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Prologue 

Every story in my life begins with a chair. Not the kind you notice when you sit 
down, but the kind you notice when no one does.

At six, it was a secret I carried in my chest: the empty chair at the dinner table, the 
one Mom set out anyway, with a plate and a napkin like it was waiting for a ghost. 
I grew older, but the chair grew with me. In every apartment, in every relationship, 
in every waiting room of my life, there it was. A reminder that love can walk away 
and still haunt your table forever.

This is not a story about furniture. It’s a story about absence—about how you can 
build your whole life around something that isn’t there. About how the shape of a 
parent can be traced in silence. About how every milestone is measured not just by 
who’s present, but by who isn’t.

And maybe—just maybe—about how to raise your own children without letting 
the emptiness sit down between you.

Where silence sits longer than words, and absence 
teaches the shape of love. 
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Age 6 

I was turning six, which felt like the biggest age in the universe. Six meant I could 
finally count two hands full of fingers. Six meant I wasn’t a baby anymore. Six 
meant Dad would come. At least, I told myself he would.

The cake was chocolate with pink frosting. Mom had worked all day and still came 
home and baked it from scratch. She set the table in the small dining room: three 
plates, three forks, three folded napkins. I watched her place the third one down, 
careful, deliberate. The empty chair stared back at me.

“Mom, why are you putting his plate?” I asked, dragging my sock feet across the 
tiled floor.

Her hands stilled. “Because it’s still his place,” she whispered, like she was afraid 
of being overheard.

“But he’s not coming.”

She didn’t answer, just lit the candles. The wax melted in little rivers as she sang 
“Happy Birthday” alone. I sang with her, off-key, trying to fill the silence that 
should’ve been his voice. When I blew the candles out, the smoke curled toward 
the empty chair.

Afterward, she cut me a fat slice of cake. “Big piece for a big six-year-old.”

I grinned but kept staring at the third plate. “Do you think he even remembers?”

Her fork clinked against her plate. “Eat your cake, honey.”

I pushed the frosting around, then blurted, “Why did he leave?”

Her eyes softened, but her voice came out sharp. “That’s between me and him. Not 
you.”

I hated that answer. I hated that the empty chair got more respect than my 
questions.

Later that night, after cake and gifts, after Mom washed dishes and I brushed my 
teeth, I sneaked back into the dining room. The chair was still there, waiting. I 
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climbed into it, sat small and stiff, and tried to imagine what it felt like to be him. 
Did it feel powerful to disappear? Did it feel easy?

“Daddy?” I whispered to the shadows. “Can you hear me?”

Nothing answered. Only the hum of the refrigerator.

That’s when I made a decision: I would never cry about him again. If he could 
vanish, then I could grow strong enough to not need him. But my eyes betrayed 
me. Hot tears slipped down my cheeks, and I pressed them into the tablecloth so 
Mom wouldn’t see.

The empty chair had won.
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Age 10 

By fourth grade I could memorize a page in five minutes, maybe less. It was easy: 
words were bricks, and I stacked them into something that wouldn’t fall on me. 
Ms. Patel said I had “stage presence.” I didn’t tell her I just had practice 
pretending.

We rehearsed in the multipurpose room that smelled like mop water and oranges. 
The set was two cardboard trees and a painted moon. I was the moon. I had to 
climb a little ladder and sit on a painted crescent that wobbled when I breathed.

“Project, Luna,” Ms. Patel called from the third row of folding chairs. “From the 
diaphragm. Again.”

“My light,” I said, making my voice big, “belongs to all of you.”

“Better,” she said. “And think of someone you want to reach.”

I thought of the chair at our table.

After rehearsal, I ran to the curb where Mom waited in the car, her hair knotted up 
with a pencil, hospital badge catching the late sun. She looked tired in a way that 
stacked itself on her shoulders as if it was a person riding piggyback.

“How’s my superstar?” she said, smiling anyway.

“I nailed the moon,” I said, climbing in. “Like, nailed it-nailed it. Ms. Patel said I 
could hold a whole crowd.”

“Of course you can,” Mom said. “You hold me whenever I think I’m going to fall 
apart.”

I stared at the dashboard. “You’re not going to fall apart.”

“Not today.” She tapped the steering wheel. “You want tacos for dinner?”

“Can we… not set his plate?” The words slipped out like a trip. “Just for tonight?”

Her hands stilled at ten and two. “We’ll talk about it,” she said quietly. “Buckle 
up.”
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At home, I went straight to the dining room before she could. I put out two plates, 
two forks, two napkins. I left the third place empty on purpose—no plate, no fork, 
no pretend.

Mom stood in the doorway, watching. “Okay,” she said, voice thick. “Just tonight.”

We ate in a hush that was almost guilty. It felt like we’d moved the outline of the 
empty chair but not the chair itself. It sat anyway.

“Your dad called last week,” Mom said suddenly, studying her tortillas.

My heart pinballed against my ribs. “What’d he say?”

“That he’s ‘figuring things out.’” Her mouth tightened. “He asked how you were.”

“What’d you tell him?”

“That you’re the moon.”

I snorted. “Bet he loved that.”

She reached across and squeezed my hand. “He should’ve been here to hear it.”

“Is he coming to the play?” I asked, even though the question tasted like a lie.

Mom blinked. “He said… maybe.”

“Maybe is the cheapest word,” I said before I could stop myself.

Something snapped in her eyes—pain first, then steel. “You’re right,” she said. 
“And you deserve more expensive.”

The next day I begged Ms. Patel to let me put names on the reserved seats. “Just a 
little paper sign with markers,” I said. “It’ll make people feel special and like 
they’re seen.”

She laughed. “You’re ten going on thirty.” But she handed me the tape and index 
cards.
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I wrote MOM in bubble letters and stuck it on a chair in the second row, center 
aisle. My hand hovered over the next card. I wrote DAD in regular letters, smaller. 
I taped it one seat over.

During dress rehearsal, I kept glancing down at those two cards like wishing could 
pull a person out of cardboard. The other kids ran around in capes and painted 
crowns. Ananya, who played the owl, sat beside me as I adjusted my silver skirt.

“Your dad coming?” she asked, casual, swinging her feet.

“Maybe,” I said. “Your parents?”

“Both,” she said, grinning. “My mom made samosas for the bake sale. Want one?”

I took one. It burned my tongue, and I welcomed it. Pain you can point at is better 
than the floating kind.

Backstage on opening night, the curtains were a deep red, dusty velvet that left 
smudges on my fingers. The auditorium filled with a cushioned thrum—voices, 
programs crinkling, a cough here and there. I peeked through a slit and found Mom 
immediately. She sat in her seat, hand on her purse, back straight like she was 
holding a string attached to the ceiling. The seat next to her, with DAD taped to it, 
stayed empty while the auditorium filled around it like the tide.

Ms. Patel clapped for attention. “Places, everyone! Remember—volume, breath, 
eye contact. Acting is listening. And hey—have fun. The world needs your light.”

I climbed the ladder to my painted moon. My hands shook just enough to make the 
crescent wobble, and I pressed my thigh into the wood to steady it. From up there, 
I could see rows of heads like the top of a field of dark flowers. Mom’s face tilted 
up, eyes shiny. The empty dad chair stared.

The music cue swelled. I opened my mouth and sent my voice across the room.

“My light,” I said, clear and big, “belongs to all of you.”

I held the line a second too long, pressing it into the empty seat like a stamp. Take 
it. Take it if you can.
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We moved through scenes like beads on a string. I forgot to be a kid and 
remembered to be the moon. When I had to “bless the forest with light,” I let 
myself believe I could pour something gentle into the cracks of people who needed 
it.

At intermission, I ran to the hallway water fountain and gulped like a runner. Mom 
found me and cupped my face.

“You’re luminous,” she said, laughing and teary.

“Don’t cry,” I said, teasing. “You’ll smudge your eyeliner.”

“I can buy more eyeliner,” she said. “I can’t buy another you.”

“Is he here?” I asked, softer.

Mom’s smile bent. “No.”

The word was light as dust and heavy as a safe.

I leaned my head on her stomach for two seconds, then stepped back. “Okay,” I 
said, like a grown-up. “Second act.”

Back on the ladder, I whispered to the painted moon, “It’s just us again.” The moon 
didn’t answer, but the wobble steadied as if it had heard me.

When the final scene ended, applause rose up like a friendly storm. We bowed, 
hands linked. I watched my shoes. When I finally looked up, Mom was standing, 
clapping, whistling the way she never does because she thinks it’s unladylike. I 
grinned so hard my cheeks hurt.

Afterward, the hallway filled with flowers and sweaters and excited adults. Parents 
made tents out of their arms around their kids. I swam through it all until I found 
Mom, who lifted a bouquet of grocery-store tulips.

“For the moon,” she said.

“For the only person who clapped like two people,” I said, and she winced at the 
truth.

8



Behind her, a blurred shape approached—a man in a navy jacket, face I knew like a 
map I’d stopped looking at. My stomach fell; my heart leaped; both hit somewhere 
in the middle.

“Hey,” Dad said, awkward, voice like a radio turned down. “Kiddo.”

The word landed like a ball I didn’t want to catch.

“You came,” I said. It came out flat.

“Traffic,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I caught the end.”

Mom’s mouth was a straight line that could cut paper. “The end is a beginning for 
some stories,” she said, polite like knives.

He ignored her and looked at me. “You were good.”

“You saw me bow,” I said. “That’s not the same as seeing me be the moon.”

He blinked, maybe realizing I had grown in sentences he didn’t hear. “I… I’m 
proud.”

Of what? The bow? The silver skirt? The part where I didn’t fall?

“Thanks,” I said into my shoes.

He shifted. “I, uh, brought something.” He held out a gift bag from a pharmacy—
the kind of bag that carries things you forgot to buy until the last minute. I took it. 
Inside was a plastic snow globe with glitter that settled too fast. The little plaque at 
the base read: YOU’RE A STAR! The exclamation mark made it worse.

“Thanks,” I said again, throat closing.

He hovered. “Maybe we could—” His eyes flicked to Mom, then back to me. “I 
could take you for ice cream?”

Mom didn’t move. The rule had been communicated in a hundred quiet ways: 
when you show up late, you don’t get to make plans in the doorway.
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I looked at the snow globe, then at the auditorium door where DAD still clung to a 
chair like a stubborn label. I pictured the word “maybe” peeling and curling in on 
itself.

“Not tonight,” I said. “I have to help clean up.”

“I can wait,” he said quickly, like speed could fix slow things.

“You don’t wait for things,” I said, surprising myself. “You leave them.”

Silence ballooned and thinned. Ms. Patel called down the hall, “Cast! Strike the 
set, please!”

Dad’s smile broke in the middle. “Okay,” he said, hands up. “Okay. Another time.”

He stepped back, then forward again, then chose back. He touched my shoulder 
like you test bathwater with one finger. Then he left.

Mom and I stood for a second, breathing the air he’d stirred. She took the snow 
globe gently out of my hands, turned it over, watched the glitter fall.

“You can put it on the table if you want,” she said.

“No,” I said. “It belongs on a shelf.”

We walked back into the auditorium and pulled tape off chairs. I peeled MOM 
carefully and stuck it sweetly to my shirt. I peeled DAD, and it ripped down the 
middle. I pressed the halves together like a broken wishbone and folded it into my 
pocket.

At home, I carried the snow globe to my room and set it on my dresser. I shook it 
once. The glitter fell wrong—too fast, too heavy. I left it there anyway. In the 
dining room, Mom stood staring at the table, the light above it humming like a 
thought you can’t stop thinking.

“I’ll set the plates,” I said, taking the drawer of napkins open with a decisive slide. 
“Two. Like last night.”

She didn’t argue. We ate leftover tacos and laughed about the owl who forgot his 
line and said “hoot” for thirty seconds. After dinner, she washed dishes and I dried. 
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The third chair sat like always, wooden and patient. It wasn’t magic. It didn’t 
vanish because we denied it. It stayed, the way a missing tooth forces your tongue 
to learn a new map.

Before bed, I pulled the ripped DAD out of my pocket. I stared at the split letters. 
In the bathroom, I found tape. I taped it back together, edges uneven, seam visible. 
I slid it under the snow globe like a fossil.

Lights off. The house creaked the way old houses do. I laid in bed and listened to 
the refrigerator hum and the street sigh and Mom on the phone with Aunt Salma 
saying, “He showed up,” and “No, at the end,” and “She handled it.”

I wasn’t sure what handling it meant. Maybe holding two truths at the same time 
without breaking: He came. He didn’t.

I closed my eyes and rehearsed the line Ms. Patel loved: My light belongs to all of 
you. I practiced saying it to an empty chair until the words no longer wobbled.

Outside my door, dishes dried on a rack. Inside my chest, a stage set dismantled 
itself and slid into the wings, ready for the next show, the next scene, the next night 
we’d sit down to dinner and measure our lives by the quiet space between two 
plates.
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Age 13 

At thirteen I discover new ways to be loud: eyeliner, sarcasm, the slam of a door 
that makes picture frames jump. Puberty should come with a warning label for 
walls.

It starts on a Tuesday night that already feels crooked. Mom is late from the 
hospital. I boil pasta, burn garlic, set out two plates. Out of habit, I set a third 
napkin, then yank it back like it bit me. The empty chair sits at the end of the table 
and watches me stir sauce.

When Mom finally comes in, she drops her bag and leans her forehead against the 
door for a second like she needs the house to hold her up. “Smells like—” She 
sniffs. “Ambitious garlic.”

I shrug. “I tried.”

“You’re a lifesaver.” She kisses the air near my cheek so she doesn’t smudge her 
lipstick and washes her hands at the sink, shoulders tight, a rubber band about to 
snap. She looks at the table and flinches when she sees two places. She recovers, 
fast. “Let’s eat.”

We sit. Forks clink. The clock ticks like it’s chewing something tough. I twirl 
pasta, stare at the chair that isn’t set for a person who isn’t coming, and something 
inside me goes electric.

“So,” I say, pretending nonchalance like a costume. “He texted me.”

Her fork stops mid-air. “When?”

“Today.”

“What did he say?”

“That he’s ‘thinking about coming by this weekend.’” I do the air quotes; they slice 
the air. “‘If it works for you.’”

Mom’s mouth does that careful thing. “And what did you say?”

“I didn’t say anything.” I stab pasta. “I’m not a scheduling app.”
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She puts down her fork. “You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.”

“I know.” I push the plate away and immediately pull it back because I’m starving 
and angry at the same time. “Why didn’t you make him stay?”

It drops between us like a glass that doesn’t quite shatter but cracks all the way 
through.

She blinks. “We’ve talked about—”

“No, we talked around it.” My voice is too bright. “You always say it’s ‘between 
you and him,’ but guess what? It’s between me and it now. The empty chair and 
me. Every single day.”

Her hands flatten on the table. “He made choices I couldn’t control.”

“You control everything else,” I say. “You control what I eat and when I sleep and 
how much Wi-Fi I get and whether I can wear ripped jeans, but you couldn’t 
control this one thing that mattered?”

“That isn’t fair,” she says, and the softness slides off her words. “I am not a 
magician.”

“Then stop pretending like the table needs a magic trick.” I point at the chair. “Stop 
setting rituals for a ghost.”

She inhales sharply. “We haven’t set his plate in months.”

“That chair is a plate,” I snap. “It’s a shrine.”

“Sit,” she says when I half stand. “We’re not doing this yelling.”

“We are,” I say, and I hate the person I’ve become in the last ten seconds. “Because 
I’m tired of seeing dads pick up their kids from practice while mine sends me 
emojis and calls it presence. I’m tired of people asking me if I’m ‘close with my 
parents’ and I don’t know which answer hurts less. I’m tired of you acting like 
we’re okay when we’re not.”

“We are not okay,” she says quietly. “But we are moving.”
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“Toward what?”

“Toward a life that isn’t measured by a man who left.”

My laugh is sharp. “We measure everything by him. Every holiday, every school 
form, every time I write ‘emergency contact’ and pause.”

The clock ticks harder. She looks at the chair, then at me. “Eat,” she says, because 
feeding me is the one thing she can fix in under ten minutes.

I jab at a noodle. “He wants to come this weekend,” I say. “Are you going to be 
weird about it?”

“I’m not the one who’s weird,” she says. “I’m the one who stayed.”

Silence. It lands heavy, like an accusation and a truth at the same time.

I push back from the table so fast the chair legs scrape a rude line across the tile. 
“I’m going to my room.”

“You’ll come back and finish dinner,” she says, but her voice is the kind that hopes 
instead of commands.

My door slam rattles the hallway. The family photo—our last one, all of us in 
matching sweaters in a park that smelled like wet leaves—tilts half an inch. I stare 
at it. We look like we believed in us. Thirteen-year-old me wants to shake the past 
by its shoulders.

My phone buzzes. Dad: Hey kiddo. Can I call?

I stare until the text goes from blue to just there. Another buzz: Saw your team won 
3–1 yesterday. Nice! Proud of you.

He didn’t see. He read the score online like an obituary. I type: We won because 
you weren’t there to jinx it. I delete it. I type: You can’t keep saying proud from a 
distance. Delete. I type nothing. I put the phone face down like it’s the sun.

I pace. The room is too small for this much feeling. I open the window. Street 
sounds rush in: a dog, a car, someone somewhere laughing like life is easy. My 
chest is a closed fist.
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There’s a knock. Mom’s voice at the door. “May I come in?”

“No.”

She comes anyway, because she is the adult and this is our house and the word no 
is a bridge we both keep testing to see if it holds. She sits on the edge of my bed 
like it might throw her.

“I know you’re angry,” she says.

“Stop telling me what I am,” I say, and hear the rudeness like a stranger’s voice in 
my mouth. “I know what I am.”

She looks at the photo on my desk—the three of us frozen in a time that refuses to 
thaw. “Your father and I did not work,” she says. “He didn’t just leave you. He left 
me. And I’m allowed to be a person you can’t fix.”

“Maybe I don’t want to fix you,” I say. “Maybe I want to break something.”

“Break a pencil,” she says, attempt at humor. “They’re cheaper than doors.”

I don’t laugh. “You could’ve made him stay. Married people stay.”

“Do they?” she says. “Do they, baby? Or do they sometimes stay and die standing 
up?” She rubs her forehead. “We were unhappy. He was… already halfway gone 
before he put his suitcase in the trunk. I let him go because the other choice was 
living with a person who doesn’t choose us.”

I stare at the rug. “He says he chooses me.”

“On weekends and texts,” she says, and it’s not cruel, just accurate.

“Then why does it still feel like your fault?” I ask, words trembling. “Because 
you’re here. Because you’re the one I can yell at.”

She breathes, steady. “I can take it.”

“I don’t want you to,” I say, and suddenly I’m crying like I promised six-year-old 
me I wouldn’t. “I don’t want to be this person who’s always—” I make a helpless 
gesture with my hands. “Sharp.”
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Mom reaches out, then waits, letting me step into the hug instead of pulling me. I 
do. We sit like that, my face in her shoulder, her hand on the back of my head the 
way she did when I was little and nightmares made the room too big.

“I’m sorry,” I say into her shirt.

“Me too,” she says into my hair.

We breathe. The anger recedes just enough to see the floor.

“Okay,” she says after a minute, practical kindness reattaching itself. “Ground rules 
if he visits: We meet in a public place. You set the time. If you want me there, I’m 
there. If you don’t, I drop you off and don’t hover in the parking lot like a 
helicopter with bad gas mileage.”

“You’ll hover,” I say, watery laugh.

“I’ll hover discreetly,” she says. “Like a hummingbird. With sunglasses.”

I snort. “Fine.”

She stands to go, then pauses at the door. “Also… we can move the chair.”

“What?”

“The table. The chairs. The geography. Maybe we don’t have to sit across from the 
empty place anymore.” She tries a smile. “We can angle ourselves so it doesn’t 
stare right at our dinner.”

“Chairs don’t stare,” I say, but I’m thinking about it.

“Everything stares if you look long enough.” She taps the light switch. “Ten 
minutes, then come finish eating. Your pasta is congealing into modern art.”

When she leaves, I sit on the floor and pull the box from under my bed—the one 
with ticket stubs and birthday cards and the snow globe that sheds glitter too fast. 
Under the globe is the ripped DAD name tag I taped together two years ago. I hold 
it up to the window. The seam is still there. I slide it back under the plastic universe 
and watch the pieces of fake snow settle in a hurry, like they can’t stand floating.
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Saturday comes. He suggests the diner by the park, the one with red booths and 
milkshakes you can stand a spoon in. I wear black jeans and a T-shirt that says 
NOT YOUR MUSE in white letters because I like the way the words armor my 
chest.

He’s already there when we walk in—rare. He stands, awkward, a man not sure 
what his hands are for. Mom gives me space; I see her reflection in the window 
glass, a hummingbird in sunglasses.

“Hey,” he says, and then, “You look… older.”

“Time does that,” I say.

We sit. The waitress is all bracelets and gum. “What can I get you two?”

“Fries,” I say. “And a cheeseburger.”

He grins. “Double? Still a bottomless pit?”

“Single,” I say. “I have a metabolism and a conscience.”

We make small talk with training wheels: school, soccer, whether Marvel movies 
are getting lazy. I keep thinking: here is the man who forgot my science fair and 
then sent a thumbs-up emoji when I won. Here is the man whose chair does not 
collect dust in his house because he gave it away.

He leans in. “I got an opportunity,” he says. “Out of state. I might be moving.”

I taste metal. “Farther?”

“For a while.” He says it like you say weather. “But I’ll be back, you know, for 
holidays and stuff, and—”

“‘Stuff,’” I echo. “That’s a good word for birthdays.”

He flinches. “I’m trying.”

“I’m tired of being the practice field where you try,” I say, voice level. “I’m not a 
rehearsal.”
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We stare. The waitress brings the burger; the plate lands with the soft thud of a 
gavel. I pick up a fry and dial my courage.

“Here’s what I need,” I say, surprising both of us. “If you say you’re coming, you 
come. If you can’t, you say ‘no’ like a person who knows words matter. No more 
‘maybe,’ no more ‘we’ll see.’ Don’t set me on a shelf next to a snow globe and call 
it love.”

His mouth opens, shuts. He nods, slow. “Okay,” he says. “Okay.”

“And,” I add, “stop texting me after midnight like a guilty raccoon. Pick a day. Call 
then. I’ll answer or I won’t. But we won’t live in your time zone of apology.”

A laugh escapes him, surprised and sad. “You’re fierce.”

“I had to be,” I say. “There’s a chair at our table that won’t stop staring.”

He looks down. “I know you think I left you.”

“I know you did,” I say. “And I’m learning how to live anyway.”

We eat. The milkshake sweats. He tells me a story about his office that is boring in 
the way real life is boring, and part of me aches with jealousy for the normalness 
he spends on other people. When we’re done, he pays, he asks if he can hug me, 
and I let him. He smells like aftershave and a car that misses oil changes. He 
squeezes too long. I pat his back twice like I’m releasing him.

Outside, Mom is indeed hovering in sunglasses, pretending to admire a potted fern. 
She looks at my face like a nurse assessing a wound.

“I’m okay,” I say.

“Good,” she says, and I can tell she was prepared for Not Good. “We have five 
minutes to get you to practice before Coach starts his sermon about punctuality.”

At practice, my friend Noah waves from the field. His dad is tying his cleats, hands 
fast, practiced. Noah rolls his eyes. “He still thinks I’m six,” he says, but he’s 
smiling.
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I look at the two of them, the tug and float of their bickering, the casual anchoring. 
I jog onto the field and feel the scorch of wanting something you can name. Coach 
blows the whistle. We run drills until my lungs feel clean.

That night, back home, Mom says, “Help me move the table.”

We drag it diagonally so that when we sit, the empty chair is off to the side, like an 
extra thought, not a headline. We angle ourselves beside each other, conspirators 
instead of opponents. It’s not magic, but the room’s geometry loosens.

We eat pasta that isn’t ambitious—jarred sauce and basil cut with kitchen scissors 
over the top. We talk about algebra like it’s a rude guest and the way the neighbor’s 
cat judges us from our own porch. We laugh. The chair sits, slightly out of frame.

After dishes, I go to my room and text Dad: Next Wednesday, 7 pm. Calls only. No 
midnight raccoon. I add a raccoon emoji because I’m still thirteen and memes save 
lives. He replies: Wednesday. 7. Got it.

I put the phone down and pull out the snow globe. I shake it once. The glitter still 
falls too fast, but I watch it settle without panic. I slide the taped DAD into the 
lamp’s warm circle and trace the seam with my thumb.

I am still angry. I am still soft. Both can be true.

In the hallway, the family photo hangs slightly crooked from my earlier door slam. 
I straighten it. Then, for the first time in months, I open my door without slamming 
it, and the house exhales like it’s been waiting for that sound all evening.

When I climb into bed, I turn toward the wall and say, just to see how it feels, 
“Goodnight, Mom.”

From the kitchen, without missing a beat, she calls back, “Goodnight, moon.”
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Age 17 

Seventeen tastes like freedom and burnt coffee. It tastes like all-night study 
sessions and the hollow after-parties where you pretend someone’s dad didn’t pick 
them up at the curb in a car that smells like leather and cologne.

Graduation morning, the air is sticky with May heat. I slide the gown over my 
dress and stare at myself in the mirror. The cap looks ridiculous, like a square 
you’re supposed to balance your future on. Mom fusses behind me.

“Hold still,” she says, pinning my hair.

“I look like a mushroom.”

“You look like a graduate,” she says, eyes glassy already.

We drive to the football field, which is dressed up in folding chairs and banners. 
The sun is merciless, pressing on the back of my neck. Rows of white gowns, 
black gowns, nervous smiles. Families wave from the bleachers, whole clusters of 
balloons bobbing like laughter.

I find Mom immediately—second row, visor, tissues in her lap. Next to her is an 
empty seat, folded program resting on it like a body placeholder. My throat 
tightens.

She sees me looking and mouths, I love you.

I mouth back, I know.

The ceremony drones. Speeches about horizons and journeys and “reaching for the 
stars.” I glance at the bleachers every five minutes, like maybe magic could make a 
man appear in that empty spot.

He doesn’t.

When my name is called, I walk across the stage. My shoes click too loud on the 
wood. The principal’s hand is dry and official. Cameras flash. I take the diploma 
folder, grin on cue, turn to the crowd.
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They cheer. I can hear Mom’s whistle, sharp and unfeminine and perfect. And I can 
see the chair beside her, still empty. The absence is louder than all the clapping.

After, the graduates spill into the field like a tide. Caps fly, tassels swing. Friends 
hug their parents, pose for pictures.

“Over here!” Mom waves, holding her phone like a weapon.

I run to her, sweaty and teary. She throws her arms around me, squeezing like she 
wants to absorb me into her chest. “My baby,” she says, voice breaking. “My 
graduate.”

I laugh, half crying. “Don’t crush the diploma, it’s just paper.”

She kisses my cheek anyway. “Paper that cost me seventeen years of exhaustion 
and pride.”

We take pictures—me holding flowers she brought, her with an arm around my 
shoulders. She makes me stand straight, fixes my cap, takes another, and another. I 
don’t complain.

Then, behind us, I hear a voice.

“Hey. Congratulations.”

I freeze. Turn.

Dad stands there, suit too wrinkled for the occasion, holding a gift bag with tissue 
paper sticking out. His smile is unsure, but it’s there.

My heart does something violent. “You came.”

“I wouldn’t miss it,” he says, and it’s almost funny because he almost did.

Mom’s hand squeezes my arm, firm but silent. This is my moment, not hers.

He hands me the bag. Inside is a watch, silver and heavy, like it belongs to 
someone older than me. The back is engraved: All the time in the world.

“Wow,” I say, because I don’t know what else.
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He clears his throat. “I’m proud of you.”

I want to scream, Then where were you when I learned to drive? When I won state? 
When I stayed up all night writing essays until my hands cramped? But I just nod. 
“Thanks.”

Mom takes a step back, letting us stand awkwardly in the sunshine. Kids swarm 
around with balloons and families, laughter overlapping like music. We’re a small, 
quiet triangle, and the silence threatens to drown us.

“You going to college visits?” he asks, shifting.

“Yeah. Mostly alone,” I say.

He winces. “I could come with you. If you wanted.”

I smile, sharp. “Maybe.”

The word lands heavy between us, and he knows exactly what I mean.

That night, Mom and I eat takeout Chinese at the kitchen table. She pours us ginger 
ale into wine glasses. We clink.

“To the graduate,” she says.

“To the parent who actually showed up,” I say, and she laughs, watery.

The chair is still there, angled now from months ago. Off to the side, not in our line 
of sight. But I can feel it anyway.

“You okay?” she asks.

“I’m fine,” I say. Then, softer: “I wish it didn’t matter so much.”

She covers my hand. “Of course it matters. You’re not broken for wanting.”

I look at the empty chair, shadows draped over it like clothes no one wears 
anymore. “It feels like everything I do is a performance for someone who never 
claps.”
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Mom squeezes. “Then stop performing. Do it for you. Do it for me. Do it for the 
kid who kept sitting at that table, waiting.”

I think of six-year-old me, blowing out candles. Ten-year-old me, wobbling on a 
cardboard moon. Thirteen-year-old me, slamming doors. Seventeen-year-old me, 
holding a diploma like proof.

The chair has been with me all the way. And I know it will follow me farther.

But tonight, I eat noodles with my mom, laugh about the principal’s bad joke, and 
let the emptiness sit in its place without stealing the whole meal.
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Early Adulthood 

College looks like freedom in brochures. Big libraries, coffee shops open until 
dawn, students lounging on lawns like they’re auditioning for toothpaste 
commercials. But for me, freedom feels like absence.

Freshman year, I carry my life in two suitcases. Mom drives me to the dorm, 
humming nervously the whole way. She tries to pretend she’s not crying when she 
helps make my bed, but her shoulders give her away.

“I’ll be fine,” I say, forcing a grin. “I’m basically a professional at being fine.”

She kisses my forehead, harder than usual. “Don’t be too professional at it. Call 
me. Eat vegetables. Sleep.”

“I will.”

And then she leaves. The door closes, and I sit on the mattress with my heart in my 
throat. For the first time, there’s no chair to stare at. But the ghost of it comes 
anyway.

The Call

Three weeks in, my phone buzzes with a number I half-recognize. I answer before 
I can stop myself.

“Hey, kiddo.”

The voice is the same: hopeful, late.

“Hi,” I say, already bracing.

“How’s school?”

“Good.”

“Made any friends?”

“Yeah.”
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“Good, good. I’m proud of you.”

That word again. I look at the pile of laundry I haven’t done and the essay draft 
bleeding red with corrections. Proud of what, exactly? My existence?

“You could visit,” I say, shocking myself. “There’s a parent weekend coming up.”

A pause. “I’ll try.”

I hang up first. My roommate, Tasha, glances up from her laptop. “Boy trouble?”

“Dad trouble,” I say.

“Same thing,” she mutters, and turns back to her screen.

The Relationship

By sophomore year, I’m dating Luke, a boy with easy dimples and a laugh that 
makes professors forgive late assignments. He texts every morning: Good luck 
today, moon girl.

The first time he’s ten minutes late for a date, I feel my throat close.

“Relax,” he says when he finally shows, holding two smoothies. “It’s just ten 
minutes.”

But it isn’t just ten minutes. It’s every empty chair collapsing into one. It’s waiting 
at the window for headlights that never pull up. It’s the sound of the front door that 
doesn’t open.

I pick fights over lateness, over unanswered texts, over nothing. He looks at me, 
confused, hurt. “You don’t trust me.”

And I don’t. Because how do you trust anyone when the first person you ever 
trusted taught you chairs can stay empty forever?
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The Visit

Junior year, I’m in the dining hall when Mom calls. “He’s here,” she says.

“Where?”

“Your brother’s birthday dinner. He just walked in. With… flowers.”

My stomach knots. “And?”

“And nothing. He’s sitting in that chair like he never left.”

I laugh, sharp. “Does he think birthdays are time machines?”

She sighs. “Do you want me to put him on?”

“No,” I say, voice trembling. “Not today.”

I hang up and stare at my plate of fries until they’re cold.

The Pattern

By graduation, I’ve dated three people and ruined all three. I pick the ones who 
remind me of him: charming but slippery, present until they aren’t. I rehearse 
abandonment with them like it’s a class I need an A in.

At night, in my first apartment, I set one chair at my tiny kitchen table. Just one. I 
tell myself it’s easier that way. No empty space, no expectation. But I know the 
truth: the empty chair doesn’t need wood and nails. It follows you, invisible, 
waiting for every milestone.

When friends toast to new jobs, I raise my glass and think, Would he be proud? 
When professors write glowing recommendations, I imagine his silence beside the 
clapping.

Pride without presence is like a shadow without light. And I’m tired of living in 
both.
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That summer, I visit home. Mom has rearranged the dining room again, trying to 
outsmart the ghost. We sit at a new angle, laughing about my bad cooking and her 
neighbors. But my eyes drift anyway to the corner where the chair used to sit.

It isn’t there anymore. But it is.
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Adulthood with Family 

By the time I am thirty-five, I am the mother at the table. My son is seven, my 
daughter four. Their giggles fill the kitchen like sunlight bouncing off glass. The 
table is bigger now, oak and heavy, but I count chairs every time I sit down. One, 
two, three, four. My brain still waits for the subtraction.

“Mom,” my son says, fork in hand, “why do we always eat together? You never let 
us eat in front of the TV like Liam’s family.”

I smile, though my chest aches. “Because I like us in the same place. It keeps us 
stitched together.”

My husband chuckles. “Your mom’s a little old-school.”

I shoot him a look, gentle but sharp. He doesn’t know the whole story, not really. 
He doesn’t know what it costs me to sit at a table without an empty shadow.

The Bedtime Question

Later, I tuck my daughter into bed. She strokes the stuffed bunny’s ear and asks, 
“Mama, where’s Grandpa?”

The question is a stone in my throat. I show her the faded photo on her dresser—
Mom, me at six, and him, smiling like he never learned how to leave.

“He lives far away,” I say carefully. “We don’t see him much.”

“Why?” she presses, eyes wide.

“Because sometimes grown-ups make choices that… don’t fit kids’ hearts,” I say, 
fumbling. “But you have Grandma. And me. And Daddy.”

She yawns, satisfied enough. But after she drifts off, I sit in the hallway, back 
against the wall, fighting tears. I swore I’d never pass the emptiness on. And yet, it 
hovers, waiting for cracks to seep through.

28



The Pattern in Marriage

My husband says I hover. He jokes, “You’d text me from the shower if you thought 
I’d slipped out the front door.” He doesn’t know how close that is to the truth.

I check his phone too often. I time his commutes. If he’s late, my chest knots, my 
throat closes, my mind runs to an old familiar place: He’s gone. He left. The chair 
will be empty again.

It’s not fair to him. He’s steady, he stays, he cooks Sunday pancakes. But trauma is 
sticky—it clings even when life is safe.

One night he says, “I’m not your father.”

And I flinch like he’s slapped me.

“I know,” I whisper. “That’s why I married you.”

The Dinner

We invite Mom over. She’s older now, lines carving her face like maps of roads 
she’s traveled. She carries dessert, always too much. We set the table. She notices 
me counting the chairs.

“Still doing that?” she asks softly.

“Always,” I admit.

She nods. “Me too.”

My son interrupts, “Grandma, sit next to me!” He pats the chair eagerly. She 
laughs, settles in, and the kids chatter about school and cartoons and nothing at all.

The table feels full. And for the first time in my life, the emptiness doesn’t win the 
room.

Reflection
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After dinner, after bedtime stories, after dishes, I sit alone at the table. Four chairs. 
One for me, one for him, two for the kids. I imagine the invisible fifth, the one that 
followed me through every milestone: birthdays, plays, graduations, apartments, 
marriages.

It’s still there. I don’t think it will ever disappear. But tonight, I tell it something 
new.

“You don’t get to raise my children,” I whisper. “You don’t get to shape their 
dinners. You had me. That’s all you’ll ever take.”

And for once, the chair stays quiet.

I go upstairs, slide into bed beside my husband, and let myself breathe. My kids 
will never measure their lives by an empty place at the table. If I have to glue 
myself to this house with love and pancakes and bedtime stories, I will.

Because I know what it feels like to sit in silence, pretending not to notice the 
hollow across from you. And I will never, ever let them know that silence.
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Epilogue 

The chair is still there. Not in wood and fabric anymore, but in memory. It sits 
quietly in the back of my mind, a reminder, a warning, a ghost.

I used to think the goal was to banish it. To pretend it had never existed, to 
rearrange rooms and angles until I couldn’t see it anymore. But I’ve learned that’s 
not how absence works. You can’t erase it. You can only learn how to live beside it.

Now, when I set the table for my family, I count chairs the same way I always did. 
One, two, three, four. This time, the math works. Every seat is full. Laughter spills 
over plates, arguments about broccoli and homework take up the space where 
silence used to sit.

The chair I grew up with still whispers sometimes. It reminds me of the little girl 
who blew out candles wishing for someone who never showed. It reminds me of 
the teenager who thought anger could fill a seat. It reminds me of the young 
woman who confused abandonment for love.

But it also reminds me of who I became because of it—someone who refuses to let 
her own children live with an empty place at their table.

I can’t change the past. I can’t rewrite the dinners where Mom and I sat across 
from a ghost. But I can write this: every night now, my table is full. My children 
will not grow up measuring life by what isn’t there.

The empty chair will always belong to me. But it will not belong to them.
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