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Chapter 1

IT WAS THE SAME DREAM, EVERY TIME. MIA’S husband walked through their front door in his short-sleeve button-down and tie and told her that he was leaving her for someone else.

In the dream, the new girlfriend was pregnant.

Mia watched her, the woman who had replaced her. From a distance, always.

Until last night. The girlfriend was short and pear-shaped, both things that Mia was not. Her hair was dreadlocked. She made her own milk out of nuts and was showing Mia how in her dirty kitchen.

Mia did not care about making milk out of nuts.

They fought.

“How can you live with yourself?” Mia had screamed at her. “He has two sons!”

The girlfriend had volunteered that perhaps she and Mia’s husband could visit and explain. Mia had jumped from the stool she had been perched on and put her hands around the girlfriend’s pale and sweaty neck, her dreads scratching Mia’s wrists.

It had been two years and nine months since her husband had died.

Recently, Mia had decided to try out his side of the bed. This was for two reasons: she was worried that the mattress would become lopsided and also she had gotten an ear-cartilage piercing instead of a tattoo and it really, really hurt. Mia couldn’t sleep on her right side anymore, even though that was the way she had been sleeping her whole forty-three years of life.

She had wanted a tattoo, but after the tattoo lady told Mia that her husband’s handwriting was too small to replicate and that in a few years’ time it would bleed and become illegible, the piercing had seemed like the next best thing. Mia hadn’t anticipated that the piercer would literally be plunging a spear through her ear, however. It had been a far cry from the gun they had used at Claire’s when she was nine.

The pain had been excruciating and shocking. Like childbirth but much, much quicker. Eleven months later, and it still oozed and throbbed.

Her phone alarm sounded, and Mia toggled it to off, blinding herself in the process. Next door, she could hear the soft rustling of her eight-year-old son. Downstairs, the faint whir of her five-year-old’s sound machine as he slept. The coffee machine sighed dramatically from the kitchen as it rumbled to life.

Early morning. Five A.M. Mia’s writing time. Or at least it was supposed to be. She rubbed her eyes and considered the dream. A white woman with dreads, of all things.

She hauled herself up to a seated position, wincing as her bones and joints argued with her decision. Mia could not imagine feeling older, but of course she would. Well, not of course. She understood that now.

She sat on her toilet at an angle because she couldn’t fit otherwise. It was a charming house, their house, but it was old and had belonged to a tiny married couple who had lived inside of it for forty-some-odd years with two angry dogs and an array of spindly cats before Mia and her husband had bought it. Their first house—the worst house in the best neighborhood, as they had been taught to seek.

It had been a year of looking, mostly by Mia with their sons in tow while her husband was at work; her biceps at Linda Hamilton in Terminator level because of the constant toting of their very sturdy younger child in his detachable infant car seat from room to uninspiring room as their older ran through each house, checking closets and longingly admiring toys he was forbidden to touch.

Mia could glean so much about a family from their home while they were out. What was disheartening to her was the fact that no one in the dozens of homes she perused appeared to read. There was not a book to be found, not even on a bedside table, and as an author herself, this was especially painful.

Mia had boxes and boxes of curated books, and she had lugged them from apartment to apartment during her thirteen-year tenure in New York and then from New York to their new rental home in New Jersey in a truck that had arrived one week late, in the dead of summer, when only the mosquitoes moved.

In the spring, three years later, when their beleaguered but loyal real estate agent had led them inside the house they would buy, Mia had grabbed her husband’s hand with her free one and squeezed it. Beyond the Technicolor-painted walls, pet hair–encrusted carpeting, and thimble-size bathrooms, there was a black-and-white-tiled kitchen filled with the very specific love for food and cooking that Mia did not naturally possess but wanted to. They had bought it at a shocking deal for the neighborhood; it had been a miracle, really. And then they had painted the walls a color they both agreed on called “Agreeable Gray” and ripped up the carpeting to reveal beautiful wood floors and moved in.

And then.

Mia grabbed her washcloth now, ran very cold water over it, and then plunged her face inside its folds. She brushed her teeth. She did not look in the mirror. It was cruel what grief did to one’s face, especially the eyes. All of Mia’s tears had taken a toll that creams and concealers could not disguise. But still, she tried.

She slipped her favorite gray sweatshirt from its hanger and zipped it all the way up, pulling its generous hood over her head. A tent of concentration, giant mug of coffee with a glug of half-and-half poured in, her glasses, her laptop. These were her tools.

Don’t pull up your email, don’t pull up your email, don’t pull up your email, you’re supposed to be writing! Mia chanted to herself as she pulled up her email. “Virtual Book Tour,” the subject line read.

Her book, a memoir of her life after losing her husband, would be released into the world today, even though she had finished copy editing the fourth round of rewrites a year before. The time it took for a book to be born was glacial in a world where you could order printer ink at midnight and find it on your doorstep the next morning.

Before a book was a book, it was a galley. A galley was a much cheaper version of the book, printed before final edits were made, and its purpose was to garner reviews from book bloggers who in turn would encourage their voracious reading fans to preorder, all with the goal of turning the book into a bestseller and thus the author into a financial success, because publishing was a business, and businesses needed to make money.

Mia had known this at first in a tangential way, but five books later she knew it in a very personal way. If her books didn’t make money, she didn’t earn out her advance, and if she didn’t earn out her advance, her career was in jeopardy. Best-case scenario was that her next advance would remain the same. Worst case was that there was no next advance; there was no next book. It was a constant roller coaster for her, one tied to her heart.

She was a good writer, but was she good enough? With each book, she climbed another rung of the proverbial ladder to success. And by success, Mia meant two things: she would be able to support her family, and she would debut on the New York Times bestseller list. It was a very long ladder.

Her galley had been mailed all over the country to every book blogger on the block by her publicist’s assistant, who likely was paid less an hour than a Trader Joe’s cashier and lived in Queens with three roommates in a one-bedroom apartment while bartending at night. Authors made no money, but publishing assistants really made no money.

Starting today, and for three weeks thereafter, a different blogger would post their review of Mia’s memoir. This was what they called a tour now, Mia guessed. She had only one in-person reading at her beloved bookstore in town, and Mia had arranged that herself.

This was standard practice, although the general reading public always assumed otherwise. It was part of the facade, created by movies and reality television stars promoting books that they had most certainly not written themselves. They got the book tours because actual humans showed up. And bestselling authors too, the big guns whose names everybody knew—they got them. But the mid-listers like herself? Forget it.

Mia couldn’t blame her publisher, really. Her first book, about a group of women in a yoga class in Brooklyn, had been a smash, and she had somehow wormed her way into a business-class ticket to the Frankfurt Book Fair, where she had been whisked from booze-laden party to booze-laden party and signed copies in a freezing conference hall the size of twenty football fields. None of her book sales since had compared, hence the tour that wasn’t a tour at all. Again.

Mia pulled the strings of her sweatshirt hood tighter, so that now only her glasses and nose were visible.

Books and Dogs; Book Junkie; Book Babe; Rabid Reader; Words and Turds—these were just a few of the blogs with which her memoir’s fate resided.

“Oh, come on, Book Babe, don’t be a Book Bitch,” Mia whispered as she clicked the link. She had been reviewed hundreds of times before, but those reviews were of her fiction, of characters and plots that she had created out of nothing. This time, the reviews would be of her. Because it was a memoir.

They had to be nice, right? The author was a young widow with two sons. She had endured sudden tragedy and still she stood, still she wrote, and wasn’t that something to be praised for? Mia took a deep breath and then she read.

I wanted to like this book, I really did, Book Babe had typed in purple font.

“Oh fuck,” said Mia.

But where was the author? A memoir is supposed to be about the person writing the book, yes? Sure, her to-do lists are hers, but where is her emotional journey? It’s all about keeping her sons happy and tracking their feelings like a sniper, but what about her own? I finished the book with no idea who she was, where she is now, or where she’s going. Bleh. Two out of five stars.

“Fuck you, you fucking fuck,” Mia growled as tears sprang to her eyes.

Book Babe probably had a partner who was alive and maybe one kid, a baby who went down for a two-hour nap after lunch so she could beach-wave her hair. Mia sneered at Book Babe’s photo before slamming her laptop shut.

“He was forty-four and he left for work one morning and never came back,” Mia said to her empty room. “I’m still here. He’s not. His story is my story, you idiot.”

Mia took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. The truth was that she knew what Book Babe was saying because she had heard it before, from her editor.

This is a heartbreaking story of loss, her editor had written in her letter, the letter that came as an email attachment three weeks after Mia had turned in the first draft of her memoir. I love the idea and the first thirty pages, but the rest needs some work. In book speak, needs some work meant start over. It was the editorial equivalent of bless your heart.

It was hard to hear start over when Mia had spent thirteen months writing her first draft, but to say that she was surprised would have been a lie. She’d written it right after her husband had died, oscillating from the page to her sons to the horrid business of dismantling his life and then back again. Of course it needed some work.

She had called her agent to commiserate, but her agent had agreed with her editor.

“There’s no you here, Mia,” she had told her. “It’s all about him.”

“Because he is me! That’s the world I’m living in right now,” Mia had replied. “He’s gone and I’m here and I don’t want anyone to forget him. It’s a memoir of not surviving, not a memoir of, like, me being chubby in middle school.”

“You were chubby in middle school?”

Mia had hung up the phone.

She hadn’t changed her memoir’s focus because she hadn’t wanted to—it was the first time in her career that she had stood her ground after dozens of title changes and point-of-view shifts and turning her beloved em dashes into commas over a ten-year span. Mia wanted to write her husband back to life, just for a little bit; she would figure out herself later.

Next door, two size-four boy feet hit the wood floor with a thud, rattling the ceramic vase filled with pencils, pens, a pair of scissors, and a rainbow ruler on Mia’s desk.

“Hi, Mom,” her elder said, shuffling into her room, reminding Mia exactly of Bugs Bunny with his naked stick-legs and long, skinny feet.

His father’s feet.

“Hi, buddy,” said Mia, taking him into her lap even though he was just shy of being too big for it.

Downstairs, her younger hit the ground with a thud of his own and ran to fling open his door.

“Mom!” he yelled from below.

“Morning!” Mia yelled back.

“Did you have a good sleep?” he yelled, taking the stairs loudly. Boom. Boom. Boom. Her elder smiled up at her. His dark hair smelled like roses.

“I did,” she said.

A LOT OF people seemed to think that Mia turned in her manuscript one week and then after a team of Keebler Elves ran it through a giant printer and bound the pages with ribbons of tree sap, it appeared.

That wasn’t how it worked. Every writer seemed to have their own system, but Mia’s went like this: synopsis; outline; and submittal of her official first draft—she had two unofficial drafts that would never see the light of day—to her agent and editor simultaneously. Mia was not a critique-group kind of writer because she didn’t like too many cooks in her kitchen.

After her submission, Mia still had another two rounds of revisions to go until the manuscript was perceived as something people might actually want to read, and then came the line editing, the copy editing, the marketing pitch, the publicity push, the galley, and then and only then: a real-life book.

Back in the olden days, when Mia had a husband to help with their sons and even going back as far as the Mesozoic Age of her career, before she was married and all she had to worry about was herself, it would take Mia around nine or ten months, give or take, to write a book. Her memoir had taken her double that time.

The only way she had been able to do it was with her best girlfriends’ help. She had three of them: Chelsea, Rachel, and George. They were not a package deal; they were from three very different and specific phases of Mia’s life: Chelsea from her childhood in a suburb of Atlanta, Rachel from college in Boston, and George from post-college/early-twenties Manhattan.

Each of them had taken turns coming once a month and banished her to the garage while they entertained, fed, and bathed the dudes—a moniker Rachel had come up with—with limitless patience and affection.

It was the kindest act Mia had ever witnessed, much less been on the receiving end of. She had a father and she had her in-laws, but they had all been and still were grieving too, too filled with sadness to be selfless.

Mia’s mother had died from pancreatic cancer when Mia was thirty-six, which should have prepared Mia for the death of her husband but hadn’t. The difference, and Mia had thought about this a lot, was that she had gotten to say goodbye to her mother. She hadn’t gotten to tell her husband goodbye, to tell him how lucky she had felt to be his wife. He was just gone.

Then again, she had also had to accept the fact that her father had married a woman named Judy less than two years after her mother had died, a woman whom he had met in the fish aisle at Petco.

People said all the time to Mia, You can’t make this up! when she was cognizant enough to tell them about the last ten years of her life and Mia always thought, Yes, you can make it up, but I wouldn’t unless I really hated my protagonist.

During the eighteen months it had taken Mia to write her memoir, her brain had felt like a punching bag: her editor was right; no, Mia was right; Less him and more of you!; No, more him, who cares about you! In the end, her memoir was half prose and half prescription. Mia had wanted it to be called The New Widow’s Guide to the Uncharted Hellscape of Your New Life, but her editor had insisted on New York Minute because Mia and her husband had met on the F train.

The book could never have been about Mia. If she put her husband down on paper, he would never really be gone; that was her thinking, and it was true. But writing it as a single parent had also nearly killed her: exhaustion and grief as a package deal will fuck you up, Mia had learned. She had even gone to the doctor halfway through, thinking she was dying.

“Healthy as a horse,” her doctor had informed her over email when her blood tests had come back.

Mia realized now that she probably should have included that anecdote in the memoir—that would have been a personal detail about her tangential demise—but she hadn’t. And now here she was, reading the very same criticism she’d willfully ignored from the start. It wasn’t a great sign for sales.

Mia sighed and stood up. Time to put the house back in order for the day that had already begun. Morning was a shitshow in their house: soggy cereal and walks to school, kisses on both cheeks from her younger as she said goodbye, breathing finally in the quiet of daybreak. Then back home; coffee at the counter as she begrudgingly read the news: disaster, death, corruption—Oh look, a salmon recipe!; back upstairs to clean out her inbox and then make the beds; do the dishes; plan dinner; scrub the toothpaste from the sink; pay the bills; call the roofer about the crack that never stopped leaking no matter what; retrieve the dudes; drive them to practices; feed and water them; and then, only then: sleep. Her favorite part of the day was closing the blinds.

Mia made her own bed, she never didn’t think of her husband when she made the bed that had been theirs once and was now just her own, and then made her elder’s, reveling in the still-sweet smell of him on his sheets.

She had updated his room with a new blue-and-white-striped duvet, tossing the old, faded, babyish one. So many artifacts of their lives together as a family of four were being replaced: most recently a bigger couch, since the dudes kept growing and growing.

Their original couch was one that Mia had purchased with a large chunk of the advance from her first book, right after she and her husband had gotten engaged. She had been so mad, dropping all that money herself in an overpriced furniture shop in SoHo. Her husband—her fiancé then—hadn’t been able to split the cost; he hadn’t even offered. As a Ph.D. candidate, he was perpetually broke, something that had always bothered her slightly but really worried her in that furniture shop. There was the promise of his degree bringing in money down the line, but just how far down was it? And the loans. Mia had just come to terms with the fact that his college loans would be hers too, once they were married.

She had been thinking about all this as the trim salesman, dressed in pants so tight they verged on obscene, rang her up.

“What’s the matter with you?” her husband had asked Mia on the cobblestoned street afterward.

“I just dropped like three thousand dollars,” she had complained.

“So? We need a new couch, it’s good quality, it was on sale,” he replied. It was summer, and his forehead had been sweating, tiny beads all across it, like braille.

“When have you ever spent that much money on something?” she had spit back.

He had looked down at the ring finger on her left hand.

“Oh,” Mia had said, feeling like an asshole.

He had made her a sharer, her husband. Of course her money would be his money because his money, however little he had of it, had always been hers. It was there on her ring finger, sparkling up at her. It was in the dinners he prepared, the beers and cigarettes he passed to her at parties—the way he invited everyone he knew everywhere he went.

Mia had never been good at sharing—her father always retold the story of her first playdate, when she ran into his room sobbing because the friend she had invited over was touching her toys—but her husband had changed that.

He had changed so much about Mia for the better. Her former self, the her before him, was a fossil now, buried deep underground. But what about her current self? The her after him?

Who the hell was she now?





Chapter 2

HAPPY PUB DAY, @MIAMACHER76! HER PUBLICIST proclaimed on Twitter.

So happy this beautiful book is in the world @MiaMacher76, her agent Instagrammed.

This memoir will make you laugh and cry. Thank you @Mia Macher76, her editor wrote on Facebook. She was quoting a reviewer but had kindly left out the end of that sentence: but mostly cry.

That reviewer had said her book was too sad. International publishers were saying her book was too niche, which was a problem because authors needed to have their books translated and published abroad if they ever were to have even a modicum of hope about earning out and receiving royalties down the line.

New widows don’t have time to read, an Italian publisher had told her agent.

“But what about Sheryl Sandberg’s book?” Mia had asked her agent anyway. “That thing was on the bestseller list for years.”

“You’re not Sheryl Sandberg,” her agent had retorted.

Mia closed her computer and stared morosely at the blue mug of coffee on her desk. Let That Shit Go, it told her in white block letters, and man, was that easier said than done.

Mia’s desk was in her bedroom. It hadn’t always been—back when she shared her bed with her husband, her desk had been shoved into a corner in the foyer—but now it sat right next to her bed, because why not? Nothing else was going on in her bedroom.

A short stack of folders flanked the left corner of the desk, one labeled “Stuff,” one labeled “Book,” and one labeled “101” for the creative writing class she taught at the community center. A yellow notebook filled with to-do list after to-do list sat on the right corner, on top of a black-and-white composition notebook with “Bills” scrawled across its front in black Sharpie. There was also her red planner, in which she dutifully recorded everything the three of them had to do in her minuscule handwriting. The dudes’ stuff was in green ink, and hers was in black. Single parenting was the Organizational Olympics, and Mia had the gold.

Her desk sat in front of two large windows. Tree branches dotted her view, bare and brown in the winter; budding with pink, yellow, and white blooms in the spring; endlessly green in the summer; and on fire with red, yellow, and orange in the fall. Below her was the worn gravel street and her neighbors’ two-story homes, all more or less replicas of her own.

The worst house in the best neighborhood: she and her husband had found it.

To the left of the desk, on the gray wainscoted wall, hung a sign. Buck up, Buttercup, it proclaimed in bold font, with beautifully painted scarlet-, marigold-, celadon-, and salmon-colored flowers crowding its borders. Mia had been with her husband and the dudes when she saw it at a tiny shop in town. They had been running ahead of her, their younger on her husband’s shoulders. She had bought it on the spot—it reminded Mia of her mother—and had hung it on her wall that night.

A week later, he had died.

Had her mother known? Was the sign also a sign from the beyond? It was something Mia’s mother had told her since she was a whiney toddler.

Downstairs, a knock sounded. Ah, her hero: the UPS man. Every day, when Mia heard his truck rumbling down her street, she would run to the window and gaze out of it longingly. To watch him step down from his brown chariot with a box or envelope in his capable hands! For her! It was poetry in motion.

She ran down the stairs and flung open the door.

“Wha—”

“Bahhhhhhh!!!!!!”

A very happy, very bouncy female human jumped up and down in front of Mia, wielding a bottle of champagne.

“Rachel! Oh my God! What are you doing here?” Mia cried.

She grabbed Rachel, and Rachel grabbed back, sending her luggage backward and tumbling down the three stairs leading to the small porch on which they stood.

“Your bag!” said Mia.

“Oh, fuck it,” said Rachel.

She unwound herself from Mia’s embrace, her hair wild from the flight, her black down coat zipped up to her chin.

“Surprise!” she yelled, smiling.

“I can’t believe you came!” Mia moved past her to lug the bag back up the stairs: bump, bump, bump.

“Believe it. Now let me in.” She pushed past Mia playfully. “It’s cold out here.”

“Rachel, you live in Chicago. New Jersey should feel like Hawaii to you.”

“Well, it doesn’t,” said Rachel, unzipping her jacket and handing it to Mia.

Mia squeezed it onto a hook among the ever-growing mass of the dudes’ hoodies and raincoats and vests by the stained-glass front door.

“Let’s release this book, motherfuckers!” Rachel yelled, waving the champagne bottle over her head.

From the first moment Mia had met Rachel, moving into their college dorm room freshman year, it was clear that Rachel knew who she was. She had walked over to Mia with her perfect posture, her regal head held high with its hundreds of braids spilling out of it like ribbons of silk, and shaken her hand.

Mia’s boneless face had been streaked with tears after saying goodbye to her parents on the curb as they climbed into a cab to return home. What were they thinking, leaving her by herself? She had no idea what she was doing.

“Hey,” Mia had sniffled.

“The other girls on this floor suck, so I hope you don’t suck too,” Rachel had said, her white Calvin Klein baby tee gleaming against her skin.

“I don’t think I suck,” said Mia, even though she sort of did.

Mia looked at her now, twenty-five years later, and still saw that eighteen-year-old badass. The stories of Rachel’s life were etched across her face and woven through the gray strands in her hair now; they clung to her soft frame—but she was still that girl to Mia. She always would be.

“Ooh, a gallery, I love it,” said Rachel, walking past the dudes’ framed art on the walls. “You’ve really brightened up the place, Mia.”

“Thanks. I went a little overboard, I know,” she acknowledged as Rachel faced more of the same in the kitchen. “But, you know, the frames at IKEA are so reasonable, so?”

“Is this you?” asked Rachel, pointing to a face rendered by her five-year-old.

“It is! He gave me eyelashes.”

“Good boy,” said Rachel.

“I’m so happy to see you,” said Mia as they both slid onto stools. “I had no idea you were coming. It wasn’t on the calendar,” she joked, referring to the Google Calendar that Rachel had created that first year after Mia’s husband’s death, when every week brought a new logistical challenge for Mia: his college loans, his car, Social Security, their healthcare, his emails, the Spotify account that she could never figure out his password to and so forever it would be him making their mixes, which had ended up being just the right blend of comforting and creepy.

Rachel had coined it the Save Mia Calendar, and she, George, and Chelsea had taken turns cycling through New Jersey every three months for four days at a time. Sometimes, one of them would mistake the Save Mia Calendar for their own, thereby alerting all of them to their Brazilian wax appointment.

“Oh lord, that calendar,” said Rachel, smiling. “It’s been a while.”

It had been a year and a half since anyone had visited her, Mia wanted to mention but didn’t. She wasn’t mad about it—she understood—but she was lonely. Mia herself wasn’t very good company, acknowledging that by the time the dudes were in bed and the last dish was done she could barely sit up, but she yearned for company just the same: someone to talk or not talk to in pajamas on the couch that was not one or both of her dudes. Someone who didn’t need her for anything.

Before her husband had died, Mia had hated having guests—she had an undiagnosed OCD cleaning compulsion that had driven her in-laws to tears at one point—but now she craved them. Well, Rachel, George, and Chelsea specifically.

“My flight was booked five seconds after you told me your pub date,” Rachel answered now. “I mean, duh. This is a big fucking deal. You wrote a memoir of the hardest year of your life during the hardest year of your life while single momming the hell out of the dudes. You deserve a parade.”

A lump rose in Mia’s throat. It was true, what Rachel was saying: it had been hard. It was hard. Mia didn’t see it not being hard until the dudes were hopefully in college on full scholarships because how else was she going to pay for it? After that, who knew. But Mia had learned after a rash of panic attacks whenever she considered a future in which the dudes were giants and hated her to boot, because of course they would hate her, that was just what teenagers did, that she had to take life day by day.

Day by day.

“You got two flutes for the champagne?” Rachel asked, pulling her curly, dark mane back with both hands and sliding a leopard silk scrunchie off her wrist to gather it.

Mia opened the cabinet and placed the flutes on the black glossy tile of the counter.

“Why are these so dusty?” asked Rachel as she prepared to uncork the bottle.

“Ugh, fine,” said Mia. She transferred them to the sink and doused the sponge with soap.

Having Rachel here, she felt almost normal. They had become best friends when their biggest worry had been how to afford MAC Spice lipstick and its accompanying liner, and now look at them.

“Hey, you remember that time at Star Market?” Mia asked, referencing the airplane hangar of a grocery store down the block from their college dorm.

“Which time? We practically lived there. Not that you ate anything.”

“That time we were so stoned and just, like, grabbing fistfuls of shit from the candy bins?”

“‘If you’re going to steal it, you could at least use a scooper!’” Rachel said, imitating the grocery store clerk who had caught them.

“Damn, it was so bright in there, do you remember? Like the surface of the sun,” said Mia. “And she was right, of course. How disgusting of us.”

“By the way, are you not eating again?” asked Rachel.

She sighed and gave Mia a look of distress. Sometimes Mia ate like a normal person, and sometimes she didn’t; it depended on her mood. As a former chubby person who liked being skinny, it was never not on her mind. She could look at a Twizzler and gain two pounds, and that was just the truth. Or was it? She didn’t even know anymore.

“No one likes a fat widow,” said Mia. 

Rachel groaned.

“It’s true!”

“You’re an idiot.”

“I know.” Mia sighed. “I do eat, I swear. I just never sit down.”

“Well, you need to eat on your feet or something,” said Rachel. She popped the cork expertly, transferring the champagne’s exuberant foam to each flute without spilling a drop.

“You look emancipated.” Rachel smiled wryly. It was a joke from nine hundred years ago, when they had been college juniors.

“Jesus, Macher, you look emancipated!” Rachel had yelled in a Filene’s Basement dressing room. Mia had stood before her naked from the waist up.

“What?”

“Emancipated!”

“You mean emaciated?”

They had laughed because laughter cured everything.

“To your memoir!” said Rachel now. “A forty-three-year-old woman with a memoir. Your mom would be so proud of you, honey.”

Mia clinked her flute against Rachel’s. “To my mom,” she said.

“And to sales!” Rachel said, and raised her flute higher.

“Lord, please!” Mia said, and took a sip. The bubbles popped pleasantly against the roof of her mouth.

Mia’s mother had been the most honest person Mia had ever known. This was good and it was bad, but it was mostly bad if you were her daughter.

“It reads like a soap opera, Mia,” she had told her sternly, peering over the rims of her glasses the first time fifteen-year-old Mia had asked her to read one of her short stories, a short story Mia was submitting to a city-wide writing contest.

Mia’s mother had been in her beloved bed, the blue and white flowers of the pillowcase stark behind her dark head of hair. “You can do better.”

She had been right, of course. Mia had begrudgingly rewritten it, and then she had won.

Now her mother’s voice lived in Mia’s head.

Get to the point!

Too many metaphors! Just say the damn thing is a thing!

Mia’s writing was much better for it, she knew that, but in retrospect couldn’t her mother have been nicer? Or was she just doing the best she could as a working mother? Nice was a luxury that she had had no time for, literally or figuratively.

“Why you looking so down?” Rachel asked. “No ma’am! This is a triumph! Hustle up.” She gestured toward the stairs.

“We’re going somewhere?”

“I
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“l laughed and | cried, but most of all | finished this luminous novel having learned,
along with Miaq, that art is the one true language of the heart.” —NORA MCINERNY,

bestselling author and creator-host of the podcast Terrible, Thanks for Asking
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