
Chapter 17: Harriet Sloane

Harriet Sloane plays a pivotal role in Elizabeth Zott’s life as she navigates the
relentless demands of motherhood in her modest and chaotic bungalow, a space that
seems to mirror her internal turmoil. Her infant daughter, Madeline, has become the
center of Elizabeth’s world, but not without challenges. The baby cries incessantly,
defying any semblance of a routine, leaving Elizabeth sleep-deprived and emotionally
frazzled. As a meticulous scientist used to structure and precision, Elizabeth struggles
to adapt to the unpredictable world of parenting. The constant demands and lack of
control push her to question her abilities, sparking a nagging fear that she is failing as
a mother. Yet, amidst the chaos, there are fleeting moments of solace, particularly in
the stillness of the night when Madeline finally accepts a feeding and drifts off to sleep
beside her. In these quiet moments, Elizabeth feels the profound and unshakable bond
that connects her to her daughter, a bond that provides strength even in the darkest
hours.

Dr. Boryweitz’s visit introduces a brief respite from Elizabeth’s isolation, though it is
not without its complexities. His arrival, under the guise of discussing work-related
matters, carries the subtle undercurrent of a lifeline to Elizabeth’s past identity as a
chemist. He brings a small gift for Madeline, a gesture that highlights Elizabeth’s lack
of adult interaction and the stark contrast between her current domestic reality and
the professional world she left behind. Her identity as a scientist still lingers, evident in
her makeshift use of laboratory equipment to brew coffee—an act that serves as both
a nod to her intellect and a coping mechanism for her exhaustion. However, the
conversation with Dr. Boryweitz also underscores the tension Elizabeth feels as she
tries to balance her scientific passions with the overwhelming demands of being a
single parent. His visit reminds her of the person she once was, but it also deepens the
ache of longing for a life she can no longer fully embrace.

Harriet Sloane, the neighbor who often watches Elizabeth from a distance, becomes an
unexpected source of support. Harriet’s arrival is marked by practicality and a no-
nonsense attitude that cuts through Elizabeth’s frazzled state. She offers tangible help,
from folding laundry to soothing Madeline, but it is her candid advice about
motherhood that leaves a lasting impression. Harriet shares her own experiences,
acknowledging the impossibility of perfection and emphasizing the importance of
resilience and adaptability. Through their conversation, Elizabeth begins to see that
her struggles are not a reflection of failure but rather an intrinsic part of the journey of
parenting. Harriet’s presence, both comforting and grounding, provides Elizabeth with



a glimmer of hope and the realization that she doesn’t have to navigate this
challenging chapter of her life alone.

Madeline’s presence is both a source of profound stress and indescribable love for
Elizabeth. Her cries, though exhausting, serve as a reminder of the fragility and
dependence of new life, while her moments of calm bring a sense of purpose and joy.
Elizabeth’s scientific mind, accustomed to solving complex problems with precision,
finds itself at odds with the unpredictable and often chaotic nature of caring for an
infant. The experience challenges her in ways she never anticipated, forcing her to
confront not only the practicalities of motherhood but also the emotional toll of losing
Calvin, her late husband, whose absence is felt in every corner of their home.
Madeline, with her bright eyes and curious spirit, becomes a symbol of resilience and
continuity, anchoring Elizabeth to the present even as she grapples with the weight of
the past.

The chapter weaves together themes of identity, resilience, and the importance of
human connection. Elizabeth’s struggle to reconcile her role as a mother with her
identity as a scientist is at the heart of her internal conflict. Her interactions with Dr.
Boryweitz and Harriet highlight the contrasts between her intellectual aspirations and
the realities of her new life, while also underscoring the significance of community and
support. As the narrative unfolds, Elizabeth begins to understand that even the most
challenging roles—whether in science or motherhood—require patience, adaptability,
and the willingness to lean on others. The chapter paints a vivid picture of the
complexities of motherhood and the ways in which resilience and connection can help
navigate even the most overwhelming circumstances.


