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Chosen Family by Madeleine Gray: A Deep
Dive into the Chaos of Queer Friendship
In the contemporary literary landscape, few authors have managed to capture the frantic, messy, and
often hilarious pulse of modern queer life quite like Madeleine Gray. After the runaway success of
her debut novel, Green Dot, which dissected the agony of a chaotic workplace affair, Gray returns
with a sophomore effort that aims for something arguably more complex and enduring: the platonic
soulmate. Chosen Family is not just a story about friends; it is a forensic examination of the
"double helix" relationship between two women who love and destroy each other in equal measure
over the course of nearly two decades.

For readers who found themselves feeling seen, attacked, and amused by Gray’s previous work,
this new novel promises a similar blend of wit and devastation. However, where her debut focused
on the external chaos of falling for the wrong person, Chosen Family turns the lens inward, asking a
more uncomfortable question: What happens when your "safe space" becomes a trap? This article
explores the themes, characters, and narrative style of Madeleine Gray’s latest offering, dissecting
why it is poised to be one of the most talked-about books of the year.

The Premise: A Love Story Without Romance
At its core, Chosen Family challenges the traditional hierarchy of relationships where romantic love
is placed at the summit and friendship is relegated to the foothills. The novel posits that the bonds
formed in the fires of adolescence—specifically between queer women—can be more consuming,
more volatile, and more defining than any marriage.

The story spans eighteen years, tracking the lives of two protagonists: Nell Argall and Eve
Bowman. The narrative structure is ambitious, weaving through time to juxtapose the "chlorine-
scented savagery" of their high school years with the supposedly more mature, yet equally messy,
reality of their thirties. It is a coming-of-age story that refuses to stop once the characters come of



age, acknowledging that the snarling, terrified teenagers we once were never truly leave us; they just
learn to hide better.

When we first meet Nell, she is twelve years old, resigned to a life of invisibility. She is a self-
described misfit who has opted out of the brutal social currency of teenage girlhood—makeup,
boys, and competitive dieting. Enter Eve: the catalyst. Eve arrives with short hair, an indifference to
social norms, and a gravitational pull that Nell cannot resist. Their meeting is the "Big Bang" of the
novel, creating a universe that belongs only to them.

Characters: The Double Helix of Nell and Eve
Gray’s strength lies in her ability to write characters who are undeniably human, which is to say,
often deeply unlikable. In Chosen Family, she resists the urge to sanctify female friendship or queer
community.

Nell Argall

Nell serves as the anchor for much of the emotional weight of the story. Initially defined by her
solitude, she finds her identity almost entirely through her reflection in Eve’s eyes. This dynamic
sets the stage for a lifetime of codependency. Nell is brilliant and odd, traits that make her a target
in a high school setting but should theoretically make her interesting as an adult. However, Gray
masterfully depicts how early trauma and intense attachment can stunt individual growth. For Nell,
Eve is not just a friend; she is a life raft.

Eve Bowman

If Nell is the observer, Eve is the event. Confident, sharp-tongued, and possessing a "wicked sense
of humor," Eve appears to be the savior Nell needed. But as the novel progresses, the reader begins
to see the cracks in Eve’s armor. Her confidence often masks a need for control, and her devotion
to Nell creates a claustrophobic feedback loop. Eve represents the "poison apple" described in the
book’s synopsis—something tempting and beautiful that carries a toxic undercurrent.

The dynamic between them is described as a "Medusan stare," freezing them in time. This is a
crucial aspect of the character development. While the world around them changes—university
degrees are earned, careers are launched, and children are born—Nell and Eve often revert to their
teenage selves when they are together. They are stuck in the roles they assigned each other at
twelve, unable to break free even when those roles begin to suffocate them.

Themes: Deconstructing the "Chosen Family" Myth
The title itself, Chosen Family, is laden with cultural significance. In the LGBTQ+ community, the
concept of chosen family is often held up as a utopia—a supportive network that replaces the
biological family that may have rejected or misunderstood the queer individual. It is usually
presented as a pure, healing alternative.

Madeleine Gray takes a sledgehammer to this idealized version. She suggests that chosen families
are just as capable of dysfunction as biological ones. The novel explores how the insular nature of
queer friend groups can sometimes breed toxicity. Because these bonds are formed out of a
necessity for survival and understanding, the stakes are incredibly high. Leaving a toxic friendship



feels like an excommunication from one's own identity.

Gray explores the murky waters of:

Codependency vs. Loyalty: Where is the line between having someone's back and enabling
their worst impulses? The characters struggle to distinguish between support and possession.
The Blur of Platonic and Romantic: The novel delves into the confusion of queer female
friendship where the emotional intimacy often supersedes that of sexual relationships. Nell
and Eve’s relationship is the primary romance of their lives, even if it isn't strictly sexual. This
ambiguity leads to jealousy, possessiveness, and a confusion that lasts decades.
Co-parenting and "Alternative" Lives: Later in the book, the narrative tackles the
complexities of alternative parenting structures. When friends decide to raise children together
or blend their lives to that degree, the lack of a legal or social script can lead to chaos. The
book asks if we can ever really understand what is going on in another person’s head, even the
person we are closest to.

Style and Tone: The Madeleine Gray Signature
Readers of Green Dot will recognize the rhythm of Gray’s prose immediately. The writing is fast,
verbose, and saturated with pop-culture references. For some, this is a feature; for others, a bug.
The narrative voice is distinctly Millennial, grounded in a specific era of the internet, indie music,
and Sydney geography.

The setting of Sydney is not merely a backdrop; it is a character. From the humidity of the summers
to the specific architecture of the inner-west suburbs and the "hellscape" of private all-girls schools,
the location grounds the story in a tangible reality. Gray captures the specific texture of Australian
queer life—the share houses, the bars, the sticky floors, and the sun-drenched hangovers.

The structure of the novel, alternating between timelines, allows Gray to deploy her sharpest
observations about growing up. She juxtaposes the naive intensity of the 2000s with the weary
cynicism of the 2020s. This technique highlights the tragedy of the characters: physically they have
moved forward, but emotionally, they are often still trapping each other in the past.

Reception and Reader Experience
Early reviews and reader reactions to Chosen Family highlight a divide that often accompanies
literary fiction about "messy women." There is a segment of the audience that struggles with the
"unlikable" nature of Nell and Eve. Their decisions are frustrating, their communication is poor, and
their treatment of one another can be cruel. However, this is precisely the point.

Fans of the book argue that this unlikability is what makes it authentic. Real friendships, especially
those spanning decades, are rarely a continuous stream of support and validation. They are filled
with petty grievances, unspoken resentments, and moments of betrayal. Gray does not shy away
from the ugliness of love. She captures the "guilt, shame, and joy" that twist together to form the
double helix of the protagonists' bond.

The novel has been praised as a "love letter to the queer community," but it is a critical love letter.
It doesn't blindly celebrate; it interrogates. It asks difficult questions about how we treat the people
we claim to love the most. The dialogue is frequently cited as a high point—cringy in the way real
life is cringy, hilarious, and cutting.



Why Read "Chosen Family"?
If you are looking for a light, fluffy story about the power of friendship saving the day, this might
not be the book for you. Chosen Family is a dense, emotional read that demands attention. It is for
readers who enjoyed the neurotic introspection of Sally Rooney or the raw, unfiltered female
dynamics found in the works of Elena Ferrante, but transposed to a humid, modern Sydney setting.

It is particularly resonant for anyone who has ever had a "best friend" break their heart. The book
validates the pain of platonic breakups and the confusion of relationships that defy easy
categorization. It is a story about the people who witness our lives—the ones who knew us when we
had braces and bad haircuts—and the terrible power they hold over us because of that knowledge.

Ultimately, Madeleine Gray has crafted a novel that feels like a life raft and a poison apple all at
once. It draws you in with humor and wit, only to devastate you with the reality of time passing and
people changing. Chosen Family asserts that while we may choose our family, we cannot always
choose how they will shape us, break us, or eventually, heal us.

For those ready to navigate the complexities of desire, betrayal, and forgiveness, this eighteen-year
odyssey through the lives of Nell and Eve is an essential read. It cements Madeleine Gray’s status
as a vital voice in contemporary fiction, capable of turning the microscope on our most intimate
relationships and revealing the beautiful, terrifying mess underneath.
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