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Preface

“I want to write a story,” my mother wrote in her journal in 1980. “Perhaps about an artist or a person striving to find meaning in life—striving to do something with life.” My mom was twenty-nine and a new mother. Her models for writing were Ann Beattie and Edna O’Brien, whose stories, often about thwarted desire, were regularly published in The New Yorker. “I think I’m as facile with language as they, that I can be as observant of dialogue, but my writing is still very self-conscious, very self-centered,” she wrote. “I can only write about the suburban housewife … and essentially my problems.” She hoped to write a novel that would explore the “intimacies and jealousies and love women feel toward each other and toward men. I want to write a Madame Bovary—but I’m afraid I’ll at best write an Evergreen,” a melodramatic bestseller at the time.

She tried to force herself to write every day while my sister, Sari, who was a baby, napped. (I had not yet been born.) But she found herself eating cereal, paying bills, reading the newspaper, buying bug killer, folding laundry, and, most often, sleeping. “Terrific,” she wrote. “The story of my life. Falling asleep.” She had several ideas for autobiographical vignettes, but she didn’t know how to “wrestle one down, pin it to the floor, and start getting nitty gritty intense.” Her journal is full of self-accusation. “So you want to be a writer, little girl?” she wrote. “Just get your ass down behind the typewriter and type.”

She submitted so many stories to The New Yorker that she worried its editors would think “I’m crazy with the dribble I send them constantly,” she wrote. She jumped up and down and kissed my father when the magazine sent her a rejection that included a personal line. She felt hopeful whenever a manuscript came back with a different paper clip than the one she’d fastened to it—a sign that her work had perhaps been removed from the slush pile and read by an editor. “I keep having dreams about my postman—since he is the bearer of my manuscripts,” she wrote.

At night, as my parents lay in bed, my mom read to my dad from her work. “Too many adjectives and adverbs” was his unwavering assessment. When she took a fiction workshop, she added a caveat to the front page of her first submission: “Is this a story? i.e. does it have a beginning, middle and end? I see them—but my ‘home critic’ doesn’t,” she wrote, of my father. Another story captured the power imbalance that made their marriage unsustainable. At the top of the page, she wrote, “A husband and wife argue about the language of a letter they are writing together.” The wife wants to use the phrases “we appreciate” and “at a minimum”; the husband insists they should say “we are grateful” and “at the least.” The wife feels so discounted that she tears up the letter.

My parents separated, splitting custody, when I was four. To support herself, my mom got a job as an English teacher at a public high school in Michigan. She now had to fit her writing into school vacations. She encouraged me to write, too, and by first grade I was keeping my own diary, reading the parts I liked aloud to her. When I was at my dad’s house, I’d calculate the number of seconds until I would see my mom again and repetitively pray to God for her safety; she didn’t hide her fragility, and I thought that, if I wasn’t near her, she might just die. (“Don’t worry, I’m not crazy,” I told the diary.) My mom encouraged me to think of my diary as a way to communicate with her from afar. “Mom thought I would feel better if I wrote the diary and make believe it is a person I can tell all my thoughts to kind of like I have another mom,” I wrote. (She saved almost all of my journals, as well as her own. Recently, when I texted to ask if I could read her diaries, she immediately responded, “Sure. I have nothing to hide, I don’t think.”)

The summer when I was ten, I went to a sleepaway camp in Maine while my mom stayed at a one-bedroom cottage on Maine’s coast. She had rented it for a month. “I had hoped to have a solitary writing retreat,” she told me recently. After three days, I called from camp and said I was considering jumping into the lake and drowning. She drove seven hours to get me. I can remember few moments of purer joy than waking up the next morning in her cottage and realizing where I was.

“In the mornings we wrote,” she recalled in an email. “We.” On her Mac Classic, she worked on turning her journal entries from the past year, about taking care of a friend who was dying of AIDS, into a story. I sat on the floor next to her, working on what I described as a novel, titled “Mama Have I Loved.” (Jacob Have I Loved, a coming-of-age story about a fierce and underappreciated girl, was one of my favorite books at the time.) My first chapter began with a nearly hysterical attempt to establish what a wonderful relationship the young heroine and her mother have: “I love you so much, Mama, I love you, and I ran up and gave my mother the biggest hug I could to get all the love for my mom into her. I grasped hold of my mother making all the tenderness of my mom come to me.” Later that day, after another embrace—they hugged as hard as they could, “without turning faint from not enough oxygen”—the heroine’s mother dies in her sleep, of a heart attack. It’s not hard to see my first foray into writing, which made my mother immensely proud, as an exercise in acting out the event that I most feared and perhaps on some level secretly wished for—an end to this overwhelming and exhausting fusion.

In the years after her divorce, my mom began to experiment with a slightly different tone in her writing. She gravitated toward confessional writers like Anne Sexton and Sharon Olds, who wrote with an unsettling intimacy, unbound by decorum. (My mom was almost fired from her job for teaching Sharon Olds’s “The Pope’s Penis.”) By the time I was in high school, I, too, tried to be edgy in a 1970s kind of way; I was under the impression that there was something intellectually vital about exposing the sexual undercurrents of life. In English class during my senior year, I turned in an essay about discovering where my mom kept her vibrator. My boyfriend thought it was amazing (“This could be published in The New Yorker!” he told me), and I was confused when my English teacher, who was friendly with my mom, returned my writing with no comments. I decided to revise the piece and turn it into my college-application essay, which I then gave to my mom to edit. She got so angry she put it in the trash. I was still a little confused. She wrote about her sex life in her stories—why couldn’t I?

Within a few years, though, I came to feel that writing about myself and my family was humiliating. Adopting a restrained, objective tone felt almost like stepping away from my mom’s body heat. Still, I sent her almost everything I wrote. When I worked at The Village Voice after college, I’d sometimes compose multiple endings to a book review and email them to her, numbered, and ask her to pick the one she liked best. My mom, who ended up working in high schools for forty years, responded like an English teacher: “Good job after lots of hard work,” or “I’d prefer a comma here.”

As I began to write longer pieces, though, I sensed that she was losing track of the goal. Her comments took on a flavor of what might be called “delusions of reference”—a psychiatric term used to describe the false belief that neutral signs carry targeted, personal meaning. When I wrote about mental illness, she left comments about her experience caring for a suicidal friend. When I wrote about marriage, I got notes about the fights between her and my dad. After I published a story about Alice Munro and the sexual abuse of her youngest daughter, my mom said I couldn’t just be writing about the Munro family. She was sure that she, too, must have failed to protect me from sexual abuse.

It could be said that being a mother is a kind of chronic delusion of reference. In the early years, it is right to interpret every gesture or noise as a signal. When the child moves on, though, the mother remains in a state of interpretive readiness, attuned to cues that are no longer meant for her.

The Australian writer Elizabeth Jolley has observed that the “strong feeling of love which goes from the parent to the child does not seem part of the child which can be given back to the parent.” Ten years ago, before I had two children, a son and a daughter, I might have viewed this quote with casual recognition and superiority. Now I find it shocking. But perhaps it is also too literal. Children do find ways of giving back. In Motherhood, the novelist Sheila Heti writes, “My mother lived to fix the problem of her mother’s life,” adding, “we work to give our mother’s life meaning in ways we can’t understand.” That my life today is the one my mom reached for herself is a fact so unambiguous that I have generally preferred not to allow it into awareness. (My mom’s description of her desired state—“nitty gritty intense”—now looms in my mind as a sort of unpleasant description of my personality.) I am slightly dismayed to look back on my writing and see all the stories I’ve written about daughters hiding from their mothers, or mothers denying parts of themselves that their daughters can see, or mothers and daughters at risk of losing themselves in service of the other. I had somehow thought I was writing from the daughter’s perspective, only to realize how many stories were also about the mother, waiting for messages she thought were hers to understand.

I’ve written two paragraphs, in two different stories (one of which is in this book), that feel almost identical in spirit. In one, the psychologist Elizabeth Loftus prepares to have a child by getting a fibroid removed from her uterus. She doesn’t want to give up her professional identity for even a few hours, so she turns the procedure into an experiment: A researcher reads her a hundred words to test her recall while she’s unconscious. The second passage is in a profile I wrote of the philosopher Martha Nussbaum. An icon of invulnerability, she stays so fit during her pregnancy that people don’t even realize she’s having a baby. At the hospital, in labor, she reads Aristotle’s Politics. Within a week of giving birth, she is back at work. These women had carved out fulfilling identities for themselves, and, as they moved into a new stage of life, it was if they were announcing to the world and to themselves, “Look at me, I did it—I haven’t changed!”

When I was thirty-three and pregnant with my first child, I read the philosopher L. A. Paul’s book Transformative Experience, which describes the choice to have a child as a “special sort of epistemic situation.” The experience will “change what it is like to be you, deeply and fundamentally,” in ways that are impossible to rationally predict. This was very frightening to me. I remember a friend pointing out that he did not consider me especially happy. Why then was I so intent on staying the same? I had no answer. In my mom’s journal, she had described the kind of rupture in values and commitments that I feared. “My real life, my family, began to take precedence over my imagined artistic life,” she wrote when Sari was two. “Sari is my life. Everything she is and does is my life.”

I was working on the profile of Nussbaum when I gave birth, and I devised my own way of insisting that I had survived the life transition without a change to my personality. Like Nussbaum, I brought inappropriate reading material to the hospital—depositions for a second story I was working on—and after giving birth I proceeded to read the court records in bed, as if I were staging a little private performance. I felt almost giddy with relief at still being legible to myself. (Months later, when I reread those depositions, I retained no memory of them.)

I don’t know that I was wrong, necessarily, to imagine that the thing keeping me from maternal excess was another identity—specifically, the one my mom had hoped to have herself. “My first commitment was to you,” my mom told me when I’d asked why, when I called her from camp when I was ten, she’d immediately abandoned her own writing retreat. Now, if my daughter were to call from camp crying, I’m not sure I would so rapidly set aside my plans. When I was ten, as I was getting ready to leave camp, I do remember being dimly aware that if my mom didn’t rescue me I could actually be fine. Being helpless felt like a bit of a choice. I sensed that my mom, who had some ambivalence about the work she’d planned to do, welcomed my desperation for her. She now looks back on that time in the cottage as one of the best summers of her life. I think we both made the wrong choice, but I grew up looking at it that way, too.

A few years ago, I reread the transcripts of some of the interviews I’d done for the first piece I wrote for The New Yorker in 2011, when I was twenty-eight. The story is about a woman named Linda Bishop, who had a psychotic break in her thirties, then moved into a vacant farmhouse and subsisted on apples for three months. At the time, I had thought that Linda’s mental illness had appeared out of nowhere, after a harmonious childhood and early adulthood. Rereading my notes, I noticed that Linda’s best friend had casually mentioned that Linda had gotten pregnant shortly after high school. Her parents had sent her to a home for pregnant women, and Linda gave up the baby for adoption. Apparently, at the time, I did not think losing a child was a biographical fact relevant enough to mention. I had not even asked a follow-up question.

Recently, I called Linda’s sister and friends to ask about her experience giving up the baby. Linda’s sister, Joan, told me that a few years after my story was published in The New Yorker she discovered that she and Linda had been adopted—a fact kept from Linda all her life. Joan suspected that Linda had been born in a maternity home similar to the place where Linda had carried her own child. The neglected detail seemed to open up another layer of experience, running underneath the one I’d thought I was writing about.

When I was thirty-five and my son was one, I wrote about Hannah Upp, a young woman who entered dissociative fugue states, disappearing for days at a time. When I proposed the idea to my editor, I wrote that I wanted to explore Hannah’s condition as an “extreme manifestation of what maybe we all go through, to a degree, as twentysomethings trying to figure out who we are.” After the piece came out, a married couple, a playwright and a director, decided to make a movie (since abandoned) about Hannah Upp, but they were drawn to her story for different reasons than I had been. They had a daughter who was nonverbal, and they identified with Hannah’s mother, who had organized her life around her search for her absent child. In an email, they described how the story made them think about the “desire to locate and know your child, the impossibility of locating and knowing your child.”

The first time I spoke with Hannah’s mother, Barbara, she asked me to “let it stay a mystery.” She didn’t want Hannah’s fugues overexplained, a decision that had struck me as deferential and dignified. But when I went back over my notes seven years later, I felt I had been too tentative about situating Hannah’s fugues within her and her mother’s shared emotional history. When I wrote the piece, I had been almost the same age as Hannah, and maybe I had been inclined to imagine that, in her early adulthood, Hannah had achieved more psychological separation from her family dynamics than she actually had. I also realized that I had omitted another lost baby. Before Hannah was born, Barbara had been in a deep depression because she’d given birth, prematurely, to a baby who died after a day. Hannah’s fugues had always occurred around the day that the baby was born. At the time, I resisted a detail that seemed too symbolic, even if it was true.

When I wrote about Alice Munro and her daughters in 2024, I found my curiosity about the mother-daughter relationship solidifying. “The problem, the only problem, is my mother,” Munro wrote. And yet Munro’s determination to capture the dynamics of this relationship—to offer a lucid view of the reality, through art—became a justification for the emotional distance she maintained when her own daughter was being harmed. Like many parents, Munro had an uncanny ability to know and to not know at the same time.

The novelist Yiyun Li writes that “the essence of growing up is to play hide and seek with one’s mother successfully.” In this book, I have chosen stories, originally published in The New Yorker, of mother-child pairs acting out this game. I wrote some of these stories feeling, existentially, like a daughter, and now I have returned to them with a different identification. It was as if I had failed to see the drama on the mother’s side, too—her particular longings and humiliations and needs.

I went back and began interviewing Hannah Upp’s mother again; then I revised the story to redress what I saw as a kind of imbalance, a deficit of curiosity about the mother half of the couple. (I also integrated writing and texts found on Hannah’s iPad and computer, which I hadn’t seen before, to try to bring out her personality more fully.) I reworked parts of the Linda Bishop story, too, to reflect what I’d learned about her history. I also made changes to the other stories, because I was thinking less in terms of the news cycle and more about the patterns of this particular relationship: the trouble (and privilege) of having a compelling fantasy life, away from the family; the instinct for maternal self-sacrifice and the muddled, sometimes selfish ways it is ultimately carried out; the way that disowned knowledge can form and deform a family and a life.

I’ve always been drawn to stories in which the perspective feels unstable. The mother-daughter relationship, perhaps more than any other, seems to defy a fixed point of view. It has been one of the surprises of my life to realize that the child to whom things are done becomes the adult who causes her own injuries, without even knowing which ones, years later, she’ll be asked to regret. Returning to these pieces felt at times like a kind of soothing exercise, a way to return to a younger self and tinker with her words and assumptions—knowing that she might be a little appalled.




I Wish I Were Her for You

On August 28, 2008, Hannah Upp, a twenty-three-year-old teacher, prepared for her first day of school. It was her second year teaching at a middle school in Harlem. One of her two roommates, Manuel Ramirez, who was also a teacher, knocked on the door of her bedroom to make sure she was awake. In a cheerful voice, Hannah thanked Ramirez for checking on her and wished him good luck on his first day.

They didn’t see each other for the next five days. Ramirez assumed that Hannah had decided at the last minute to go on a trip with friends for the Labor Day weekend. On the evening of the fifth day, a friend called Ramirez asking if he knew where Hannah was. Several friends had been trying to reach her, but their calls had gone to her voicemail. She had never shown up for her first day of school.

Ramirez opened Hannah’s bedroom door and saw her purse on the ground. She had left her wallet and cell phone inside it. Ramirez recharged her phone and found five days of unread text messages. He called Hannah’s mother, Barbara Bellus, a United Methodist pastor with a deep voice and a welcoming presence. Even in emergencies, Barbara is patient and philosophical, often thinking for a few seconds before answering a question. Ramirez asked her when she’d last spoken to Hannah. It had been five days for Barbara, too. “Barbara was actually impressively calm,” Ramirez told me. “When I said, ‘We’re thinking of going to the police to report her missing,’ she said, ‘Yes, that’s probably wise.’”

A detective named Sam Perez came to Hannah’s apartment to speak with Hannah’s roommates and search the building. As he began interviewing others, he was confounded by the number of people who called themselves Hannah’s close friend. “She was an open book with her friends—they knew her passwords,” he told me. When his initial search didn’t turn up leads, he began working with detectives from almost every precinct in Manhattan to try to find her. He asked the police department to fly helicopters at night, using infrared cameras. He was hoping that “maybe we could find heat coming off her body in a park somewhere,” he said. “Every day, my boss was calling me into his office, saying, ‘What you got?’ I’m like, ‘I’ve got nothing. Absolutely nothing.’” Eight days after Hannah went missing, The New York Daily News reported, “Teacher, 23, Disappears Into Thin Air.”

Hannah’s friends, most of them her former classmates from Bryn Mawr, camped out at her apartment and posted a thousand flyers about her disappearance on signposts and at subway stations and bus stops. They made maps of the city’s parks, splitting them into quadrants, and sent groups to look in the woods and on running paths and under benches.

According to the Myers-Briggs personality test, which Hannah often referenced, she was an ENFP: Extraverted Intuitive Feeling Perceiving, a personality type that describes exuberant idealists looking for deeper meaning and connection. “She majors in intensity, and I feel guilty about that, as that was my younger self, too,” Barbara told me. Five of her friends used the same phrase when describing her: “She lights up the room.” One friend joked, “If only we could bottle up Hannah’s pheromone, we’d make a fortune.”

Two weeks after she disappeared, Perez received a call from a young man who had been in Hannah’s teacher training program. The man had just had an encounter at the Apple Store, in midtown Manhattan, with a woman he thought was Hannah. When he approached the woman, “she made him feel so comfortable that he began to doubt himself that it was her that was missing,” according to the police report. Perez obtained surveillance footage from the store and asked Barbara to come to the police station to view it. Barbara watched a woman wearing a sports bra and running shorts, her brown hair pulled into a high ponytail, ascend the staircase in the store. When the man stopped her, Barbara said, “I could see her blow off what he was saying, and I knew instantly it was her—it was all her. She has this characteristic gesture. It’s, like, ‘Oh, no, no, don’t you worry. You know me, I’m fine.’” Another camera had captured Hannah using one of the store’s laptops to log in to her Gmail account. She looked at the screen for a second before walking away.

Two days later, she was spotted at a Starbucks in SoHo. By the time the police arrived, she had walked out the back door. The police recorded sightings of her at five New York Sports Clubs, all of them near midtown, where Perez presumed she had gone to shower. In an article about her disappearance, The New York Times wrote, “It was as if the city had simply opened wide and swallowed her whole.”

On September 16, the twentieth day she’d been missing, the captain of a Staten Island ferry saw something bobbing in the water near a reef with a lighthouse south of the Statue of Liberty. “The Captain grabbed his binoculars and confirmed that someone was in the water,” a police report said. Two deckhands steered a rescue boat toward the body, which was floating face down. “I honestly thought she was dead,” one of the men said. A deckhand lifted her ankles, and the other picked up her shoulders. She took a gasp of air and began crying.

The woman was taken in an ambulance to a hospital on Staten Island. When the medical staff asked her questions, she said her name was Hannah and gave them her mother’s phone number. Barbara arrived within an hour. She said that Hannah looked “both sunburned and pale, like she’d been pulled behind a boat for three weeks.” The first thing she said was “Why am I wet?”

The police interviewed Hannah at the hospital. Barbara, who stood outside the room, said, “I could hear her trying to respond to their questions—she was really working at it, trying to give them what they wanted—but she didn’t have any explanation.” Her last memory was of taking a run in Riverside Park, near her apartment, the morning of her first day of school. Barbara said that when she returned to Hannah’s room, Hannah was weeping. “They don’t believe me,” she said.

She was treated for hypothermia, dehydration, and a severe sunburn on the left side of her body. Four friends came to the hospital to see her that day. One of them, Piyali Bhattacharya, said, “I walked into the hospital room, and there was Hannah, sitting up in her chair, and she was like, ‘Yali, how are you?’ Are you kidding, how am I?”

Ramirez, her roommate, said that Hannah didn’t grasp that three weeks had passed. “She saw me and smiled and said something like ‘I hope they release me soon because I have to set up my classroom,’” he said. “She was totally herself—the way she laughed, the way she cracked jokes.” She tried to make light of a large blister on her ankle with white particles floating inside it. She told her friends, “Check out my snow globe.”

Barbara slept in a chair beside Hannah’s hospital bed. In the middle of the night, Hannah woke up and said, “I was at a lighthouse.” Then she fell back asleep. In the morning, when Barbara asked about the lighthouse, Hannah said that she had no memory of it.

Hannah was transferred to a psychiatric unit run by Columbia University Medical Center, where she underwent a series of brain-imaging tests. But the doctors couldn’t find any neurological condition that would cause her to forget who she was. She remembered all the details of her life up to the morning she disappeared.

She was diagnosed with dissociative fugue, a rare condition in which people lose access to their personal identity, occasionally adopting a new one, and may abruptly embark on long journeys. The state is typically triggered by trauma—often sexual or physical abuse, a combat experience, or exposure to a natural disaster—or by an unbearable internal conflict. Philippe Tissié, one of the first psychiatrists to study fugue, characterized it as a kind of self-exile. In 1901, he wrote, “The legend of the Wandering Jew has become a reality, proved by numerous observations of patients or unbalanced persons who suffer from an imperious need to walk, on and on.”

Hannah was hypnotized to see if she could recall a traumatic event that prompted her fugue, but she couldn’t remember anything unusual. Ramirez said that when he visited Hannah on the psychiatric unit, “she was her normal, upbeat, funny self. I remember her rattling off all these possibilities: ‘Was I in a hit-and-run? Was I mugged? Was I assaulted?’” The beginning of the school year was stressful—her students struggled with problems, such as hunger and unstable housing, that she couldn’t address within the confines of her classroom—but her colleagues had the same challenges. Hannah and her mother, father, and older brother said that as a child she hadn’t endured anything that they felt qualified as trauma. Barbara said, “I have not been with Hannah every moment of her life, but I really, honestly, resented and was saddened by the insistence that there had to be a childhood trauma.” Barbara sensed the same tendencies within psychiatry as she had often felt in the United Methodist Church: an emphasis on what she described as “the letter of the law, rather than the spirit of it.”

Hannah’s father, David Upp, a United Methodist minister and missionary, who has preached in more than two hundred countries, was abroad when Hannah disappeared. “I suspect they will need a new paradigm, before Fugues can fit any theories,” he wrote me. He suggested that “magical realism comes closer” than psychiatry. “Perhaps a book like ‘El Plan Infinito’?” he wrote, referring to a novel by Isabel Allende, one of Hannah’s favorite authors. The novel’s hero spends decades wrestling with the teachings of his father, an itinerant preacher.

After she was released from the hospital, Hannah went to the police precinct and asked Perez, the detective, if she could read her own records to try to jog her memory of where she had been. Perez said he didn’t have the authority to show her city records. He was still suspicious about her story, but he said, “I could see why so many people liked her, because she did have a really sweet personality, very polite.” He also observed that there was “a melancholy to her, like life must have been beating down on her.” She had given up her teaching position and was struggling to find a new job. Later, reflecting on the darkness of that period, Hannah texted a friend, “I just avoided every single thought or reminder of my body, and it was so unnecessarily punishing of myself.”

Hannah read the news articles about her disappearance and the comments from readers, some of whom accused her of staging it. “She would dwell on the fact that she had put so many people out,” Bhattacharya said. One of the psychiatrists on Columbia’s psychiatric unit, Aaron Krasner, described the comments in the news as “very condemning and discrediting. I think this speaks to the rage that dissociative conditions incur in certain people. There is an ineffable quality to dissociative cases. They challenge a conventional understanding of reality.” He told me that he was troubled by how little medical literature there is on these states. “Dissociative fugue is the rare bird of dissociation, but dissociation as a phenomenon is very common,” he said. “I think as a field we have not done our due diligence, in part because the phenomenon is so
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