She’d ditched the turtleneck for a V-neck T-shirt, a nursing bra peeking out from underneath. Chloe and Zoe secured in a pair of MamaRoo swings, Olivia lay back on the floor of the soft-play center and closed her eyes. Audrey reclined on a couple of throw pillows, while trying to shove a pacifier into Sloane’s screaming mouth. She looked at Olivia, confirmed that she’s settled into a catnap, and then whispered to me that her boss called. The firm lost the Google account and had to cut back. Olivia didn’t need to come back. It made sense now. That wasn’t Olivia unclenched; that was Olivia unemployed.

			“Shit. Is she okay?” I asked.

			“She had to ask her parents for money. She’ll get another job. She, like, clerked for some Supreme Court justice, I think.”

			“Which one?”

			Audrey shrugged. We looked at Olivia, who let out a snore, drooling on a Baby Einstein tummy time play pillow, tangling herself in a poplin baby blanket.

			Quinn rode in a plushy elephant rocker. Brit handed Holden a large box wrapped in gift wrap that she designed with a row of koala bears holding letters up to spell “I heard it’s somebody’s half birthday!” I walk over to open it—a Crawligator gross-motor activity toy, “contoured to match the curvature of your baby’s body,” inside.

			“Aw, Brit. You didn’t have to do that.”

			“I know it takes up a lot of space, but Quinny was obsessed—obsessed! I couldn’t get her off it, and it really improved her posture.”

			I kiss her on the cheek. “Thanks.”

			Brit takes my arm, whispering in my ear. “So, you’re not mad?”

			“What? Why would I be mad?”

			“Yesterday? When I went upstairs, I just thought…” She registers my curious expression, then thinks better of it. “Never mind. It’s nothing. There’s a gift receipt if you want to exchange—”

			Daisy comes out of nowhere. She takes the Crawligator out of my hand, tossing it near a box of broken toys. She gives Brit a tight grin. “We did say no gifts.”

			I watch Brit’s eyes questioning Daisy’s apparent dislike for her, and in an instant a question floats into my head: Were we all Daisy’s very own box of broken toys? But now wasn’t the time for questions. I was so touched that Daisy had gone all out, celebrating Holden’s sixth month of life. Before I knew it, he’d be thirty-one weeks.

			After the playroom, Daisy draws a bubble bath for Holden in a freestanding marble plunge tub that looks like an exorbitant piece of jewelry. She’s singing “Octopus’s Garden” and making his hair into a sudsy mohawk. I hand him a rubber duck.

			Lately, Holden hates bath time with me. He’s grown out of his Frida Baby Soft Sink Baby Bath and has gotten so restless in our deep tawny tub, a soft twist of limbs and need. I’d put baths off for a day or two, too tired and terrified to fight with a jar of Jell-O. (“Infants can drown in as little as one inch of water. Your vigilance saves lives,” Dr. Brooke says. SUID, Sudden Unexpected Infant Death.)

			But he somehow loves bath time with Daisy, and honestly her tub is way better than even the finest Home Depot renovation in Stuy Town. She’s supporting his back with one hand and lathering on tear-free shampoo with the other, all while maintaining a decent rendition of one of the odder Beatles hits.

			The door is cracked. Daisy barks orders at a mousy girl with braided pigtails. “Caroline?” This girl looks too young to be a mom, at least a mom in New York. She has an adorable face, like the shellacked winner of one of those child pageants but grown-up. “Um, hello? Caroline?” Daisy says, more bite in her voice.

			“It’s Claire,” she corrects Daisy.

			“Be a doll and grab us Holden’s Petit Bateau robe?”

			I hand Daisy a towel from a warming rack. She gets Holden out and wraps him, snug and toasty. Claire comes back with a monogrammed terry-cloth robe that makes him look like a miniature mogul. Daisy hands Holden back, clean and cooing. “You’re good with him. Just let it be fun sometimes?”

			I am delighted that Daisy has turned out to be a baby whisperer and that Holden doesn’t smell like a public changing table, but the moment still lands like a paper cut. Not jealousy exactly, just a small, sudden pain.

			

			—

			That night, I rocked Holden asleep in the nursery, pressing my lips to the damp curls at his temples. I tried, again, to give him my breast. He went rigid. I reached for the pump, the bottle, but his tiny fists flailed, spitting out the nipple, twisting his head like I was wasabi. That’s when I noticed Daisy in the doorway. She set down a sleek bottle of top-of-the-line organic baby formula imported from Switzerland. On her way out, she said, “Give it up, Em. He needs you whole, not perfect.”

			With Holden passed out, belly full of Swiss formula, I go upstairs to Daisy’s place. Willa, the almond mom, strolls the living room offering us all the magic mushroom brownies left over from the sparsely attended Somewhere matinee.

			“It’s a subtle high, totally suitable for breastfeeding,” Willa explains. “Harper helps me grow the pods in her Pretty Petals Little Gardening Lab.”

			Audrey declines with a single word: “Gluten.” Maya, buried behind an infrared mask, is telling Audrey about a tantric breath-work class happening tomorrow. “It’s my literal dream to climax without anybody touching me,” Audrey says. Olivia surprises all of us by popping half the tray of brownies.

			Two hours later, we all sit on the shag carpet sharing a charcuterie tray and a bottle of wine while watching a live stream of our babies on the BabySense Smart Monitor. Olivia is as high as a teenager hitting an apple bong, nibbling cornichons and intensely studying the bloodied red marks all over Maya’s arms and back from cupping therapy.

			“Did Satan do that?”

			“Try Jasmine in the detox spa,” Maya says.

			“I think my baby is Satan,” Audrey says. She picks up one of Sloane’s gender-neutral American Person dolls, studying it. “God, I’d rather rip off my arm and gnaw on my own flesh than play with dolls.”

			The confession springs something in all of us, a scab Daisy forced open.

			Brit: “I’m so fucking bored.”

			Maya: “I’m angry all the time.”

			Audrey, who hasn’t slept in days with Sloane’s incessant crying, jokes, “I googled SIDS…out of hope.”

			Brit snort-laughs. “I almost peed myself.”

			That makes Audrey, tipsy from the vegan-friendly organic rosé, let loose and laugh, her lips bright and chapped pink, tousles of reddish hair falling onto her face.

			We all look at our babies fast asleep downstairs. “Sometimes I look at Arlo and I see all the things that I can’t stand about myself,” Maya says.

			“I see my mother,” Olivia says, studying her girls in adjacent cribs.

			“My old nose,” Audrey adds.

			A moment, then: “God I love her more than anything,” Brit says, looking at Quinn wiggle in her princess onesie.

			“I’d die for that little monster,” Audrey says, looking at Sloane, a pink puff of restlessness in an egg-shaped crib.

			“He’s my whole heart,” Maya says, gazing at Arlo in his Kith onesie.

			“I want to eat his thighs,” I say, looking at Holden, the most miraculous bundle I’ve ever beheld.

			Then we all get quiet. “How long will it feel like this?” Olivia asks.

			“No clue. I’ve never done edibles,” Audrey says.

			“No. Not the drugs. How long will it feel like this?” Olivia asks.

			“I think this is it now,” Brit says.

			“Oh my God,” Audrey gasps.

			“Sorry,” Brit says.

			“What if we actually died, like, in childbirth?” Olivia says. We groan, brushing her off. She hushes us. “Wait. Wait. A lot of women do. And we’re all dead and this place is actually heaven? And this weird hollow pod-people version of ourselves is actually death and our babies are down on Earth, but they’re really just ourselves but reborn?”

			We all stare at Olivia.

			“No more drugs for you,” I say.

			Everyone laughs. Tear-wet laughter. A release. Then, movement in the next room. Daisy watching, then slipping out the front door. To the penthouse?

			

			—

			The next day, my last before I have to go back to work, I get a yoga mat and walk onto the mezzanine. I haven’t felt that ripple of doom since before I found Daisy. I curl up in a ball, just like Carleigh told me to. But this time, I am not doing it to strengthen my insides; I am doing it because I want to crawl into a tiny ball, so tiny that Kathy in HR forgets about me. So tiny that I don’t exist.

			“ ‘You’re maudlin and full of self-pity. You’re magnificent.’ ” I recognize the line from All about Eve before I even see Daisy standing there. “Somebody’s calling you.”

			She looks at my phone with a flash of jealousy. It’s Penelope. The selfie of the two of us, cheek to cheek, the time we went to her family’s house on the Vineyard. Penelope sent me out to buy oyster crackers and a container of lobster salad. I took the bicycle with the brown woven basket and came back two hours later with the lobster salad. Penelope, in a sun hat, leaned in for a selfie. “What do I do with the lobster?” She looked at me like she’d forgotten about it entirely, and then she said, looking bored, “I guess put it in the outdoor fridge?” We looked like a couple of friends just back from the beach, not like I’d just been sent on a twenty-dollar-an-hour errand for three hundred dollars’ worth of snacks. I hit dismiss.

			I let out a dramatic groan. “Uhhhhh. I can’t believe I have to go back to that office. I can’t do it, Dais.”

			Daisy sits beside me. She gives me a little back rub. I expect her to give me her energy, her life, her love. Or at least some sympathy. But instead she says, “Buck the fuck up. We all have to work in this world.”

			For the first time, I don’t need what Daisy is offering. I need more time with my baby, my baby who has learned to hold his head up and sit up by himself and will be crawling soon, and when he does, I will not be there. Maybe one of the qualified multilingual childcare providers will send me videos. Or maybe I can live stream his milestones on an app. Daisy can always pop downstairs and tell me about the whole thing. I turned pretzel croissants into a boy and almost died giving birth, but he will see some other woman’s face, some other woman’s smile, when he grasps a ball and makes his little body scooch across the floor for the first time.

			I slump downstairs to the faux Swedish day care. I tell the Miss Iowa of a receptionist, in her pink scrubs and French-tip nails, that I need to sign Holden out. She gives me a couple of Polaroids of Holden throughout the day. Dozing in his starfish-shaped sleep sack; staring at an old-fashioned jack-in-the-box in abject horror; wide-eyed and jubilant in an outdoor swing. But I do not want photos. I do not want meditation rooms or pressed juice. I am able to walk again. I’ve skipped three PT sessions and am somehow able to do the pelvic-floor exercises. I am getting used to being this other person. Now I want a luxury not even 527 Park can provide.

			I want more time.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			• • • • •

			“Don’t you think I should, I don’t know, meet the person taking care of my son when we’re at work all day?” Roman says. There it is, “my son.”

			He flips through the mail, mostly medical bills and another Melbourne postcard, this time sunbathers on St. Kilda Beach. Always addressed to Holden and signed Love, Grandma Sue* (*Until we meet and you come up with something better).

			Roman sniffs the air. “Did you start smoking again?” I pretend I don’t hear him. I knew Roman’s patience had a limit. He had a point. I talked nonstop about Daisy, and Roman still hasn’t met her. But why did everything in my life need to also be a part of his life? Why couldn’t I have anything that was just mine? Before we’d had Holden, he went for pints at the pub, I went to see a seven-hour dramatic reading of The Great Gatsby at the Public, and we’d both come home and have sex and go for breakfast at B&H Dairy in the morning. We had our own lives and we had each other. But now it felt like he had his own life. I had a BabyZen Yoyo Connect collapsible stroller with a bassinet adapter. Okay, so I hadn’t exactly told Roman about the edibles or our community in a vacant luxury tower, but I had told him that Daisy lived in a fancy building with a play center and a nice playground, and that we’ve been spending a lot of time there. Wasn’t that enough? Why did my mom brain have to be an open cavity where the whole family dwelled?

			But it wasn’t just that. I worried that if Roman ever met Daisy, if he ever learned that my shelter was actually an oligarch’s tax shelter, he would put his foot down. He would declare that Daisy is a New Age grifter porn star who can’t be trusted around “his son.” I don’t want him to audit Daisy. I don’t want him to find out that we day drink and microdose to Sofia Coppola movies. I don’t want him to find out that Daisy had a three-way with the governor of Pennsylvania. Or that her last boyfriend (patron? boss? john?) was an international fugitive who pillaged the Malaysian Sovereign Wealth Fund. I don’t want him to put a stop to the special thing we have going at 527 Park.

			“Um. Yeah. Y’all should totally meet. It’s crazy you haven’t yet,” I say as I unpack the Lucky 456 Chinese food I picked up when I walked Holden thirty-eight blocks downtown. It’s early September and, confronted with either collapsing the Yoyo on a bus or betting on the humanity of strangers to help me carry it down the subway stairs, we decided to walk. And the only thing better than a long walk with Holden on a September night in New York is a long walk on a September night that includes soup dumplings. There was a time when I’d be afraid to tell the Juju Bean moms that we eat dim sum. Can you imagine the blowback about sodium? MSG? But now I am bursting with pride that Holden, at six months old, relishes wonton soup. I put on a subway voice, spooning rice into his mouth. “The next stop on this F train is Chubs Cheeks Station. Please stand clear of the closing cuteness.” It’s the last night before I go back to work. Roman got home by seven so we could have dinner together.

			His schedule is finally easing up. He offers to take an afternoon off, say he has a doctor’s appointment or something, and meet up with Daisy and Holden in the park.

			“Yeah. That could totally work,” I say. No. No. That can never work. “When were you thinking? I’ll let her know.” I take out Roman’s favorite pork buns. I walk to get him an IPA, which means I am either hiding something or want something, or both.

			Roman comes up behind me, pops a dumpling. “I dunno. Maybe Friday?” I feel his breath and get a rush of fear and something resembling horniness.

			“Holden has gymnastics on Fridays.”

			“He can’t even stand up yet.”

			I shoot Roman a look. “He’s close! Closer than some thirty-two-week-olds. I swear, some of these babies are just blobs. But not my snuggle bear, are you, little koala? He’s hitting all his milestones early and it’s because I’ve been working with him on his fine motor skills every week. His instructor actually trained in the Reggio Emilia method in Reggio, Italy.”

			“You’re not serious? The Reggio Emilia?” Roman says, teasing me.

			I wonder if I can murder him with a chopstick. I put on an accommodating voice. “Can we give it a week or two? Just until I settle back into my work schedule?”

			He’s half listening. “Next weekend? She could come with us to the zoo.”

			No, Roman. No, Daisy will not be joining us for an all-day outing to the Bronx Zoo, followed by lasagna on Arthur Avenue. “I told you, she works on weekends, and she gets enough of Holden during the week.” I kiss Holden, whose eyes trail me as if he is following every word. “Not that anyone could ever get enough of you, little koala.”

			Roman lets it go. “Okay,” he says. “The rugby’s on.” He sits on the sofa and turns on a replay of a game on BBC World. For the first time, I am grateful for rugby. I am grateful for my husband, who is slightly softer now and who squints a little when he reads texts and whose eyes somehow look kinder with crinkles at the edges. My husband, who is drinking an IPA on the sofa, and who will misplace his wallet in the morning.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			• • • • •

			It takes me an hour to get dressed for work. The blouses won’t button over my boobs. The pants won’t get over my hips. But even if everything fit, even if I had my pre-baby body and could pull on all of that Madewell and Club Monaco, I stare into this abyss of navy and khaki workwear and I feel like I am looking at a monument to my old life. I give my overstuffed closet of clothes a big bear hug and lift all of it out en masse off the rack. I throw it all into Glad bags, disposing of my old wardrobe, my old life, as if it were hazardous waste. I spot a book that Penelope gave me when I was pregnant. Orgasmic Birth: Your Guide to a Safe, Satisfying, and Pleasurable Birth Experience. I throw it in with the clothes.

			Holden is asleep in his MamaRoo swing. I work fast and frenzied, disposing of things that I cannot have in my apartment for even a second longer. When he wakes up, I strap him to my chest and drop all of my clothes and maybe the dumbest book ever published downstairs in the bin. I am sweating and out of breath when I finish. The construction workers next door look at me like a cautionary tale between drywall runs. I sit on the floor and guzzle the cherry-red Gatorade forgotten in the back of the fridge.

			Once I’ve caught my breath, I realize I now have nothing to wear to work. I find a stray pair of Adidas track pants. I open the living room closet, which Roman uses. I pick out one of his blue dress shirts, the ones he gets on special, three for seventy-five dollars.

			I am exhausted and we haven’t even left the house. I race around gathering everything Holden will need for his day and put him in the Yoyo. We walk to the Union Square subway station and I teeter down the stairs holding the stroller sideways, trying not to trip. The man behind me tries to pass, grunting loudly. We both miss the train. He shakes his head at me. I mouth, “Sorry.” Why was I sorry?

			Lately, it seemed like I couldn’t go anywhere without an altercation, an opera of emotions that triggered the worst in humanity and always ended in tragedy. Or, in our case, having to wait fifteen minutes for the next train. By the time we get to 527 Park, I notice that Holden is missing a shoe—and they were expensive, the leather Jacadi moccasins Penelope gave him. Why did babies even need shoes?

			When I get upstairs to the condo, Daisy is standing on the stairs, finishing up the morning call-and-response. (“Are you committed to breaking this societal chain with me? To not being a victim?”) She winks when she sees us, wrapping up as the women stand, reciting, “To everything I’ve lost, thank you for setting me free.” I feel like I’ve already lived a full day and am late for another full day, but Daisy’s movements are so slow and sleepy, as if she has nowhere in the world to be. She signals with a finger and Bianca appears, handing me a Guatemalan blend pour-over in a Yeti flask. Daisy takes Holden out of the Yoyo and puts her cheek against his.

			“Hiiiiiiii. It’s a big day. We’re going to have an epic day together, aren’t we?! Fairy tales and sonnets will be written about this day, little koala!”

			Could she get her own animal name for my son? Another paper cut as I watch them, gearing up to spend my day in a cubicle while they have a day to inspire sonnets.

			“Uh, yeah. You know about the Hytone cream, if he gets the rash?”

			“Em, chill. It’s all logged into the system downstairs.”

			The system? What system? Before I can ask, Daisy flags down Viktor, who is wearing medical scrubs and hooking up a row of moms, relaxing on leather lounges, to IV drips. Brit’s eyes are rolled back in her head, she is so relaxed. “Y’all, this is like a little ray of sunshine goin’ right up into my veins.”

			I pull Daisy into a hallway. “Um, what’s all that?”

			“IV therapy. Hydration, immunity, weight loss, stress, detox. You should try one after work sometime. It is heavenly.”

			“Are you sure that’s, uh, a good idea?”

			“Em, it’s vitamins. Your aura is real off today. Look, I get it. You’re stressed, it’s understandable. But maybe make time for an antioxidant infusion?”

			“I can’t.”

			“A B12 shot, then?”

			“You know what? I’m good.”

			“It will give you energy for your day,” Daisy says, walking back into the great room and smiling at Viktor, who walks to a tray with a spread of prefilled injection pens—Ozempic, Mounjaro, Wegovy.

			“I don’t really want to give my energy to this job…” But Viktor is already dabbing my arm with an alcohol swab. “There ya go.” I feel the vitamins enter my veins, blood rushing through my body. Daisy always knows what I need.

			I take Holden back. He has slimmed out lately, his legs seemingly an inch longer and leaner every day. I squeeze him so hard, he spits up. I wipe it away with my palm and squeeze my face to his. “Noses. Noses.” I say this and he knows that means that we put the tips of our noses together until it looks like we have one eye. “Cyclops. Cyclops…” I say this into his one knowing eye and he chuckles. We are connected. We are the only person in our galaxy. When I finally detach my nose from his, Daisy takes him.

			“Don’t worry. We’ll be fine. I’ll bring him downstairs and get him settled. Adieu.” She air-kisses me.

			“I’ll be back by six…maybe earlier.”

			I get into the elevator and watch Daisy walk away with Holden. I remind myself that this is the deal, and it is the best deal in town, free childcare with someone who loves us like her own family, luxury accommodations, wooden toys, a unicorn bounce house, a Little Prince mural. My ears pop as I ride the elevator down eighty-seven flights. My stomach sinks, the distance between me and my baby growing…growing…growing. I am falling, and he is there, upstairs, having an epic day without me.

			

			—

			It is past ten when I finally get to the office. Everything is exactly as I’d left it. Stacks of receipts, a scrunchie I thought I lost, an IBM desktop computer, a coffee mug still stained with the outline of my ChapStick. Holden arrived a couple of weeks early and I hadn’t had time to clean out my desk. I was afraid to open the drawer, worried half a Halal Guys shawarma might be in there.

			Veronica comes by my desk carrying stacks of file folders. “Welcome back,” she says with an undercurrent of disapproval. An undercurrent of You’ve been off for six months and you get in at TEN? Veronica is the office’s senior grant coordinator. She has a master’s in social work. Her makeup doesn’t work under this lighting. She does not have children, but I imagine that when she sees me taking six months off and getting in at ten, she thinks the game is rigged against childless women, who live in Jersey City and take the PATH train and transfer to the subway at Thirty-Third Street and still manage to get into the office by nine. Veronica is not wrong. If I can take six months for my baby, why can’t she take six months to read sexy dragon novels at a time-share in Jamaica? The game is rigged against Veronica, against all of us.

			Veronica sometimes talked about a niece in Staten Island who she never gets to see because of her “idiot sister-in-law,” but for the most part, I assume she has no interest in my child. But still, she asks to see a picture of Holden. I know this is one of those obligatory middle-manager things to do, but I still appreciate it. I go overboard and hand her my cell phone with an entire stream of baby pictures, not realizing that this is probably a microaggression.

			“He is precious.” Veronica keeps scrolling, probably calculating how long she has to pretend to care before she drops a pile of backlogged grant applications on my desk. She hands my phone back. “You look like twins in this one.” I try to see which photo she’s talking about, but Roman texts (“Burritos tonight??”), and my thumb moves. It’s just a series of selfies of Holden and Daisy.

			Veronica hands me a couple of files. “So, NIAID, the National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, is looking for funding for scientific research related to making people healthy…” Veronica’s mouth is moving, but in my mind her words slur, as if I’m hearing them over the subway intercom. My old life speaking to me from a distant, glitchy place.

			It is all coming back. Each week, Veronica dispenses our assignments with the verve of a game-show host. “This grant needs to explain how Wurtzel Educational Systems would acquire software to optimize best practices in teaching reading skills to seniors.” And…“The Youth Development Grant is one of the most competitive and sought-after CDBGs, so write a proposal that captures its essence.”

			“I’ll take door number two, Veronica.”

			She hands me several stacks of grants, with sticky notes indicating when each letter is due. I had to get the first draft to Veronica. The second draft went to Phil, the executive director of operations. I don’t mean to brag, but I was the best writer they had. Most of my colleagues only lasted eight months, a year, maybe, before they moved back to their hometowns or got a job at one of the nonprofits that they’d gotten to know through grant writing. I had no desire to work at a nonprofit or move back home. I was a writer. Or, at least, I used to be.

			When I was fact-checking at Domino, I’d had the privilege of writing a blurb about a florist in Des Moines before the magazine imploded, along with fifteen other titles. It was a bloodbath. At night, I took a creative writing extension course in a loft in SoHo. The teacher, Leo, was a balding forty-something man who had the very specific swagger of a white man who went to Horace Mann and worked in publishing in New York in a certain era, when Horace Mann and white men and publishing still meant something. He edited a prestigious literary magazine and got an intern pregnant, imploding his career and reputation. But that didn’t mean Leo didn’t have a lot to teach us kids about the craft. I was attracted to Leo at first, everyone was, and we had sex a couple of times, a rite of passage for any Media Bistro student. But by the time I got to know him, I saw this sad, smart man who reeked of squandered potential. We stayed in touch, and he encouraged me to get back to writing. Turned out, Leo was a good guy in an industry full of bad ones.

			He’d been the one who referred me to Job Genie Global, a temping agency that helped place “creatives.” Was I a creative? I didn’t even know anymore. I went in for an interview and said I wanted to be a journalist and they said they’d see what they could do. I never expected them to find me a gig writing features for The New Yorker, but I also didn’t think they’d place me in an office that cranked out form letters.

			The Elevate Comprehensive Grant Writing Company paid twenty-five dollars an hour and was supposed to be temporary. I thought not caring about my job would mean that it wouldn’t consume me. I could do this by day, and by night I could work on my poetry and short stories and creative writing and still try to get clips to get a foot in the door in journalism. But then I got sort of sucked into the predictability—not just the paycheck but the comfort of not having to pour your soul onto the page, of not having to be told that you don’t have the clips or the Ivy pedigree. Of not being told that you’re not good enough. So I dug in, gave the job I wasn’t supposed to care about all my waking hours, and tried to be good enough at this. As the Japanese like to say, “Whatever you are, be a good one.”

			
				“Dear Ms. Zucker, The Eating Zone would like to present our proposal for your review. We hope that you will partner with us to encourage children to adopt a healthy pescatarian diet. We are requesting $25,000 to help cover the cost of encouraging more public school cafeterias to serve tilapia. We are excited for the opportunity to partner in promoting the sustainable, fatty-acid-heavy diet proven to improve mental health, increase lifespans, and preserve our precious environment…”

				“Dear Ms. Kess, Here at Horses for Heroes, we understand the critical role that horses play in our lives. We enjoy helping heroes of varying backgrounds bolster their confidence through working with horses. We appreciate the opportunity to provide the enclosed proposal for review by the EQUUS Foundation.”

			

			Phil hired me full time and offered me a starting salary of fifty-five thousand dollars a year, more than I could’ve made on the lowest rung on the journalism ladder. Phil wasn’t that bad. The mild sexual harassment had even stopped ever since he started having an affair with Jen in accounting. Jen was a divorced forty-two-year-old mom who wrote her name on the Activia in the communal fridge. Jen told me in the bathroom one afternoon that she preferred married men because they were grateful and didn’t want to hang out on weekends. Phil was older than her typical boyfriends, but he could still lift heavy furniture and take her to a steak house without getting a swollen toe.

			Now that I am back at work, staring down the barrel of a stack of grant letters that need to be written, I realize that there is a much simpler explanation for why I ended up spending my late twenties and early thirties in this job rather than becoming what I was meant to be. “Because I am a fucking pussy.”

			Veronica’s neck pivots from the fax machine. Ted, my cubicle mate, stands up, his forehead scrunched. “Are you okay, Emily?” Shit. I hadn’t realized that I’d said that aloud. “Oh, yeah.” I bury my head back in my paperwork, but then some inner force (maybe the B12 shot?) kicks in, and I stand back up. “You know what, Ted? I’m not okay. I was supposed to be a writer—a poet, or at least a journalist—and instead I am in this cubicle, begging people for money off a template, while my baby has an epic day with my very hot, cool, talented, adventurous best friend, who is also somehow a baby whisperer.”

			At least, that is what my inner voice said. In reality, I put on my best Sears-portrait smile and say, “All good. Just working on this Heroes for Horses account.”

			Ted draws a heavy sigh, sitting back down. “It’s Horses for Heroes.”

			“What?”

			“The nonprofit. You said Heroes for Horses. Just saving you from having to redo it.”

			At lunch, an employee at Chopt asks me if I want to “get artistic with my salad.” Yes, let’s go full Jackson Pollock, throw in the artichokes and an extra protein. He then chops all of it together until my nineteen-dollar salad is pureed to within an inch of its life. This is what I used to eat in my old life. Before Holden. Before Daisy. This salad that I will take back to my cubicle and eat while I scroll pictures of Holden or compare the Strategist’s cheapest under-eye creams and wait until they go on sale, and then get back to writing my grants. I call Roman. He hits dismiss, texting, “Meetings. What’s up?” I try Daisy, but she doesn’t answer. She texts me a photo of Holden, a huge smile on his face, in the Lamborghini of Little Tikes Cozy Coupes. He is behind the wheel, in aviator glasses and a leather bomber jacket, a jacket that I don’t remember buying him. He looks like somebody left that guy from Top Gun in the dryer too long. Another image comes in. Cooking class. Holden sitting in a silver baking bowl, in a diaper, covered in flour. He is looking away from the camera, a whisk in his hand, pure joy and a single, perfect ringlet on his face. I could eat him. I zoom in to see if he is clean, as if I could smell him through the image. I zoom in to see if we still have the same exact eyes.

			I’m working my way through the stack of grant letters, not quite disassociating like I do with Carleigh, but definitely feeling outside my body. I find the next letter, a grant application for the Coalition for Procrastination Awareness. “Dear Mr. Jay, I’ve put off writing this letter…” I am cracking myself up. Ted looks up again. I scrunch my lips, Sorry. But I can’t stop laughing. “We respectfully request a grant of $50,000—whenever you get around to it.”

			Why didn’t I do this before? Why did I stick to the form letter? This—this is better. The hours disappear. By five thirty p.m., my inbox is empty. My brain almost feels…light. Veronica watches me pack up. She doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t have to. She always stays until six, takes the subway to Thirty-Third, transfers to the PATH. Her look says Must be nice. I don’t care. I shut down the IBM, slip into my coat, and head into the blur of Midtown. I walk toward 527 Park. That’s where Holden is. My favorite person.

			And suddenly, walking fast through the throngs, I have that feeling again—like I’ve forgotten something. Or someone. But no. I’m just being dramatic. Probably.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			• • • • •

			I walk through the revolving doors, waving to the doormen and security guards, who all know me by name. No poor doors for me. But when I get to the apartment, no one has seen Daisy. Lately, whenever I am there, Daisy is somewhere else, doing something else. Maya says she hasn’t seen Daisy since the morning affirmations. She thinks she had an errand to run at Alexander Wang? Or maybe ABC Carpet? But when I find Viktor, he says he hasn’t driven Daisy anywhere today. Through a cracked bathroom door, I hear snippets of a hushed fight between Audrey and Brit. (“What the shit, Brit? You better not ruin it for the rest of us.”) Bianca, with the eyebrow, interrupts. She heard I was looking for Daisy? She went upstairs hours ago, Bianca says. To the penthouse.

			I don’t take the elevator upstairs, mostly because I have developed a feeling in my gut that I’ve never felt before. I need to see Holden. It’s a heart attack building inside me that can only be stopped when I hold him. I’ve had anxiety. I’ve loved. I’ve missed Roman. But I’ve never had all the feelings all at once like I do now. The walls of the condo are closing in, the peacock feathers mocking me. This feeling, it could make me destroy entire villages, self-immolate, burning in protest like a Buddhist monk, become a subway pusher to catch the F train home. I can’t explain it exactly, but that’s how it feels in that moment when I need to see him.

			The elevator stops on twelve. It’s taking forever, so I get off and race down the stairs. I am sweating and frantic when I tell Miss Iowa that I need to get Holden. She tells me he had a “marvelous” day. This makes me feel better about sitting in a cubicle all day and eating a nineteen-dollar pureed salad. It makes me feel better about peeing when I laugh. But also, can she speed up the checkout process because did I mention that I will commit actual homicide to see my child?

			Miss Iowa hands me a folder with a hedgehog on it, filled with Holden’s art, ink-stained footprints, a log of everything he ate, photos of highlights throughout the day. She tells me he is excelling at Spanish. How does she know that?

			“We just know,” Miss Iowa says, displaying her Invisalign smile.

			One of the caregivers brings Holden out. He’s dressed in a white onesie with red crabs on it and sucking on a matching crab-themed teething ring. They tell me to always call it a chupete, so that he keeps up his Spanish at home. “It is part of the pedagogy,” Miss Iowa says. Does she even realize that Daisy and I pulled that word out of our asses? But I just smile and nod and put my nose against Holden’s, wet and cold. My koala.

			On my way out, I ask, “Oh, have you seen Daisy?” Miss Iowa just smiles.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			• • • • •

			To celebrate my first week back at the office, we did something we never did. We ate out. I met Roman at Tequila Mockingbird in the East Village, right by Tompkins Square Park. This used to be my spot. Molten cheese, a bad book pun. Before we started dating, Roman had never spent much time in the East Village or discovered the wonders of Tex-Mex. He lived in Murray Hill, and I still fell in love with him.

			In the same way that I brought Roman into my world, and his world got bigger, Holden had expanded my world. For years, I’d walked through Tompkins Square Park almost every day. As rancid as it sounds, I’d sit on a bench and read. I’d stumble drunk past the mural of Joe Strummer. Penelope and I once wore pink wigs and walked barefoot through the park and ate French fries off a stranger’s plate at the Odessa Diner. If there was anywhere in New York that felt like my own backyard, it was this half-assed urban excuse for a green space. But in all of my years coming here, it wasn’t until Holden, until Daisy, that I learned there is a little postage stamp of a swimming pool in the northeast corner. Daisy and I had been walking through the park one afternoon, heading back to my apartment after a day of exploring.

			“Look!” she said, pointing to a lifeguard stand and kids in bathing suits.

			I’d brought a Dr. Brown’s baby ice pack to put on Holden’s cheeks because he got so flushed in the humidity. My thighs chafed, but the conversation—a heated debate about Tarantino and whether every movie needed to pass the Bechdel test—kept me going. Then, all of a sudden, we saw this mirage in Alphabet City. An actual pool. Daisy walked up to the lifeguard, who couldn’t have been more than sixteen, with tricycle-red shorts that looked glued to his deep tan. “Excuse me, but can anyone use this pool?”

			“As long as you don’t take a shit or fuck in it,” he said, twirling his whistle.

			She looked back at me, that glowing smile of hers. We could do that. We double-diapered Holden. Daisy lifted off her sundress. No chafing on her thighs. She had a conservative cotton bra and panties on. I’d typically feel insecure taking my clothes off, but she was so happy, so carefree, and this would be Holden’s first time in a swimming pool. I had to get in. I left my tank top on and slowly got in. We’d hit every splash pad in the city, but nothing cooled us off like that first dip in the pool. Daisy did a cannonball. I cradled Holden in my arms. He was elated. Chlorine, a revelation. It was a weekday afternoon, and it was just a few kids from the nearby housing projects and us. Daisy dove down and did a flutter kick. When she came up, she’d found a gold tooth. She turned it in to the lost and found.

			We didn’t have towels but we dried off fast, walking home. My hair, thick with a New York City public pool layer, felt as fresh as if I’d just climbed out of the Aegean. Holden snored lightly in his stroller. We got Italian ices that turned our lips tangerine.

			“I used to swim in the ocean every day,” Daisy said.

			“Where?”

			“Everywhere.”

			I wanted to swim in the ocean every day. I wanted to be everywhere. And that afternoon in Tompkins Square Park with Daisy, I was.

			Because we have separate, minuscule closets, Roman hadn’t noticed that I’d basically burned all of my old clothes and started to exclusively wear his. A couple of days ago, he did a double take on his way out the door. “What’ve you got today?” Meaning Where do you think you’re wearing that? We hardly ever saw each other during the day and hadn’t had the time, the bandwidth, to talk about it more than that. He was never the type of guy who cared what I was wearing and hadn’t registered my new look at all until I strolled up with the Yoyo that evening, coming straight from Daisy’s. I looked like I got dressed at a Goodwill in the dark, lugging the Yoyo into our old Friday-night spot, and he looked at me like he didn’t recognize me. He looked at me like I was some other girl entirely. “Are those my track pants?” he asked. Yes, yes, they are.

			I order my usual quesadilla deluxe. He gets his chicken burrito, no sour cream. We both get margaritas, syrupy and salty with only a vague hint of tequila. A busboy brings a couple of tortillas, still puffed up like clouds. Roman rolls up a doughy crumb of tortilla to give to Holden. He gnaws on it, crossing his eyes slightly—a look that only I know means that he wants more. We are having a family Tex-Mex dinner, and it is nice. It feels like we’re on a date, but better because Holden is there, tortilla in hand.

			On Sunday, Holden fell asleep early after we drove two hours in traffic to pose for the requisite fall photos at Harry’s Pumpkin Patch on the North Fork of Long Island. For twelve dollars, you got a wristband and access to a corn maze, a haunted hayride, and apple picking. The Ferris wheel and gold mining were extra. If you wanted to keep the apples, they cost fifteen dollars per pound. We put Holden in a red wagon and dragged him around the pumpkin patch. The ground was littered with trash from the cotton candy and fresh corn concession stands. The innards of pumpkins people had stomped on squished under my feet. Hardly any of the pumpkins were presentable on both sides, either covered in warts or kicked in. Determined to get one photo, we leaned Holden against a pumpkin, turned deformed gourds around trying to find a good side. We cropped out the porta potty and the generator of a nearby cider doughnut truck and got Holden, sweating in a navy cardigan, to briefly look at the camera before he fell in the dirt and started sobbing.

			That night, we ordered Lombardi’s pizza. Finished off a large pie. Roman started to kiss my neck, tried to lure me to bed. I reflexively cringed, maybe too obviously.

			It always turned into a fight. His feelings hurt, my feelings ignored. I didn’t want to flinch at his touch. Sure, I’d had a series of wet dreams in which the bartender at the Peppermint Elephant banged me several different ways in the parking lot—and one in which we (inexplicably) did it hourly to entertain tourists at Graceland—but I’d have chosen Roman every day. Except that everything about sex with him still reminded me of the pain. And now there was this new pain of not understanding why I felt revolted at the idea of even being close to him. “Touch aversion,” Carleigh calls it.

			“What’d Daisy say?” Roman asks, taking a sip of his margarita.

			Holden whimpers, one eye fixed on the tortillas. I break off a couple of bite-size pieces. I get why Roman is impatient to meet Holden’s caregiver, but it still rubs me the wrong way that he switched so quickly from checking me out to asking about my professionally sexy best friend. He thought maybe I’d invite her to join us, but I’d told him a million times, she can’t do nights: 527 Park closed up at eight so that Daisy could do her actual work. Did this mean hosting rich men? Getting her vagina steamed? Paying the maintenance and electric bills? I honestly didn’t know and I didn’t care. As long as I didn’t see any of it during business hours. All I know is that whether you were a working parent or a stay-at-home parent, at sundown, we all picked up our babies and turned into wart-covered pumpkins.

			“I told you, she has work and stuff at night. You know, kind of like you always have work.” Roman eats a chip, ignoring my dig. “But we’ll figure something out soon, I promise. She feels like she knows you.” I dig into the queso, putting some on the top of my finger for Holden, but when I reach to give it to him, he is fast asleep, still clutching what’s left of an emotional-support tortilla.

			“You’ve got your hands full. I’ll coordinate with Daisy and figure something out. Don’t worry about it,” he says.

			I almost spit out my margarita. Excuse me?! How exactly will Roman “coordinate” with Daisy? I try to hide my horror. “Yeah, sure. That works. I’ll give you her cell.”

			“I have it.”

			He has Daisy’s cell? “You do?”

			“Obviously. We text all the time. Who do you think sends me all the pictures and videos of Holden when I’m at work?”

			I figured Miss Iowa or one of our army of caregivers sent him photos. He and Daisy are texting? How long have they been texting? Has she told him about us? About the moms? About the shrooms? About what goes down at 527 Park? My quesadilla arrives. A flash of Daisy giving a lap dance to my boyfriend, Todd, in college. I didn’t really like Todd. He had a Proust collection on his bedside table. He put me down, dismissed my dreams. He was the writer in the relationship. One poem published in the Oxford American and suddenly he’s Seamus Heaney. But still…it was my birthday and Daisy was my best friend and she was giving my boyfriend a giant boner. Todd had acted above such things. Too literary for a boner was a new one.

			I was a loner who finally got a boyfriend. Not just any boyfriend but a boyfriend who looked vaguely like a young Elvis. Wait, maybe that explains the Graceland dream? A boyfriend who (allegedly) read Proust and who had a poem published in a major literary journal and who reminded me of that fact every time he got the chance. I’d started to sleep over a lot at Todd’s garage apartment. One night, he rubbed a finger on my nipple and told me that he’d been reading a lot of Hemingway and decided the only way to truly be in a relationship was to ruin each other, over and over again. I should have broken up with him then, but he was very good at sex. I went home to Tuscaloosa with him for Christmas and met his mom. Then Daisy gave him a lap dance at my birthday and we decided to ruin each other. Until he dumped me. He didn’t love me and didn’t think he ever could, so what was the point?

			Roman notices that I am somewhere else, picking at a loaded quesadilla. “Hello, wife? You in there? Why are you getting all weird?”

			“It’s nothing,” I say, smiling.

			Of course, Roman is right. Why did I marry someone who was not only so male but also (almost) always so right? It’s infuriating. Obviously, he should be in touch with Holden’s caregiver. If this had been a regular nanny situation, Marcela or Priscilla, I would not have thought twice about Roman texting them. This is my issue, not his. “No, totally. I’m so glad y’all are in touch. Maybe we can meet up next week for lunch? Tuesday?”

			Roman is pulling up his work calendar. It looks like a game of Tetris. He’s moving calls and team meetings and all-hands around. “Tuesday is a shit show. Wednesday? Somewhere downtown? Is there a park or a library or something?”

			Is there a park or a library downtown? It was a throwaway question, but it reminded me, again, that New York, that life, had not changed much for Roman. Because if you don’t have to take care of a baby in New York, you have almost no idea that the city is bursting with them. But I don’t want to fight. I just want to finish my margarita and enter the weekend in a quesadilla coma, so I grin and say, “Sure. That works.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			• • • • •

			We decide to meet at Pier 25. The autumn air is cool, but the Tribeca moms are all in workout sets, chatting and drinking iced coffee.

			Holden and I are waiting for Roman. I hand him the Itzy Ritzy rattle teether with a red fox on the end. “Don’t these bitches know it’s Joan Didion’s Blue Nights season? Time to put on a tweed blazer, take in the draining of the light—or I’m gonna knock that cold brew right out of your hands.” Holden glares at the Tribeca moms. He lets out a groan, clearly agreeing with me. According to Dr. Brooke, “At thirty-two weeks, your baby is busy, busy, busy, trying to talk with gestures, facial expressions, squeals, even stringing together some vowels and consonant sounds.”

			One of the best things about having a baby in New York is that you can have entire conversations with yourself without anyone looking at you like you are crazy. Even better, pop in your AirPods and people don’t even wonder. I was just a new mom, keeping my baby stimulated with steady conversation, or talking on the phone to another mom between playdates and true-crime podcasts.

			“Hey,” Roman says, breaking the spell. I look up. Holden squeals at the sight of his dada. He’s saying it all the time now, “Dada, Dada, Dada.” He still hasn’t said “Mama.” Dr. Brooke says this is normal. “The baby still thinks that you are the same person.” Cyclops and all. Why would you need another name for your own self? Still, I tore my twat and had to suction my boobs into a torture device eighteen times a day, and Holden lights up and says “Dada.” The world just works that way.

			“Hey. You look handsome.” If Roman had not been my husband and I saw him walking down the West Side Highway on a Wednesday afternoon, amid a sea of men in their flat, well-fitted pants, button-down shirts, no tie, I would think that somebody else’s husband was handsome.

			He pecks my cheek and lifts Holden out of the Yoyo. Holden rubs a hand along Roman’s jawline. “Thanks. Where’s Daisy? I have to be back by two.”

			Hello? What about your wife and baby, whom you never get to see? Who share a small apartment with you and your turtle, who smelled particularly reptilian this morning? “I don’t know. I’ve texted her, like, five times. Let me call.” First ring, voicemail. Her velvety voice (me with strep), “Hey you’ve reached Daisy. You know what to do…”

			“Should we just get lunch? Since we came downtown?” I ask. He checks the time. He’s anxious to get back. I wonder if I would need 527 Park if he’d had more than two weeks off work after I gave birth. In those first weeks, when Sue broke it to us that she wouldn’t be able to come help, Roman had taken care of me. We put Holden in his doughnut pillow between us in bed, binged a Vanderpump marathon as he slept, marveled at him when he opened his eyes, moved his fingers, as small and sweet as Tic Tacs. I’d never needed Roman, or anyone, like I needed someone then. All I remember is screaming in the bathroom, folded over my knees. Holden screaming in his bassinet. Feeling unable to take care of him. Dr. Weatherstone’s office telling me to just hold off until my six-week checkup. They’ve already explained that the doctor can’t prescribe Percocet. At night, I’d cradle Holden with one arm, attempt to breastfeed with the other, and browse websites, statistics. Mothers die all the time in these early weeks. They are mostly not white or privileged. Article after article. Heavy bleeding. High blood pressure. Infection. Sepsis. Self-harm. Psychosis. Critical Window. Danger Zone.

			Roman puts Holden back in the Yoyo. They have the same nose, sturdy and solid, the same sweep of sandy hair. But Holden has my eyes, my essence, which is to say he is restless and marvels at everything and enjoys Barry Manilow and would never drink iced coffee in late October. “I could get a quick lunch,” Roman says. “Chopt?”

			I grab the Yoyo out of his hands. “Veronica is already on my ass. I had to sneak out. I don’t want the same nasty-ass salad I eat every day.” Nasty-ass. I must have gotten that phrase from Daisy. I liked that we’d started to speak the same way.

			Roman tries to be cool, but keeping your head down means not taking a long lunch with your family or taking personal calls. “Babe, I don’t have a lot of time.”

			We end up at Le Pain Quotidien. I get an open-faced tuna sandwich. Roman just points to a bowl, too harried to care if it’s quinoa or goat cheese. I break up tiny pieces of a chocolate croissant and Holden’s baby mind is blown. He’s got two front teeth coming in. It’s absurd how cute they are. The world starting to happen to him, one bite at a time.

			“Daisy is usually very reliable,” I say. “I don’t know what happened.”

			“I don’t know, babe. She doesn’t seem that reliable.” He’s pissed.

			“So she flaked on lunch—”

			“It’s not just the lunch.”

			“Are you trying to imply something?”

			“I’m not trying.”

			“Why don’t you just say it, then?”

			“I don’t have time.”

			“You don’t have time for what?”

			“I don’t have time to tell you how fucking weird this whole situation is. It was fine when you were on leave and needed a friend, whatever, but now they’re alone together all day…”

			“Yeah, I have a job, kind of like the one you’re rushing to get back to. I’d love to quit…” We both know that I can’t quit. We need the money and Roman needs to work twelve-hour days because if he lost his job, we’d lose our health insurance—and even if it isn’t exactly the Cadillac of coverage, it’s better than COBRA or Elevate’s subpar benefits.

			“Well, you’d have more time for kombucha and napping pods,” Roman says.

			“You think it’s funny that I’m finally taking care of myself?”

			“No, I think it’s fucking terrifying.”

			“You don’t get it. You get dressed, get beers, talk balance sheets—”

			“Who even are you right now?”

			“—You still get to be…you.”

			“You never used to give a shit about any of that materialistic bullshit. What happened to the girl who used to drag me to open mic nights in Greenpoint and thought brunch was a capitalist scam and shared a fifth-floor walk-up with a mime and his Grindr dates, and wanted us to both quit our jobs so we could ride motorbikes around Cambodia?”

			I wait for him to finish and then I say, “She bled out in childbirth.”

			The food arrives. I smile too brightly at the waiter, then let it fall the second he’s gone. I can’t tell Roman that the only good thing I’ve had since I had Holden is the thing I have with Daisy, with the community we’ve built at 527 Park. Daisy isn’t some kind of childcare bargain basement. She is a blessing. Not just to me, but to Holden, to all the moms and babies who have found refuge in that Sing Sing for the superrich. He should thank me. I found another way. Holden has free quality childcare, stimulating classes, social interaction, wooden Montessori toys—all the milks.

			Roman touches my hand, barely there, like he isn’t sure he should. “I didn’t know it was that bad.”

			“Yeah, well, you wouldn’t.”

			He picks around at his salmon bowl, does his Roman thing, trying to find a solution. “Maybe my mom could come, if Gigi…” He trails off. Two weeks after Roman went back to work, he flew to Melbourne to say goodbye to Gigi. That’s when I really started my Daisy search—when the days bled into nights and I was all alone with a newborn who never napped, a pump that felt like an iron lung. Throbbing pain. A renovation on my head. Seven months later, Gigi was still slowly dying, and I’d still be unraveling if I hadn’t found Daisy. Roman has that look on his face again, a chamber I’m not allowed to enter. We feel too sick with guilt to ever say it aloud, but I know that he wants his grandmother to die. We both do. But she won’t die, and Sue couldn’t live with herself if she wasn’t at her mom’s side when it happened. So here we are.

			The tension between us lifts as quickly as it came. That is when I notice Roman noticing me. He is looking at me in his Levi’s, which I folded up and cinched with a brown leather belt, balloon pants that hang just beneath my hip bones. On top, I’ve got on a holey rugby jersey that he’s had since college, tied tight with a scrunchie in the back. He is looking at me in a different way. He is looking at me like he wants to plow me hard right there on the communal table over the quiche lorraine and tuna tartines.

			“You look like a teenage rugby thug,” he says. “It’s hot.”

			I wink at him. The fight is forgotten.

			On the way back to his office, we park at a pocket-sized playground wedged between two office buildings. For a moment, Roman forgets the time. He places Holden at an activity board bolted to the playground wall, showing him how to twist the jumble of bright gears, the sliding beads through a maze, until they solve the puzzle. They’re both locked in fierce focus, Holden still babbling “Dada. Dada.” One thing about Roman is that he is good with his hands. He built an actual working drawbridge when he was seven that Sue has assiduously preserved in the backyard, so that his own son could play on it one day. If Roman weren’t an accountant, he’d make bespoke furniture in a shed in the Hudson Valley, or somewhere even farther afield. Maine? Appalachia?

			I watch the two of them together, and for the first time, I see that Holden has inherited this gift—and what a gift to inherit. To be able to fix anything. To solve the puzzle. To be able to get back to the basics. To work with your hands. Something no algorithm can do.

			Roman looks up, startled. “Shit. What time is it?” He checks his phone. “I was supposed to be back ten minutes ago.”

			He picks Holden up and puts him in the stroller. We walk back to his office. A couple of security guards check credentials. Roman kisses Holden, then me, goodbye.

			“That was nice,” Roman says.

			“That was nice.”

			He disappears through the revolving doors into the bright, art-filled lobby. I lean my head into the Yoyo. “Ma-MA. I’m Ma-MA.”

			“Daaaadaaaaa,” Holden babbles.

			“Fucking men.”

			

			—

			I push Holden past the Pier 25 playground, on our way to the subway. That’s when I see Daisy. She’s getting out of the Mercedes, the unbothered look of someone who popped a Prozac on a private jet. I push Holden faster. I don’t know why she didn’t show for Roman, but I suspect it had something to do with the penthouse. She catches up, handing me a wrapped gift.

			“Hey. Hey. I got you a present.”

			I open it. A first edition of The Bell Jar. I hand it back. “She kills herself.

			“I should get back to work,” I say. I’d never had a fight with Daisy. Not when we lived together, our beds two feet from each other, the Tiffany light between us. Not even when she’d given my boyfriend a lap dance. But you come to the playground on a weekday afternoon to introduce your husband to your best friend and she isn’t there.

			“I can’t believe you’re so pissed. Em—”

			“I’m not. It’s fine. It’s just…You could’ve at least texted. It’s not easy for Roman to get out of work.”

			“Um, and you think it’s easy for me to text during my work?”

			“Your work, right.” As quickly as the words leave my mouth, I try to snatch them back. Daisy looks at me like a wounded bird. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean that. I am just stressed, and I’ve got PT later.”

			I felt myself becoming territorial, voyeuristic. Daisy wasn’t mine any more than any person can belong to someone, and yet, I worried that her old life might interfere with the new one we’d created. What if the Greek came back and wanted Daisy to go with him to a yacht in Mykonos? Or St. Tropez? Or wherever Greek oligarchs bring their hired girlfriends–slash–house managers? What if Daisy disappeared as quickly as she’d reappeared? I never expected that Holden and I would become so reliant on Daisy, that she’d feel so much like family, but I also never expected to be carrying an Itzy Ritzy Boss Backpack. Like I’ve said, motherhood does crazy shit to people.

			So I do not ask where she was. Or what she does in the penthouse. Or if she tells her clients about us.

			We keep walking, Daisy trailing just behind us. I push the Yoyo, passing a couple of Tribeca moms with their Bugaboos. Am I staring at them? No, wait. They’re staring at us. Daisy waves hello. “Do we know them?” I ask.

			“Louise and Naomi? Aren’t they the ones who drank all that mint melatonin tea and passed out in the sauna? I think their babies are Bear and Axel, or Alec, maybe?”

			My face is blank. No clue. “I guess they all sort of run together.”

			I knew it was just a matter of time before we started seeing one another out in the world, at playgrounds and public libraries and Baby Beluga, but I still felt a potent little rush. Our secret was out. On good days, I’d stared at these moms with envy. On bad ones, with disdain. But now they looked at me with something else: gratitude. I had the hottest friend with the hottest play center in Manhattan. Still, the recognition made our experiment alive in a way that I hadn’t anticipated. I guess there are no secret societies in a city built on social climbing.

			Daisy is taking off her Lanvin flats to climb into the sandbox with Holden. “I’ll make it up to you, I promise,” she says.

			Holden squirms, reaching for me. (“Your baby recognizes familiar faces and has developed a fear of strangers.”) I grab him, maybe too abruptly. Daisy stands empty-handed, hopefully reminded that we can leave her, too. Then where would she be?

			Daisy pulls a chupete out of a Balmain bag. To think, all this time, we could’ve kept the pacifiers in Balmain. Can. You. Imagine. She pops it into Holden’s juicy lips. “I can take Holden uptown with me, if you want.”

			I nod, Yes, please.

			We found each other on a Wednesday. Three months later, we are sisters. We can hurt and love and disappoint and delight each other all at the same time. We can call each other a cunt and then share nachos five minutes later like nothing ever happened.

			We walk uptown along the waterfront. Daisy takes my hand. If being in Roman’s arms felt like a warm bath, being around Daisy felt like a cold plunge, a quick shock to the adrenal system. I constantly thought about when I’d get another hit. I needed more and more attention just to reach the same high.

			I won’t make it back to work today. We will walk for a long time, the wind at our backs, holding hands. When we get back to 527 Park, we will get IV drips and watch the karaoke scene in Lost in Translation for the six thousandth time. After that, I will take Holden home, give him a bath, put him to bed, sprinkle some ReptoMin freeze-dried sticks into Turtly’s tank, and pass out on the sofa.

			We’re walking in the Meatpacking District, past the Eurotrash tourists eating moules frites at Pastis. We pass bros bored on bad Hinge dates with girls who looked better in their pictures. We pass a pack of females who feel time running out. We pass the Apple store that used to be an S and M club—gay men in chaps facing a plague giving way to a college kid with an Izod and iPad asking if you’d like AppleCare with that.

			I’d been in New York long enough to know about the cruel cycle of life of the place, but something about staring into the windows of a Restoration Hardware near where Florent used to be hit me particularly hard. I studied my messy reflection, a body I didn’t recognize, just a dowdy mom pushing a stroller. I would’ve pushed past her in the subway. “OMG this mom won’t fucking move.” It was then, staring into the RH windows, that I had something like a religious experience. Dreams don’t work out. Elevated casual furniture chains push out everything cool. Marriage is sixty percent talking about your taxes. I see Daisy’s reflection behind me. “It’s not like I thought it would be,” I say.

			“What’s not?” She leans down to check on Holden.

			“New York with you. It’s like we got here too late.”

			She shrugs. “Fuck it. We’re here now.”

			“But…I found you too late.”

			“Hey, Em. You gotta stop. We’re together now.”

			Daisy quotes from Marguerite Duras’s The Lover. “ ‘Very early in my life it was too late. It was already too late when I was eighteen.’ ”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			• • • • •

			It didn’t take long before rumors spread like scabies on Juju Bean, mostly among all the moms who wanted an invite. If somebody showed up unannounced and the condo was at capacity, security would call Bianca and she’d put them on a wait list. A lot of Juju Bean moms were tired of being stuck outside the velvet rope. They got bitter. There were rumors that we’d turned the condos into an OnlyFans content farm. That we were Scientologists. That we had lesbian orgies. That Daisy had been the actual leader of that sex cult NXIVM in Albany that was really into volleyball and branded girls. That we offered scam fertility rituals for desperate women whose latest round of IVF failed. That we fed our babies Easy Cheese and high-fructose corn syrup.

			I was dropping Holden off when a twenty-something girl—she looked too young to be a Juju Bean mom, too eager to be on the condo’s staff—stopped me. “Hi. Sorry to bother you. I work at The New York Times—”

			“I already subscribe. I’m kinda late.” I signal to Holden, working mom and all.

			“He’s adorable,” she says, hardly looking at Holden, who is, in fact, freakin’ adorable, chewing on his hand in jeans, flannel button-down, and corduroy jacket. “I’m a reporter. For the Style section. My editor sent me. She heard there’s a really cool women’s club upstairs? With a day care?” She hands me a business card. Molly Gibson, Features Writer, The New York Times. “Do you have a sec—”

			“Sorry, I really don’t.” I wasn’t about to give Molly, with the blowout and buffed nails and poise no twenty-something should have, the scoop. I already saw it unfolding in my head. This girl, who had the luxury of a thousand unpaid internships. Who never had to drop her résumé off at a temping agency for “creatives.” She’d publish the story, then option it into a six-episode limited docuseries on Hulu. She’d be accepting an Emmy, and we’d all be back in the Stuy Town playroom. I look at her card. “But I’ll let you know if I hear anything.”

			As I walk away, Molly calls out, “If she’s trapping you here against your will, I can help.” I don’t flinch. Not outwardly. But I feel myself stop for maybe half a breath. Ridiculous. Offensive, even. She doesn’t know anything. Daisy saved us. And yet, I still feel something land low and cold under my skin, up my spine. A question I didn’t expect anyone to ask. I keep walking. Through the revolving doors, nodding at a familiar security guard—part businessman, part high-end nightclub bouncer. He buzzes the elevator open. I walk faster. By all means, Molly Gibson, presumably of an elite private school with a definite article in front of it (The Dalton School) and the Yale Daily News, follow me. That will be fun.

			I walk past the open elevator doors, holding my breath, Molly’s words trailing behind me, like static. She doesn’t know Daisy. She’s got her all wrong. I just…keep telling myself that.

			

			—

			The rumors—and the updated, ironclad NDAs that Olivia helped us mock up—make the Juju Bean moms more enthralled than ever to be there. It felt taboo, dangerous, sashimi in your first trimester. Daisy did her part to squelch the rumors, without ever really explaining why the whole thing was such a secret. I find her in the kitchen, standing at the end of the marble island, sprinkling her stardust on a small crowd of moms eating up her every word and macrobiotic miso cod bowls.

			“Whatever you’ve heard about us, it’s wrong. Whatever you’ve heard about me, it’s not true,” Daisy says. “This isn’t about sex or religion. There’s no ideology or dogma here. It’s just a simple movement, a movement rooted in life, playful, joyful life, so all of you can discover your own individual path.” As for the high-fructose rumors? Daisy signals to Bianca to hand out twenty-two-dollar bottles of lemonade infused with charcoal, designed to improve digestion and gently cleanse your system of impurities.

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Does this look like a fucking Capri-Sun?” Daisy says. The mom next to me smiles, covering her lips, freshly plumped at the new injectables station.

			From there, Daisy moves to the living room and sits on the rug with several women around a white onyx coffee table as if it’s a campfire.

			“This is about having a reason to get up every day that doesn’t involve caring for someone else,” Daisy says. “It’s about you, so that you can be better for them.”

			By “them,” Daisy means our babies, but also our partners, our bosses, our aging parents, our pets, the health and happiness of our entire family unit—hell, society writ large—resting on us having a proverbial padded room for ourselves.

			The moms are congregants in a megachurch. We’ve found Jesus…and Juvéderm.

			

			—

			I go downstairs to check on Holden. When Miss Iowa turns to give me some of his things, I see it. Quinn’s cubby. Cleaned out except for a cotton-candy ruffled cardigan dangling from a hook. “Where’s Quinn?”

			Miss Iowa spots the empty cubby, purses her lips. “They don’t tell us.” Another caregiver says under her breath, “Happens fast around here.” She taps the trash bin open with one foot. The “Quinn” zoo animal nameplate rests on top.

			Before I can ask any more questions, a familiar combination of smells—fresh corn and doughy empanadas, gardenias and my grandmother’s pillows—snap me out of it.

			I hear Holden’s happy squeal, then: “¡Buenos días, corazón! ¿Dormiste bien?” It’s Marcela. She’s holding Holden. He’s wide-eyed, happy.

			“Marcela? What are you doing here? What about your job in Brooklyn Heights?”

			“Bueno, you offered me mucho more.”

			Offered her more? I hadn’t spoken to Marcela since that afternoon in the Elizabeth Street Garden weeks—months?—ago. Maybe Daisy had? Time was a flat circle of tiny milestones. An intentional tumble on the side. A smile not motivated by gas. Discovering his belly button. The building’s management company, which kept a database of the city’s most qualified caregivers, must have heard about Marcela. What a fortuitous childcare circle that here she was, teaching Holden how to conjugate the irregular verb “tener”—and she didn’t even have to take three trains to get here. Corona was a clean shot on the 7 train.

			I am elated, knowing that Marcela will be caring for Holden, a sense of comfort that for all her élan and A-plus effort, I never felt with Daisy. I hug them both and walk to the elevator. Marcela does a baby voice and holds his hand in hers so that they are both waving. “Que tenga un buen día, Mamá.”

			“Igualmente, osolito.” I watch them as the doors close. “¡Besos grandes!”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty

			• • • • •

			Phil calls me into his office. I’d been back at work for several soul-crushing weeks and let’s just say that I was not crushing it. Phil knows I’m still “settling in,” but my grant letters have been “subpar.” Phil is careful. He can’t imply that I’ve lost my mind. Never mind that I was wearing a Brisbane cricket jersey under a blazer and a pair of men’s chinos that I cut and cinched with a silk scarf. And yet, ever since I’d reunited with Daisy, ever since we set up in 527 Park, all the wacko had started to feel like a superpower. I am inspired again. I am reading and writing poetry again. I am drinking a boozy strawberry lemonade at two in the afternoon with a bamboo straw. I am shaving my pits and have the nerve to sit across from Phil and not be afraid of being fired from my awful job. To not be afraid that he will find out that I lied on my résumé and never actually finished college. To not be afraid to become what I might have been.

			Phil tells me that he can see that my heart isn’t in it lately. He flips through my letters, to the GuideStar Grant Foundation and the Kern Family Small Business Micro Grant Organization. I watch him searching, reciting HR talking points, about “deliverables” and “meeting performance expectations.” It’s painful. He wants to be like a big Wall Street accounting firm. He wants data, charts, men in black suits, file boxes already assembled in my cubicle. Instead, he is blabbering about “peer appraisals” and “performance improvement” and threats of a “probationary agreement.” He looks like he wants to throw me out a window, if only they opened. I don’t blame him. For two weeks, Veronica warned me that my letters were incoherent. She’d threatened to send my executive summary haiku “up the chain” to Phil. On Monday:

			Asking for money.

			I drown in my cubicle.

			Wishing I had more.

			On Tuesday:

			Down thirty-two floors,

			I glimpse the rest of my life,

			Tiny bugs below.

			Phil’s hands are tied. There are only three women on his entire staff and one of them is Jen in accounting, who, rumor had it, blew him in the supply closet on Friday. This made Phil late to meet his wife for an anniversary dinner at Smith & Wollensky, followed by Sweeney Todd on Broadway. Earlier that day, Phil told everyone he hated musicals. It’s bad enough to cheat on your wife on your anniversary, but to also shit on Sondheim? Phil had it coming. He eyes my body, but not in a sexual way. He is checking to see if I am still breastfeeding, still mushy in the belly. He looks at my body to remind himself that I am still a potential HR crisis. He hands me a letter to redo.

			“I need you to take another stab, analyze the intended audience, follow the standard format. It’s not that complicated, Emily.”

			“Oh, but it is complicated; all of it is so complicated, Phil.”

			He looks at me. Right now, he is questioning what it means to be a boss, if he can’t even fire somebody. Right now, he is wishing there were no HR departments, no “sensitivity training.” Right now, he is wishing he were a man when men could still get blow jobs at the office on their anniversaries. But those are not the cards poor Phil has been dealt. “You’ve worked here long enough to know better. Just stick to your usual script.”

			That is when I feel the dampness under my bra. I thought my milk had dried up. It had never come when I needed it. Never come when my baby needed it. But there it was, when I needed it the most. A leaky left boob right through the cricket jersey. Phil’s eyes widen. He tries not to look (HR crisis and all) but it is impossible. I am the mad lady in the attic, and I am in his office.

			“Do you need to…?” He can’t get the words out, and who could blame him?

			I look down at my left breast. “Nah. I’m good.”

			Phil’s jaw is on the floor. For six years, his eyes have undressed me by the coffee creamer. For six years, he’s told me he enjoyed the way I looked in the Zara stretchy pencil skirt that I threw out with the orgasmic birth book. For six years, he’s come by my desk and put a hand on my shoulder, clutching it as he pretended to read my grant letters. But now I see it in his eyes. Phil is afraid of me.

			“You know, I’ve been thinking about what you said about taking initiative, and I had this idea for a new grant letter. May I?”

			I take the legal pad off his desk, pick up a pen, and scribble down another haiku, one I think Phil will particularly appreciate. He picks up the pad and reads my poetry.

			Married twenty years.

			Haven’t been blown in four years.

			How’s my accounting?

			I smile. Phil knows that I know about Jen in accounting. His fists are clenched. “Why don’t you take the rest of the afternoon off? Get some rest.”

			And then I lay the situation down, clearly, calmly. “Yes. Yes, Phil. I think I will take the afternoon off. You know what? Why don’t I just take the rest of the week off? Or, I know! I can just work remotely and never come back to the office.”

			Phil is speechless. No, I will not rest, Phil. I will not sleep when my baby sleeps. I will go to see Holden and Daisy, and the Juju Bean moms, who have taken over a vacant luxury tower. “So, Phil. What do you think? Does never work for you?”

			I sense Veronica and Ted and all the temps, staring at me. I grab my diaper bag and leave for the day, maybe forever. It is eleven thirty in the morning.

			Good night, good night, soul-crushing office job.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			• • • • •

			I sat in a red velour chair at the Mughlai Curry House, strewn with streamers and Christmas lights up all year. Penelope was almost an hour late. I scrolled on my phone. Brit blocked me on Instagram. Had I scared her when I warned her that posting Quinn dressed as Glinda in the playroom production of Wicked, adorable as it may have been, was a blatant violation of the NDA? Or—and I hated to admit this—maybe Molly Gibson had been onto something? What if Brit wasn’t ghosting me? What if she’d been silenced? I checked the time again. Went ahead and ordered a twelve-dollar tandoori lunch special that used to cost eight. I texted Penelope again. “Hey, should I order you samosas?…Mango lassi?…Call me?…You alive?” When the check came, Penelope finally called.

			“Heeeeeey. Where are you? You have to see the new Guido Faleschini leather bed that’s currently being installed. It’s beyond. Also, these movers, kinda hot?”

			“I’m in the East Village. I thought we were meeting for Indian.”

			A huff of a laugh. “Curry Lane, Emily Joan? I thought you were joking.”

			“No. We said we’d meet here.”

			“Yeah, well, I never said that. But come over. You need to see the renovation.”

			I looked at the time. Gramercy was on my way uptown to pick up Holden. “Okay.”

			“Oh, and pick up some Pellegrino? And maybe a rosé? Doesn’t need to be fancy, can be Provençal…” Then: “Not Trader Joe’s.”

			“Okay.”

			

			—

			Penelope’s Gramercy Park town house is all empty space and contemporary art. She is showing me an Ai Weiwei sculpture of bronze stools tangled in a semicircle and an Urs Fischer waxwork that looks like a house made of loaves of bread. “Do you love it?”

			“I love it.” I hate it. It looks like Art Basel barfed in her foyer.

			We walk to the living room. I hesitate to sit on an ivory chenille sofa. “Is it okay?”

			“Obviously. It’s a sofa.” I sit. As I lean back: “Just don’t touch the pillows.”

			She sits across from me on a chair that looks like an open hand.

			“You’re coming Friday, right? Say you’ll come!”

			“What’s Friday?”

			“My housewarming party. Duh.”

			“Um. Yeah. Yes. I just have to check if someone can watch Holden.”

			“Please come!” I hesitate. “It won’t be the same without you. Just get a sitter. Besides, it will be good for you to get out. Come!”

			“Okay.”

			“Fab!” Penelope’s voice turns sugary. “Soooo. Where’s the little man? I want to see him!”

			“Oh yeah. He’s with Daisy.”

			She flinches. Was that a hint of envy? “I still want to meet this porn-star friend of yours!” The way she just dismisses Daisy as a “porn star” only reinforces my determination to never introduce them. Penelope only wanted to meet Daisy as a novelty, something she could talk about at cocktail parties.

			“Totally,” I say. “Daisy would love you.” She’d hate her.

			A housekeeper puts an individual bottle of Pellegrino on a coaster for Penelope, then turns to me. “Can I get you something?”

			“No, thank you.” I squint at Penelope, who is taking a sip. “I thought you needed me to bring you sparkling.”

			“We can always use more.”

			Penelope tells me about Paris, the new nanny, the ninetieth birthday party they’re planning to throw for Mimi, the matriarch of the whole clan. How would they all survive in that Tuscan villa if she isn’t speaking to her mother? I am listening to her drone on about her mom (“Her new man is coming—she’s really talking about marriage. Can you imagine? At her age.”) and real estate (“And don’t get me started on the apartment. It’s the right time to list it, and she’s dithering…”). She’s talking about private wealth management (“Of course it’s on me to sort it out…”) and it occurs to me that the power dynamic between us has shifted. For the first time, I don’t need Penelope. I have Daisy. I have 527 Park and the Juju Bean moms. I look out the window, the leaves exploding in yellows and oranges on sugar maples.

			“Emily Joan? Are you even listening?”

			“No, sorry, I tuned you out at the Tuscan villa.” And then I lean back—hard—on the forbidden pillows.

			

			—

			When I get to 527 Park the next day, I see flashing lights. An EMT taking Audrey out on a stretcher. She is pale, half conscious, the impish grin gone. Audrey had always been the (mostly) sober busybody of the group. Seeing her laid out like that, drained of color, her waterproof mascara smeared, her face limp, made me feel so guilty. I’d invited Audrey to 527 Park, drawn her deeper in, and then neglected her. I race to the private doctor who sits in a clinic on the fifth floor on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, in case residents need anything and can’t be bothered to leave the building. He hardly has a flu shot to tend to, but it’s part of the menu of 527 amenities.

			“What happened? Is she okay?”

			“We’re not sure. Maybe a blood clot?” the concierge doctor says. “Do you know if she is prone to those? Does she have preexisting conditions?”

			Preexisting conditions? This whole thing was supposed to be about barre classes and luxe pumping rooms. I notice the spot in Audrey’s vein where a wellness infusion went. It is red and swollen, the size of a golf ball. The EMT finds a vein on the other arm to insert a needle attached to an IV bag. The concierge doctor is twitching. He snorts and holds his nostrils between his fingers. His gaze can’t focus. His eyes fill with the black iris of a cocaine bender. I grab the nearest EMT, a snake tattoo sneaking out from beneath his shirt collar.

			“Is she going to be okay? What do you think caused it?” I look at Audrey, so delicate and vulnerable and blank. “Where is Sloane?” I feel faint, too.

			“This is what happens when people play doctor,” he says, helping to lift her into the ambulance. Audrey opens her eyes and looks into mine. I touch her hand and feel her use the little bit of strength she has to grab my fingers. “You’re nothing like who I thought you were. Thank you…” She has a glazed, distant look in her eyes, and as they close the doors, I think I hear her searching for— “Daisy. Daisy.”

			Daisy? Why did she want Daisy? It had been Daisy who hired a man away from his previous job as the head of building sanitation to insert IVs in these women, and who left me there to clean up the mess. Daisy who introduced all of us to a world beyond the one we’d all felt stuck in, welcomed us into utopia, and now she’d never let us forget it.

			Every day Daisy made her rounds, welcoming new moms, encouraging regulars, a love junkie soaking up the adoration. She needed us to express gratitude with every sip of oat milk latte, every bite of organic berry. Audrey had every right to sue us, break her NDA and go public, but Daisy must have known that she’d never do it. Not unless she wanted to go back to her ordinary life. Have a pigeon shit on you on a park bench. Lay a poplin blanket on the scalding asphalt.

			Daisy didn’t just offer us something new, something posh and complimentary and comfortable; she served it up with the unspoken threat that she could take it all away at any time. What then? Where would we go? Most of the 527 Park moms had cast aside the nanny search, tossed the day care applications, told their partners that they’d found a better, cheaper way. A lot of moms went back to work, confident that their babies were in the best possible care in a Tony D’Nario–designed playroom. Working or not, we were all invigorated by the idea that at the most isolating time in our lives, we’d become part of an unlikely sisterhood. A communal village.

			What if all that just went away?

			It wasn’t just me. We’d all become so reliant on Daisy. We’d perk up like donkeys at a manger anytime she walked into a room.

			Some women started to spend so many nights at the condo that I worried they didn’t want to go home. Without us even realizing it, one mom spent two weeks in a studio apartment—a model that no real estate agent ever showed, because if you have 5.7 million dollars to spend on an apartment, why would you want a seventh-floor studio on the Middle East Side? She finally emerged to find that her husband had put out a missing person report. It was on NY1. Even then, Daisy hadn’t told her to go home. She’d only asked why she didn’t want to. “You can tell me,” Daisy said, touching her arm.

			We were a judgment-free society, Daisy liked to say. I pulled her aside that day. “This is basically kidnapping. She has to take the baby home, now. No one except us can stay overnight anymore. Okay?” Daisy looked at me with the empty gaze of a mannequin. “Okay?” I said again, a hint of force that I almost never used with Daisy.

			As she stood to leave, she said, “Whatever.”

			When I was fourteen, I ran away from home. It wasn’t even like I was pregnant or got suspended or had some catastrophic fight with my mom. I just stared at half a chicken cordon bleu and creamed spinach that she’d heated up, leftovers after a date took her to Christie’s Seafood & Steaks, and I knew I had to get away. I got as far as a twenty-four-hour House of Pies, where I fell asleep in a booth and woke up in the back of a police car. My mom dragged me back home. I stared at Daisy walking inside, carefree, and in that instant, I smelled the leftovers. Creamed spinach screaming at me to get out.

			Maybe before I became a mother, I would’ve run. Maybe then I’d be all right on my own. But 527 Park changed me. It proved that I could push through hell and emerge with purpose. These women needed me. My baby needed me. So I ignored the signs, ignored that days went by when I didn’t see Daisy. I ignored the penthouse.

			I watch the ambulance’s flashing lights split down Park, taking Audrey to the ER. I feel the heavy peril of being the responsible friend. The friend who needs to stay behind to pick up the pieces if Daisy ever pulls the ABC Carpet out from under us.

			I walk back inside and go straight to the playroom to check on Sloane, who is making a soufflé in an Easy-Bake Oven. I check on Holden. He’s settled into an afternoon nap, Mozart in the background. I ambush Miss Iowa to find Stuart’s or Stu’s phone number, but there is no emergency contact in the system.

			I find Olivia in Daisy’s condo, asleep on a chaise, purple eye patches drooping beneath the dark circles under her eyes. I tell her what happened to Audrey. “They took her to New York-Pres. Do you know if she has any preexisting conditions?”

			“How would I know?”

			“Because you’re friends?”

			Olivia shrugs. It’s like she’s gone numb. Or maybe she’s stoned or maybe she’s tired of feeling all the time—for her girls, for the partner-track deferred—that she can’t feel for this thing, too. Was I any better? I hadn’t checked on Brit after I’d seen Quinn’s cubby cleaned out. “Well, have you heard from Brit? Maybe she can help?”

			Olivia speaks slowly, biting a cucumber slice. “Haven’t seen her in weeks. What about Audrey’s husband, Sebastian? He’s an architect. Call him?”

			“His name is Sebastian?” Olivia nods, adjusting a stray eye patch. I realize that this should not have been my main takeaway, given that Audrey was being rushed to the ER, but this new piece of information changed everything for me. I’d spent months thinking “Stuart” was checking out my tits. Sebastian was such a hotter name.

			It’s up to me to bark orders at Claire. “Pick up Sloane and take her home with you until Audrey gets home from the hospital or we track down Sebastian…” Then, to myself: “Sebastian!” I hand Claire the Black AmEx, just as Daisy had handed it to me. Claire gives me a little salute, her cheeks, still round with baby fat, blushing at the attention. I grab her arm, not tight or anything, but the touch startles her. “Claire? Remember the NDA? Tell the doctors and Sebastian we tried a glow-up IV drip at that Next Health Botox place on Twenty-First Street when it happened.” I let go.

			Claire utters a tiny “Yes, ma’am.”

			I grin, rubbing a thumb on the fleshy part of her arm. “Good girl.”

			I look everywhere for Daisy. Maya says she saw Daisy head upstairs to the penthouse hours ago. I never tell Daisy—or anyone—how paranoid I’ve started to feel. The knot of impending doom every time she disappears upstairs. What is up there? Is it better than us? The other day, when she came downstairs, she collapsed on the sofa smelling of eucalyptus oil, her Turkish linen robe opening to reveal the entirety of her milky thighs, a hint of a fresh wax. I reassured myself that the growing discomfort was just the usual insecurities of female friendship. Had Daisy become bored with what we’d built? Bored by all the mooching mothers? Bored of me?

			And yet, even as I dreaded her disappearances, I appreciated the leadership role they had provided me. I’d been the one to step in and handle Audrey’s health scare. I’d been the one who enforced the nondisclosure agreement and instructed Viktor to end all the intravenous treatments. Audrey had thanked me, not Daisy. Weak little me—of the urology issues and the drab lilac sweater, with the yarn pulled across the bottom.

			

			—

			Audrey would be all right. She had low blood sugar and a reaction to a “caffeine IV” treatment, a concoction of vitamins and various synthetic boosters. She had to spend the night in the hospital for observation, which she treated like a reward.

			I finally find Daisy at the bar at Au Rêve. That’s the Michelin-starred French restaurant with the famous chef on the seventy-fifth floor that is almost always empty. Daisy is at the bar, drinking a martini and eating moules frites. I walk right past the hostess.

			“Bets on how long until Audrey drives Sloane into the East River?” Daisy says, slurping a mussel.

			“Where were you?”

			“Two weeks?”

			“She could’ve died.”

			“You’re right, probably five days.” I notice that she’s fiddling with something. Molly Gibson’s card. That’s when I know Daisy knows. I’ve heard the rumors, about how you have to get special permission to quit 527 Park, and sometimes you can’t quit at all.

			“Is everything a joke to you?” I ask.

			“Yes,” Daisy says, slipping the card in her bra before I can mention it. “Yo, Em. Chill. She had a reaction to the glutathione IV.”

			“Why are we injecting glutathione?”

			“Ummmm, because we’re good hosts?” Daisy notices my genuine discomfort. She touches my arm. “Em. What did you think this was? Spa treatments and self-care hashtags? It’s not like the fate of mothers, future generations and, you know, humanity’s survival, is at stake. We’re starting a revolution. We’re literally changing the world.”

			I pull my arm away. “You sound like a girl boss before she gets convicted of fraud.”

			Daisy hums under her breath, a sound softer than judgment but sharper than kindness. “If you want to choose to be a victim, that’s on you, Em.”

			I want to laugh, but it catches in my throat. “I gotta go. I’ve got a fancy dinner party with an actual friend who gives a shit. She’s old money and uptight and beautiful and bulimic, and clothes look amazing on her.”

			I down Daisy’s martini in one go. And leave.

			

			—

			Marcela couldn’t watch Holden for the night, and Roman was working late, so I’d scrambled, asking around for babysitter referrals. I finally found a New School student who charged thirty dollars an hour (plus her Uber), but she came highly recommended. She didn’t know Holden’s routine, so I left Post-it notes all over the house. It would only be a couple of hours until Roman came home. Aside from the research trip to Atlantic City, I hadn’t been out at night by myself since before Holden was born, and dipping a toe back into parties with Penelope’s crowd would be a real test. I tried on one of Daisy’s burnt-coral-colored caftans. I looked like an Oompa Loompa. I tried to belt one of Roman’s dress shirts; too frumpy. I finally dug back into the archives of what remained of my pre-baby closet. I fished out a little black dress I bought at a DVF sample sale in what used to be a Bed, Bath & Beyond in Chelsea. I pull the tie around where my waist used to be. I wear makeup and try on five different pairs of shoes before I decide on a pair of Isabel Marant pumps that Penelope tossed me a couple of winters ago when I was organizing her closet. The suede is worn and the buckle broken, but for the first time in forever, I feel presentable. I even shaved. 527 Park had given me a newfound confidence and I was ready to give it a whirl.

			I knock on the town house’s heavy wooden door. Beau, with his puffed chest and rosy cheeks, answers while mid conversation—“He’s Icahn’s great-nephew. Were we supposed to not hire him?” I hand him a decent bottle of pinot. He gives it to a staffer, who whisks it away without even looking at it.

			“Hey. Penelope has been looking for you.”

			“Well. Here I am.”

			The room is full of Penelope’s friends, who are all wearing crisp blouses tucked into slim-fitting belted jeans. Not a dress in the group. They’ve all pulled blue medical booties over their shoes to protect the brand-new brushed white flooring. I take a pair from a basket and put them on. So much for Isabel Marant. I grab a white wine off a silver tray. Before I take a sip, Penelope finds me. “You made it! Yay.”

			“Yay.” This is the least fun party ever.

			Penelope pulls the staffer aside and says to both of us, “Emily Joan is here. We can start the dinner service.” Then she clinks a fork against her glass. “Hiii. If everyone can move into the formal dining room.”

			Somebody points to the long wooden table, which easily seats fifteen, and asks, “Is that a Bourgeois Bohème?”

			“You know it is,” Penelope says.

			I walk toward the dining room. Everyone takes their seats behind calligraphy name tags. I have met Penelope’s friends at parties for years and yet they still look at me as if they have no idea who I am. I wave to Beatrice and Libby, who give me a vacant “hello.” I walk to check the only remaining name tag at the head of the table. It reads, Penelope. The furniture had a name but I didn’t.

			I pull Penelope aside. “Um, I don’t see my place.” Penelope steers me into the kitchen. She starts to scramble, inspecting silverware, peeking inside a white cake box filled with puff pastries, tasting a spoonful of chilled tomato soup.

			“I thought you’d be here early,” she says.

			“Why?”

			“To take coats. I’ve got Beau answering the door. God help us.” Penelope starts to fiddle with a remote control that looks like a Goop vibrator. “I am so understaffed. Letty went to my dad’s place and I have no idea how to work anything. It’s all solar and controlled by an algorithm or AI or something. I didn’t want to live in a robot, but whatever makes Beau happy…”

			Sharp. A rubber band stretched and finally snapping on my skin. She didn’t mean for it to hurt. That’s the worst part. She didn’t think I’d feel it. “Wait. I’m working at this party?”

			“What? God no. You’re my favorite person here. But just, like, take people’s drink orders and make sure Poppy gets the gluten-free dessert, and you know Char is vegan now.” She leans in, all cute and conspiratorial. “Don’t tell her there’s dairy in the soup.”

			I nod, standing there like it’s all fine. Like this is what I came for. I feel my face doing this thing it used to do when I worked for Penelope—polite, blank. But inside, I’ve collapsed. I am invisible. I walk out into the dining room. I watch everyone, settling into cocktails and polite small talk. (“I’m not spending seventy K a year on Collegiate so that Dean can go to Indiana.”…“Why would anyone go to Indiana?”)

			How silly I’d been. Why hadn’t I known? This is how it always was with our friendship. What happened inside 527 Park had not made me a different person in the outside world. I was still Emily, with the “sorry” stutter. Beau rattles ice around in an empty tumbler in my direction. I stand there, unmoving. He scrunches his forehead with its yellowy blond waves. “Emily Joan? Another gin and tonic?”

			The guests notice that I am clutching a steak knife. Holding it so tight that my knuckles pulse. I blink and I think one of the women looks identical to Daisy. No, she is Daisy. She’s yelling at me to do it—FUCKING DO IT! I stab the knife as hard as I can into the custom wooden table with the fancy French name. Gasps, then silence.

			I blink. Daisy is not there. The knife is still in my hand. I’d only imagined that she’d given me permission to commit felony manslaughter on the French mahogany. It is only me, in my DVF sample sale dress, surrounded by Penelope’s chicly malnourished friends and their dietary restrictions.

			“There’s dairy in the soup,” I say. And I walk out, booties still on.

			

			—

			That night, I woke up on the couch. Holden’s ears had been hurting him ever since we did a swim class in the Japanese onsen. He’d finally cried himself to sleep on my chest in the living room. I left him in his swing and walked into his nursery to pull the shades and straighten his crib to transfer him to bed. That’s when I noticed Sebastian watching me again. The same internal force that was begging me to stab a dining room table that cost more than most homes assailed me, but this time I didn’t imagine it. Daisy told me how to handle guys like Sebastian. (“The voyeurs are my favorite, honestly.”) All I had to do was listen.

			I have no idea why I did it except that Daisy told me to. She swore it would work, always did. “Take your power back,” she’d said. So I tried it.

			I looked into his eyes from beyond our shared courtyard. I opened my silk robe, giving him a full view, for a long time. For as long as it took him. I stared straight into his eyes, never wavering. He must have thought we had a connection. Bless his heart. This was a purely offensive move, power passing between us in my favor.

			He stroked harder, putting his whole arm into it. I half smiled. Enjoy it, buddy, because as soon as you’re finished, you don’t get to look anymore. I’m not bric-a-brac on your cluttered shelf. I watched his eyes close, his mouth release a silent scream, sweet release pulsing through his entire body. I squinted. Even with the courtyard between us, I could see his face morphing from pleasure to fragility. Smile gone, I shut my robe tight and pulled the blinds.

			

			—

			The next day, I push Holden to the elevators. The construction crew is rolling up the rosin paper, finished with the gut renovation next door. After we pick up Holden’s prescription ear drops, we go get a hearty bunch of sunflowers at the bodega and a dozen bagels at Russ & Daughters to drop off at Audrey’s. Audrey’s bloodwork was fine, but the doctor ordered a week of bed rest. She’d stayed loyal, not saying a word to the hospital staff, or even her own husband, about 527 Park and how she ended up having an adverse reaction to the liver-detox IV.

			I knock on the door. Sebastian answers. (He looks like a Stuart.) He is even more tongue-tied than Phil. “Oh…uh…Audrey’s sleeping, but do you want to…um, come in?”

			“You can drop it, Sebby. We both know you’ve seen my tits.”

			He looks behind him. “What?”

			I reach to shake his hand. “I’m Emily from Apartment D1809, across the courtyard. You know, your neighbor, your wife’s mom friend, who you’ve been ogling every night. I wanted to ask you, now that we had that little moment, do you think you could stop?”

			“I don’t know what you think—”

			“You don’t get to look at me anymore. It’s done. Get it?” He is speechless. “Good.”

			“I think you should leave,” Sebastian says, slamming the door so loud it wakes Sloane. She is crying and yelling “Mommy” in the background. I leave the bagels on the welcome mat and say, loudly, through the door, “Take care of Audrey.”

			I am floating. I feel lighter than I’ve felt in months. I lean down to confer with Holden. “Well, that could not have gone better, could it, little koala?” And as we walk away, he looks at Sebastian’s slammed door and gives his first-ever bye-bye wave.

			It’s a lovely day. We walk outside, passing the bench where I first met Brit. She hasn’t returned my texts and is still dark on socials. I call to see if she and Quinn want to meet up. “The number you have dialed has been disconnected.” Brit was always prone to melodrama, but this seems extreme.

			I push Holden a couple of blocks north to Brit’s apartment tower. We take the elevator eight floors up. But when we get to Apartment 1803 and the Howdy welcome mat and the dried floral wreath that Brit made, I find catalogs and Amazon packages piled up. I knock on the door. “Brit? You there?”

			A neighbor across the hall opens her door, pushing a collapsible shopping cart and walking a tiny white dog on a retractable leash. “C’mon, Moshe.” I approach delicately, knowing that there is a fragile strain between the original Stuy Town residents and the residents who have moved in over the past decade. I once introduced myself to Rabbi Oldak down the hall, and he’d waved his hand at me and said, “I can’t keep up with all the comings and goings.” We’d lived there for four years.

			“Hi. Excuse me. I was wondering if you know where Brit went.”

			She squints. “Who?”

			“Brit? Or, um, Brittany? She lives in 1803. Has a baby girl—Quinn—and her husband, Elliot, I think?”

			She pushes her cart to the elevator. Moshe sniffs Holden, then buries his head in the Yoyo, looking for food. “Where do you people always go?” She tugs the little white dog onto the elevator. “Away.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			• • • • •

			On Tuesday, Roman is home before seven with spicy cumin lamb hand-ripped noodles that make my mouth all tingly like I French-kissed a bowl of potpourri. Holden is teething and inconsolable. He’d lost his chupete and dropped his Munchkin Stay Put Suction Bowl, spilling the Gerber organic single-grain baby oatmeal all over the kitchen floor. So much for staying put. I take Holden out of the high chair and bounce him on my hip, trying to calm him down (“At the Copa…Copacabana…”). No reaction. Had he moved on from Manilow? Oatmeal under my toes, I open every drawer trying to find a spare pacifier. Roman comes up behind me as if all is calm. He puts his hands on my waist, kisses my neck. “Yesterday…yeah, that was something.”

			I have no idea what he is talking about. I have a Gerber cereal crisis, a missing chupete, and a screaming baby who may or may not have refined his musical tastes without me. Who could remember what happened yesterday? Roman pops a spicy sour lamb dumpling. “Naughty stuff.”

			“Have you seen his chupete?”

			“His what?”

			I give him a prickly look. “I’ve spent thirty minutes trying to calm him down and you don’t even know what a chupete is? Classic…Classic. Oh, and did you want to help me clean up this shit? Or nah? Just figured it will clean itself?”

			Roman reaches for Holden. “Here. Hey there, buddy. Hey, big guy…” Holden stops crying. He stares at Roman, happier than he’s been in hours. Dada. I want to eat that baby like a dumpling.

			“You’re good at that. You should do it more often,” I say, taking an oyster box of noodles and a pair of chopsticks into the bedroom and slamming the door behind me. But as soon as I sit on the bed, I see the turtle. The vague smell of a penguin house. Turtly’s cold-blooded neck craning at me, reminding me that it is one thing to eat spicy noodles in bed in protest. Quite another when a turtle also lives there.

			I burst out of the bedroom. By day, I wore Roman’s tattered menswear. By night, I started wearing a geisha-like muumuu that I’d recently found on the sale rack at Century 21. Roman didn’t initially notice that I’d ditched the flannel pajamas that I’d bought in the hospital and that I really should’ve burned. But the way he put his hands on my hips, kissed my neck, as ill-timed as the effort had been, told me he noticed.

			I come out of the bedroom and Holden is asleep on Roman’s lap. “I can’t move or I’d do the cleaning up,” he whispers.

			“Uh-huh.” I scoop Holden up and put him in his crib and then walk to clean up the oatmeal. Roman sits on the sofa, a buffet of spicy noodles on the coffee table.

			“I’ll take the feedings tonight,” he says.

			Even though a big part of the reason we agreed that I would pump was so that Roman could help with night feedings, he’s never offered. Not since the layoffs. We used to fight about it, but then I started using the nights to browse Juju Bean and research Daisy. I started to like having that time to myself.

			“Now you offer?”

			“What?”

			“He’s finally sleeping through the night.”

			“Is he?”

			All right, so we hadn’t quite mastered sleep training, but we were close. I walk into the bathroom. I look in the mirror. I don’t have the energy to fight, but hiding in the bathroom and letting him finish the shrimp shumai feels like accepting defeat. I stick my feet in the tub to wash off the oatmeal and walk back to the couch.

			“Want the last soup dumpling?” he says, and I forgive him because I know that sharing dim sum is how Roman shows love.

			I finish off the dumpling. Roman plays with a strand of my hair, tucking it behind my ear. He’s never done this before. Or at least I don’t remember if he did it before we had a baby. I didn’t register every touch, every sidelong glance, back then.

			When we are finished, Roman sweeps the empty plastic containers into the plastic Thank You bag. He rubs down the coffee table with a flimsy napkin. He walks to the front door and drops the greasy remnants into the recycling bin in the hallway. I’d never told Roman how much it annoyed me when he shoved an entire bag of takeout into the kitchen trash can and then I had to empty the whole thing in the hallway. Somehow, tonight, he just knew.

			Roman comes back inside. I am waiting for him to pressure me to come to bed. After the spicy noodles and my geisha robe and wiping down the table and taking night duty. He must really want a blow job. Maybe a colleague told him at work drinks? “Dude, you gotta be real nice to her.” But he doesn’t try to lure me to bed. He picks up my pillow and professionally fluffs it, something he picked up the summer he spent working in a motel in New South Wales. He gives my forehead an affable little smooch. “Get some sleep? We’ll try to keep the party down if he wakes up.”

			

			—

			In the morning, Veronica calls me for the third time. “I don’t know exactly what kind of deal you worked out with Phil, but you can only get a remote-work arrangement, and maintain your salary, if you write a minimum of twenty letters a week.”

			“Not a problem. I can do that.”

			“Good, because there’s already a stack building up on your desk and Ted is buried in Feed the Children.”

			“Can you messenger them over?”

			“Emily. This isn’t Vogue in the nineties. I’ll leave them with Phyllis at reception.” She hangs up.

			I look at Holden. I’m spooning him an airplane of oatmeal. He’s playing with his Baby Einstein Sticky Spinner BPA-free high chair activity toy. “Well, she is cranky-cranky, isn’t she? I guess we’re going to take a trip to Mommy’s office, koala. How fun is that?” Holden sticks out his tongue, his jibber-jabber so close to forming actual words now. “Yep, you said it, exactly that much fun, little koala man.”

			

			—

			I am pushing the Yoyo down Fourteenth Street in a wintry mix when Penelope calls on FaceTime. I pull in at Union Square Park, past a group of Falun Gong protestors, to answer. I sit on a bench near a man with an overgrown beard who is hitting everyone up for an egg salad sandwich and rambling that George Soros planted a microchip in him. Penelope appears to be lying under a weighted blanket. I’ve been avoiding her calls.

			“Are you mad at me?” she asks.

			I fiddle with the Velcro on the side of the stroller. Yes, you treated me like the help and I have no idea why we are still friends. “Why would I be mad at you?”

			“You just left so fast and haven’t returned my calls.”

			“Sorry.” Whyyyyyy, Emily Joan? Why are you apologizing?

			“Honestly, don’t even worry about it. Postpartum depression is real.”

			“I’m not depressed.”

			“You didn’t miss much. Char spitting out the soup was a real highlight, so thanks for that. Piper, oh my God, going on and on about some room mom at Trinity who she hates and the guys just talked about the markets and playing Bethpage. When did we all get so boring?”

			“Yeah. I figured there’d at least be a throuple in the mix.”

			“You’d think. But that crowd doesn’t even do orgies. Too many thank-you notes.” I couldn’t tell if she was serious or not.

			Freezing rain starts to fall. I pull my hood up and cover Holden in the Babylo Universal Raincover. Penelope hasn’t noticed. “We’re gone for ski week, then the holidays, but let’s do something when I get back, just us—”

			I walk toward the train. “I gotta go.”

			“—something fun. Nobody’s fun anymore.”

			“Yeah, cool. I’m down.” Would I be taking Beau’s drink orders at said fun event?

			I am soaked and shivering and getting knocked around and picking Sophie the giraffe up out of a thick puddle. I am staring down at the gaping jowls of the subway stairs with a wet, screaming eight-month-old. Penelope always reminds me of my place in the world. I am a person who can’t do it. I can’t tell Penelope off. I can’t get to the uptown subway platform. I can’t even give a man an egg salad sandwich.

			I notice Daisy leaning against the railing. I try to keep my face as still as possible. I don’t want Daisy to see how much I’ve missed her. How much I need her. How I don’t know what to do without her.

			“You look like you could use a ride.”

			I wipe my wet hair from my face. Sophie is covered in grime. Holden is screaming his head off, thrusting at the plastic, reaching for Sophie. “What makes you say that?”

			Daisy smiles, reaching her open arms our way. I give her a hug, inhaling her scent, her presence, when I realize that she was reaching to take the Yoyo off my hands. I try to play it off. To not look too desperate. Five minutes later, I am strapping Holden into the Mercedes and Daisy and I climb into the back seat.

			“I’m sorry,” I say. “I guess the Audrey thing freaked me out.”

			“Don’t even worry about it,” Daisy says, smiling.

			I don’t want to kill the moment, but I have to ask, “Where did Brit go?”

			“Who? Wait. Is she the one who’s always plié-ing around the place?”

			“What did you do to her?” I ask. I hadn’t meant to sound so pointed, but it’s too late. Daisy cracks up.

			“I didn’t do anything to her. Who do you think I am, Em? Your girl wouldn’t stop asking questions. You aren’t believing that shit, right? I do let them leave.” Daisy flicks her cigarette out the window. “She probably moved back to Alabama or Arkansas or whatever. She didn’t tell you?”

			“No.”

			Daisy shoots me a tricky smile. “I guess ‘y’all’ weren’t as close as you thought.”

			I don’t tell Daisy about the disconnected number, the stack of mail on the Howdy doormat. I don’t tell her about overhearing Brit and Audrey fighting in the bathroom. Or that I thought I saw her in the kitchen fiddling with one of those slim voice recorders she uses for auditions. Daisy doesn’t own me. She has secrets. I have secrets, too. Anyway, how much can you ever know about a friend? About anyone? Neither of us speaks for a while. I feel the question that I’ve been asking myself for weeks bubble up and explode before I can stop it. “What do you do up there anyway? In the penthouse?”

			“See? You can’t leave anything to mystery, Em. It makes life very dull.”

			“Can we just not talk?” I look out the window, pouting.

			Daisy glances at me, registering my mood. “You were always like this.”

			“Like what?”

			“Afraid. Afraid of everything, timid, scared little Emily. Anything that’s worth it comes with some risk, Em. You can’t live your whole life like a sad little virgin.”

			I look at Daisy. As much as I want to hate her, she’s right.

			

			—

			After I pick up the stack of grants that Veronica has left with the receptionist at the Elevate Comprehensive Grant Writing Company, I get back in the Mercedes. Daisy is in the back seat playing with Holden, squeaking Sophie at him to sound like “Für Elise.” She puts the giraffe down and sighs. It’s four p.m. She doesn’t feel like going home. What about the Campbell, a hidden bar inside Grand Central Terminal?

			An hour after our fight, we are sharing oysters on the half shell as if nothing ever happened.

			“Is it true that oysters are an aphrodisiac?” I ask Daisy, assuming that she knows the answer. She opens a bag of oyster crackers for Holden.

			“It’s the zinc. It impacts your dopamine levels. It’s in all bivalve mollusks, but you have to eat a lot of them.”

			I flag down a waiter. “Another dozen oysters, please?”

			“East or West Coast?” He glances at my ears, annoyed that I still have AirPods in.

			“Both,” Daisy says. She smiles, the smile that I could live in forever.

			

			—

			The next day, I am slightly hungover, attempting to FaceTime with Sue on a bench by the Alice in Wonderland statue in Central Park. It’s almost one in the morning in Melbourne and Sue’s lit only by the phone and the flashing lights of Gigi’s vital signs. I hold the phone up to Holden. He’s all wrapped up in his 7AM Enfant removable down stroller blanket, only his rosy cheeks and smile showing like a happy caterpillar. He has a dimple in exactly the same spot as his dad’s. I put Aquaphor on his cheeks and they are glowing and dewy. Sue could cry. She’s shattered that she’s missed all these months with him. I tell her that Holden is hitting all of Dr. Brooke’s developmental milestones, maybe she can plan a visit soon? A rat, matted and slimy, sprints across the clearing, stopping to stare at me, a predatory look. It’s a sign. Sue isn’t coming to help. No one is.

			Carleigh calls for the third time. We say goodbye to Sue. It’s always too quick. Carleigh tells me she’s worried. I missed another PT session. She’s going on vacation for the next few weeks, for her wedding and honeymoon. They settled on an all-inclusive in Playa del Carmen. “I wanted to make sure you’re okay,” Carleigh says.

			I feel touched by the genuine concern in Carleigh’s voice, but also confused about how to answer. Am I okay? Are any of us? I tell her I am fine. I apologize for not showing up for our past couple of appointments. It’s just that lying on her torture table made me feel like a gutted deer—when I could be at 527 Park getting ritual face sculpting or taking an Impressionist art class with my baby. “It’s just, I’ve been really busy now that I’m back at work full time.”

			“I totally get it. I already told Troy that I don’t know if I even want to work full time after we have babies. It’s just…we were making progress, and—” Were we making progress, Carleigh? Really?

			“Yeah. I’ve had some issues with my insurance…” I need to find the most practical way out of this.

			“Diane called Dr. Weatherstone. She wrote you another referral, so you’re all set. Derek’s seeing my patients while I’m out.”

			“Thanks. I’ll schedule something next week,” I say, even though I will not, under any circumstances, be spreading for Derek again.

			“Sweet. We didn’t come this far to only come this far, right?” Carleigh quotes the inspirational poster hanging at the STAR Physical Therapy and Rehabilitation Center. Normally, this would annoy me, but there is an earnestness to Carleigh. Here she is headed to her dream wedding on Long Island, worrying about my lady parts. It’s hard not to appreciate that level of job commitment. Whatever you are, be a good one. I make a mental note to get her the air fryer off her registry.

			“Thank you, Carleigh. Hey, I hope Troy came around on the seafood tower and you have the happiest day and life together.”

			“Thanks, Emily.”

			I hope that when Carleigh has babies, it is easier for her. I hope that for Carleigh, everything is beautiful and nothing hurts.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Three

			• • • • •

			When I get to 527 Park at eight a.m., Louise and Naomi are doing morning sun salutations. I follow the low hum of a Dyson to a bathroom. A breastfeeding mom looks up, a glassy smile. In an adjacent bedroom, I find Jasmine and several women I don’t recognize ripping through stacks of designer athleisure like it’s the Barneys warehouse sale. I notice that the tags are still on. Lately, I’d heard whispers about 527 Park moms taking Daisy’s “revolution” to the streets. Last week, in the drop-off line outside the 92nd Street Y, several stealth 527 moms had stuck “Education Is Not a Privilege” stickers on the row of black SUVs. And there were rumors that a couple of other moms had pried open lockers at Tracy Anderson and replaced a mortgage payment’s worth of La Mer with empty tubs of Similac.

			I pull Jasmine aside. “Did you rob an Alo Yoga?”

			“We liberated what we needed,” Jasmine says, an obedient look.

			“Nope.” I gather the sports bras and skorts back into bags. “You need to return all of this.”

			In the kitchen, Maya and a couple of other moms sit at the island eating turmeric overnight oats and buckwheat flax pancakes. When I walk in, they scramble to roll up what look like blueprints for the top floor of 527 Park. The penthouse. The moms smile at me and then at one another.

			I go to make a coffee and hear sobbing in the next room. Olivia walks into the kitchen, straight to the fridge, crying. She can’t find something. “Fuck me,” I say, handing her a jar of raw almonds. Ever since she got laid off, it’s been like this. The tears. Booze in the day. Edibles in the evening. Raw snacks throughout. Olivia leaves with the jar, crunching on almonds, still sobbing.

			“I thought you’d be, um, busy,” Maya says to me, snickering a bit as she sticks her spoon in a chia pudding parfait. She’s overdone it at the complimentary Botox bar. I can see my reflection in that forehead.

			“I’m just so glad Audrey is on the mend,” I say.

			“Are you?” Maya says. The moms muzzle odd little looks.

			I stare at Maya, luminous, cool Maya. Why are they looking at me like that? What are they planning? What do they know? Did Daisy tell them I had no friends in college? Or maybe she told them what she does for a living? Who really owns the condo? Where all of this comes from?

			“You’re right. I don’t have time for you, Maya. Ladies. Enjoy your day. Don’t forget about the tie-dye party in the playroom at noon.”

			I give a big hospitable grin and then go straight to find Viktor. Instead, I see Daisy stepping off the elevator from the penthouse. She is wearing a men’s gray alpaca cardigan with leather elbow patches and nothing underneath, her chest still wet with sweat, her hair falling in waves over her collarbone, the curves of her breasts exposed.

			“Where have you been? I think Jasmine’s shoplifting in the name of ‘liberation.’ And I don’t know what’s up with Maya today, but she was such a bitch to me just now.”

			Daisy finds Viktor on his way out of an electrical closet. “Viktor, dear.”

			“Yes, ma’am?” He tries to stop his eyes from drifting down.

			“Remove Maya and her friends from the premises.”

			He nods. “Yes, ma’am.”

			I smile at Daisy. It’s been a while since I’ve seen her kick someone out, and definitely not someone as inner circle as Maya. Something about it feels powerful. “Thanks.”

			“Anytime,” Daisy says. “And if anyone else disrespects you, they can fuck right back to Mr. Pete.”

			

			—

			Several hours later, the apartment has mostly cleared out. I go to the kitchen for a boxed water. When I flick the lights on, Olivia is there, alone at the island, lit only by a scented candle. She’s been crying. Not a couple of tears—the full-body silent kind.

			“Hey,” I say, worried she’ll blow. “It’s late.”

			She blows. “JESUS CHRIST. CAN I HAVE ONE FUCKING SECOND ALONE?”

			I freeze, then start to back out. “Yeah, sure. Whatever you need.”

			She hurls a mason jar across the tile. It explodes—almonds, glass, the whole performance. The sound is too loud. The silence after is worse. We both stare at the mess like there might be a Rorschach in there.

			Her shoulders are shaking. Hard. She’s gone somewhere, and I don’t know if I can bring her back.

			“Okay,” I say, hands up. “What can I do?”

			Olivia bends down and picks up a sliver of glass, as sharp as a razor blade, and holds it to her neck.

			“Nothing,” she says. “Nobody can do anything.”

			I step forward. Just an inch. “Olivia. Hey. It’s going to be okay.”

			She starts crying so hard it barely sounds human—all throat and breath and collapse. The glass presses deeper. Too deep. Blood wells, quick and bright.

			“Olivia. No. Don’t—”

			“What?” she spits, soaked in sweat and snot. “You gonna say my babies need me? That my prick of a husband loves me? That I’ve got so much to live for?”

			I don’t move. I’m running every possible option in my head and every single one feels wrong. I think of the therapist I hired from that mental health app Tranquil Moments. She’d started hosting postpartum support groups and DMed all of us a PDF tip sheet for this type of thing. But I can’t remember a single talking point.

			“No,” I say. “I was going to tell you the floor is Italian statuario marble. And you’ll have to pay to replace it if you bleed on it.”

			Olivia blinks. Is she going to lunge at me? Then she breaks.

			“Fuck you.”

			I walk forward slowly. One foot, then the other. Closer…closer…until I’m close enough to wrap my arms around her. She drops the shard of glass. Crumples into me, sobbing into my shoulder. I press the hem of my shirt to her neck. The gash isn’t that deep, thank God, just enough to scare the shit out of both of us. We sink to the floor together, legs tangled. I hold her like she is my own child. Like I should’ve held Daisy. When Daisy threatened to kill herself.

			I wipe her bangs and sweat from her forehead, wipe the tears and the blood. “I got you,” I whisper. “You’re gonna be all right. We’re all gonna be all right.”

			We sit like that for a long time. Until the candle burns out. Until we start breathing again.

			

			—

			I am standing alone on the balcony, watching a storm gather in the distance, when Daisy finally decides to show up. “Damn. That was a lot of drama,” she says.

			I shake my head, feeling a scary new clarity. I can see it now, how naïve she is. How careless she is, with me, with everyone. I used to think that she was so resilient, so savvy to have survived in her line of work. But now I see that Daisy’s survival rests on a healthy layer of delusion. What if she isn’t Daisy of sunlight and whimsy, like Chloe the nymph seeking shelter in Cot’s painting? What if she is the storm?

			

			—

			It wasn’t just Olivia. The condo had started to buckle under its own weight—too much glass, too many emotions, an Ochre drizzle chandelier strung up with dental floss.

			First it was the blood that unspooled on a bathroom floor, thick and gooey gobs like strawberry preserves. Bianca whispering, “Mija’s lucky. Just three weeks. She can try again.” Daisy told me I was imagining things. Somebody had cut themselves during microdermabrasion or maybe one of those vampire facials. It definitely wasn’t another medical emergency. That would be irresponsible.

			Daisy, swinging on the mezzanine in one of those absurd teardrop-shaped cocoons, reminded me about liberation theology, how every social movement that wants to enact real change has to never give up. “See? This is why everything falls apart; nobody is committed.”

			Then it was June in the bedroom. Two days after the blood in the bathroom, June, who used to play in a punk band out of Detroit and looked like she lived in Bushwick before it was cool, locked herself in one of the bedrooms with Xanax and a bottle of Opus One she’d lifted from the wine cellar on the fourteenth floor. Viktor knocked the door down and pried the pills out of her hands. A mom in her fifth year of a medical residency performed violent abdominal thrusts until June vomited. She let out a gibberish of grunts and moans, a primal dialect we all understood. “ARGH—OHH—UHH.”

			Daisy didn’t think we should call 911, so I stayed with June until we could be sure she was okay. I covered her in a cashmere throw and we sat in front of the double-sided fireplace that I’d once heard Daisy refer to as “a curated heat source.”

			“I can’t even think anymore,” June told me. “Years of trying, shots in my ass. I was so plumped up on hormones, like a Costco roast chicken…I became obsessed…Baby, baby, baby. It was all I thought about…It’s why she left me…” June trailed off. I gave her a tissue. “I guess I have what I always wanted,” she said, hollowed out, her eyes adrift in the voice-controlled flames.

			The next night I found Claire numb, curled up on a corner of the balcony in the freezing rain. She’d been out there for hours before anyone noticed, her velour sweatsuit so soaked, it formed a heavy second skin. I kept waiting for Daisy to do something, but she just sipped hot tea and put on a cutesy voice: “Awww. Look at poor wittle Claire Bear.”

			I walked outside, touched Claire on the shoulder, and offered her a cup of hibiscus tea. “Come in. Let’s get you dry.” Claire stood and let me drape a towel over her. Daisy watched us through the window, shaking her head. Such a softie, Em.

			Looking back, the articles had been right about Daisy. She’d been our North Star, lavishing the space with her grandiose ideas about a “movement” and a “secret society.” She was the natural leader, but she’d never gone through any of this. She had no idea how dark new motherhood could get. No one realized how much the women started to also rely on me. I gave them emotional support. I trailed behind, sweeping up Daisy’s detritus.

			The media coverage that came later made it sound like Daisy had brainwashed all of us. But it wasn’t like that. She just gave us license, an affirmation of our playful, joyful side. Daisy told us that we could be whoever we wanted to be at 527 Park. That when conventional society fails us, we need to create our own. “It’s about you, so that you can be better for them.” We were all more than happy to oblige. We reverted to childhood, danced with every limb, ate what we wanted—unpasteurized cheese, sandwich meat, sushi, a bottomless buffet of listeria. We yelled and danced and masturbated and talked and compared and pinched one another’s changed bodies.

			But what did being selfish mean for the moms who hated themselves? Who had no joy and only wanted to curl into a ball on the balcony and contract pneumonia?

			That’s the part that Daisy never really understood.

			I made sure that Olivia got stitched up and got home safely with her girls. Then I told Daisy emphatically, “We have to shut it down.”

			“Yeah…no.”

			“Whatever this is—it’s not working anymore. People are going to get hurt. I’m not waiting until somebody bleeds out in the pantry.”

			“Em. Em. Em,” Daisy said, letting out that breathy patronizing calm that makes me want to light something on fire. “You still think this is a wellness club, don’t you? Because let me tell you something, sweet pea—it’s not a wellness club. It’s a war room.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Four

			• • • • •

			The next day, I drop Holden off downstairs with Marcela. Holden loves the soft-play center lately, lifting himself over blocks and bouncing on an inflatable purple zebra. (“Your baby is at the ideal age to enjoy push and riding toys.”) I watch him hold himself up, studying himself in a fun-house mirror. Marcela comes up behind with a bubble machine. I grab his hands in mine and we laugh, trying to swat the soapy clouds. I kiss him from behind and he clutches a chunk of my hair. I get a glimpse of myself in the baby mirror. I didn’t realize how long and untamed my hair has grown. I don’t have time to straighten my curls anymore. Between the natural, frizzy waves, the sleep deprivation, and Roman’s clothes, I must look so untamed. A feral avatar of my old self.

			I go upstairs to Daisy’s condo. Viktor is overseeing the installation of heaters on the mezzanine. I search the apartment, trying to find Daisy so that we can welcome everyone. She calls out, “Em? That you?”

			I find her in a guest bedroom. “It’s a full house. You ready?”

			I never noticed how beige and soulless it was in there, the Z Gallerie of luxury bedrooms. Daisy sits at the end of the bed, touching herself just a little between the legs. She didn’t seem to ever leave the building anymore. She stands to put on a fresh pair of terry-cloth hotel slippers. “You know what? I think we’re good.”

			“ ‘We’re good’? What does that mean? Don’t the new moms need to be reminded that motherhood didn’t erase them? That it’s okay to ask for help?”

			“Eh. I dunno, Em. It’s such a downer. Maybe we just try to enjoy ourselves, shall we?” she says with a prickly tease. “In the safest, most self-care-y way possible.”

			Is she making fun of me? “So, what? We don’t even have a message? Don’t even pretend to give a shit? This is just some levitating dungeon of debauchery now?”

			“Feel free to go home, Em, if you’re not getting what you need here.” She smirks. “No judgment.”

			The veiled threat that she’d banish me, strip me of a community whose power rests on our commitment, sends a chill through my entire body. As long as 527 Park existed, I needed to be an integral part of it.

			Daisy lies back on the bed, playing with the tassel on a throw pillow, her mind somewhere else. Maybe upstairs in the penthouse? I sit at the end of the bed and grab her ankle, her skin smooth and snowy. “I’m sorry about last night. Olivia—it just, it freaked me out. I don’t want to shut it down. This is home. You’re home.”

			Daisy crunches her neck up to look at me and smiles. “Good.” Then she lets her head fall back down and she pats the side of the bed for me to lie down next to her.

			Daisy recites my words. “ ‘A levitating dungeon of debauchery.’ That is so poetic. You have to write that one down, Em. Write it all down.” She’s morphed from bossy to flirty in seconds, just like she did when we lived together. “You’re so talented.”

			She pops up with the levity of an inflatable bop ball and walks to a dresser, retrieving something and walking back to the bed, tender again. “I’m headed upstairs, but here, this will help.” Daisy knows that I stopped pumping months ago. She hands me an Adderall. As if she’s done it a million times, Daisy splits the blue pill in two with her front teeth, slurping down one half and offering me the other on the tip of her tongue. I pluck it from her mouth. She hands me mint tea in a clay mug shaped like one of those Easter Island faces. “To wash it down.” A David Bowie song playing in the background. It’s exactly what we did in the dorm room, only with a higher thread count.

			Even when Daisy infuriated me, she still had a hold over me. She’d pulled me out of myself, given me the courage to not let random men drop doors on me or look at my body. Maybe she was right about this, too. After all, Holden was almost thirty-six weeks. Juju Bean says everything changes at thirty-six weeks. They start to crawl and then cruise. They become mobile. (“Your baby still needs you but is becoming more independent.”) At thirty-six weeks, they start to leave you. Maybe I didn’t need affirmations anymore. Maybe I just needed Adderall and a peppermint tea and a quiet office with emerald-green walls and Japanese pens.

			Daisy and I walk next door to the study. I sit at the desk, and before I forget I write that line down. From there, I feel the rush, like waking up after an afternoon nap in a Mexican hacienda, except it’s happening inside me. “Happy writing,” Daisy whispers in my ear before she vanishes. The words start to flow. Pages and pages of my notebook filled, until I am immemorial, exhausted.

			The sun is getting low and the pill is wearing off and I don’t know what I will do with all these words, but they now exist on pages that were blank before. Everything was blank before Daisy.

			I am spent, my body wrecked in a series of run-on sentences. I walk downstairs, but Holden is busy sculpting a miniature Rodin in his clay class. So I go back to the office. I crack open the envelope from Veronica to do some actual work. The Adderall is a distant memory. I have the attention span of a baby looking in a mirror. I drink a matcha with an extra shot and stare at the stack of grant letters. It strikes me as ironic, ridiculous even, to be pleading for twenty thousand dollars for Roofs for the Displaced, forty thousand dollars for the Radiant Smile Foundation, fifteen thousand dollars for Happy Cat Trust, from a thirty-seven-million-dollar condo.

			That is the last thing I remember.

			I must have fallen asleep in the grant letters. I bolt awake like a passenger on an airplane that hit turbulence. The condo is empty. Marcela texted that she took Holden home and put him to bed. She’d stay there until Roman or I got back. She sent a photo of Holden, his chupete and the gray quokka that Grandma Sue sent in her latest care package. His sing-along mobile rotating above.

			I check the time. Almost eight. I text Roman that I got stuck on some grants and will be home soon. I haven’t felt an Adderall high or crash or written that many words since I was nineteen. But I am not nineteen again. I need to leave. To go home. To my baby and my husband, who brought me spicy noodles and offered to take the night shift. I gather my things and walk to the elevator. Claire is just…there, like she grew out of the wallpaper.

			“There you are,” she says, her smile a little too stretched. “How’d the writing go?”

			How dim is she to ask a writer how the writing went? “You’re here late,” I say.

			“Yeah. Daisy asked me to stay and lock up.”

			“She did?” Why couldn’t Daisy lock up herself? And why did anyone need to lock up with twenty-four-hour security downstairs? We never locked up before.

			“But I can stay? If you need something else—” There’s a weird eagerness in her voice. Not helpful. Hungry.

			“All good.”

			The elevator arrives. Claire gets on. She holds the door open. “Going down?” she says, a forcefulness behind the pep. I want to shake her off my leg.

			“You know what? You take this one. I forgot that I have to ask Daisy something.”

			Claire’s smile wobbles. Just for a second. Then her hand moves—fast—trying to swat mine away from the up button. “Oh, I think she went out.” But the elevator doors are already closing on her outstretched arm.

			“Claire? Go home.”

			The doors close. Silence. A surge of discomfort as I wait for the next elevator. The security cameras watching. Ignore it. Go home. It’s nothing. Just awkward timing. Too much Adderall. Too little food. Except then I remember my cell phone. Still plugged in, charging in the kitchen. I go back inside.

			When I unplug my phone, I notice the iPad that Bianca passes around for everyone to sign. When I pick it up, it unlocks. No password? No facial recognition? I swipe through a standard nondisclosure agreement, getting to a Personal Liability Waiver. I swipe through each page, my heart punching holes through my chest with each disclaimer.

			I am voluntarily participating in the activities at 527 Park…I understand the risks associated…physical and psychological injury, pain, suffering, illness, disfigurement, temporary or permanent disability, economic loss or death.

			I keep swiping, eventually landing on archived security camera footage. It’s Brit, hurrying out of 527 Park with Quinn, looking over her shoulder, spooked. Molly’s voice slices through me—“If she’s trapping you here against your will, I can help.” All at once, I am dizzy, flooded with warnings…The gut pulls that I’d ignored, dread in my chest. Roman drinking his IPA. “You’re not leaving my son with a hooker…” and “I just don’t think it’s a good idea…” Jersey, making circles at his temple, warning me that Daisy is not well in the head. “Jesus willing, she comes out of it on the other side.”

			What if Daisy hasn’t come out of it on the other side? What if she’s come out of it as the madam of a commune of unstable moms who’ve become embroiled in whatever she’s selling? Who’ve become so dependent on a luxury condo tower and quality childcare that we’ll do whatever she asks of us? Ignore the decay beneath the decor? Drink all the matcha latte Kool-Aid? Had I mistaken safety for a cage? Nobody joins a cult. They follow a friend into the woods and wake up too far from the road to turn back.

			It’s this alarm that tells me not to go home. The one that tells me that if I can move mountains to locate Daisy, if I can wean myself off Percocet while keeping a tiny human alive, if I can blackmail my boss and keep my flex spending, and collapse my stroller on the M14 crosstown bus, then I can do anything. I can stop being afraid.

			I can find out what happens in the penthouse.

			

			—

			You need a secure code to take the elevator to the ninety-eighth floor, to the eighty-two-million-dollar condo allegedly owned by Atlantis Investments LLC. But due to red tape, the developer hasn’t yet installed the same high-security system in the stairwells. Turns out, fire safety rules even apply to anonymous billionaires. So I walk upstairs and open the door. The stairwell spits me right into the staff quarters. I try several doors, eventually landing in a mechanical room. Grainy CCTV security footage on a slight delay from the main bedroom shows Daisy’s naked back. She is on top, riding a man. I can’t see his face. Is he the Greek? Another client? Is she running a brothel up here? The black cube spits me out into a wine room. From there, I enter the 8,255-square-foot unit’s sterile kitchen.

			I wade deeper inside, past six bedrooms, a library, a gym. Why does anyone need six bedrooms? I walk down a long white hallway toward the main bedroom, a cantilevered glass box floating high above Manhattan.

			What exists after that lives in my mind only in moans, and that is where I will leave it. By the time I finally force myself to enter the bedroom, it is empty. The Egyptian cotton sheets tangled. La Perla panties crumpled on the floor. The shower running. An urge overcomes me, pulls my body closer to the marble bathroom and then inside. It’s all steamed up. But behind the mist, and the smell of eucalyptus oil, I can make out a man’s nude figure. He is alone. No trace of Daisy. I walk closer until I see it. I walk closer until everything that came before that is gone, washed away, and there is only one thing that remains. “Daisy, that you, babe?”

			It is Roman, naked, in the shower.

		

	
		
			Part Three

			• • • • •

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Five

			• • • • •

			The tears really start to come now. I close the bathroom door in Leo’s apartment and vomit and cry and cry and vomit into the trash can between my knees.

			I’d rushed out of the penthouse before Roman ever knew that I’d been there. I took the elevator downstairs and rushed through the revolving doors. I couldn’t stay at 527 Park, but I couldn’t go home. There was no going back. To Roman. To the apartment with the scaffolding exoskeleton. To the large Lombardi’s pizza and talking about our taxes. I wanted to cuddle Holden, but that would mean going back to my old life, my life that had existed before I saw what I saw in the penthouse.

			I’d called Leo because he was the only person I knew who wouldn’t ask any questions. He hosts a podcast with a guy who used to work for Rick Rubin and writes a Substack in the style of an old Esquire editor’s letter. Or maybe it’s Vanity Fair. Either way, it is pretentious and uses the word “leitmotif” a lot. Leo lives in a brownstone apartment in Fort Greene. Maybe he had a couch I could sleep on for the night.

			My voice cracked. “Hey. It’s Emily. Are you alone?”

			Leo wasn’t alone. Leo had a serious girlfriend, a bisexual divorcée named Phoebe, who taught women’s studies at Fordham and had shared custody of her three kids. But when I called, and Leo explained to Phoebe that one of his old students would be sleeping over, they had a big fight and she stormed out. Once a dog, always a dog.

			It was almost midnight when I made it to Leo’s apartment. I had seventeen missed calls from Roman and several from Marcela. (“Roman is home so I leave now, Miss Emily.”) I hadn’t called Daisy and she hadn’t called me.

			Leo puts on a Sonic Youth album and heats up a kettle to make hot tea. “I’ve been writing again,” I tell him.

			“Can I read it?”

			“It’s just ramblings really. Can I make sure it’s coherent first?”

			Leo nods. Of course. He gets a couple of blankets out of a closet and tucks them onto a futon. He is too old to have a futon. “You had a kid, right?”

			I smile. I can’t even believe that my body has this reflex. I have sad beyond anything I have ever felt before, and yet when Leo asks about Holden, when I think about Holden, I smile. “Thirty-seven weeks—” I stop myself. “Almost nine months.” I show him my phone. The wallpaper is a picture of Roman and Holden at the pumpkin patch. I see Roman’s face and I rush to the bathroom and vomit.

			“Hey. You okay in there?” Leo asks.

			I don’t answer. I hold my mouth to muffle the sobs. I don’t come out until Leo is asleep. I crawl onto the futon. I stare at his collection of old issues of The New York Review of Books and the literary magazine he used to run—and it occurs to me that the greatest thing Leo will ever have is that he edited Jonathan Franzen in the early aughts. I have a child who needs me.

			

			—

			I let myself into my apartment. I walk straight into Holden’s room and lift him from his crib. He is awake and hungry. I give him a bottle. I sit in the rocking chair in the nursery with the shadows of marsupial stuffies and the view of the playground. I rock him and kiss him and cry, counting forward and back to three hundred. I put him in his crib, and then, for the first time in nine months, I get into bed with Roman.

			In the morning, I will take Holden to Texas. I have no choice but to see my mom, to finally let her meet her grandson. I will stay in the home that I once ran away from and think about what to do next. But for now, I will sleep next to my Australian husband who is slightly snoring and who has a pet turtle and who, in the morning, will misplace his wallet. Roman detects my scent. He cracks his eyes.

			“Hi, you. Where were you? I was worried.”

			“I just needed to walk for a while.”

			Roman rolls over and, without being fully awake, realizes that I am in bed again. Nine months later. “I missed you.”

			He holds me. He hasn’t held me in so long, and even though he has destroyed me, I forgot how good this feels. I forgot what it feels like to be touched and to not think about pain. To not think about the bright lights of the OR and the forceps and the thirty-five stitches and the possible catheter in my thirties and pelvic-floor therapy. Because tonight, tonight, when my whole body aches with a different type of pain, for the first time since I can remember, I do not feel that other pain.

			“Love you,” Roman says, wetting his mouth and rolling over again.

			I lie on my side in his arms and stare at Turtly, hidden under her shell. I stare at the gallery wall of family photos that Roman recently installed. Photos of the three of us together, on the carousel in Dumbo, crowded around a Santa in the Winter Garden by the accounting consultancy with more layoffs coming, eating cotton candy on the pier in Coney Island. The three of us, a family. Why had I ever needed Daisy? Why had I ever needed anyone else?

			“I loved you, too.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Six

			• • • • •

			The next morning, when Roman leaves for work, I throw some of Holden’s favorite toys and pajamas and diapers into the leather tote that I bought at the Brooklyn Flea. Before we leave, I take a quick look back at the nine-hundred-square-foot apartment, at the stack of smut hidden under Goodnight, Goodnight, Construction Site.

			Holden is fussy. He knows something is up. I hand him an airplane toy that he brought home from 527 Park. I notice it is a Pan Am, fitting since that also ended in a pile of carnage. “C’mon, koala. We’re going to go on an airplane. Your first airplane! It’s going to be so exciting!” He starts to wail. I try the pacifier, but I want to cry, too. I can’t lie to him. So I just look at him and say, “I feel that way, too, little bear.”

			When we walk outside to get an Uber to LaGuardia, Daisy is standing in an alley at the side of the courtyard. I notice the Mercedes idling outside the complex. I speed up, trying to walk right past her. “Stay the fuck away from us.”

			She takes my arm. “Can we just talk about this, please?”

			I yank myself away. “Talk about what? You’re a nympho psycho cunt. You always were.” I pull the shade over the Yoyo to try to shield Holden. I walk faster, pretending Daisy doesn’t exist. Pretending she never existed. “I wish you’d never found me.”

			Daisy starts to laugh. She is standing there, in the shadow of the redbrick Bolshevik buildings of Stuy Town, and laughing so hard that I can’t help but stop. I turn and look at her, show her how badly she’s hurt me, how she’s hurt Holden, whom she claimed to love. “What’s so goddamn funny?”

			“I didn’t find you. You found me. You found me because you needed me. You watched eighty hours of porn and scoured every issue of Beaver Hunt, looking for any hint of me. You are the one who left your newborn to frequent strip clubs…”

			“I wouldn’t say ‘frequent.’ ”

			“You found that pimp in AC and harassed my grandma and hired a lawyer and put a private investigator on me. Because you needed this.”

			“Yeah? I needed you to ride my husband? TO RUIN MY FUCKING LIFE?”

			“Oh, I didn’t just ride him. We fucked all kinda ways. He must’ve come six times yesterday, five the day before. I guess it was all built up on account of, you know, you. He really is a superb lay, Em. Very giving. You should try it sometime.”

			That is when I punch the living shit out of Daisy. She is shocked, even though I can’t imagine this is the first time she’s been punched. I look at my knuckles. Daisy’s blood. She touches her face, feels if anything is broken, but she isn’t done.

			“That make you feel better? You’re welcome. You went searching for me because you needed to feel something. You needed to feel alive, and you needed me to do it. Just like you needed me to save your sad broke ass when you had no friends in Texas.”

			I get in Daisy’s face. I want to hurt her like she’s hurt me. “When you called me, strung out, a pathetic whore begging for heroin, I shouldn’t have called your stepdad. I shouldn’t have tried to save you. I should’ve let you die.”

			Daisy gives me one last glance with those big eyes of hers, the ones that really saw me. “Bye, Em. Maybe I’ll see you in another fifteen years.”

			My heart is racing so fast, it has burst out of my chest, a beating mess on the cracked asphalt with the sidewalk chalk. I need to get away, to protect Holden. I try to whisk him away, but before I can, Daisy leans her head into the Yoyo to say goodbye. I am nauseous again, seeing her so close to my son. I try to push her off, to get us far away, but when I lean down, I hear it. Holden is looking at Daisy’s smile—that smile—and for the first time in his little life, he says, “Mama.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Seven

			• • • • •

			It all started to come back. They told me that this could happen. Memory. Forgetting. The scorpion in the dorm room. The pulsing strobe lights of a strip club. Baby powder on a pole. The grip of my stepdad’s fist on my arm. Tuition payments on ice. My mom, on her fourth husband, telling me that the best thing about being a woman is that we always have something that we can sell. The splinters and grime that came off in the shower the first time I’d rubbed my naked body against the wooden lacquered floor of the Landing Strip. (Nobody talks about the splinters in your ass cheeks.) The first time I’d snorted cocaine and downed a fruity cocktail to make it through a private dance. The time I sprained my ankle in eight-inch Lucite stilettos. The endless stream of baby wipes. For dirty furniture. For dirty feet. For dirty body parts, his, yours, hers. Amber handed me a bottle of murky massage oil and said I could double my money. All I had to do was smear some oil on my tits and get off the guy in the Wrangler jeans and the bolo tie. Triple if we did it together. That is, if Amber and I did each other—and then him. The guys in jeans and F-150s, she said, were always richer than the guys in slick suits who rolled up in Ferraris.

			I was nineteen the first time I danced. I just needed quick money to get away from my stepdad and stay in school. I needed to cover that one semester and then I’d figure things out. I’d convince Queenie to give me the money, or I’d find a higher-paying job, maybe at a law office or a telemarking firm. I showed up backstage expecting to be styled in something black or maybe hot pink, leather and lace, something trashy or burlesque, a feather boa maybe. But the girls handed me a ratty stuffed bunny rabbit and shoved me onstage wearing my jean shorts and a T-shirt from a Tex-Mex restaurant where I worked briefly as a hostess in high school. I thought it would be more like karaoke and I could pick my song, but the speakers blared Nine Inch Nails.

			I didn’t know what to do. Help me. I felt so exposed, so outside my body onstage, not just naked but faceless, a girl in an Impressionist painting. Help me get away from myself. I began to rub the bunny between my legs. A guy in a brown suit nodded yeah, a satisfied soccer coach cheering me on from the sidelines. He tossed me a twenty. I want to fuck you like an animal. I realize now he hadn’t been paying for my beauty or erotic appeal but for my youth. My naïveté.

			“Yum. Yum. Yum.” He tossed me another twenty.

			Help me become somebody else.

			

			—

			It scared and surprised me how much I loved being watched. The music, the bright lights, the rapt crowd, the filthy dollar bills tossed at me. I made so much money that I stepped right over the one-dollar bills. I was nineteen. I’d bleached my butt and given lap dances to a varsity basketball team, but scooping up singles was somehow beneath me. When the lights came on, the club smelled of semen and industrial air freshener. Benzos didn’t work. The only way I could come down was to clean, so I got on my knees with a Brillo pad and a jug of industrial Clorox. I’d scrub until the sun came up or I came down, whichever happened first.

			Then I’d go back to my dorm room and I’d take a long shower and I’d sleep, the Laura Ashley comforter pulled over my head, the Tiffany light Queenie gave me and a Mary McCarthy book on the bedside table. All I wanted to do was sleep all day and wake up in the late afternoon and eat a breakfast burrito. But I knew that no matter what time I woke up, Emily would be there. Emily was always fucking there. Judging me. Trying to save me. A ghost of the girl I used to be. The girl who had dreams of studying art at Cooper Union. The girl who painted and wrote bad poetry and pretended to be “literary.” The girl who’d never even had a boyfriend. Who’d never done more than make out in the back row of the suburban metroplex. Who’d definitely never shaved her labia with a men’s BIC Flex 5 trim and shave. Who’d never curl into a ball in the shower. Who’d never let the scalding water pound on her back as she sobbed and thought about the essay she had due in her Power of Prose class. Who thought about a Jean Rhys novel and dinner parties and trips to Paris. Who’d let the hot water run over her and thought about anything to not think about what happened that night.

			Emily, always annoying me, always droning on about art and books and this fantasy of a future that she’d laid out for us in New York, like she watched too many episodes of Sex and the City. I may have been a stripper with a burgeoning drug addiction, but she was the delusional one. Truly. How could she look in the mirror and not see the truth? That she was, at best, average. Nothing she wrote was original or special or worthy. She got this hirsute boyfriend who published a poem in the Oxford American and read Proust in a hammock outside his garage apartment. I instantly wanted to do him, just to piss her off. I couldn’t help it. She was so grating, always talking about moving “up east,” as if the big city needed her. Yes, Emily, the New York literati are just waiting for you. Graydon Carter is saving you a spot at the Waverly Inn. Nobody wanted Emily. Not her mother. Not her revolving door of father figures. Not the incoming freshmen who filled out their dorm-room compatibility quizzes. Emily—even the name feels plucked out of a 1990s baby name book by someone who didn’t care enough to flip the page. I had to get away from that bitch.

			The Gold Star Fashion Modeling Agency had nothing to do with fashion or modeling, but the agency got me far away from Emily and Texas. They got me real work, a makeup artist, catering, a set, rules, sex acts I could refuse to do. The men—the producers and actors (if you can call them that)—all had to agree to my guidelines because I had a face like a fucking angel, which you could only see if you clicked past several pages of “Asian babes” and “Sapphic Sorority Sisters” and inserted your credit card details. You don’t find that face every day in the adult industry. This was before every slut with a webcam could make a living. This was the movies (sort of).

			I did maybe two videos—one of which prominently featured a mason jar (don’t ask)—before I graduated to become a type of luxury good, sold at a very high price to a select group of subscribers on the dark web. Later I would learn that the videos were a sales tool. Test-drive the new Maserati. John (that was actually his name) kept a database, Excel spreadsheets with intricate details about all the girls, our ages, backgrounds, STDs (bonus if you were like me and had none), languages spoken (English, conversational Spanish), education (some college), and paired us with men. Sergio saw me in the mason jar movie and requested me. I guess it started from there, these superrich guys, the travel, the jets, the on-demand services. I was good at being a professional girlfriend because the more I had to think about someone else’s needs, the less I had to think about my own. I loved seeing the world. Although I hated the parties, putting on a fake smile, and pretending that we’re not all about to have an orgy as soon as the last oligarch’s wife leaves. I saw the sights, met some interesting people, had arguably one of the world’s most valuable collections of La Perla negligees. Emily probably thinks I was hustling outside a Pancake House in Kentucky when in reality I was hitting the foie gras station and sixteen types of caviar at the buffet at the Peninsula in Shanghai. I’d walked along the Bund, strolled into galleries, shopped at Shanghai Tang, pushing the limits on what I could spend, but it never even made a dent. Money didn’t mean anything to these men.

			I learned that the best thing about having money was the ability to think about things other than money. I dyed my hair, got a nose job, had my implants removed, anything to make sure no one recognized me from my earlier work. I started to read the Financial Times. I gave myself the kind of education I never would’ve gotten at a football school in Texas: Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Camus. I learned French, picked up some Mandarin. I took easily to the tennis courts and ski slopes and even played pickleball. You would’ve thought I was from Connecticut. Word started to spread. I didn’t need John or a database. If you wanted someone discreet, classy enough to bring to charity events and cocktail parties, smart enough to hold her own, to talk literature, current events, the markets, but dirty enough to do whatever she’s told, I was your gal.

			But the best part about the work was that it made me forget Emily. To finally quiet that incessant, annoying voice saying “You’re better than this” and asking “What about your dreams?” And “Are you still writing?” I know that even if I told her all of this, really opened up about how successful I am, how I’d gotten clean and built an interesting and lucrative life for myself, she’d still look down on me. Maybe not to my face, but deep down, she’d think I was some hot mess who needed to be saved. Okay, so my “career” came with some caveats (nobody loves getting cum on fresh makeup), but it was basically the life we’d always dreamed about, and I’d built that shit out of nothing. Forged a fascinating existence out of Vaseline and baby wipes. I’d started out stripping by a regional airport, the walls shaking every time a flight landed. Graduated to a strap-on at a studio in the San Fernando Valley, and two years later, I was wearing a Versace bustier on a mega-yacht in the South of France. If that isn’t success, I don’t know what is.

			I’d forgotten Emily in order to survive. So if you ask me, she got what she deserved, summoning me back like that.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Eight

			• • • • •

			We are almost to River Oaks. Holden is asleep in the Cybex Aton G lightweight portable travel car seat that we had to have and, until now, had never used. We ride in silence, except for when the driver offers me an Altoid. We turn off the inner loop and drive past the country club where my grandpa played golf and into the leafy, oak-lined streets with the understated elegance of Georgian and Tudor and English-style mansions built in the 1940s and ’50s. He turns on Lady Bird Lane and down Kirby Trail and we reach my family’s home, a redbrick traditional with a wraparound porch and a huge oak tree that shits pollen all over the driveway and makes my mother’s allergies flare up but that she can never tear down because it would decrease the value of the house.

			I find the spare key in the potted petunias that died a long time ago. I try not to wake my mom. She’d been so surprised when I said I was coming to visit that she’d asked where I’d be staying. “Um, with you?” All she could say was “All right then.”

			I hadn’t been home in two years. Roman, who had always been the diplomat, thought I should make an effort with my mom, so we flew to Houston for Thanksgiving. My mom was still living with a retired radiologist named Javier in a sprawling starter castle in a new development in Sugar Land. Javier and his three brothers deep-fried a turkey, proving their virility by tossing a bird carcass pumped up with hormones into a vat of flaming grease. It was delicious. My mom had recently had back surgery and was too medicated that visit to make much of a scene. She drank a bottle of pinot and passed out on a leather sofa, the Cowboys game on, drooling in Javier’s lap.

			Now, two years later, I find her, single again, in a Valium-and-wine nap on the orthopedic La-Z-Boy that we bought my grandpa after he had a hip replaced. It doesn’t go with the rest of the house. The TV is on, a rerun of one of the Law & Orders—some girl pulled out of a ditch near Wollman Rink. It’s impossible to travel quietly when you’ve got a baby, a stroller over your arm, and a Cybex that is not nearly as portable as they claim it is. Holden cracks his eyes, disoriented. “Shhhh. Hey. I got you. I got you.”

			Before I know it, the TV is off. My mom is snapping back the La-Z-Boy and walking toward us, rubbing her eyes, trying to put us into focus. I stop, step off the stairs to say hello. My eyes scan the living room that at Christmas used to have a Douglas fir to the ceiling decorated with soft white lights and silver ornaments. Madame Alexander dolls underneath. The indents on the frayed Oriental rug, the only hints of the baby grand I used to play. My mom must have sold it. Empty bottles of Yellow Tail, press-on acrylic nails in a Lalique ashtray, a stray tea bag on the wooden coffee table. My mom moved back in a year ago when things went south with Javier. I couldn’t imagine being a middle-aged woman sleeping in the bedroom you grew up in. Her parents’ once-stately home, now a halfway house between husbands. But it didn’t seem to faze my mom. She’d find another man.

			“What happened to your face?”

			“Nice to see you, too, Mom.”

			“I didn’t know when you’d get in. I would’ve run to H-E-B.”

			She looks appalled by all of my gear, my wild hair, my oversize men’s clothes. She’s about to start in on me and then softens at the sight of her grandson. I look at Holden looking at my mother. He’s changed so much. His face thinner, his sandy ringlets have turned a dusky chestnut, straightening out at the top. He is at an age when, depending on the outfit (and if it has real buttons), he looks like either a baby or a tiny salesman. I was not much older than Holden, sick with a stomach bug, when my mom left me outside on the lanai rather than clean me up. My grandma got home from bridge and found me in my Fisher-Price bounce chair, crying and cold and covered in shit and sick. She petitioned for partial custody the next day.

			My mom reaches for Holden, as if she never told me she didn’t want grandbabies, as if she’d always wanted a dozen of them nipping at her slippers on Sunday mornings. “My goodness. Would you look at that baby? What a beautiful, beautiful boy. Looks just like his daddy!” She can’t help herself.

			“Say hi to your grandma,” I say to Holden, making “grandma” sound as elderly and postmenopausal as possible. My mom’s face contorts.

			“What about Glammy?” she says to Holden. Has she actually been thinking about this? “You like that? Glammy?” Then she says to me, “It’s Granny and glam—”

			“I get it.”

			Holden is chewing on her necklace, a long, gaudy heirloom thing with a leopard charm. She doesn’t stop him. I touch Holden’s nose. “He’s a good one,” I say, prying the chain out of his mouth. Who knows where that thing has been?

			I’d had twenty pounds of baby on me for ten hours, through TSA screening, a feeding at a Cinnabon, and a three-hour flight with a poop diaper right when they came around with Delta Biscoff cookies. I fed Holden a steady stream of organic banana and sweet potato Happy Baby puffs like he was a sea lion in captivity, but even that didn’t keep him still. I would’ve handed him to anyone: the guy at the airport with the Unvaxxed, Overtaxed trucker hat; the man who recently chased us down the Bowery groping his invisible breasts, shouting, “Mama. Mama. Give me some of that!” Anyone except my mom. She doesn’t know how to hold him. She is clumsy, a hand between his legs and on his back. I cushion his tush in case he slips. She grabs one of his bare feet.

			“Mommy doesn’t put socks on you? Our whole body’s energy comes through the feet. Yes, it does…You’ll get sick…Yes, you will.”

			I take him back. “He hates his socks. He pulls them off, and you catch a cold from bacteria, not bare feet.”

			“Okay, Dr. Oz. Such an expert at everything now.” She stops cold, noticing the yellow diamond ring on my finger.

			I fiddle with the ring. My mother clears her throat and looks to the top of the stairs. “How long are you staying?” she asks with a sting.

			“A couple days, I think. It depends.” I make a first trip upstairs with half of our luggage. I put Holden on his stomach on the carpet, a safe distance from the stairs, but too close to leave him unattended. He’s gotten so fast lately, a wind-up toy let loose, never where I left him. I don’t want to ask for my mom’s help, but here I am.

			“Can you please bring me the Guava Lotus?”

			“The what now?”

			“The travel crib—lightweight, safe, durable, fits in the overhead. Just bring it?” She looks at a diaper bag, stuffed quokka, bottles, the baggage of a daughter she doesn’t recognize.

			“Oh my God. The navy bag that literally says ‘Guava’ on it.”

			She brings it to me. Her body is so deprived, she almost buckles from the weight.

			She looks at me like she wants more, like this small favor means she deserves it. But I’ve got nothing left to give right now. “Thanks, Mom.”

			

			—

			My bedroom is exactly as I remember it—canopy bed draped in floral curtains that match the bedspread. White wicker furniture with glass on top that a housekeeper named Franny used to Windex twice a week back when my family still had money. The basket on the floor filled with teen magazines and dried-up Hard Candy nail polish and a crimping iron and one stuffed mangy sloth that my real dad won at Six Flags before I was born. The mirrored vanity with the ballerina music box where I used to store my mood ring, my heart-shaped silver earrings, and then my joints and my condoms. The full cycle of a girl’s life fit in a tiny box.

			I turn my phone on. Voicemail is full. I told Roman there’d been a family emergency, which wasn’t entirely untrue. I needed to take Holden to Houston to visit my mom. It was quarter end at work and he’d be too buried in spreadsheets and conversations about P and L and accrued expenses to worry too much. Voicemail from Penelope. “Emily Joan! I’m back next week. Hang then? Oh, did you get a chance to check on the—” I hit delete. I scroll through Juju Bean. Moms angling to get into 527 Park.

			I sit back against the quilted headboard, wiped out by a wave of hurt. I don’t realize that my sobbing is so loud until I see my mom in the doorframe, her glance subdued, her eyes slightly wounded. “Do you want me to turn on the heat?”

			I nod. When the warm air starts to steam from the floor vents, my mom comes back with a bottle of wine and two glasses, both stained with lipstick. She was always the most beautiful woman in any room, even now with an agreeable gauntness. Her scent, the citrus and floral of an old bottle of Chanel No. 5. The way her Elizabeth Arden yellow-gold foundation cakes under her eyes. The tiny hint of roots beneath thick jet-black hair. She shivers and holds a blanket open for me on the carpet at the foot of the bed. “The heating bill alone in this house…”

			We sit so close that our legs touch. I notice that the peach-colored carpet around my bed is dotted with stains. I touch each one, trying to time-stamp them into my adolescence—the jelly of a PB and J, glitter from a fairy wand, liquid eyeliner, period blood, a cigarette burn. My mom lets me cry, pulling my head onto her shoulder. I feel the bone beneath her slim-fitting turtleneck.

			“Now, want to tell me why you’re really here?” she asks.

			

			—

			I tell her that I caught Roman with Daisy. How he’d held me hours later, pretending nothing had happened, like a damn sociopath. I realize that I am talking so fast, like someone sharing a dream. So I take a breath and start even further back. I start at the bright lights of the OR and the forceps and the doctors standing by for a blood transfusion. I start at the Juju Bean app and the boredom and hating my job, but having to work so that I can pay someone else to stay home with my baby. I tell her about how Sue was supposed to help but got stuck in Australia. How I became obsessed with finding Daisy. “You remember my roommate? Freshman year and then she dropped out and started stripping and, you know…”

			My mom starts to stroke her eyelashes with her forefinger, a nervous tic that made them all fall out after her second—or was it her third?—divorce. She asks me why I never told her. She would’ve helped.

			“Can I finish?”

			She nods, bending her knees, stopping herself from saying anything else. The veil of superiority my mom had always worn had washed away. She pulled at a loose string on her robe, looking slightly afraid, powerless. This is the first time I see my mother as a normal person. She isn’t some supervillain who can work her way into my subconscious. She can’t control me like Daisy had. She can hardly pay the heating bill.

			I tell her about the Wednesday afternoon when I found Daisy, about the incessant construction on our heads from the renovation next door, how I didn’t have anywhere else to go. How I worried so much that Holden was missing out: on music classes; on a highly trained, multilingual childcare professional; on schools we couldn’t afford. How I felt like I was failing him. “So 527 Park saved my life, in a way.”

			She pours me another glass of red wine, her actions careful, like she’s being watched. The wine is warm and tepid and welcome.

			“I always suspected something was happening upstairs, in the penthouse, but I don’t know, I thought it was Daisy’s private business. I didn’t want to pry. She still has…I guess you call them clients?” Thinking about how trusting I’d been creates a sort of revving feeling inside my throat, and I am overcome. With anger. With shame.

			Until then, I’d kept it together. But then I tell my mom about Holden’s “Mama” jab, which had hurt me almost as much as catching Roman. Without thinking, I would give Holden every part of me, my body, my ambition, my identity. But I also don’t want him to grow up being the type of man who thinks that women owe him any of those things. Why don’t any of the proud “boy moms” on Juju Bean ever talk about that?

			Finally, when I’ve told my mom everything, I start to sob into her bony body, the body that gave birth to me because she thought it would make my dad stick around forever, and he just might have, had it not been for the accident. She is silent. Her silence, a kind of love. I am gasping and wet with tears and snot, and when it has all come out, my mom strokes my head. There, and there and there…

			“I’ll be right back,” she says, plucking me a tissue out of a wicker box. She walks to my closet and digs around on the floor as I snort. I spy the butterfly wings that Daisy and I bought in New Orleans. When my mom comes back, she hands me several journals with silver locks. I can see that something is very wrong. She is looking at me like I am covered in sick and she wants to put me out on the lanai. She is looking at me as if she’s looking into a broken mirror. She touches my knee and speaks in a voice that is so syrupy and maternal that it feels like a five-alarm fire.

			“Sweetie. You lived alone in college.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Nine

			• • • • •

			I made nearly a thousand dollars that first night on the pole, when Brandy tossed me a stuffed bunny and the manager stood backstage cheering me on. I figured it was beginner’ s luck, an accidental collision of adrenaline and desperation. Hell, even Emily could pull off one killer striptease if she was hungry enough. Anything after that would be a cheap knockoff of that first time onstage, familiar but frayed at the edges, requiring actual acting chops that Emily didn’t have.

			I was wrong. Instead, that stuffed bunny became the formative sexual event of my life. For years, I couldn’t get off without it. Without thinking about the man in the brown suit and his “Yum. Yum. Yum.” I was myself, but I was also Daisy. I was him. I was the eager manager backstage. I was Emily. I was all of them, wrapped around my French-manicured finger. Ever since that first night onstage, I’d done a modified bunny rabbit move for every boyfriend I ever had. Except one. He was a very stable and sensible man, an accountant, of all things, and I didn’t want him to think I was a nutjob.

			

			—

			In record time, I went from stripping near the airport and porn videos to a high-end escort service. That work eventually led me to a billionaire, a Malaysian financier. He took me to New York. Put me up in a luxury condo on Central Park South. I had everything. Then The Wall Street Journal did this whole investigation and I guess the glass condo was actually a money-laundering front, and Hu Lee had pillaged Malaysia’s Sovereign Wealth Fund, essentially bankrupting his native country. The feds seized the condo, confiscated most of my closet and two Jeff Koons balloon dogs. Hu disappeared on his yacht somewhere, and I got spit out into the city. It may not have been exactly as we’d envisioned getting to New York, but I ended up exactly where Emily had always wanted to be. Smug little Emily, who always did things on the straight and narrow. But there I was, the sex worker, with a notebook full of poetry and enough cash to pay the first month’s rent and a deposit on a one-bedroom East Village walk-up with a courtyard garden that I shared with Tyrone and his boyfriend, Paul, and his pile of vintage Pez dispensers.

			Help me become somebody else.

			I told them my name was Emily. I sold most of the designer clothes that weren’t confiscated, put the rest in storage, and went on a shopping spree at Madewell. I was just another basic girl from the burbs who moved to New York with the dream of becoming a writer. Because even after all I’d been through, all I’d seen and the things I’d done that I wanted so badly to forget, I was, deep down, also, still, Emily. That’s the thing about women who are impossibly young—we are all both. Emily and Daisy, two sides of the same coin, depending on how the world flips us and lets us fall.

			I got a job fact-checking at Domino and took a creative writing extension course in a loft in SoHo, where I met Leo. I did my bunny rabbit thing with him, before we became strictly friends. He connected me to the Job Genie Global placement agency. I got a permanent job with benefits. Penelope’s family foundation hired me to write grants, and then to organize her closets and label shoeboxes and alphabetize her address books. I started to feel the euphoria, the paranoia, going clubbing with Penelope for nights on end, then hating myself on the floor of my bathroom for a week. In the H section, I found Dr. Elaine Horowitz, a psychiatrist at Mount Sinai, where Penelope’s dad is on the board.

			I made an appointment at her office on a stretch of the Upper East Side with tulip beds and doormen in white gloves. An amber glow. New York, just like I’d dreamed about it. On the third floor, a secretary with a tight bun asked for my insurance card. She xeroxed it and, as she handed it back, told me that the doctor didn’t accept my insurance. I pleaded to have Dr. Horowitz see me anyway, dropping Penelope’s name.

			Dr. Horowitz wore a taupe cashmere sweater set and small disapproving glasses and had what looked like a Renoir above a bookshelf. I spent the first twenty minutes obsessing about whether or not it was real. I decided it was and then recited my psychiatric history. I was fifteen, ninth grade, when I was diagnosed with bipolar disorder. I wore a uniform and braids in my hair at the stuffy St. John’s School. They called it manic depression then and said it was prompted by puberty. The doctors weren’t sure exactly what to do with me, so they tried Klonopin and Seroquel and lithium. I stopped taking this cocktail in college because it made me feel sluggish and dull. It made me feel average, and I wanted to feel alive and free and anything but average. I told Dr. Horowitz that for years I self-medicated, first with Adderall, which can increase the risk of severe symptoms (mania, hallucinations, delusions). Then I moved on to weed and booze, then coke and heroin—and then anything, really. But I was clean now—after a stint in a rehab in Laurel Canyon that my stepdad paid for—and I wanted the voices in my head to shut the fuck up.

			She took out a prescription pad and said my previous doctors had failed me. I was safe now. I was on the Upper East Side with Dr. Elaine Horowitz and a real Renoir. She got me on a thorough new regimen of meds—a mix of mood stabilizers (valproic acid, carbamazepine), antipsychotics (risperidone, quetiapine), and benzos to help me sleep.

			We had regular visits and calls until I started to feel normal. Not just normal, but ready to be a productive member of society. It was around that time that I met Roman and found myself so drawn to his normalcy. He had a Roth IRA and called his mom every Sunday and sent flowers on his sisters’ birthdays. But it wasn’t just the security of him. When we were together, I was happy. From the very first night we spent together. Chinatown. A band at Arlene’s Grocery. Kissing on the subway platform. Laughing our way home past McSorley’s. One a.m. steak frites at Schiller’s. Every day, pure and easy and light. It was like a spell had been cast. It altered my brain chemistry. I stopped seeing Dr. Horowitz. I became me again.

			I told Roman that I struggled with mental illness. You can’t spend that many nights with someone and hide that many pills, that many moods. I tucked any evidence of my old life in a storage bin that I kept under the bed. I moved it all to the apartment in Stuy Town. I didn’t look at any of it for years, not until I got pregnant and worried so much about my baby that I stopped taking my meds and then felt trapped at home with a newborn and simultaneously hurting and lonely and exhausted and bored.

			Daisy took over my thoughts, a thing she did sometimes at particularly shaky times. Like, when I was nine and my mom met a rancher and moved to Oklahoma. And when I was thirteen and got three short-lived stepbrothers. Then, in college, when I woke up on a dirty couch at the Alpha Sigma house, no recollection after someone had swiped me a plastic cup of punch out of an inflatable kiddie pool. I was eighteen and could’ve died of claustrophobia. Bullied and teased and wanting to be anywhere but alone in a two-hundred-square-foot dorm room near the vending machine. I would’ve drowned myself in the shared shower had it not been for Daisy. The only one in the world who could save me.

			I should’ve slept when the baby slept. I should’ve been content in the playroom with Mr. Pete and the Juju Bean mom meetups, but instead I started to search, catalog every Daisy detail I could remember. I didn’t see Daisy as an aberration but as a flesh-and-blood person. The strawberry nipples. The dark curls. The exaggerated swell of cleavage. Lube and lipstick on a nightstand. A mink coat on the floor. The fleshy scar where she’d had her implants removed, wounds Roman had touched and kissed but loved me too much to ever ask about.

			I posted a photo of myself in butterfly wings with a broken-heart emoji and asked if anyone had seen my soulmate, my sister. My Daisy. I started to pull the thread, and sometimes when you pull a thread, it can unravel the whole damn thing.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty

			• • • • •

			All night, I read. My thoughts are in the air. Am I asleep? Am I awake? Am I suffering from a level of postpartum crazy that would make the Juju Bean moms look sane?

			I’m in my bedroom in Texas, but I am also at the Landing Strip. I am making a porn in the San Fernando Valley. I am in Yalta. I am trapped in the hull of a yacht off the coast of Montenegro looking through a porthole at the stars. I count the hours, the minutes, until I can get back to New York.

			Holden will be awake soon. You need to get some sleep. But you also need to find Daisy. You need to know that you didn’t make it all up. You need to make her take some responsibility. To undo all the damage she’s done.

			I slam the journals shut. That isn’t my handwriting. These aren’t my memories. I shut out all of it—the diary entries and the accompanying mementos (theater tickets, business cards, the cell phone of a concierge in Dubai) that spill out from the pages. I tell myself that my mom never knew me. She didn’t remember that I had a roommate. She was wrong, cruel even, to say I’d been “confused.” She thinks I’m the one who dropped out of college? Blood building up inside me. No. No. It couldn’t have been me. I don’t have a thirty-seven-million-dollar condo. I don’t have a chauffeured Mercedes and an endless supply of the Jane Birkin of baby bottles and trysts in a penthouse. I can’t have sex. I can’t even climb subway stairs without it hurting.

			I finally fall asleep, and when I wake up, the faint light of a half-moon breaks through the curtains. The shadow of the oak tree outside. Roman is asleep in a floral chaise in front of a bay window. Daisy, perched seductively on its arm, wearing the butterfly wings. “You wouldn’t have found me if you didn’t need me,” she says.

			“Shhhh. You’re going to wake him.”

			Daisy runs her finger along Roman’s crotch. He squirms in his sleep.

			“You’re sick.”

			“I’m sick? You’re the one with the personality disorder. You dreamed me up to cope with your bullshit. What we built together, 527 Park, it saved your life, you said so yourself. I solved every problem in your life, turned you into a mother. A goddamn leader. The type of woman who other hos look up to. The type of woman who doesn’t work all day at a sad cubicle job just so that you can pay somebody else to take care of your baby. The type of woman who fights the fuck back.”

			It’s not true. “You made me invite all those moms over. I don’t even like other women. It’s your apartment—”

			“Is it?” She looks at a fingernail.

			“I didn’t imagine that you’re fucking my husband.”

			“Somebody had to.” We both look at Roman. “The first time I took him upstairs, he was afraid he’d hurt me. But then I told him, I’m not pathetic, torn Emily. Call me Daisy—and you can do whatever you want to me. He was all sensitive at first but, I swear, it didn’t take long before he had his full big Aussie cock in me.”

			“Can you just stop? Don’t ever talk that way around my baby.” I bolt up, making sure Holden is still fast asleep. I want to cover his tiny ears.

			“You mean our baby?”

			Daisy runs her tongue alongside Roman’s neck, not quite making contact. Then she crosses her legs, plucks a pencil from her hair, and feigns a nasal voice like Dr. Horowitz. “The official name is dissociative identity disorder. A condition brought on by past trauma, a way to avoid horrific memories. It can cause blanks in memory, delusions, the formation of distinct multiple personalities.” She shakes her head in Holden’s direction. “Another thing to blame him for.”

			“Don’t you dare blame him.”

			“What? I didn’t tell you to stop taking your meds. But you wanted a baby. There goes caffeine, pineapple, your pelvic floor, oh and a host of antipsychotics that had been working really well for a really long time.” She uncrosses her legs. “I hope he’s worth it and he doesn’t grow up to be an asshole.”

			Daisy is telling me all this, but somehow, I already know it. I’d never much thought about having a baby, but once I got pregnant—and felt his little feet kicking against my insides—I would have done anything to birth a healthy baby. Breastfed the devil. Welcomed back my demons.

			“This is a dream. I just need to wake up and you’ll be gone.” Please. Stop. Go.

			“Em. Em. Em. You’ve never been more awake than when you are with me.” Daisy stands. She picks up a tube of Jo Malone lotion off my bedside table, rubbing it on her neck and down her chest. “I’m the survivor. I’m the hot one who is in control. You’re the sad, delicate flower who came running back to your childhood bedroom.”

			Daisy gets on the bed, straddling my legs. She puts her face against mine, her breath entering my mouth. How can it be true that we’re the same person when I feel her minty nicotine breath? When I look at her lips so close to my own?

			“I protected you, just like I always did. Don’t you remember? I curled up into a ball in the shower after that bachelor party, let the scalding water wash over me thinking of a Jean Rhys novel, so you didn’t have to. I accepted a closet full of Dior in exchange for a weekend of gang banging at a Miami Beach compound, not sweet Emily. And then when you hated your existence and had no place to hide and couldn’t fuck, I came back.”

			My phone vibrates and I wake up. Roman calling. The sun breaking through the lace curtains forming a doily pattern on the carpet. Holden starts to stir. It’s just the two of us. “Hello,” I say as if he could be a spam call.

			“Gigi died,” he says.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-One

			• • • • •

			One. Two. Skip a few. I couldn’t tell you how long I lay there, paralyzed under the weight of the journals, cut loose from the cadence of whatever was going on in the outside world. But for the first time, my mother had given me what I needed—time.

			With Roman in Melbourne for Gigi’s funeral, I had a week to pretend that he didn’t exist. I didn’t sleep for two days, frantically poring over pages upon pages of poetry, daily entries. Things would begin to come into focus and then fade, a stroke victim learning to speak again. The stanza of a poem about period blood? That sounded like something I wrote. The tally of tips earned at what appeared to be some kind of oral-sex game night? I’d never do that. I don’t even particularly enjoy blowing my own husband. I examined an image in a German porn rag with a full view of Daisy’s face. Athletic socks, school uniform skirt. I have brown eyes. This girl has aquamarine contacts, a bleach-blond job, a different nose, breast implants. Pretty, with sleepy, sad eyes. We looked nothing alike. I kept reading, answering the lingering questions I had about Daisy’s past, but still not convinced any of this had anything to do with me, or why I had kept all of these. The journals I didn’t get through, I’d take home.

			When I finally fell asleep, I found myself dreaming about things I’d forgotten. Escaping in the middle of the night. Climbing into a car on Melrose. Lights flashing beneath a luxury high-rise. Spread out on a mattress on the floor of an empty house in the hills. A man with his hands covering my eyes, directing me into a walk-in closet. Voices outside in a hallway, like they wanted to ruin each other. It’s not safe. Run.

			By the time I woke up, it was afternoon of who knows what day. I had a text from Roman saying he’d be back to JFK late the next day. He missed us.

			I heard my mom humming a Loretta Lynn song to Holden downstairs, ice jingling in a crystal tumbler. She’d invited a neighbor over, a woman who always had a flowering, nosy smile and at least a dozen grandchildren. She’d spread out all over the living room, a borrowed Pack ’n Play, press-and-go race cars shaped like earthworms, a hungry fish game. She tossed a burp towel over my mom’s silk shoulder pad, showing her how to feed Holden, how to change him, how to love him.

			Even days later, knowing the things I now know, I still can’t see the way things really were. Holden is napping. I sit on the patio with my mom. It smells like citronella and fertilizer. “I put a pizza in the oven,” my mom says. Microwave pizza, my mom’s version of a home-cooked meal.

			“Thanks.”

			“Daisy. Daisy,” my mom says, a long exhale. “Oh, do I remember her.” She tucks a curl of my hair, matted and dirty, behind my ear. “Do you want to talk about it?”

			“I don’t.” I pull my head away, more abruptly than I mean to. She’s trying, but I can’t let myself notice any maternal instinct.

			“I read everything,” I tell her. “I still think it’s bullshit.”

			She scrunches her lips, broadcasting her doubt. “Whatever you say, sweetie.”

			I bolt up. “What? You don’t believe me? You think I’m batshit? You know what? Fine. I’ve got a flight to catch.”

			She opens a Dr Pepper and hands it to me, a peace offering. She can’t drive us to the airport. “I’ve got Fabiano on Thursdays.”

			I know she expects me to protest, but I just say, “Cool, cool. Your roots are a mess.”

			My mom picks a weed out of the cement and twirls it around her finger. “I thought you were dead.”

			“I guess I just needed to sleep.”

			My mom is careful and quiet and doesn’t look into my eyes. She takes a sip. “They’re going to take the house,” she says. I squint into the low sun. The wooden swing my grandpa made static in the still, thick air. “It was that financial adviser of Javier’s, a damn snake oil salesman. Take out a second mortgage, he said. Rates are one percent.”

			“Why are you telling me this?” My mom looks down at my finger, at the yellow diamond ring. The ring that caused so many fights. My face burns. “I knew it. I knew this whole grandma act was because you wanted something from me.”

			“So what? You want me to sleep on the street?”

			I stand up. “You’ll find a bed. You always do.”

			“My God, Emily. You’re going to talk to me that way? After the things you did? The hell you put me through?”

			“Put you through? You were never around.”

			“Who does those things?” she whispers, as if this is the worst part of it all. “It’s not normal…” The tears really start to flow now, and I feel my face harden. “I never ask you for anything.”

			Something snaps. I can’t wait to walk inside and leave my mom to grovel alone on the patio. “The pizza is burning.”

			My mom calls after me. “Your grandma may have had a soft spot for you, Emily Joan, but I know you!”

			I walk inside, the smell of a gas oven and burnt crust. I search for oven mitts, sliding the blackened Hill Country Fare Frozen Pizza out and onto the stovetop. I swat the smoke away from the fire alarm so that it won’t go off and wake Holden. My eyes are burning. I can almost see Queenie, beautiful, senile Queenie in the rocking chair in the corner suite at the Royal Robson Ranch. We have an Emily in the family.

			Nothing looks like it had even a week earlier. Who knew what was true or pure or real anymore? I take off the ring, leave it on the kitchen nook, and pack up.

			

			—

			Early the next morning, I take Holden back to New York. I travel light. One bag, Holden strapped to my chest, stroller broken down into a package the size of a boom box. I stroll right through TSA without having to collapse anything or unpack a portable crib that looks suspiciously like a pipe bomb. I am back to basics. I am my antecedents. I could drum up a tincture to cure diaper rash. I could collect wild berries that sustain us both for weeks. I could weave us a blanket on a loom.

			At LaGuardia I ask the taxi driver to take us to 527 Park. The missing piece. My reassurance. I don’t have access to a thirty-seven-million-dollar condo. If it isn’t Daisy’s apartment, then whose is it? When we get through the rotating doors, the security guard greets us, handing me a carton of Camel Lights. “Thought you could use these.”

			“Thanks, but I don’t smoke.”

			He winks. “Of course you don’t, ma’am.”

			I go to the playroom to leave Holden with Marcela. She has Construction Site: You’re Just Right and fresh pupusas waiting. I put my nose right up to his and give him the biggest, warmest smile I’ve been able to muster in days. He looks at me, his legs kicking like he wants to pedal away on an invisible bicycle. Then he says, “Mama.”

			Deep relief. “Yes. Yes. That’s right, little koala cutie. I’m your mama, and you are my favorite person in the whole wide world. I love you so much.” My eyes flood before I even know what is happening.

			Marcela thrusts him over her shoulder, and as she carries him away, my shiver of relief turns to confusion. “Marcela,” I say. She turns, rubbing her palm in circles against Holden’s back.

			“¿Sí, señora?”

			“Back when you started here, you said I hired you away from that Brooklyn Heights family, but we hadn’t spoken in months. Did Daisy hire you?”

			Marcela gives me a warm grin. “No entiendo.” She’s headed to the changing room. You could eat off of Holden when he’s with Marcela.

			“What do you mean? Who hired you?”

			“I just do what I’m told, señora.”

			

			—

			Upstairs, everything is as I left it. Claire brings me a matcha, circling the ceramic bowl and extending it toward me with both hands and a deep bow, like it’s an Edo-period tea ceremony. “Welcome back.”

			I walk past her to the kitchen, where Audrey loads a banana and cashew butter into a blender. I am staring at flaxseeds, spread out all over the white Carrara marble island, ants serving their queen. “Have you seen Daisy?”

			Audrey turns the blender back on. “That’s cute.”

			In the living room, half a dozen women I don’t recognize sit in lotus pose, settling in for a purity sound bath. Jasmine, who is most definitely not Indian, wears a sari and brushes the edge of a crystal bowl. I am annoyed. I thought we’d talked about appropriation.

			I walk up to her. “Yo. Jas. You seen Daisy?” She stands to her feet with verve, the calm cut short by my arrival.

			“You’re back. Yay. We weren’t sure—” She stops herself. “We’ve missed you.”

			“So Daisy hasn’t been here?”

			“She’s always here, and never here, and none of us would be here without her.”

			Other moms do vinyasa on the veranda under the heat lamps. I walk outside. Several women stop and look at me. The instructor, I think her name is Madison, bows.

			“We’re so blessed that you’re back. We’ve missed you.” All of the women, in their nude bodysuits and sports bras, stop and bow, like I’m a samurai.

			“Have you seen Daisy?”

			Madison takes a wider stance on her mat, tightens her ponytail. “No, ma’am.”

			Ma’am? Why are all these bitches acting crazy?

			I find Bianca scrubbing a coffee ring off a marble console. “The office is all set up, exactly as you requested.” Shit. The overdue grants I needed to write for work. Bianca inches closer. “Your matcha and a refill of your medication are in there, too.”

			Bianca has never waited on me. “Okay. What the hell is going on?”

			“I don’t know what you mean, ma’am.”

			“Everyone is acting bizarre—” I stop myself. “I mean even more bizarre than normal. Did something happen when I was away? Where is Daisy?”

			“Ma’am, they’re just doing what you told them to do.”

			“And what did I tell them?” She lifts an eyebrow. “Please?”

			The other women may have looked at me with reverence, but Bianca looks into my soul…and all she sees is trash.

			“You said to treat you like you are two women in one body, ma’am.”

			I said what?

			

			—

			I rush upstairs and into the leather-paneled office to be alone. Two women, one body. Help me become somebody else.

			I dig around in the desk drawers, looking for my own journals. I find a Nokia prepaid phone. There’s only one contact: Roman. I scroll through texts. Him: “I’m so stressed at work.” Daisy: “Let me fuck the stress out of you.” I slam the phone shut. I do a side-by-side comparison of Daisy’s journals and my own. A levitating dungeon of debauchery. There is no denying it. The handwriting is identical. I flip back to an early diary entry with the contact information of a pimp in Atlantic City. His name?…Jersey. The full monochrome movie starts to play on rewind. Jersey looked at me with such recognition when he said, “You need a professional.” Maybe he meant a psychiatrist, not a PI. Amir, the in-house bounty hunter for the rich and powerful. Even he couldn’t tell me anything more conclusive than saying Daisy isn’t dead, but she isn’t alive. BeenVerified. Wheels spinning. Error. No Results Found.

			I think of how, at work, Veronica had looked at a selfie of Daisy and Holden and said, “You look like twins in this one.” How Audrey called out “Daisy” as she was wheeled away. How I’d spent months pushing the Yoyo around New York, sitting in the sandbox, AirPods always in, in deep conversation with Daisy. The way you could always talk to yourself in New York, as long as you were with a baby or had your AirPods in. How Daisy and I never really had conversations in front of the other moms. How she’d stood us up at the playground. How so often, whenever I was at 527 Park, Daisy was somewhere else, doing something else.

			I study the ancient stash of Adderall, prescribed by “Dr. Elaine Horowitz.” The Renoir. The answers.

			On the Upper East Side, Dr. Horowitz’s secretary doesn’t even look at me. She just shakes her head, staring at a screen, and informs me that the doctor’s next availability is in six months. She can add me to a wait list and give me a call if there is a cancellation.

			She squints, presumably at my chart. “And looks like the doctor made an exception and will accept your Blue Cross Blue Shield. But that’s going to require a hundred-and-fifty-dollar co-pay and it looks like you’d need to get a referral from your primary care physician for us to put this through your PPO.”

			I lean over the counter. I put both of my hands on her shoulders, not rough, just enough to get her to stop and look at me. I stare at her with a lunatic calm. “I don’t think you understand, Brenda. I need to see the doctor now.”

			Fifteen minutes later, Dr. Horowitz is crossing her legs, uncomfortable. I don’t remember any of our sessions, but I know I feel safe. “I saw you prescribed my medication…and…I don’t know who else to talk to.”

			I show her the journals, the handwriting. “I’m so confused lately. I have these weird sensations. Not full memories, more like flashes.” I take out the porn mags, the girl in the schoolgirl uniform. I can’t deny that behind the sex-kitten cosplay and the hawkish nose, there is a resemblance. I plant the image down on Dr. Horowitz’s desk, next to a delicate crystal vase of white irises. “Do you think this girl looks like me?”

			Dr. Horowitz takes off her glasses. They dangle on a beaded necklace. She doesn’t charge fifteen hundred dollars an hour so that she can look at a ripped page of Cum Drop City. She swivels away from me, speaking softly into an intercom that looks straight out of the 1950s—a shrink who calls in barbiturates for housewives. I stare at a framed photo of three Airedales on her desk.

			“I need you to clear my afternoon…Yes…All of it…Thank you, Brenda.”

			She turns back to me, and I know now that we go way back. We’ve spent entire days together, talking. The folds of her slim neck, her judgy tortoiseshell glasses, the soft, sunken skin of a woman who always eats lean protein for lunch and keeps a garden. At first, I’d worked overtime to afford the co-pays. But then I became Dr. Horowitz’s pet project, an anonymous case study in an article she published in a prestigious medical journal. I hear the drip of the radiator. I’d never noticed it before and now it is suffocating. Like waterboarding. Like everything.

			When Dr. Horowitz finally speaks again, I am drowning. “Emily. You’d been doing well. But we talked about this. Symptoms can reemerge postpartum. You were supposed to come back—regular visits after the baby.”

			“A shrink? I can hardly make it to my physical therapist.”

			Dr. Horowitz exhales, tightening her lips. “What you’ve been experiencing, it feels real, but it’s like a fugue state. Amnesic barriers in the hippocampus cause memory deficits. It’s like pseudo memories, cognitive inhibition. It’s very common for people with DID to have trouble determining if an event is actually part of their personal history, part of reality, or whether it’s something they’ve learned.”

			“ ‘Did’?”

			“It’s short for dissociative identity disorder. You remember that.”

			“I don’t remember anything.”

			“You will. You need to be prepared for that.”

			

			—

			She was right. Several hours of talk and hypnotherapy and by the time I left her empty office, I started to remember, slowly at first and then all at once. The flat black scribbles I’d read in Daisy’s journals? Those were my stories, alive in vivid Bic ballpoint color. It had been over fifteen years since I’d created Daisy, a symbol of indulgence, charm, the allure of the rich. The nymph who resisted Apollo’s advances before being transformed into a laurel tree. Fifteen years since I’d been desperate and climbed onstage in cutoffs and a Burrito Barn T-shirt. Then Daisy came back. To help me cope with the crushing strangeness of new motherhood. The loneliness and isolation, the loss of self like an aftertaste I couldn’t shake, the styrofoam flavor of tiny surfboard-shaped teething wafers. Because maybe some things can never be erased. Maybe they’ll always leave a rot that festers beneath the baby registry.

			

			—

			That night, Holden is so happy to be home, with his sing-along mobile and the solar system of glow-in-the-dark stickers that Roman stuck on his ceiling, making sure Aries, Orion, Hydra, hung accurately. It occurred to me that this nine hundred square feet in Stuy Town is Holden’s universe. After I count forward to three hundred and back, rocking Holden to sleep, I sit on the sofa holding my breath.

			I forget what time Roman’s flight lands. With the time difference, we’ve hardly talked. I tell myself that if he came home before I fall asleep, I will tell him everything. If he comes home after I drift off, I will go back to sleep. I will live in the before times for one more night. The sound of luggage, keys and cuff links tossed on the table. I crack my eyes. What time is it in Australia?

			“Yeah, babe. Missed ya. Sorry I bailed. It’s a proper shit show back home—my uncles and Lucas are out of work again. He’s actually moved into Gigi’s, but my mom already put it on the market. We might have to get a fucking restraining order…” He’s talking so fast that he’s hardly looked at me. “We met with a lawyer. Oh, and Belinda is pregnant again…” He stops. He walks toward me, before he walks to the nursery, to the crib, to squeeze his favorite thigh, which is less chubby every day. “Shit. I’m an arse. I haven’t even asked you what happened with your mam. You took off to Texas fast. I missed you.”

			We hug. “We missed you, too.”

			Again, he says how sorry he is for having to work so much. He walks into the bathroom. “Mam says she’s booking a flight to New York next month even though my sis is now saying she might be put on bed rest. I swear to fucking God, it’s her third kid. The whole family just keeps piling shit on Mam.”

			“When do you think she’ll come visit?” I ask, trying to ignore that Daisy is there, spread-eagled on a chair. “Can you please fuck off?” I mouth.

			“Yeah. No.”

			I can’t look at Daisy, so I walk to the kitchen and dig around in a Target bag that Roman picked up on his way home. Formula, diapers, two packs of organic banana and sweet potato Happy Baby puffs. Not a grape or an IPA in sight. Roman comes out. He starts to unbutton his shirt. Daisy stands behind him.

			“Of course they shitcanned half the team while I was gone, and right before the P and G audit. I’d be gone, too, but I guess they need someone to crunch the numbers.”

			Daisy is barefoot, sitting on the floor, her skirt spread wide. Sirens roar outside. “Hey, babe?” I say, a shadow of my voice. “We need to talk.”

			Roman walks into the living room and looks out the windows. But there is nothing to see, just another siren.

			Daisy rolls her eyes. “Does he ever listen to a word you fucking say?”

			“Hey,” I say with more punch. “Can we talk?”

			Roman turns to look at me, his eyebrows lifted. “What is it?”

			But all I can say, eyeing the Target bag, is, “You got his favorite flavor.”

			“Huh?”

			“The Happy Baby puffs.”

			“Figured we were out,” Roman says.

			Daisy is gone. Roman sits next to me on the sofa. He flashes me a crooked smile that makes me wish he would take me right then. He rubs his finger against my wrist. I stiffen. “What’s up?” He picks up the remote. I take it out of his hand.

			My heart beats, a beast ready to shatter. I have entire chapters of my biography to tell him about. I take a deep inhale and then I start at the part he already knows. I remind him that I was diagnosed with some pretty serious mental health issues as a teenager and that I stopped taking a lot of my meds during pregnancy.

			“I’m calling Weatherstone first thing. It shouldn’t still fucking hurt. It’s going on nine months. She needs to give you pain meds. Or we’ll find a new doctor.”

			“No, no, it’s not that.” This is even harder now. Yes, his first instinct was to pick up the remote, but his second had been my pain level.

			For years, Roman had brushed his teeth or shoved down a bar, hardly noticing me medicate in the background. Then I got pregnant. I left the pink line on the pee stick perched on the sink ledge on a Sunday morning. We celebrated by stuffing our faces with pierogi, washed down with orange juice with too much pulp. He went with me to those early appointments when Dr. Weatherstone said I needed a material serum screen and amniocentesis, foreign words we googled when we left.

			Like any sensible husband, Roman had weathered the subtle ebbs and flows of being married to me. I see it in his eyes; he is waiting for me to confess something expected. That I’ve been feeling depressed and sob in the shower and hate my body so much that I threw out all of my clothes. Or that I’ve been feeling manic and bought a fishing boat on credit, currently docked in the Rockaways.

			“Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out, okay? If my job is good for one fucking thing, it’s the benefits. I can ask HR about that mental health plan add-on…”

			I shake my head. I am offering to tell him my darkest secrets and he is trying to fix it—like he always tries to fix things—but I am not a discrepancy on a spreadsheet. I don’t want him to fix me. “Please. Can you not talk to me about fucking co-pays and just listen?”

			He holds up his hands, like he’s stepping out of a car expecting a DUI. “I’m here.”

			I will deliver the facts nonchalantly. I take out the journals and the smutty magazines and I tell him everything, starting with my abusive stepdad and my mom ignoring how he treated me because she didn’t want to lose him. I tell him about the strip club and the Gold Star Fashion Modeling Agency. I point out the girl in the triple-X magazine clipping. “I think I was nineteen in this one. I didn’t know where to put my hands. I remember the photographer was like this very old woman who toured with Pink Floyd or Def Leppard or Phish. I dunno, but she made me feel comfortable.”

			Roman is staring at the girl, not seeing it, not wanting to see it. “Okay, babe? You’re taking the role-playing a bit far, don’t ya think?” He slams the magazines closed. “We shouldn’t do this at home.” He looks to the nursery. “Not with Holden…”

			Jesus. Do I need to take out a microscope so he can see that beneath the fake boobs and dyed hair and contacts and old nose and crotchless negligee that the girl in the photo is undeniably his wife? I open the magazines again.

			“Can you just look? Why can’t you look?”

			Finally he looks at the girl kneeling on satin sheets. He narrows his eyes at her, then he looks at me. Then he sees it. He is listening now.

			I tell him how stripping and pornography led to lucrative sex work and a condo on Central Park South with a Malaysian billionaire currently on the lam from the FBI. “I love you. I don’t want to keep anything from you anymore.”

			Roman leans his head back on the sofa, rubbing a hand through his floppy bangs. I always thought that part of what Roman loved about me was that I didn’t share things freely like he did. But this? This is too much mystery for any sane husband, especially a mild-mannered one with a nice family, a job at an accounting firm, and a big penis.

			“So when we met, you were—?”

			“No, no. I was a freelance writer, or trying to be. I met you after I left Hu. Or after Daisy left. It’s like it didn’t happen to me. It was a fugue state or something. I would’ve told you. Or maybe I wouldn’t have. I don’t know. I saved some money. I was seeing Dr. Horowitz. I went back to being Emily, I guess, but I was also always me. Sorry. I realize this doesn’t make any sense.”

			He stands and starts to wildly pace. “Well, don’t you think that’s a bit of a fucking understatement, Emily?! You’re telling me your entire life has been a lie? Everything I thought I knew about you? About us?” He lets out a laugh. “How many men did you—” He stops himself. “You know what? Don’t fucking tell me.” Again, pacing. “Jesus Christ.”

			I remember our first fight about Daisy, how he came so close to calling her a whore. Is that what he thinks of me now? “Hey. You don’t get to judge me.” My self-righteousness is building. I hold back. This is a lot. He needs to vent. “It’s not like I planned it. I didn’t register for postpartum psychosis along with the BabyZen wipe warmer.” The silence swells. I take a breath. “I was losing it, Rome. She taught me how to be a mother. I know it doesn’t make any sense. But it’s the truth.”

			I explain that falling in love with him, feeling safe and happy with him, having sex in the rental car when we drove to Montauk and swam in the Atlantic and couldn’t afford a motel because we spent our budget on lobster rolls and sweet corn, and driving back that night, windows open, my bare feet on the dash, it brought me back, the real me. Ordinary. Reliable. Able to orgasm without humping the Velveteen Rabbit.

			Roman’s face wavers between queasy and relieved. Can you imagine finally learning who your spouse—your soulmate—really is? Is he wondering if he still loves me? Is he wondering if his son will be okay with a mother like this? I scratched an itch finding Daisy, and now I realize it has torn a hole in my skin.

			“Rome? You okay?” I look up to him, a golden retriever begging for a bone. We haven’t talked about Holden. What if, hearing all this, he decides that I am unfit? “But Dr. Horowitz says I’m going to be okay now, better than okay, actually,” I add, in my most convincing voice. “She said this had to happen for me to ‘break through,’ or some of that therapist talk.” He doesn’t reply. “She offered to meet with you, to meet with both of us, to answer all your questions. I know it’s a lot.” Still no reply. “Rome?”

			“So, what? You had this wild life and then you found me when you needed, what? Like, a safety net? A comedown? Is that what the shrink told you? Give the billionaire criminals a break and find a very average bloke?”

			I knew men well enough to know that even the kind, bighearted, forgiving ones will eventually find a way to make it about themselves. “No. No. They were all just business transactions…But you, you made me feel like I could be myself.”

			“Oh yeah? Because I don’t even know who the fuck you are.”

			We sit in silence on the sofa, as if we are just a typical couple settling in for a Netflix comedy on a Friday night. Then, finally, when I imagine him leaving, taking Holden, my entire universe collapsing, I feel his hand wiggle into mine. He turns my face toward his and kisses me. Then he says, “I guess that explains it…”

			“The spectacular blow jobs?” I joke.

			But he only inhales the hint of sardines from the bedroom and says, “Turtly.”

			He doesn’t have to say anything else. I know that Roman never told anyone else about the “unpleasantness” with the priest at the Holy Cross School for Boys and his pet turtle. But we’d hardly met when he felt like he could tell me. He knew that I would understand. Even then, when we’d only begun to learn about each other, he sensed that I’d survived something, too. He didn’t ask, but he felt it. My sad, secret side. Without ever saying it aloud, we both knew that together, we could block out all of our past trauma and build a nice, ordinary life for ourselves. Years ago, I’d lifted Roman out of his own undertow with the sort of empathy that made all things seem doable.

			And now, he saves me right back.

			

			—

			The sirens outside start to settle. I want to fill in all of Roman’s blanks, tell him as much about those years as I can remember. He is mostly silent, peppering in a couple of questions. (“What’s with the mason jar?”) I take a deep breath and plug in the URL. I guess Daisy scrubbed all her old videos from the web, except for that one. My mind is blank. Is this a mistake? I sit on the sofa, paralyzed. He scoots even closer to me. “It’s asking for a credit card.”

			“You think a face like mine is free?” I kid, but he’s serious. He stands to look for his wallet. Misplaced again.

			Don’t. Don’t watch. Don’t see me like that.

			“Don’t,” I say. He can see that I am paralyzed, terrified of what he will think, but instead I give Roman a very Roman excuse. “You don’t want your credit card on these sites. They’re notorious for fraud.”

			He closes the laptop and kisses my forehead. “All right, babe. You’re good.” We go to bed and for the next three hours, until Holden cries and Roman gets up to give him a bottle (without me asking), we talk. We talk more than we’ve talked since Holden was born. We talk about things other than deductibles and layoffs and taxes. The words “401(k),” “nanny,” and “sleep training” are never uttered.

			I ask how it started between him and Daisy. The first time she stood us up at the park, Roman got suspicious. The next day, he called in sick, followed us (or me) all the way uptown to 527 Park. He watched me walk right past security as if I lived there. He talked his way in. He watched me drop Holden off with Marcela at the play center. Marcela, Holden’s nanny. Not Daisy. He followed me upstairs, to the eighty-seventh floor, and he watched me walk into the apartment in his baggy jeans and then peek my head out wearing a flowing chiffon caftan, greeting a couple of moms with a slight affect. He watched, in real time, as I transformed, shed Emily, a pile of denim and dreariness, on the floor, and out stepped Daisy, this new, sexier, carefree person. His wife no longer his wife, but a dangerous seductress daring him—daring everyone in the condo—to follow. He waited in the hallway for five hours until I finally came out, my eyes dazed.

			He tried to confront me—“Babe? Emily? You want to tell me what the hell’s going on?”—but I’d put a finger over his lips. I role-played as Daisy, pushed him to do things we’d never done before, as long as he never talked about it with Emily. Or anyone. That was our deal. That was how we found our way back to each other.

			Was it really that different from what I’d done during my PT appointments? I’d gone to a place outside myself. We both had.

			The first time Daisy took Roman to the penthouse, he’d been hesitant. He’d kissed me (or her?) with a hollow distance, afraid he’d hurt Emily. But I wasn’t Emily then. Why couldn’t he understand that? All right, all right, “Daisy,” he’d called me, sticking his fingers inside me just like he did in the taxi the first night we met. His eager mouth. His light touch until I pushed his head between my legs and he looked up at me, ravenous, as if I weren’t Emily at all. The primal sounds he made, the slack expression, filled with a new type of pleasure, when I flipped him over and went down on him.

			We didn’t have sex, not at first, but we woke up with soiled sheets several hours later. I went back downstairs to the eighty-seventh floor, put Emily’s clothes back on, collected Holden, and made the long trek downtown. Roman had clutched my hips in the kitchen and said, “Yesterday, yeah, that was something,” and I’d had no idea what he was talking about, too busy looking for the missing chupete.

			For weeks, the early evenings after work went on like that.

			“It was so nice,” he says. “Our love nest in the clouds.”

			I burrow into the fleshy part of his chest, the closest I can get to living in there. “So you don’t think I’m crazy?”

			“You? Never. You are totally normal. Not proper mad at all. I actually dated another girl with the same whole secret porn-star-escort thing going on. It’s a lot more common in Australia than you realize.” I elbow him.

			After we’ve told each other everything, we’ve actually run out of things to say. We aren’t used to talking, much less running out of things to say. After a while, we both start to half giggle. Break the silence! No, you. He rolls on his side, facing me. He reaches out to shake my hand. “Hello, wife. I’m Roman. Your husband, remember?”

			I reach to shake his hand. “Oh, right. Didn’t we get hitched?”

			“Indeed we did.”

			I smile. “Hi, husband.”

			We lie there like that, hand in hand, touching again. I roll on my side, secure again in his arms, and as we both close our eyes, I say, “It caught the cum.”

			Roman is half asleep. “What?”

			“The mason jar.”

			He holds me tighter until we drift to sleep.

			

			—

			Holden cries. It’s a little before six a.m. The sirens have given way to the roar of a bulldozer outside. I mix Earth’s Best baby oatmeal with organic blueberries. I wipe the counter and stuff last night’s Greek takeout into the trash. I prepare a bottle. Then I see it: blue block letters on the plastic bag staring back at me. Stavros’s Greek Restaurant. I lean closer to the trash, my stomach tilting. Daisy’s voice in my head, the day we reunited in the park—“Anyhoo, then I meet this Greek guy, Stavros. Yacht, Mykonos, you know. He put me up in an apartment. 527 Park.”

			The bottle slips from my hand. Explodes on the kitchen floor, milk spreading fast.

			Roman comes out of the shower, wet hair, late for work. Quarter end and all. He doesn’t notice the mess, kisses both of us, already halfway out the door. “Penelope’s place again soon, I hope?”

			I look at him, pulse racing. “What did you say?”

			“The love nest. You know, the condo, Penelope’s apartment.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Two

			• • • • •

			Do you know how Penelope found out? She caught them. That’s how stupid Emily is. She went right back to 527 Park the next day. She even brought the baby. What kind of mother does that? Emily would tell you that she rushed straight uptown to try to shut it all down, to undo the damage I’d done. But by the time she got there, dropped the kid off, and got upstairs, it was too late. She couldn’t shut something down that was bigger than her, bigger than all of us. Thanks to me, the place had become its own gravitational force. A sci-fi blob that swallowed up anyone who tried to stop it.

			Emily stood on the balcony, dressed like a grungy grant writer. She held up her hands to silence the room. There must have been at least fifty women staring up at Emily, all noticing that she lacked authority, confidence. That she was wearing a worn men’s cardigan. All waiting for me. Emily told everyone that 527 Park had been fun but the party was over. “I need you all to please go home now.”

			They shared thorny As if looks.

			“Hello? Go home. Please.”

			Blank stares. Nobody moved. Somebody yelled, “You ever tried to be at home with a baby?” And a couple of moms smirk-laughed.

			Emily tried again. “I hear there’s a new open play center in Flatiron. Go there. I need all of you out of here. Now.” Her eyes pleaded with Bianca and Viktor, who stood in a corner, arms crossed. “Well? Evict them?” They didn’t move. How could they evict women who didn’t have any less ownership of the condo than Emily had?

			“I invited you over! Got you on the guest list! None of you would be here if it weren’t for me, and now I need you to pick up your babies and clear the space.”

			Shrugs. The moms started to disperse, getting back to their original programming. Finally, one of the hedge-fund manager moms looked over a print copy of the salmon-colored Financial Times and yelled from the kitchen, “You told us you’d say that.”

			Emily just stood there, mousy, powerless. God, I’m glad I’m not her.

			We’d moved the deejay inside because of the wintry mix, and before Emily knew what to do next, the music was gearing up again and all those bitches she thought she could control started to thrust their bodies into burpees and squat thrusts and yell at the top of their lungs.

			Outplayed and overpowered, Emily staggered backward into a guest bedroom, hit with a wave of fatigue and doubt and culpability. She fell back onto the sheets, blocking out the music, the utter mess she’d made. She needed to sleep. She needed to step aside and let me handle this shit show.

			

			—

			I see Tina first. Tina is Penelope’s real estate agent. She turns the keys and walks into Apartment 8789. She’s wearing a teal sheath dress and has legs that look dusted in gold and a Hermès bag that is trying too hard. At first I think that maybe we got lucky. Maybe it is just Tina. Maybe Penelope is too busy organizing a charity lunch or overseeing the installation of some bullshit piece of art to come to the bowels of Midtown East to list the thirty-seven-million-dollar apartment that she forgot she owned. The apartment she bought amid a litigious battle with her mother over the family trust. But no. Penelope walks in right behind Tina.

			Both women expect a vacant apartment, as sanitized as an AD spread. Instead, they find at least fifty ladies in nylon-Lycra blend, dancing in a sort of sanctuary-meets-nightclub setting. Tina peeks into the hallway to check the apartment number. Three moms in leg warmers and leotards speed past on Rollerblades.

			“I think I know my apartment, Tina,” Penelope snaps.

			“Of course. I’m sorry.” Tina quivers. She takes an iPad out of the Hermès and begins to swipe the screen. “I just…I thought you said this unit was empty.”

			“It is…it was. The whole fucking building is empty. What is all this?”

			Penelope hasn’t seen Emily, not yet. But she already blames her. She’d asked her to check on the apartment. Not let a bacchanal of basic moms take over. Of course, Penelope didn’t think Emily started the whole thing. She didn’t have enough friends, ingenuity or, frankly, the balls, for that. But, at the very least, she’d let it happen.

			The Juju Bean moms are in a zone, throwing their heads back, chanting. They don’t notice Penelope and Tina. Skylar, a crowd favorite, leads the class. She has flaming red hair and wears a TED Talk mic and paces around the room with her eyes closed.

			“In the words of our vanguard, our mother, our Daisy, it might feel a little wild, a little uninformed, a little terrifying, but this work is essential.” The women all tilt their heads back and moan. “Don’t be held back by criticism, by judgment. Express the wounds of your childhood. Of your lineage. Your past wounds—and place the present over truth.”

			This is the part when they all scream at the top of their lungs…Penelope holds her hands over her ears. “CAN YOU PLEASE DO SOMETHING?” she yells at Tina.

			“Absolutely. I’ll check with building security,” Tina says. “Don’t worry. We had something like this happen when I was at Corcoran and we still got over ask.”

			I have to intervene. I have to stop Emily. Obsequious little Emily whose first instinct is to rush downstairs, to apologize. I can explain. I can explain everything. But could she, really? Could she explain that her split personality convinced her to open up Penelope’s condo to the masses? Not only to open it up but to use the Black AmEx that Penelope had entrusted her with years ago—to buy, for instance, lobster salad on the Vineyard, prosciutto and melon on Mott Street. The one that Emily knows is paid directly by the family’s financial adviser each month. Do you honestly think people that rich look at their credit card statements? Would anyone really notice if she bought a playroom full of Montessori toys, stocked a pseudo women’s club with overpriced collagen-infused products and bottomless acai bowls? Used the condo building’s handful of on-demand educated nannies? Only Audrey’s hospital bills, the upgrade to the private room, had triggered Penelope’s private wealth manager at JP Morgan.

			He bypassed Penelope’s incompetent “chief of staff” and went straight to her most trusted staffer—Emily. “There’s been some unusual activity.” Unusual. That’s one way of putting it.

			Emily asked him to send the statements right over. She even gave them to Penelope, knowing that Penelope would never get around to reading them. Not with ski week and the renovation and Mimi’s ninetieth at the villa in Tuscany. Besides, reading boring-ass bank statements is what Emily is for.

			The way Emily saw it, she had two options. Option one: Apologize profusely. It was all a misunderstanding—“You told me to use the facilities.” She’d offer to work for Penelope for the rest of her natural life, until all the debts were repaid. Option two: Lie. She had no idea who these women were or how they got here. Maybe Brown Harris Stevens thought it would help make the place more marketable if it looked lived-in? Like furniture staging but with girlfriends? Nobody wants to move into a secluded ghost town. Management recently staged the penthouse, one hundred and ten million dollars, languishing on the market, fully furnished. None of it had ever been mine, alas.

			Emily was a gifted lackey and, unlike me, an awful liar, so it would probably be option one, and I couldn’t accept that, so I found a third option.

			Penelope cuts the percussion band. “I can’t hear myself think.”

			Once it is quiet, she starts to look around. I watch from the security cameras upstairs, on a slight delay. She opens a bedroom door to find a woman about to climax using the rechargeable cordless Magic Wand. Are those bloodstains on the Pratesi sheets? “What the—” She keeps exploring. The screening room. The Bling Ring playing. Bowls of edibles, a spread of magic mushroom chocolate bars. The pumping room, where a busty mom with cracked nipples the size of tea saucers demonstrates how to apply soothing spray. Another mom with tiny boobs applies cooling hydrogel nipple pads.

			In an adjacent bedroom, Penelope finds a well-known influencer leading several women in a demonstration with a postnatal perineum massager and dry-heaves a bit. She explores a walk-in closet stocked with piles of plush beauty products and hypoallergenic, vegan sex toys, all presumably purchased with her family’s credit card. She picks up a butt plug with a diamond rhinestone, looking at it like it’s a turd in a teacup.

			After that, Penelope, who hardly remembers the layout of her own condo, heads to the main bedroom, the one we use for cryotherapy and aerial yoga. “This could actually be a sales point,” Tina says, peeking back in with her iPad. Penelope shoots her dagger eyes.

			They reach the last room, a cleared-out guest bedroom, where a visiting instructor from Santa Fe teaches the women how to orgasm with breath work alone. “We’re going to use the breath like a siphon so you start to feel stimulation in each of your seven chakras, and you start to feel alive in every single cell…”

			Finally, when Penelope has seen enough, she walks back to the airy sunken living room. That is when she sees me. Standing at the top of the stairs, like a warlord anticipating battle. She squints. Is that…? “Emily Joan?”

			I smile, lifting an arm to wave in my fifteen-hundred-dollar Pippa Holt caftan. Or is it her caftan? “Welcome.”

			Penelope is disoriented at first, repeating my name as a question. “Emily Joan?” And then she is shaking with rage. “What the fuck is going on? What did you do?”

			She climbs the stairs toward the woman she thinks is Emily. She’s defiant, then terrified, processing that there is something different about Emily. Something sexy, something hungry and desperate and scrappy and full of guile. She sees the girl on the stage with the rabbit stuffie. The girl who clawed her way out of a cloud of Aqua Net and lube all the way to the skies above Park Avenue. The girl with the knife in the furniture. She sees Daisy.

			I don’t move. I just keep smiling—that smile—as if I’d been waiting for her all this time. “Penelope, dear. Do you like what we’ve done with the place?”

			She grips her fists, ready to punch me, a furious little girl. “Um. I know my family has been generous, but maybe you forgot that I own this apartment?”

			“Hmm. You sure about that? Because last time I checked, it’s registered to an LLC called Saturn Bluescape. I know you bought it to hide your money, avoid paying taxes. The rich really are free while the rest of us are in cages.”

			“It was you? You’re the one who used my family’s credit card—”

			“Your turn to pick up the check.”

			“You’re a fucking leech and I am shutting whatever this is down.” She takes out her cell and calls 911. “…Break-in. The Rafael Viñoly building. 527 Park—”

			I walk down a couple of stairs so that I hover over her, close enough to push her down, and with a look that says I just might. In that moment, I feel such a rush of hate for Penelope. I hate that she bosses Emily around. I hate that she always gets her way. I hate that she never has any real money worries. I hate that she’d never be desperate enough to have to do what I had to do. I take the phone out of her hand and hang it up.

			“I am going to end you, Emily Joan. My dad ends people for sport. You think I can’t destroy you?”

			“Play nice, Peepers.”

			The condo is suddenly quiet. The women downstairs, white noise. It is only the two of us. “That’s right. I know you’re fucking your lawyer. August. I even know his pet name for you. Your fuckboi in Armani. Does he give it to you in the ass? I bet he creams all over that Protestant face of yours. Does things your half-gay husband would never.”

			“After all I did for you.”

			“I bet you don’t just suck his dick. I bet he shoves it in until you can’t breathe, until you puke all over the satin sheets in his cheesy bachelor pad.”

			“My mom warned me that you were beneath me, that you were trash.”

			“Oh shit. Did you let him invite his friends over?”

			“But I didn’t listen. I took you in. It’s my weakness. I’m always adopting strays.”

			“I bet they gave it to you in every hole.”

			“You’re a psycho bitch.”

			“Thank you.”

			Penelope’s bright blue eyes stare into mine. She realizes then that something has switched inside Emily. She can’t treat her like she used to. She needs to proceed with caution. “You and your friends need to vacate the premises immediately.”

			“Let me think about it…No.”

			“I’ll get a restraining order. I’ll sue your whole family. I’ll sue your kid and his kids and everyone you care about. Generations of your spawn will be scrubbing my fucking toilets in indentured servitude.”

			I am an inch from her perfect face. “I’ll tell Beau.”

			“Emily Joan, people like you don’t get to blackmail people like me. You don’t even know the hell I can rain down.”

			“I know a lot. For instance, I know that your prenup has an infidelity clause. I know that a divorce would cost you a lot more than letting me and some friends use one of your investment properties.”

			Then, before I know it, her hands are around my neck.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Three

			• • • • •

			The next thing I remember is the bright white light. We are both on the floor panting and coughing and trying to breathe. I rub my neck, a feeling like the time a regular tried to suffocate me with his boot after he couldn’t get it up. Penelope’s eye is cut and bleeding, her nail badly broken. She sits on the floor across from me.

			I feel it before she even says anything. We both can. I am back to being good, simple, obedient, boring Emily. Maybe I should tell her about my diagnosis—how it hadn’t been me at all. I never could have invited half the moms in the tristate area to invade a luxury tower. I never could have made her driver, Viktor, take me and Holden all over town in the Mercedes. I wouldn’t even begin to know how to do what Daisy did.

			But before I can say anything, I am surrounded by Juju Bean moms. Olivia, June, Claire, Jasmine, they are all bolstering me, helping me up, dabbing a drop of blood (maybe mine? maybe Penelope’s?) with their Alo no-sweat hand wipes (presumably shoplifted) and chilled, cucumber-infused towelettes.

			When the NYPD walks in, they look at the scene. Penelope is the villain.

			She snaps at them. “It’s about fucking time. Can you get these women out of here? They’re trespassing.”

			“Hello, Officers. We’re not actually trespassing. We’re squatting.”

			“That true?” the heavyset one with a goatee asks.

			“Yeah, squatting. Whatever. Just get them out of here? Um, now?”

			The cops look at each other. Penelope realizes right away that she said the wrong thing. I enter hostess mode. “Can I get you anything? Water? Espresso?”

			“I’d love a coffee. Cream and sugar?”

			“You got it.” I remove a piece of lint from the cute one’s shoulder. I am so good at pleasing men. It’s almost as if I used to do it for a living.

			“Do you live here, ma’am?” the same cop asks Penelope.

			She looks offended at the suggestion. “What? No. It’s an investment property. We just did a gut renovation on a town house off Gramercy. Well, it’s not finished. We still have three bathrooms and the topiary on the terrace—”

			The heavyset one cuts Penelope off. “And how long have these ladies been using the apartment?”

			“It’s been maybe four, five months,” I say from the kitchen. The other cop has joined me. I move around, entering his personal space, giving him permission to enter mine.

			“Did you hear that? Five months. They’ve been here five months. I want to press charges,” Penelope says.

			“We can’t do that. After thirty days, if a property owner or manager wants to evict a squatter, you have to seek a judicial eviction…”

			“That’s not a problem,” Penelope says. “I have two words for you: August Levin.”

			“Yo, I don’t know who this August guy is, but it could be a big problem. New York City law says they’ve got a legal right to stay.”

			“How is that possible?”

			“Don’t blame us, blame city hall. Give someone a latte and a lounge chair for ninety days, they own your ass.”

			“But they’re trespassers. Criminals.”

			The cute cop with the tight butt and the defined Adam’s apple is looking around, taking in the high ceilings, the terrace, the blindingly bright winter day. “Is the apartment in your name, ma’am?”

			“Yes…I mean, not technically, it’s a limited liability…it’s just a tax thing. A technicality. This is my apartment. I bought it three—no, four years ago. I think. I don’t know exactly, but my family’s wealth manager advised we get in early. He’s an idiot. I’m at JP Morgan now. Why does it matter?”

			“Four years and you’ve never lived here?” The stocky one shakes his head. I bring him a coffee and offer the other a selection of waters. “Sparkling or still?” He takes a Topo Chico. I pop the top off and stick a straw in and he looks at me like he wants to take me into the bedroom and pour Ranch Water over my bare breasts.

			Penelope points a finger at me. “She assaulted me. She stole from me.”

			“Okay, Peepers,” I say, my voice calm and flat. I whisper in her ear, “Maybe people like me do blackmail people like you.”

			Penelope collects herself. “You know what? I don’t even care about this place. It was never going to sell. We’ll make more money with it vacant. Maybe we can even write it off as a charitable donation.”

			The police stop asking questions. They thank me for the refreshments and leave. For the first time in months, I feel safe. I feel like I won.

			I give Penelope a sly smile on her way out. Direct, my face framed by dark, savage curls. Penelope is paralyzed, a sudden wrench to the gut. She can’t believe it. Surely Emily wasn’t smart enough to have known about the adverse possession squatter laws this entire time. To have known that if you squat in an unoccupied apartment in New York City for more than thirty days, you have the same rights as a legal tenant. To have known that it is against real estate law for a property owner to change the locks or remove a squatter’s belongings, or even cut off utilities. You can’t even make them use the poor door.

			Surely Emily didn’t plan this whole thing. She couldn’t have shown up in New York, just another girl wanting to be a writer, and intentionally taken a job working for an heiress, and then spent years pretending to be subservient, listening to and waiting on and befriending that heiress. Years of dutifully doing odd jobs and keeping secrets for the heiress and her family, until she gained her trust. Until she became so indispensable, so innocuous, like beige wallpaper, that this heiress would trust her with anything. Ask her to organize tax documents, property reports, credit card statements.

			No. Definitely not. Emily wasn’t smart enough. She didn’t even graduate from college. She could’ve never studied the every move of a Malaysian financier, taken notes when he’d talked about how luxury real estate was the next bastion of criminal activity. Followed, over the next several years, as soaring ultra-luxe condo towers, mostly sold to investors and left vacant, popped up, ruining New York’s skyline.

			Tame, milquetoast Emily wouldn’t have known any of this. She ran errands. Fetched Pellegrino. And she wasn’t even good at that. Surely she didn’t meticulously track that her heiress friend bought a thirty-seven-million-dollar condo under an LLC. A condo that the heiress wouldn’t be caught dead living in. No. Emily could have never put all of this together and started to see that there might just be a way—a legal way—to make her way back to a luxury condo in the clouds. To bring her baby…Maybe even invite some friends over.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Four

			• • • • •

			We celebrated Holden’s first birthday in the playroom at 527 Park, dusting off the indoor snow machine and the kiosk that served hot chocolate and apple cider. I always liked the Winter ONE-derland idea. I bought him a T-shirt that says One that he’s wearing under a plaid wool blazer, with tiny checkered Vans. Marcela set me up with one of the women in her church choir who has a taco stand. I hired Mr. Pete to perform.

			Grandma Sue flies back to Melbourne in the morning after a monthlong visit. She and Holden had an instant, visceral connection, as if they lived in the same Australian lullaby. He loves her woodsy scent, the way her entire body shakes when she laughs, his eyes lighting up at every bedtime story about wombats. I look at them together and realize that she gives him something that I cannot, and I am not jealous. I am happy because he needed what Sue gives him. We all did. My mom is even visiting for the big birthday. She is staying at the Pierre with a cosmetic dentist named Lloyd who drives a Porsche and has hair plugs and treats her like a queen. We sold the diamond ring, paid down some of our medical debts, and used the rest for my mom’s mortgage. She downsized to a condo. (You’re welcome.)

			Audrey, newly separated and back at work for a venture firm that invests in ghost kitchens, brought Levain cookies. Olivia, in a much healthier place and pregnant with number three, picked up a balloon bouquet featuring the garbage truck and backhoe duo Stinky and Dirty, Holden’s favorites. Olivia landed at a boutique law firm with offices in Dumbo. They made her a partner and offer a year of maternity leave. I splurged on one of those exploding confetti cakes that went viral on Instagram. I don’t have access to the Black AmEx anymore, and Viktor quit, fleeing our crazy, so we are back to riding the M14 bus. But now Holden can stand on his own while I collapse the stroller, and I didn’t have to celebrate his first year in a community room that just hosted a shivah. We figured we could afford to time-share Marcela with the dads who moved in downstairs.

			The buzz around 527 Park died down. We still had access to Apartment 8789 but lost the penthouse. August exhausted every legal loophole to help Penelope evict us, but even he couldn’t get us out. Olivia did some pro bono work to help defend us. Out of legal options, August referred Penelope to his fancy crisis PR firm. The plan had been to leak a damaging story about us to The New York Times. But the move backfired. Instead of talking to a hard-hitting investigative reporter, Penelope ended up giving the story to Molly Gibson, the features writer who gave me her card months earlier.

			We invited Molly over and all feigned cooperation, showering her in attention and as much free swag as the Times’ ethics rules allowed. We didn’t get into the drugs or the sex toys or the suicide attempt or the unauthorized injectables. I’d tightened up the NDAs. Nobody wanted to get banned. What if they had another baby? Try cleaning two butts in a Starbucks bathroom.

			In the end, it was Brit who talked. She told Molly that Daisy had indoctrinated all of us. She even agreed to sneak in a recording device, leaking audio of Daisy’s morning affirmations, which, thanks to Courtney Love, sounded nothing like me. Brit told Molly that Daisy had threatened her, gone scorched-earth when she started asking questions about who owned the condo, who bought the art, who employed the full suite of childcare professionals. Last I heard, Brit moved to Hoboken and is expecting. It’s a boy.

			Molly’s article, titled “The Privileged Squatters of Park Avenue,” was the type of throwback Times Style section cover that everyone talks about over brunch. Molly took a snarky tone—who could blame her?—calling out our hedonism. Not buying that the condo was actually a “portal” to a more equitable era of motherhood, Molly poked fun at us for sprinkling non-FDA-approved “Brain Dust” in our matchas and for throwing our pain in the fire in the cathartic mind-body workouts. (In retrospect, this did have a faint Rajneeshee flavor, like something out of an Oregon ranch before the feds raided it.)

			“Here they were in Vuori bodysuits doing glorified Jazzercise in a thirty-seven-million-dollar apartment on a Tuesday afternoon. How bad could it be?” Point taken.

			I emphasized the social-emotional component. “You know how for men, the revolutionary act is beating each other up?” I told Molly, my words tramping all over Daisy’s catchphrase. “Well, for women, it’s just, you know, taking care of ourselves.” I said we were creating a throwback communal space where a village of women could take care of our babies and one another, the way it used to be, only with heated floors and a screening room. But Molly only quoted me talking about “the self-directed play inspired by Scandinavian pedagogy,” pointing out that I am a grant “processor” (she didn’t even use the word “writer”) and not an early childhood development expert. (Thanks for that, Molly.)

			We must have looked ridiculous to a twenty-seven-year-old Yale grad on the Style desk who’d never experienced a torn perineum with a side of hemorrhoids.

			Molly had asked everyone to put her in touch with Daisy for an interview. We all stayed on message, politely declining. Daisy was, unfortunately, not available. Nobody ratted me out or told her about the whole “two women in one body” thing. Maybe they were afraid I’d enforce the NDA. Or maybe—and I kept this ugly thought quiet—they were afraid of me. Or maybe they just thought it would make them sound even more brainwashed. Whatever the reason, nobody said a word. Molly wrote only of “the enigmatic leader of the quasi cult that has sprung up inside 527 Park. The women all refer to her as ‘Daisy’ and speak of her with utmost reverence and intimidation. Multiple women said Daisy allegedly organized the entire operation, first inviting women to the condo in a post on Juju Bean, an app designed for like-minded mothers to connect. The post has since been deleted. Daisy was not in the apartment the day the Times visited. She could not be reached for comment.”

			For a while, we were famous. The New York Post couldn’t get enough, saying the billionaire developer behind 527 Park and a bunch of other big buildings had “Serious Mommy Issues.” New York put the “Stylish Squatters of Park Ave.” squarely in the “Lowbrow Brilliant” category of its Approval Matrix. The Today Show did a segment on how you could re-create the 527 Park experience in your own suburban home, calling it a “Rich Mom Squatter Kit.” Call Her Daddy and Vogue both reached out, hoping to get an exclusive with Daisy. A think piece in The Atlantic called 527 Park “socialism with skincare” and posited whether our “glossy rebellion” could “lead to an actual rewriting of the rules.” On TikTok, a short-lived #DraftDaisy campaign tried to recruit her to run for mayor. I tried to step up, keep the group going, to balance, as she had, that knife-edge between privilege and protest. But without Daisy, the thrill was gone.

			I guess a lot of the moms didn’t realize that the condo didn’t belong to Daisy, and they didn’t want to be associated with illegally occupying an apartment—lest squatters get the bright idea to turn up at their brownstones or pitch a tent in the vestibule of their co-op apartments. Juju Bean started to advertise knockoff women’s clubs, charging a nominal fee or paid for entirely by sponsored content. Turns out, I didn’t need to steal a Black AmEx. I could’ve gotten BuyBuy Baby and Graco and Carter’s to pick up the tab. Sometimes I feel bad about what I did to Penelope. I never told Beau about her affair, and honestly, I hope August makes her happy. But then I remind myself that it wasn’t really my fault. I don’t blame Penelope either. I blame the way things are. What kind of city has homeless shelters that are full and luxury apartment buildings that are empty? What kind of society lets the world drop doors on new mothers?

			Roman finally stopped keeping his head down at work. We spent weeks rehearsing exactly what he would say. He waited until the height of tax season to march into his manager’s office and threaten to quit unless he got a raise and the company’s standard three weeks of family leave. The team was so understaffed by then, with all the layoffs, and the workload so heavy, that his manager had no choice but to agree.

			I’m grateful his gambit worked, because shortly after the Times story ran, Phil fired me. He got Veronica to tell me. I think she enjoyed it, ending the call with a “You take care now, mkay?” that sounded exactly like “Fuck off forever now, mkay?”

			Getting fired was, as I’d expected, the kick in the ass I needed, because I am now working on a book. It started as a poetry collection, but when Leo showed my poems to a literary agent, he said they were “puerile.” He said he read about me in the Times and wondered if I wanted to write a book, a sort of roman à clef about the elusive cult leader of 527 Park…Daisy.

			We sing “Happy Birthday.” (“Bye-bye, baby! Hello, toddler! Your little one is turning one! Where did the time go, you ask? Join the club of moms everywhere who feel the same way.”) Roman and I stand behind Holden, who is shoveling cake into his mouth and chortling so hard I worry he will choke. His joy fills the space and makes everyone else joyful. Even Bianca, who has warmed to me and offered to help with the party, and June, who thankfully no longer has thoughts of self-harm, are all smiles. I look around at all these faces. The wellness war room is gone, but here they are. My people. The kind of community I never had before, never imagined someone like me could have. Women I now adore and whom I never would’ve been friends with before I had a baby. I could almost burst into tears.

			I no longer hurt. I still see Carleigh and Dr. Horowitz regularly. I sleep in bed with Roman. We don’t have to pretend I am somebody else anymore.

			When we are finished singing, Marcela comes to clean the cake off Holden’s face with baby wipes that no longer remind me of the stench of the Landing Strip. The balloon twister makes a turtle hat and puts it on Sloane’s head. Holden crawls over to bang on a wooden toddler piano with all its keys. (“Let your one-year-old stop and touch a leaf on a bush, peek behind a mailbox, check out what the dog is sniffing, or see where a path leads.”) My mother (aka “Glammy”) sinks into a beanbag chair, eating cake. Roman leans down and sniffs Holden’s baby jeans. He walks to get a clean diaper out of his own backpack. Good night, good night, Itzy Ritzy Boss Backpack.

			The party is winding down. I sneak out. I walk to the elevator and plug floor 87 into the keypad. I feel my ears pop and my stomach sink.

			I walk into the condo where it all started. The condo where Penelope almost suffocated the life out of me. The condo where I came back to life. It’s empty. I walk out onto the expansive balcony, and I can almost smell her scent, tuberose and jasmine with a floral undertone. I can almost hear Neil Young’s “Harvest Moon” playing, just like the first time Daisy and I stood on the balcony together. When she told me to invite all my friends over, told me she needed something to pour herself into. I find a battered pack of Camel Lights in my coat pocket. One lucky cigarette left. I light it. Daisy appears beside me, taking the cigarette.

			I take in her profile, the delicate outline of her nose. “Why did you leave?”

			“Who said I left?” She exhales a plume into the sherbet-colored sky.

			“I haven’t seen you in weeks.”

			“You haven’t needed me.” She hands the cigarette back to me.

			I inhale. I know that Daisy is toxic, the worst part of my past, and yet I can’t imagine life entirely without her. She’d taught me how to be a mother. How to bathe my slippery baby. How to swaddle and toss him without worrying about a neck injury. She’d brought me back to Roman. Led me to a village. Who would I be if Daisy just didn’t exist? Why couldn’t I tuck her in my coat pocket? The lucky cigarette in the forgotten pack? Hide her in a storage bin under my bed? Pull her out whenever I needed her?

			“I think I miss you.”

			“You don’t miss me.” There is a coldness to her delivery that I didn’t expect.

			“I think about you all the time. Every time I close my eyes. I’m worried that without you, I’m just a nice girl with a nice husband and a nice boring life.” I can never say this next part aloud to anyone else. “With you, I’m somebody, and without you…I’m just…I’m just somebody’s mom.”

			“Shut the fuck up.”

			“What?” She finishes the cigarette and tosses it over the balcony. I’d messed up. I’d said something that pushed her even further away. But I couldn’t help it. I felt a desperate need to plead with her to stay. “You said it yourself, you saved me. Before you, I was pathetic. Broken. I was drowning and you dove in and saved me. You solved every problem in my life—you. And now you’re just going to leave me here?”

			Daisy walks over to the patio furniture. She drags a galvanized steel end table to the balcony with superhuman strength and then stands on it, her body cresting over the edge like a mermaid on the bow of a ship.

			I grab the side of her caftan. “Get down. What are you doing?”

			“I didn’t save you, Em. Don’t you get it? I’m a liar. I was pretending. We all have to pretend sometimes. To survive. I was desperate, but you’re not.” She says this part so quietly, a tiny diminutive voice: “You’re loved.” I look up at her. She is so ashen, so damaged. She leans farther over the balcony.

			“Please. Just leave me something. Anything. Some part of you.”

			So much had happened to me since I left sex work behind—a husband, a baby, an apartment, an office job—it was clear to me now that none of that had happened to Daisy. I hadn’t become a puddle for people to step on. I’d morphed into one of life’s most alive things. Daisy had sown that somewhere in my youth, in a lap dance, in a porn video, a secret side that would always steady me. Oxygen rushed through my body. I felt purpose fill up every pore. And in that second, I realized that she had been right when she quoted Marguerite Duras’s The Lover. Very early in life, it was too late for her.

			But it isn’t too late for me.

			Daisy turns to study my face, really study it, maybe for the first time. We study each other. Two sides of the same woman.

			She is reading my mind. She quotes the Duras novel, a muse when we first met—or rather when I’d first conjured her—and we stayed up all night talking books and art and dreams of moving to New York and hosting dinner parties and being artists.

			“Everyone says you were beautiful when you were young,” Daisy says, looking back at me, my eyes wet, my head shaking no. No. Don’t do it. Don’t you dare leave me. “But I think you’re more beautiful now than then. Rather than your face as a young woman, I prefer your face as it is now. Ravaged.”

			And then she jumps.
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