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Praise for Stay-at-Work Mom

Previously published as Don’t Wait Up


“A hilarious and heartfelt essay collection… sidesplitting. Though Astrof’s collection is often trenchant in its look at her own difficult childhood, it is also permeated with a sense of love for her kids, and is sure to resonate deeply.”

—Publishers Weekly

“The author delivers one punch line after another… Droll wit and profundity swirl together in a revealing memoir from a successful comedy writer.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Successful comedy writer and television producer Astrof has put together a forthright, laugh-out-loud collection of essays that lets you in on a little of what makes her shows like 2 Broke Girls or The King of Queens so much fun… Hilarious and, of course, as well written as any good sitcom episode.”

—Booklist

“Don’t Wait Up is a funny, fascinating memoir of mothering that will definitely keep readers up way past their bedtime, laughing and sometimes crying page after page.”

—BookPage

“An exceptionally funny and charismatic voice… Written with a sharp pen and an open heart, Astrof’s work is heartbreakingly poignant and funny as hell.”

—Shelf Awareness

“[Astrof’s] love for her family shines through as she offers a brutally honest look at motherhood, marriage, and work, rarely losing her sense of humor even while totally exasperated… [She] is gorgeously shameless, honest, and funny, and manages to be insightful and poignant at the same time.”

—The New York Post

“Liz Astrof is wickedly funny, which is an overused term, but I feel should be solely reserved for Liz. She lets you into her life and doesn’t try to sugarcoat it. It’s unflinchingly honest and so effortlessly hilarious. I can’t tell if Liz is insane or not, which, I swear, is a compliment.”

—Justin Halpern, New York Times bestselling author of Sh*t My Dad Says

“No one makes me laugh harder than Liz Astrof. This book is the best combination of her biting humor, self-deprecating wit, and so so so much heart. It had me in tears from page one. This is a must-read memoir for anyone who has a mother or is a mother or knows a mother. ”

—Emmy Award–nominated actress and comedian Molly Shannon

“Refreshingly honest and hilarious! Astrof says out loud what so many parents are afraid to admit.”

—Karen Alpert, New York Times bestselling author of I Heart My Little A-Holes

“Astrof is like the hilarious, did-she-really-just-say-that friend you would kill to have at school pickup—the one that makes you explode in gleeful, scandalized laughter. She goes there—and the parenting genre is never going to be the same.”

—Jancee Dunn, author of How Not to Hate Your Husband After Kids

“So funny, so relatable, just… genius.”

—Emmy Award–winning actress and television host Sara Gilbert

“Raw, bold, heartbreaking, ridiculously funny, and wildly inappropriate—I would expect nothing less from Liz Astrof. As someone who’s seen the inside of her diaper bag—I can tell you, the stories are all true.”

—Actress Whitney Cummings
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For Todd, Jesse, and Phoebe


Introduction: The Stay-at-Work Mom



Every Mother’s Day, I’m reminded of what a . . . unique mother I had. There isn’t a single card that captures my experience. And the dread I feel about that while heading into my local Rite Aid is profound.

To be fair, it would be hard for even the most seasoned card-poet to find decent couplets for Even Though You Left When I Was Five, You Continue to Haunt Me. Or I Know You Never Wanted Children, But . . . Or My Kids Can Never Have Enough Clothes or Shoes Because I Had to Share Mine with Your Ventriloquist Dummy.

That said, I’d settle for a simple On This Day and All Days, I’m Terrified of Becoming You. It wouldn’t even need to rhyme. Maybe there could just be a fun illustration of a scared little girl with the shadow of her big scary mother chasing her.

Hallmark or no, though, my upbringing made me who I am today—a successful television comedy writer, a loved wife, a “competent” mother, and a complete mess of a person whose very first role model was a disaster. I can come up with jokes, storylines, and wacky characters inside a New York minute. While being yelled at by a narcissistic asshole boss at midnight, I can deliver rewrites on a forty-five-page script without breaking a sweat, bleary-eyed and bloated, as coffee and SweeTarts eat away at my stomach lining.

But the idea of taking care of my children for any extended period of time, facing their neediness and all that entails—how they get so . . . thirsty and hungry—well, that thought alone simply brings me to my knees.

So I stay at work. I am a Stay-at-Work Mom.

You would think in this “You go, girl,” “She persisted,” pussy-hat day and age that being a Stay-at-Work Mom would be roundly supported, wouldn’t you? You’d be wrong. Truth is, there’s still a stigma attached to working mothers—and nowhere more, I’m sad to report, than among the Stay-at-Home Moms.

Case in point: one Saturday a few years back I was at my son’s football game, and this gal festooned with babies approached me before I could escape her line of fire.

She smiled and pointed to the 2 Broke Girls patch on my jacket. “Oh my God,” she exclaimed. “Does your husband work on 2 Broke Girls? We love that show!”

I looked around to make sure it wasn’t 1955 and then said, “No, you dumb twat, I work on 2 Broke Girls—I’m a writer.”

I didn’t really call her a dumb twat. But my tone for sure implied it.

What followed was the telltale, unmistakable, and super judge-y head tilt. “Wow,” the Mom said. “I could never be away from my kids like that.”

I wanted to say: “Yes, you could—it’s probably all you think about. You lie awake wondering why you let these small people who can’t even wipe themselves or appreciate a good joke take your life from you. You don’t even recognize yourself anymore under those maternity sweatpants. You fantasize about getting in your minivan, running away from all of it, getting involved in a Bridges of Madison County–type romance and never coming home again. There is no way any adult enjoys spending time with a toddler, even if it’s ‘brilliant’ or ‘hilarious,’ and frankly, if you really do enjoy them that much, there is something seriously wrong with you.”

But I didn’t say any of that because deep down, I do feel guilty about the unrivaled joy I get leaving my house in the morning. I feel ashamed for needing more to fulfill me than fostering the growth of these beautiful human beings I created. I fear it’s a shortcoming that I’m unwilling to surrender myself to Jesse and Phoebe (those are my kids) 100 percent of the time.

That unrivaled joy I feel when I leave the house? I wish I could bottle it. You know who would buy it by the case? Stay-at-Home Moms.

Some nights I do go straight home. But then there are the nights where I crawl on my elbows under my kids’ bedroom windows to the garage where we keep an elliptical machine, so I can get enough endorphins coursing through my system to see them. Or other nights when, while other mothers are making their children pasta made from non-GMO lentils, I’ll be in a yoga class full of twenty-four-year-olds. Or, just walking around the mall aimlessly until a voice in my head says, “Go home, already.” Or, best of all (worst of all?), the nights I sit in my car around the corner from the house gathering the courage to face the bedtime routine all in the hope of missing it, and usually walking through the door just after they’ve fallen asleep, kissing them on their sweet, blissful, unconscious foreheads. Foreheads that my poor husband bathed while I was “stuck in traffic.”

I can never confess these hard truths to Stay-at-Home Moms, though. No admitting my failings or my guilt, I must appear strong when my choices are challenged or judged—which I usually accomplish by throwing my husband, Todd, under the bus.

“I have to work,” I said to that mom at the football game, feigning frustration and envy. “I’d love to stay home with my kids—God, if only! You’re so lucky you’re not the primary breadwinner!”

Occasionally, however, encouragement comes—often at the most unexpected times and from the unlikeliest of people. One day on the 2 Broke Girls set, I was showing Jennifer Coolidge pictures on my phone, and she landed on one of my family on vacation, smiling and splashing in the pool.

“You have such a beautiful family,” she gushed.

“I think I made a mistake,” I heard myself blurt.

Her stunned silence was followed by a burst of laughter. I asked her what was so funny.

“It’s just that nobody ever says stuff like that,” she said.

I went on to tell her how, while in the delivery room delivering my firstborn, Jesse, I suddenly remembered I didn’t even like kids, and that what I remembered most about childbirth was screaming “I hated babysitting!” to my doctor. I also told her how I cautioned Todd as he counted Jesse’s fingers and toes not to get attached to his son, that the very first words Jesse heard from his mother were, “Don’t take the tags off—we may not be keeping him,” which cracked up the nurses but infuriated me.

“You don’t get it,” I’d wailed, as Jesse let out his first cry. “What if I lose him?”

The doctor assured me he was very healthy, and Todd had to explain that I was talking about losing him like at a mall. “She actually really loses her wallet a lot,” he said.

Todd gets me.

Jennifer had grown quiet, and I realized I’d probably freaked her out—the crazy writer who wished her kids came with return shipping labels.

But no. “See, that’s just so honest,” she said. “I thought all mothers were so happy.”

Then it was my turn to laugh. I told her there isn’t a mother out there who pushes a human being out of her body and doesn’t think, Holy shit, I’ve ruined my life, and if you get one glass of Chardonnay in them, they’ll tell you as much themselves.

“Well, your kids look great,” Jennifer said. “You must be doing something right.”

Beneath my “who cares about them, they’re just kids” expression, I was beaming. Beaming! Because someone I respected, one of the most talented comedians I’d ever worked with, thought I “must be doing something right”—which is basically the grail of compliments for SAWMs like me.

I’m a Stay-at-Work Mom not because I don’t love my kids, but because I do love them—I love them more than I ever imagined I could. And I’m terrified of messing up their lives.


Guilt Trip



Being a working mom—especially a Stay-at-Work Mom—means you don’t have to be home for a lot of the bad shit like homework and dinnertime.

You don’t have to drag your cherubs to karate or gymnastics or any other things they once begged you to let them do and now have to be dragged to.

You don’t have to sit in a folding chair or watch them through windows, unable to zone out on your phone on the off-chance that they glance over to make sure you saw their cartwheel or base hit, your non-scrolling hand locked into “thumbs-up” duty. Likewise, you don’t have to deal with the meltdown after the event because they’re overscheduled or be the bad guy and say no when they want a candy bar from the vending machine, standing your ground so they don’t grow up to be assholes.

Instead, you get to see them when they’re bathed, cried out, and drifting off to sleep, kissing them on the head at the stroke of wine o’clock.

Being a working mom also means, however, that you have to make up for all that time away, so your kids don’t resent you so much that, instead of caring for you in your old age, they throw you in a home the first time you put your phone in the dishwasher. Which I’ve already done.

I make up for my lost time by taking the whole family away for a few days the minute my current show wraps for the season. Also, every spring break I go solo and take my kids on what I call a “Guilt Trip.” This is mostly my way of making it up to Todd, who picks up the slack when I’m working late, or on weekends, or when I need to go to yoga after working late, or on weekends because I just spent the week working late. I don’t want him to throw me in a home, either. It’s all about planning for the future.

This past spring break, I decided the kids and I would spend three days and two nights at Great Wolf Lodge, an indoor waterpark-slash-hotel not too far away from where we live. It’s a pretty big resort chain that you probably don’t know about—and one you definitely would never stay at—unless you have kids. To me, it looked like a pretty good deal—a hotel with enough activities to entertain the kids without me? I was IN.

Of course, I had come to that conclusion through a discount booking website at three-thirty in the morning. In retrospect, daylight hours are preferable for making travel plans.

But at the time, I felt more than up to the challenge, because while I wasn’t bringing Todd, I was bringing Julie to help shoulder the parenting. Julie is a Stay-at-Home Mom I met when our kids were in preschool together—her son Luke is Jesse’s age, and her daughter Quinn is the same age as Phoebe. When your kids are the same age and sex as your friend’s kids, it’s like hitting the playdate jackpot.

We’d first bonded over a mutual friend in New York who I knew from growing up and who Julie knew from her life as a “person” before kids.

“Tara Newman?!” she’d squealed. “I worked with her when I was in publicity! Oh my God, she’s great!”

“Can’t stand her,” I said flatly. “Awful person. Truly hateful.”

We’ve been close ever since.

Julie had many qualities I didn’t like—she’d given up a career and pants with zippers to dedicate her life to her children and took actual pleasure in organizing their Legos. She always had wet wipes and Neosporin in her bag and a “Momgenda” calendar on her kitchen wall (I have one, too, but it remains open to January 2014). But Julie didn’t pretend to be happy with every single one of her choices. She was bored, she was unfulfilled, and she ate stale Halloween candy in the middle of the night like a civilian.

On top of all that, our kids were ages where they could go off and invade a kid-centric contained space like Great Wolf Lodge while we got to sit back, relax, and complain to each other—me about the burdens of supporting a family, Julie about the crushing depression caused by spending her days immersed in children.

“I’m so jealous of you,” she’d say.

“I’m so jealous of you,” I’d say.

Julie was the secret weapon in my quest to survive the Great Wolf Lodge expedition, and I was damned proud of myself for coming up with the strategy—so proud, in fact, that when a class email went around about a lice epidemic a week before school let out, I decided to cast the net even wider—safety in numbers, after all.

“Phoebe had two eggs behind one ear and the mama behind the other, but the mobile lice lady came and fried them off her head for thirty bucks,” I replied to all, adding, “By the way, I’m taking my kids to Great Wolf Lodge over spring break—if anyone is going to be there.”

The response I got was overwhelming—not about the lice eggs, but about Great Wolf Lodge.

I was called brave and a better person than I. Quite a few moms responded, “You couldn’t pay me enough money to go there” and “Please tell your kids not to tell my kids that place really exists!”

That should have been all I needed to know. Did I really think that I—who can’t survive a trip to the mall without losing my car, my wallet, my mind, and/or at least one child—was a match for a world where even the most intrepid of über-moms feared to tread?

But you’re not going alone, I reminded myself. This gave me strength, as did my standard mantra on Guilt Trips: This is for them, not you. We may not have been legion, Julie and I, but we were a team. Hell, it worked for Thelma and Louise. Until the over-the-cliff thing.

•  •  •

THE MORNING OF our trip, Jesse, Phoebe, and I loaded into the car while Todd—his slightly above-average good looks enhanced by euphoria at the prospect of a weekend to himself—heaved our suitcases into the trunk with one arm, demonstrating a strength and determination he usually reserves for adjusting the satellite dish. He hovered, grinning from ear to ear as he wished me luck—he’d been copied on the email tree about the lice and seen the ominous warnings against Great Wolf Lodge.

“Are you sure about this?” he asked, his attempt at concern a pathetic cover for the elated smile he couldn’t suppress.

“I’m not that inept a mother,” I snapped, slamming my door; I needed more Starbucks, two cup holders full was not enough. “I can handle a night away with my own children.”

“It’s two nights, Liz,” he corrected me.

I put the car in reverse and had that sudden twinge of panic—two nights?! Could I do this? Could I actually keep a seven- and nine-year-old alive for two nights?!

Of course I could. I was their mother, they came from me. Phoebe had my thighs and stink-eye, and Jesse, my anxiety—what more proof did I need? We are apiece. We’d be fine.

That said, I immediately called Julie to make sure she was on her way—I didn’t want to arrive before she did.

She was on the road, she said, she’d see me soon. I smiled into the rearview mirror at my kids.

“I’m so excited to spend time with you guys!” I said.

“You’re going to come in the water, right?” Phoebe asked from the backseat.

Um . . . “No, Sweet Pea.”

“What about the water slide?” Jesse asked.

Ummmm . . . “No, Doodle-Bug. But we are going to spend a lot of time together!” I cheered. “Or at least near each other,” I mumbled into my coffee.

“. . . What do you mean, ‘near each other,’ Mama?” Phoebe asked.

I glanced back at my daughter. She can’t hear when I tell her to bring her soccer cleats inside before it rains or not to use an entire roll of toilet paper every time she wipes, but when I don’t want her to hear something, Phoebe’s a Doberman. She gets this from her father.

“I mean that I’ll be near you because we’re gonna all be together,” I said, turning the music up to drown out any future utterances.

“Can you just give me a little bit of space?” Jesse hollered, his hands by his ears, gesticulating wildly in frustration. “For once in my life?”

“Jesse’s looking at me!” I heard Phoebe scream.

Jesse and Phoebe were in that developmental stage where siblings become like a married couple, who have ironically become like siblings who can’t stand each other. They commenced lunging for each other as far as their seatbelts allowed. I let them fight, safe in the knowledge that Luke and Quinn would be great distractions in a matter of hours.

•  •  •

WE PULLED UP to Great Wolf Lodge, which from the outside looked more like an industrial park than a hotel, only with giant boulders on either side of the entrance. Maybe they were kidding about the “lodge” theme. I wondered if the rest of the place was going to be a corporate cavern, which made me suddenly nervous about the food. Would it be amusement park fare, with fish battered and not a vegetable besides French fries in sight? I was trying to be healthy and avoid saturated fats—an instinct forged and buffed to a high paranoia by a lifetime of food-related traumas and subsequent eating disorders. Parking the car, I reminded myself that the trip wasn’t about me, but about spending quality time with my children.

The kids, finally free to smack each other, left me to drag our luggage across the lot, along with my purse packed to bursting with goggles, water bottles, snacks, my wallet, and the various pills I would need to keep me sane when required and unconscious at the end of the day.

My fears of Great Wolf Lodge not having committed to the “lodge” theme were quickly assuaged. The giant lobby was lodge themed, as conceived in the mind of a meth addict. Faux log walls appeared haphazardly around un-upholstered log chairs, moose antler chandeliers, and lamps in the shape of bears either hugging or humping foliage. Trees sprouted out of nowhere amongst indoor-patio furniture, fireplaces, and one giant clock to remind me that it was still very early in the day.

The décor turned out to be the least of my concerns. That’s because hotels made Jesse anxious. We’d been involved in exactly ONE MINOR hotel fire years earlier, which inconveniently happened in the middle of the night, and ever since then, my son had been terrified beyond reason every time we stayed anywhere another fire might break out. It’s like he didn’t realize that our house could catch on fire, too. Easily. I leave candles burning constantly. Even ablaze, though, that hotel had been an order of magnitude nicer than GWL. They had great salads, too.

In an attempt to soothe himself in the forest primordial that was his current surroundings, Jesse launched into a series of rapid-fire questions, pausing for neither answers nor air.

“How many rooms are there How many people can stay here What’s the fire department limit What if the fire alarm goes off Can that fire get out of the fireplace Are there ample emergency exits . . .?”

Seizing a break when he paused to inhale, I assured him that we were in a water park and that there was definitely enough water to put any fire out.

Which didn’t bring the result I hoped for. “So, there’s going to be a fire?!” he shrieked, stricken.

Afraid of doing more damage, I left him to his panic and took in my cellmates. The line to check in extended from the reservation desk, snaking all the way to the little boy cubs’ and little girl cubs’ rooms on the other side of the lobby, and folding in on itself about six times. Order was maintained via those plastic rope things they have in banks and airports; I wondered when the next flight out was. Crying babies, clingy children, sweaty teenagers, and weary mothers and fathers all squeezed together. By choice, mind you—we’d all paid for this, and even on Expedia, places like this didn’t come cheap.

“Mama, look . . .” Phoebe called to me. She was a few feet away, smiling proudly under a five-foot squirrel.

“Wow!” I said, pretending to be impressed by it.

“Mama, look!” Phoebe shouted from the same spot. Still smiling.

“I see!” I said, wondering what the hell I was supposed to be looking at.

“Mama, look!”

Nothing had changed. She was even still smiling.

“I SEE you, PHOEBEEEE!” I snapped, drawing judgmental stares from everyone within earshot. Even the lady with the kid on a leash raised her eyebrows, though my guess was that if she had her kid on a leash, she’d probably done her share of yelling in public.

Regardless, I was immediately ashamed. The big bear paw on the clock hadn’t even moved one minute, and I was already losing my shit. This is for them, not you, I reminded myself. You love them.

“I’m sorry, Phoebe,” I offered, for her benefit and everyone else’s. “It’s just that I saw you already once and I didn’t know what more you wanted me to see—”

“—I was standing under a squirrel!” she said cheerily.

“Yes, but you were standing under the squirrel the first time, and I already saw you, so why did you need me to . . . you know what? Never mind.” No sense in reasoning with a seven-year-old. I should just be happy she wanted me to look at her. And that the line was moving.

I scanned the crowd looking for Julie, praying she hadn’t gotten a flat tire or into an accident—because then I’d have to be alone for even longer. I texted her: Are you here? Where are you? She didn’t respond right away. I sent again. And again. My daughter’s impulse to confirm her need for attention didn’t come from nowhere.

Phoebe and Jesse were now actually fighting on me. She was biting him, and he was squeezing her head. She’s a biter. He’s a head squeezer. I told them both through gritted teeth to stop it or else. Jesse, feeling badly for making me upset, hugged me and licked my arm. I pushed him off me and then—because my anxiety was triggering my need for symmetry—I asked him to lick the other arm discreetly and then to stop for real.

Arms evenly licked, Jesse went back to questions. “What if someone in a loose-fitting shirt sits too close to a fire and runs around spreading it?”

“Don’t worry,” I answered—if the people on line were any indicator, there wasn’t a flowing garment for miles. I stared at the back of the gentleman in front of us, sweating profusely through his mesh tank top. The scorpion tattooed on his neck had the word Daddy in one of its pincers, blood dripping off the Y for some reason. The guy’s girlfriend was wearing the merest suggestion of a string bikini, her triple-D’s straining against the top in a way that I think alarmed even her. They had no children with them, so I could only assume they were into some sick shit that was enhanced by a log cabin–type backdrop. I stepped back as they started making out, backed right into a third party’s sweaty appendage, and froze, too scared to look and see who it belonged to.

Just then, like an un-perspiring ray of light from heaven, I spotted Julie approaching, Quinn and Luke in tow. Like Jesse and Phoebe, Quinn and Luke were also headed for divorce. Julie and I hugged. I clung to Julie for too long, and she let me—God, did I look that traumatized?

Our kids ran off together. Julie was completely unfazed by the lobby décor—a happy, positive reminder of why I’d come.

“You look beautiful,” I told her. She did—a vision in sweatpants. She didn’t tell me I looked pretty, but I was okay with it. Kind of.

We finally got to the front of the line, and the Park Ranger who was checking people in. I now saw why it took so long: it wasn’t a check-in, it was an orientation. There were “wands” to distribute, and “Paw Passes” for each guest, as well as lanyards with barcoded tags that doubled as both room keys and Mommy’s credit card (so nothing stood between your kids and anything retail). The Paw Passes, we learned, entitled each kid to a free stuffed animal, a cup of Mike and Ikes, and a liter of soda. The passes also came with barcodes that could be used to buy things just in case the lanyard barcode got lost or gnawed on. Great Wolf Lodge, it seemed, was the most genius consumer marketing plan ever.

“The wands are for the room,” the Park Ranger said, handing over the last of the swag.

“Wands?” I blurted. “Cool—I forgot my light-up dildo.” This resulted in my first “shush” from Julie. Clearly, I’d forgotten I wasn’t in a room full of comedy writers.

Equipped with our armfuls of barcoded money-sucking plastics, we corralled the kids and headed to our rooms, passing the restaurant on the way. A giant grizzly bear stood outside the entrance, leaning on a sandwich board with the menu written on it. Turned out I hadn’t been too far off in my dietary projections—the only vegetable listed was a double-stuffed potato.

“Ooh, double-stuffed potatoes!” Julie said, “I’m getting two. I’m on vacation!”

To me, this was a vacation like I was a virgin. But for my kids, this . . . actually, was a vacation. And this was for them. Not me. You love them. You love them that much.

Our room, or Wolf Den, kept with the log cabin theme—God forbid we forget we are trapped in a plastic forest while we sleep. There were bunk beds, which I knew would be the source of endless “top bunk” fighting, and the walls boasted a painted mural with fairies and woodland creatures. Jesse, anxious to get to the waterpark and pretty much just anxious in general, changed quickly into his swimsuit and met Luke in the hall outside Julie’s room. I heard him saying something about a fire alarm and asking whether there was one in Luke’s room, but as Jesse began rattling off hotel fire death statistics, I was distracted by Quinn, who came crashing into our room, wand in hand, and did something that I still think Julie should have punished her for.

“Watch,” she said to Phoebe, and pointed her wand at one of the fairies and it . . . came alive—that’s really the only way to describe what that fairy did. Its head, which I could have sworn was painted onto the wall, moved side to side and its wings, which had also seemed painted . . . flapped. Same with the woodland creatures—with each wave of Quinn’s wand, they came alive. With a second wave, they started speaking to us in high-pitched cartoon voices.

It was your basic terror shit, in a Karen-Black-devil-doll-movie way, only with demons stuck to walls. In an indoor waterpark/hotel. I had two questions: Why? and Is this how I am going to die?

“Mama, look . . .” Phoebe called to me. She was by the bed, smiling proudly pointing her wand at a butterfly that flapped its wings before running to another butterfly. And another. More flapping. So many flapping wings. And I was paying for this. And Julie was calling it a “vacation.”

I struggled to breathe and fumbled for a Klonopin. This is for them, I thought, not you. You love them. You can eat a potato for your children. You can sleep in a nightmare room.

Once changed, we took several elevators for what felt like several hours down to a lower-lower-sub-subterranean level of the building, working our way past sweaty traffic through a loud and teeming arcade of shops and kiosks—all accepting Paw Passes from children as currency, no parent required. Genius.

We reached the end of the arcade and paused by the set of glass doors. Behind them lay Valhalla—the indoor waterpark itself. The moment we entered, I was hit with a blast of thick, wet “air,” the smell of chlorine so strong I knew that whatever murder Great Wolf Lodge was trying to cover up, they’d succeeded. I gave my eyes a minute to stop stinging and tearing up (some of this was crying), after which I was confronted with absolute, soaking wet, lodge-themed bedlam.

The sound hit me in that instant, much as the “air” had moments before—a cacophony of rushing water, feet slapping on wet cement, screaming, crying, squealing, and every few seconds a weird grinding sound, followed by a bell coming from a gigantic, eight-million-gallon water pail near the ceiling that tipped over, threatening to fall and crush about a hundred people before it would (yay!) dump water on them instead.

There was a giant wave pool, where masses of children bobbed up and down. It reminded me of the end of the movie Titanic—and, I guess, the real-life one, too. There were also big colored tubes suspended in the air that made up an elaborate maze of water slides that emptied into pools, all of them surrounded by a lazy river.

A line of fun-seekers, just like the ones in the lobby except with fewer clothes on, meandered up a huge set of stairs to the top, where the slides begin. There were splash pads, slip ’n’ slides, a chute that just dropped brave people out of the sky into the middle of all the chaos, and—of course—a concession stand serving overpriced, damp food. Paw Passes accepted.

Between the ill-fitting bathing suits and the complimentary towels—which were postage stamp–sized—a real fuck-you if you ask me—I found myself pretty much at a nudist colony with no one who should ever be naked, ever.

“Why would grown adults run around in public looking like this . . . ?!” I shouted, earning my second Julie-issued shush of the trip.

I turned back to the doors (just to make sure they still opened) and next to them saw a sign that read:

PERSONS CURRENTLY HAVING ACTIVE DIARRHEA OR WHO HAVE HAD ACTIVE DIARRHEA IN THE PREVIOUS 14 DAYS SHALL NOT BE ALLOWED TO ENTER THE POOL WATER

I could only speculate as to what “active” meant to the legal team behind Great Wolf Lodge, but it was safe to assume that even formal-sounding words like shall and previous weren’t going to stop this crowd from going in the water with, presumably, shit. I was horrified. But mostly, I was grateful that I wouldn’t have to so much as dip a toe in that shit river. I wasn’t too worried about my kids, either, because their systems were newer and stronger than mine, and I’d prepared them for situations just like this one by not making people sanitize their hands before holding them when they were newborns and allowing them to eat stuff off the kitchen floor.

I waded through the fog and saw that Julie had already secured a table. She pointed to where our kids were—Quinn and Phoebe on the splash pad, laughing and jumping, and Jesse and Luke in the wave pool.

“Did you see the diarrhea sign?” Julie asked.

“I know!” I said, settling into the soaking wet chair next to her. “Thank God we don’t have to go in that fucking water.”

“Isn’t this great?” She meant it, too.

“You know what? It is. For them,” I said and meant it, too. Our kids were having a blast, and that was what mattered.

This is about them. Not you. You love them. You can sleep in a nightmare room for them. You can breathe in toxic swamp air.

We grabbed the kids some damp chicken tenders and fries from the concession stand. Then we sat together and talked and laughed, reminiscing about all the preschool parties I’d forgotten to bring paper plates to. Jesse waved to me happily, and Phoebe even came over to check in. I took advantage of this precious moment and hugged her tightly, careful not to get any water in my mouth. I even found myself starting to get sad that the weekend would soon be over and almost felt guilty that this guilt trip was turning out so pleasant.

Then out of the fog, Quinn appeared, shoulders slumped.

“What’s wrong, honey?” Julie asked, concerned.

Quinn said something inaudible, her head on Julie’s shoulder.

“Oh no, really . . .? You just rest, sweetheart,” Julie soothed. “. . . Do you want something to eat? Chicken tenders, fries?”

Quinn mumbled something else, as Julie looked at me, concerned. “She’s not hungry,” Julie mouthed.

A sopping Phoebe approached, looking for Quinn. I told her Quinn would be there in a minute, that she was just taking a little break.

That was when Julie announced she was taking Quinn back to the room, to lie down—it was a headache, she’d give her some Tylenol, she was sure it would pass. I was sure it would pass, too. It had to.

They disappeared.

Phoebe got sad. Her lower lip pouted out, followed by huge crocodile tears that formed giant pools in her lower lids, just before flying out of her face. She wiped them away with one chubby little prune-y hand. I could handle Sad Phoebe with a hug and a few tickles. But her eyes quickly narrowed, her hands balled up into fists, and she turned into Mad Phoebe.

“This is the worst day EVER! I am not going to play by myself NO MATTER WHAT!” she shouted over the sound of rushing water while stomping in place, purposely splashing me with indoor puddle water. I was going to need to talk to her “feelings doctor” about her spitefulness. But for the moment, I just gently steered her into the shallow end of the puddle and asked her what she would like me to do.

She wanted me to go on the big slide with her—the highest one, the death-defying one. I wasn’t doing that. I told her maybe tomorrow. I also wasn’t doing that.

Jesse and Luke passed the table, and I told them to take Phoebe on the slide. Luke was going on it, but Jesse didn’t want to, he was afraid, he wanted Dippin’ Dots instead. I told him to knock himself out, that’s what the Paw Pass was there for. Luke and Phoebe hit the slide. Jesse was mainlining sugar and feeling like a baller.

My right hand hurt. I looked down and saw that in the short time since Julie had skipped out on me, I’d dug four bleeding half-moons into my right palm with my nails.

“Mama! Look at me!” Phoebe called from the top of the slide.

“Wow!” I shouted, pretending to be impressed, wondering if Stay-at-Home Moms had to look at their kids as often or if it was a “making up for lost time” kind of a thing. Either way, it was almost dinnertime, and I had made it through the first day without having to go in the water. Success.

When we got to the restaurant, Julie flagged me down from a table in the back corner. I assumed that the afternoon’s headache was gone, and we could get on with our trip. But when we got closer, I saw what had been obscured by a bus station in the form of a treehouse—Quinn, face down on her bread plate. I tried to pretend I didn’t notice, not making a big deal out of it and hoping Julie would forget about the fact that her daughter’s hair had butter in it. But Julie was obsessed, constantly fussing over Quinn. She was that kind of mother. She was also the kind of mother who, if her kid was sick, would take them home, even if it meant her friend would be left alone at an indoor waterpark with whatever “active diarrhea” was.

I looked at Quinn—the side of her face that was exposed, at least. It was pale and slightly green. I got an idea.

I was regarded by Julie’s kids as the “funny Mom,” the “silly Mom.” I’d earned the title about five years earlier, when our kids were toddlers and we were all at a playground. Julie and I had been watching them from a nearby park bench. I had to work later and would be no doubt pulling an all-nighter or close to it. Julie was saddled with her kids’ grueling bedtime routine but didn’t have a deadline for a script looming.

“Ugh, you’re so lucky,” I said.

“Ugh, you’re so lucky,” she said.

Suddenly the sky got dark, thunder boomed, and the kids came running over to us. Jesse, sensitive to sound, was inconsolable. This was when, as I often do when I don’t know what to do to calm a child, I improvised. Standing up, I broke into a random impersonation of a large, grumpy, orange cartoon fish named Mr. Grouper from a popular show at the time called Bubble Guppies. Singing loudly, shamelessly, I got Jesse and all the kids to forget the thunder and the bolt of lightning that had just lit up the monkey bars. Before we knew it, they were all laughing hysterically while Julie and I hauled ass to the car.

Back at Great Wolf Lodge, sitting at dinner, I figured that Mr. Grouper might be the only thing that was going to bring Quinn back to life. I stood up and hunched forward, assuming Mr. Grouper’s signature stance—hands (fins) on hips—and started to sing, loudly.

Sadly, in the five years since the lightning episode, the children had unfortunately and mysteriously grown older (go figure). Mr. Grouper not only didn’t help Quinn feel better, it made her face sink deeper into the plate she was resting it on. She was now feeling worse. And so was I. All seemed lost.

Until Luke moved in on his sister’s untouched crayons. Sensing this, Quinn suddenly and miraculously perked up, grabbed her fork, and lunged at her brother. My heart leapt at the sight of them rolling around on the floor in a fist fight. Had I known something like that would make her rally, I’d’ve grabbed her crayons earlier, instead of her potato (Julie had been right: two double-stuffed potatoes was the way to go). I didn’t even notice or care that Phoebe and Jesse were now going at it—him squeezing her head, Phoebe biting him back—or that the whole restaurant was staring.

“Maybe I should take her temperature?” Julie pondered.

“Let’s just take them for a walk and burn off the energy,” I advised in a rush. “And we can talk about tomorrow, because you guys’ll definitely be here.” It was not the time for subtlety. This was a crisis.

This is about them. Not you. You love them. You can sleep in a nightmare room for them. You can breathe in toxic swamp air for them. And you can risk the health and well-being of a child.

We had walked around the hotel and past the arcade, where Julie and I presented a united front on not spending money on video games, a united front on not buying the kids wizard hats (which had no place in a “Lodge” and shame on this hotel for trying to make Harry Potter money), and a united front on no fourth desserts for anybody. I needed Julie—I wasn’t present enough to my children to spoil this quality time by saying no to them. That would negate the whole point of our Guilt Trip. But if Julie laid down the law, I could piggyback on it and not be the bad guy. United front.

Finally, like we had done hours before at the pool, Julie and I were able to sit in the chlorinated air and catch up, free once again to complain about our lives to each other. It was turning into a beautiful night under the fluorescent lights of the windowless waterpark/hotel, when Quinn started to plummet. Again. Her headache came back, her shoulders slumped, her face went pink.

No no no no no no no no no. Come on, Quinn, I thought, you activated demons in my room—you don’t want me to hate you! Come on, Quinn!

“Come on, Quinn,” I hissed.

Quinn put her head in Julie’s chest. I suggested a fourth dessert might perk her up, after all.

Julie got that concerned mama face: furrowed brow and the kind of deep frown the lady at the Estée Lauder counter told me causes irreversible aging. But Julie appeared to be more worried about her child than aging. Something I personally thought she would regret someday. I was definitely regretting it already. Before I could say anything, though, I heard her start to say, “Maybe I should just take her home—”

“No!!!” I almost screamed. “Get a good night’s sleep. Maybe all the . . . lack of sun wore her out. Maybe she just needs to pass active diarrhea!” I was frantic. But Julie took my advice, and they headed up to bed.

“Sleep well!” I called to the elevators, a little threateningly, pointedly at Quinn. “See you tomorrow—it’s gonna be great!!!”

“Is Quinn sick?” Jesse asked, in his genuinely caring way.

“She’s fine,” I snapped.

“Can I get a toy?” Phoebe asked, in her genuinely not-giving-one-shit way.

I assured both of them, but mostly myself, that Quinn would be fine. She’d be fine.

The good news was that there was no fighting over the bunk beds. That was because when we opened the door to the room, a phantom frog on the wall was activated, its loud and sudden cartoon croak sending Jesse running down the hall, screaming “FIRE!!!!”

In the end, both kids slept with me in my bigger-than-a-twin, smaller-than-a-full-sized bed with tall but narrow irregular pillows, Jesse softly wiggling his toes on my legs and snoring, Phoebe smacking her lips in a way that made me almost violent. There was only a thin corner of blanket reserved for me, and I couldn’t get any of it to me because Phoebe was on it.

This is about them, I thought to myself, not you. You love them. You can sleep in a nightmare room for them. You can sit in a toxic swamp for them. You can risk the health and well-being of a child for them. And you can go without sleep for two nights for them.

I must have slept some, however, because I woke to a text.

From Julie.

We are leaving after breakfast.

I looked at the text again. I could barely type back.

No! What’s wrong?! I wrote, trying to sound oblivious because if I acted like Quinn being sick yesterday wasn’t a big deal, then maybe Julie would think it wasn’t a big deal either and stay.

Quinn was up all night on and off, she wrote, adding a teary emoji.

I fought the urge to flush my phone down the toilet. Me too! I wrote back, adding, I think maybe there’s something wrong with the AC . . . I was getting desperate. Texting wasn’t going to cut it—I needed to persuade Julie in person.

I got the kids ready, and we hustled down to the same restaurant as the night before, now laid out with an all-you-can-devour, saturated-fat buffet. I didn’t tell them our friends might leave. I didn’t want to upset . . . me.

Jesse raced off and filled four plates with pancakes, chocolate sauce, marshmallows, and syrup. Phoebe dove into the communal scrambled egg platter with her hands and face. I clocked the fact that there wasn’t a single egg-white option.

Finally, Julie appeared with her kids, all dragging suitcases behind them. No denying it—Quinn looked like shit.

Julie said they were leaving. I reminded her that she had said they were leaving after breakfast, not mentioning I was planning on keeping the kids munching till three in the afternoon.

No, they were going to grab something to go, she wanted to get Quinn home, it looked like strep throat.

I told her I thought that was a mistake, that she was coddling Quinn. Pulling out the big guns, I said I’d read as much in a parenting book. Written by . . . experts. The experts talked all about how indulging kids over every little strep infection sent a message that they could just leave vacations every time they were sick and looked awful, and GOD, Quinn really looked AWFUL.

But Julie wasn’t interested in experts, she was listening to her maternal instincts, much like the Botticelli-esque painting by the elevator bank of the mama bear with the huge ass, tending to her cub. Julie was a mama bear. Quinn was her cub. I was furious.

“Would you stop trying to control my entire life?!” I heard Jesse yelling.

“Mom!!!! Jesse’s being meeeeaaaan!” I heard Phoebe keening.

I wished they would just get a divorce, already.

The next thirty hours played out in my imagination like one of the fever dreams I hoped Quinn would have the entire ride home. I loved her, but right now I was very angry. She was abandoning me in an indoor water park with these people—“these people” being my kids, who wouldn’t give me a moment’s peace. And would deny me any real estate in my own bed. And make me go in the water and swim in active diarrhea.

I was desperate.

“Nobody leaves!” I shouted, no longer fucking around. “We all agreed—we promised—to stay at Great Wolf Lodge until checkout tomorrow”—I gestured to the giant clock—“when the little paw is on three and the big paw is on—”

“Liz, Quinn is sick,” Julie laughed. Sort of. She made a break for the door, waving her good-byes to Jesse and Phoebe.

Miracle of miracles, Luke announced that he wanted to stay. He was mad at his sister for being sick. I was too. I’d always liked him more than Quinn.

Miracle of miracles, Quinn then mustered up the little bit of non-infected energy she had left to say she wanted to stay, too. She was kind of having trouble walking anyway, so leaving would have been cruel.

Silently, I was begging. The kids were not-silently begging and getting louder by the moment.

Then Quinn threw up.

“Ugh, you’re so lucky,” Julie said.

“Ugh, you’re so lucky,” I said.

Then they were gone.

I turned to Jesse and Phoebe, who stared at me expectantly. I told them I wouldn’t be mad if they wanted to go home. They didn’t want to go home. I promised I wouldn’t be mad. No luck. I shooed them back to the buffet and called Todd.

I told him the place was actually great and that he should meet us. I told him about the whole camping theme—I think I even called it a “motif”—and said I felt bad that he was missing out on the trip of a lifetime. Also, I said we could do sex things in the bunk bed after the kids were asleep, as long as we were quick and I could keep my sweatpants on.

He said no. He couldn’t come. Because he didn’t want to.

I started to pretend-cry and told him how gross the place was. I real-cried a little, appealing to his sympathy for the kids—with Quinn and Luke gone, they had no one now.

“They have you,” he said, and told me he thought that was great. He told me how much the kids loved being with me, something that continued to boggle my mind. I could never understand why they followed me around and got happy when I came home. Why Jesse was always asking me questions. Why Phoebe always wanted me to look at her. When I was a kid . . . I never wanted my parents to look at me. Mostly because it usually resulted in forced exercise or a bowl haircut.

“I can’t go in the water, Todd.” I was full-on fake sobbing now.

But he’d already wished me luck and hung up.

Dipping a waffle in chocolate sauce with my free hand, I called every mom friend I could think of and offered them a free night’s stay at Great Wolf Lodge. And anything else of mine they wanted. I even called an immature writer friend who loves Disney World and secretly plays with Barbie Dolls. No takers.

It came down to me, the last mom standing. Time to sink or (not) swim. I whipped out my trusty Paw Pass, and we headed for the arcade.

Stuffed animals, rubber bracelets with their names, a wizard hat, arcade cards—you name it, I charged it. I broke a sweat trying to win Phoebe a stuffed pickle in the claw machine—to everyone’s delight, I succeeded. I let Jesse go on a motorcycle ride so many times he’s definitely going to be infertile, but desperate times.

It was inevitable, however. Eventually they tired of the arcade and wanted to go to the waterpark. I suggested a mini golf course just thirty minutes away.

But Jesse wanted to go back in the wave pool—as my luck would have it, something about the pressure of the water against his chest soothed his nerves. Phoebe wanted to hit the giant slide. With me.

I told her that Jesse would take her. Jesse turned pale.

“The wooden structure isn’t strong enough to hold that many people,” he said. “Especially with all the moisture in the air.” He made a good point.

“Please, Mama?” Phoebe begged. “Please, will you go with me?”

About to stay strong in my no, Jesse suddenly announced that if I went on the giant slide, he would face his fear of rotting wood structures and come with us. Phoebe jumped up and down, delighted. The two of them were suddenly, actually getting along. For the first time maybe ever.

I took it in.

This is about them, I thought to myself, not you. You love them. You can sleep in a nightmare room. You can breathe toxic swamp air. You can risk a child’s health. You can go without sleep.

And you can go in the shit-water for them.

Minutes later, in a bright orange, children’s extra-extra-large one-piece bathing suit from the Bear Essentials Swim Shop, I entered the waterpark. Once inside, I grabbed a pile of teeny beach towels and attempted to spread them over my body. Even together, they amounted to the size of a washcloth. It took both hands to hold them in place—one over each thigh. (Unlike Jesse and Phoebe and seemingly everyone else in the place, I didn’t have that childlike innocence that would make me unaware of what my body looked like in comparison to other people’s. I hadn’t even had that when I was an actual child.)

We slowly ascended the wooden staircase for the tallest water slide. It was the longest and slowest line in the park, in the hotel, and quite possibly in California. Adding insult to panic, everyone in the line carried a giant inner tube. I carried three, one over each shoulder and one around my neck that I could barely see over. My mouth and nose were both pressed up against what I was certain was diseased rubber, my hands still clutching the two washcloths over my thighs.

I tried not to breathe through my nose. I tried not to breathe through my mouth. Somewhere around my legs, my son (I hoped it was my son; there was no way to check) was clinging to me for dear life. Terrified with every shake of the staircase, he started pulling on me—where he thought we could go was anybody’s guess. We were trapped in every sense. I lifted the inner tube every so often to yell, “CALM DOWN!” in his general direction, wondering how long I’d be able to set an example, surrounded by sagging bathing suits and body parts, my eyes watering from chlorine fumes and sweat and claustrophobia. I was about to mingle with all that hair. All those toes. All that . . . toe hair. The guy with the Daddy tattoo with blood dripping off the Y, who I’d just spotted ahead of us . . .

I was about to lose it completely, suffocating for real, when we suddenly found ourselves at the top of the steps on a slick platform. Jesse whooped with relief, having faced and conquered his fear. I’d’ve been more excited for him if I wasn’t about to face my own fear—being shot into a pool of doody water in an itchy children’s bathing suit.

Like an assembly line, we were separated and sent to separate slide openings, where we were instructed to place our inner tubes in the water and sit in them with our legs
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