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For Alfie and Poppy,

Everything in these pages began

with my love for you.

Also, I will pay for your therapy.








CHAPTER ONE ONCE UPON A LIE

AUGUST 2022

The final time my husband cheated on me, the candles on the eight-years-sober cake I bought for him were still warm. Had I known, of course, that I was really celebrating the beginning of the end of my marriage, I might have gone for cupcakes, the supreme individual dessert, to better suit the mood. Maybe even a citrus tart, just to taste a hint of all that had grown sour right beneath my nose. Or perhaps a steaming pile of shit.

But I’m getting ahead of myself.

Fittingly, the morning of the beginning of the end was in August. In the same way that Florida is the armpit of America, August is the sweaty underboob of the year. The thing about August is that it never seems to end—kids still out of school, babies stuck to mommies like a clammy extra limb, AC bills climbing to dizzying heights—and then when it finally does, you’re hit with the impossible whiplash that it’s suddenly September: time to spend an insane amount at Target and cut the crusts off the gluten-free PB&Js and buy overpriced pumpkins for the front porch—still sweating, mind you—and all the while, you remain caught up in the absolute wringer that August put you through.

The August-of-it-all aside, the morning that changed everything was downright pleasant. Stephen and I were working at our studio in L.A., the cozy first home that we’d bought together. When we outgrew it after filling it with two babies—first Alfie, then Poppy—we bought and renovated our dream house nearby, and kept our family’s first nest to use as an office and studio.

Those walls had seen everything, from baby-making to baby-baking. Alfie’s first steps. Many a postpartum breakdown. Mid-pandemic couples counseling. Sketches filmed in the backyard and late-night writing sessions at the kitchen table. You know who else saw everything? Millions of strangers on the internet. They watched me give birth to not one but two human beings. And that couples therapy session? Available to watch, for free, on YouTube. Two mortgages was a luxury, but at the time, we were doing well, and it made sense for us to hold on to the house and make it the HQ for all things Idiots Incorporated.

(Remind me later to tell you why having two mortgages is a terrible idea.)

On that fateful morning, I was singing a song about a sassy alligator. It was a children’s song for our new project featuring my Pamela Pupkin character, Pammy’s World—a YouTube channel dedicated to creating funny, well-made content that kids would love and parents wouldn’t feel assaulted by. Quality music, original characters: It was Stephen’s and my latest collaboration. At the time, our kids were three and one, and as much as I appreciated their dedication to exhausted parents everywhere, Blippi’s smug face was beginning to piss me off, and Ms. Rachel’s voice—God love her—was playing on a nonconsensual loop in my head.

What’s in the box? What’s in the box? What? is? in? the? box?

I didn’t know what was in the box, but part of me hoped it was anthrax.

(In all seriousness, Ms. Rachel is a national treasure and should be protected at all costs.)

Aside from our heroic effort to make not-shitty children’s music, this wasn’t just any old morning. It was also the eighth anniversary of Stephen’s sobriety, and that called for a celebration. I picked up a vegan cake and flowers, and I made him a massage appointment for later that afternoon. It was a huge day, and I was overwhelmed with gratitude for all that we’d been through together.

Which—spoiler alert if you haven’t read my first two books—was a lot!

I first met Stephen at a party in 2011 that my sister, Colleen, had guilt-tripped me into attending. I was fifty-nine days sober, antisocial, and awkward as hell. Those early days of recovery had made me a bit… reclusive. I failed to come up with a good enough excuse not to go, so I braced myself for the naked vulnerability of sober social interactions and the pressure of politely declining the very substances I had zero self-control around. Being sober at a niche costume party in the middle of February sounded like a unique type of torture, but after hiding out in my room for two months bingeing old episodes of Fear Factor, I figured I could handle it as long as I didn’t have to stick my head into a tank of tarantulas.

As foreign as it felt in my early sobriety needing to be asked—let alone forced—into going to a party, I couldn’t say no to Colleen. I definitely owed her one, considering that our twenties mostly consisted of me dragging her from pregames to clubs to off-putting semi-celebrities’ McMansions to charming-but-rapey real celebrities’ actual mansions. She had literally moved from Illinois to L.A. to help me escape from a psychotic, abusive boyfriend… and then she saved my life approximately forty-five times after that. So I figured the least I could do was go to her costume party and attempt to be pleasant while not plastered. Harsh, but fair!

As fate would have it, the night I crawled out of my hovel was the night I met Stephen, who had been in L.A. for less than a year. He and Colleen had mutual friends. (For some reason, all of her friends at the time were English—so much so that she sometimes slipped into a British accent.) I still vividly remember the first moment I saw Stephen, the man I’d marry and the father of my children. I clocked him drinking water from across the room and beelined toward him with a shocking amount of confidence for a woman who hadn’t been to a party sober since the cast of Looney Tunes was on her birthday cake.

That night, Stephen and I quickly discovered that we were both sober sober. Not just, like, taking-a-week-off sober. Not dry January! or designated driver sober.

We were my-life-depends-on-it sober. If I drink, something absolutely batshit will happen sober. One-glass-of-merlot-will-ruin-my-life sober.

When I first met Stephen, he was ten years clean and divorced. We instantly bonded over our shared recovery, and not so cautiously, we started seeing each other. At first, I was hesitant to get romantically involved. Not because I was twelve years younger but because there’s an unofficial rule in our recovery program that you do not date in your first year of sobriety. They say your picker is still drunk even if you’re not. That your romantic instincts are still three shots deep, and newly sober addicts can fall in love with a fucking countertop. In early recovery, anyone can feel like a soulmate. Your barista, your dog walker… or some guy holding a bottle of water at a very British costume party. But rules be damned, we fell madly in love and eloped to Southern Italy less than a year later. The Twelve Steps brought us together… why not throw in One Massive Leap of Faith for good measure?

It had been nearly eleven years since we met, and I felt like we had come such a long way—both independently and as a family. How could I pass up an opportunity to celebrate a milestone of Stephen’s sobriety? Eight years was a big fucking deal. I was grateful; my husband and coparent had been clean and serene since 2014. This was 2022! Can you imagine not having anything mind-altering since the peak of skinny jeans and the humble beginnings of the #IceBucketChallenge?! Not a drop or dose of anything stronger than Tylenol and CBD bath bombs through a literal pandemic?! Like I said—it was a big fucking deal.

To commemorate the day, we worked on our silly song all morning. We had married-people sex and ate cake. When he told me he was meeting a friend for lunch, it felt good knowing that he had people in his life who wanted to celebrate his sobriety with him.

“Where are you guys going to eat?” I asked.

He hesitated, just a hair too long, and rubbed his chin.

“Somewhere on Ventura.”

He brushed a crumb off the couch, and I watched it tumble to the floor. He locked eyes with me briefly, as if scanning my face for doubt, and gave a convincing smile. That’s when the bubble of joy in my chest deflated and sank down deep until it was a heavy pit in my stomach. As soon as he opened his mouth, I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was lying to me.

I tried to write it off. I’ve had my fair share of insecurities, and they could sometimes cloud my perception. If I let my mind wander, it was easy for me to imagine a fictional reality where every worst-case-scenario fear would come true. Catastrophizing could be on my résumé as a professional-level skill.

Feelings aren’t facts, I reminded myself.

I knew that I still had unhealed trust issues stemming from eight years before, when Stephen had last relapsed. In 2014, he had an affair—with a woman from AA, no less.

The affair revealed itself in the stupidest way. One morning, in our little two-bedroom in Santa Monica, his phone alarm went off in the kitchen. It was 10 a.m., and I was still deep in REM sleep because we had zero offspring. He was scoring a film in the second bedroom, meaning he was blasting this over-the-top apocalyptic music—the kind you’d use for the moment the heroine realizes her whole life is about to change. I tried ignoring it, but the alarm got louder, more insistent, like the universe was prodding me to wake up in more ways than one. The score in the background was swelling: strings trembling, drums booming, everything screaming “something awful is coming.” Still, the alarm was cutting through it.

When I finally rolled out of bed to turn it off, I saw a text pop up on his screen from someone saved as “ABSOLUTELY NO WAY.”


Are we still meeting today?



The thread made it painfully obvious that they were sleeping together.

I didn’t confront him. I knew he’d lie. I had learned that lesson early… from the other time I found messages between him and another woman just a month or two into our relationship. The first time, I forgave him, but I never quite trusted him again.

So, when I discovered the “ABSOLUTELY NO WAY” affair, I had to confirm the truth for myself, so I took his phone and replied to her text—pretending to be him—and asked where and when they were meeting. She sent me an address and I showed up to a giant AA meeting with two hundred people.

I stood in the doorway scanning faces, waiting for someone to make guilty eye contact with me. I remember thinking, What am I doing? Why am I looking for this girl among people trying to save themselves?

I left and headed home. For good measure, though, I sent myself her number. Just in case. Later, when I went to save the contact, her name popped up. This wasn’t some random girl. I knew her. She knew me. She knew us. She had been keeping time at our AA meetings. She had even asked me to be her sponsor once.

I didn’t hate Stephen for seeking attention from another woman. I knew he struggled with love and sex addictions; I held those parts of him with a great deal of compassion and understanding. After all, who knew better than I did how enjoyment can turn into habit, can turn into dependency, can turn into a full-blown addiction? That’s not to say the betrayal didn’t hurt like a bitch. It did. Plus, he was coming out of a gnarly relapse and withdrawal, and I had to protect my sobriety above anything, so we separated for three months. He went to rehab, got back in the program, and we slowly rebuilt our relationship from the ground up.

Now, in 2022, I assuaged my doubts by telling myself that his last infidelity was so long ago. We’d evolved so much as a couple. We’d healed and matured and grown together. We were no longer two idiots bumbling through life; we were parents to two beautiful children. We were partners in a successful business. We had graduated into a new stage in life—one where a basic level of trust was assumed.

So, that August day, I tried to push my gut feeling aside. Stephen wasn’t lying to me; he had just set off a trigger from old times, like a forgotten land mine. Nothing good could come from digging into wounds from almost a decade ago. I shook it off and told myself to leave the past in the past. I kept my insecurities neatly corralled in the back of my brain—this day was about him, after all. Besides, things really were different now than they had been when he stepped out of our marriage. We were living, working, and parenting together 24/7, 365 days a year. I knew what he was up to. I had no reason not to trust him. And I believed that my husband would confide in me if something were going on that could threaten our relationship. That was the promise we’d made to each other.

When Stephen left for lunch that day, I tidied up the studio, wrapped up the rest of the cake, and set it in the fridge for later. I answered a few emails that had come in while we were working. I half-heartedly scrolled on TikTok. I lovingly shoved that little gnawing kernel of doubt out of my mind.

And then I saw his computer.

I wasn’t a snooper. Well, I was, but not anymore! It had been at least two weeks…

I know it’s not right, but I couldn’t seem to help myself.

From time to time, I’d scroll through his texts or his search history—whenever I got that gut-twist feeling, which to this day I don’t know whether to blame on my intuition or my anxious attachment-based trauma—and I’d usually just find some bizarre porn. Occasionally, though, when I snooped, I’d find conversations with other women—nothing incriminating enough to start a war, but enough to make my stomach drop. And yes, I know snooping is an invasion of privacy, and yes, I know it’s wrong. But there was the time I did find something.

Now, I had that familiar pit in my stomach that wouldn’t go away. It grew stronger, more bitter.

Maybe Stephen really didn’t know where he was going to lunch.

Maybe he had just forgotten the name.

Maybe.

Maybe not.

I opened his computer and searched his history, but there was nothing. No directions, no menus. That would have been fine, except the iMessages on his laptop—which, yes, I also snooped through—were also suspiciously void of any mention of lunch. There was no conversation with a friend about coordinating a time and place to meet. No “see you soon” or “on the way” or “I’m here!” Nothing.

Was I insane? No… not anymore!

We were so reliant on technology that we couldn’t possibly make a plan without leaving a digital trail. And Stephen was definitely up to something he didn’t want me to know about.

We both drove Teslas (pre–Nazi Elon) and naturally, like everything else, we shared an account for them. There’s a Tesla app on your phone that allows you to do things like update software, lock the doors, adjust security settings, and make fart noises. It has another feature I’d never used before, which shows you where each Tesla is at all times. Stephen and I didn’t share our phone locations with each other; we weren’t that kind of couple. But I needed to see where he was, and the Tesla app was… right there.

I watched as the map loaded and spread across my screen. There was my car, at home down the street. When I tapped on the icon of Stephen’s car, it flew across town to a little blue dot parked behind a strip mall on Ventura.

So he didn’t lie about that, at least.

Maybe I was insane.

I zoomed in and found the address attached to the parking lot. In less than a second, the web page confirmed my suspicions. There was no restaurant. No café. No goddamn bistro.

But there was a massage parlor. Hands of Glory Day Spa. That seemed legit… but wait—why would he be getting a massage now? I had just given him a gift certificate to get one later that day—somewhere much nicer, by the way. And what the fuck happened to lunch with a friend? I pulled up the Google reviews for the business, and bile rose to the back of my throat.

“This place is handy when you need a good rub.”

“Good place and I was happy at the end.”

“Clean and they took care of ALL my needs.”

“What can I say? We read the bible.”

First of all, who leaves a public review for a jerk-off palace?

Secondly, what the actual fuck was my husband doing there?!

Had I not just showered him with my undying love? Had I not brought him cake and peonies? Had my athleticism and affection and matching (full-coverage cotton) underwear meant nothing?

No way. There was no way my husband was getting his dick rubbed by an underpaid masseuse while I, the mother of his children, had proven myself more than willing to perform that particular labor myself. The only thing to do was drive there—not to catch him in a lie, but to prove myself wrong. I sped to his location, thinking that if he happened to peek at the Tesla app now, he’d see my furious blue dot barreling through the Valley and heading straight toward him.

Even as I drove there, I tried to convince myself I was blowing this way out of proportion. New restaurants pop up all the time, right? What used to be a massage parlor could now be a dumpling place. Maybe tacos. They could have ripped up the carpets and taken to the walls with bleach-infused Sherwin-Williams, erasing any evidence that one million hand jobs had taken place there. Google could be wrong.

Maybe it was the grand fucking opening.

I got there way too quickly. I whipped into the parking lot and immediately saw Stephen’s Tesla. My door flew open, and there I was, peering through the windows to confirm what was in the back—two car seats, cup holders still sticky from the kids’ on-the-go breakfast smoothies. Cheerios wedged in every crevice. A crusty pacifier on the floor. The waxy trail of a red crayon on the back of the driver’s-seat headrest. There was no denying that this mess belonged to my perfect, filthy little angels. This was my husband’s car.

I turned my attention to the back entrance of the strip mall. There was a rusty white metal door, beside which was an upside-down bucket surrounded by discarded cigarette butts. This had to be the place. God knew these women deserved every single menthol.

While I stood there, I swear I could feel Stephen through the concrete wall. I imagined barging through the back and ripping open every door until I found him there, in a stranger’s hands. I’d silently take his dick from her (or him?) and rip it right off Stephen’s body. I’d rip it like his offsprings’ heads ripped my vagina. Like I’d ripped my clothes off for him earlier. I’d rip it off and throw it into the ocean. (Sorry, dolphins.)

Luckily for him, my rational mind kicked in and put my ass back in my car. It sat me in the driver’s seat. It put a calm pair of hands on my thrashing animal brain and made me do box breathing. It made me call my sponsor, Joy.

(If you’re reading this, and by some miracle you’re unfamiliar with Alcoholics Anonymous—or any of the Anonymouses, for that matter—a sponsor is someone who also went through the twelve-step program, stayed sober, and mentored newbies like I once was. They say things like, If you’re going to use, call me first. Sometimes you relapse anyway, but other times, just admitting to someone that you want to relapse shakes the shame out in a way that lets you breathe again, lets you get another day clean, and then another. Joy showed me how to coexist with doubt and cravings without giving them all my power. She helped me reach fourteen years sober.)

While I waited for Joy to answer, the feral part of me hoped that she’d promise to bail me out if I set fire to Ventura Boulevard. Shockingly, she didn’t think that was a great idea. I knew she was right—it was wildfire season, after all. It’d make me an irresponsible Californian.

“Go home, Laura,” she said. “You know what you need to know. Now go home. Talk to him there.”

“Fine,” I said, silently missing the version of myself who would already have made a Molotov cocktail out of whatever she could find—which in grown-up-Laura’s car would have been a bottle of Perrier and a burping cloth. Close enough. It would have worked.

At home, I waited in the driveway for twenty minutes, or an hour, or three. I waited long enough to come back to my body. Long enough to consider that maybe it wasn’t my fault—that I could be kinkier and hornier and still, it wouldn’t be my lack that drove Stephen to a stranger. It would be his. It would be the thing we’d both tried to fill with drugs and alcohol and sex—the hole in the soul that, if we weren’t careful, could take us down to the rock bottom we both knew so well. I decided that I would meet him with grace and love and empathy, because if he was spiraling, the last thing he would need is to feel alone.

“How was lunch?” I asked as he stepped out of his car.

“Great,” he lied.

Meanwhile, I was scanning his body language. I felt like Sherlock fucking Holmes, searching for clues. Was he relaxed? Nervous? Guilty? I remember his face looked flushed. I couldn’t tell if it was because he was embarrassed or if the masseuse just did a really good job on him.

Was he afraid of me? Of himself? In hindsight, I wonder. In the moment, all I hoped was that I was wrong about what my instincts told me was coming.

“I know you were at the massage parlor,” I said when we sat down in my office.

Immediately, his facade broke down. Apologies came flooding out, and he shrunk into himself in a way that made me want to cry. Then I was comforting him.

“I understand,” I said. Because I did. (I mean, I had gotten an accidental happy ending a few years before. Then an on-purpose one. And he knew. Progress, not perfection, people.)

The truth was, I didn’t care all that much about the happy ending. I cared that my husband was hiding things from me. That he was lying. That it was so painfully clear that he was falling back into his sex addiction. We had just had sex the hour before his “lunch break,” but still, I wasn’t enough. It was hard not to take it personally, even though what I mainly felt was hurt, and empathy toward him. I saw the raw pain and shame in his eyes. But I saw something else, too, that scared me even more—I saw myself getting smaller, like maybe he thought he didn’t need me anymore. Like maybe I was just going to get in his way.

And you know what? If the alternative was standing by as he spiraled away from our family, I was prepared to fight like hell to be the obstacle of a lifetime.

“I’m asking you to call your sponsor,” I said. We both had one—oddly, they were married to each other. We’d both needed not just Alcoholics Anonymous, but Sex and Love Addicts Anonymous, too.

What can I say? We were blessed with abundance!

“I’ve only done it once, Laura. I’m so sorry,” he assured me. “But you’re right. I’ll call my sponsor. I’ll go to a meeting.”

I surprised myself how well I handled the situation. How understanding I was. How mature! Yes, I’m patting my own back right now. Ten years before, I would have burst into that parlor and caught him balls-out in a dark, lemongrass-scented room. I would have ripped his dick off.

“Except,” he says. “There was one other time—the only other time I’ve done it. Last week, when you were gone.”

Last week.

Last week I was in Illinois, saying goodbye to my godmother, who was dying. Last week I was holding her hand for the last time—the woman who’d helped raise me, who coaxed me into my first steps by dangling a gaudy gold bracelet in front of me, who saved my life by telling me, over chips and guacamole, that if I didn’t get sober, I was going to die.

Her name was Anaise Clery. She was my godmother, and she was everything.

She was also the only sober person on her side of the family, which was no small thing. A lot of people in my family preferred their wine like they preferred their secrets: bottomless. She wasn’t always sober, of course, but when she got there, she stayed there. She was the one who spotted the alcoholic in me before I was even close to spotting it myself. I owed so much of my sobriety to her, and losing her felt like losing a part of myself.

When I came home from saying goodbye to Anaise, Stephen picked me up at the airport, and he looked at me like he didn’t love me anymore. He was a stone wall. He didn’t hug me or ask how I was doing. Actually, he was upset with me about some YouTube video’s subpar performance, and that was all I heard about on the drive home. Every attempt I made to connect with him was rejected. I didn’t know why. I didn’t know what was happening yet. I didn’t know that he had already relapsed by then—that in the car that day, he was high on Xanax and whatever else he’d picked up from a dealer on Craigslist. That he was detached from reality.

I didn’t know that, a week later, on the day we celebrated his eighth year of sobriety, he was also secretly on drugs. In recovery, they call it taking a dirty cake—and I don’t mean the kind of dirty cake you get at a kid’s birthday party when a dozen children blow their DNA all over the buttercream. No, this one’s worse. It’s celebrating sobriety while still using.

Of course, I didn’t know that then.

I believed that he had fallen out of love with me—and maybe he had.

Still, looking at Stephen on that shitty August day, all I could do was try to give him grace. He had fucked up—but here he was, admitting it. Believe it or not, I didn’t feel despair. I knew that Stephen and I could manage this challenge together. I would support him, and we’d both get better. Hell, maybe someday we’d be thanking that woman. We’d sponsor her carpal tunnel surgery to show our gratitude. We would continue on. We’d move forward.

I wouldn’t end our marriage over this.

“I understand,” I said. “I just need to be alone tonight. I need some space.”

I left him at our studio, where we agreed he would sleep. Then I went home to relieve our nanny, Carla. I went through the motions; I fed and bathed the children. I read them books and lay with them until they fell asleep. When Alfie’s breathing steadied, I snuck out of his room and sprawled across my bed. That’s when I allowed myself to wonder if there was something seriously wrong with me. If I’d done something to deserve this.

Was I unbearable? Too masculine? Too prudish? Should I have done more butt stuff?

Did it kill him that I was the breadwinner now, had been since my work took off online? Did that make me less desirable?

At nine o’clock, my phone rang; it was Stephen. I answered, thinking maybe he could dissuade me of some of the awful things I was telling myself.

Instead, he started screaming at me.

“I don’t have a problem. This is your fault! You’re just so fucking controlling!”

When he was done insulting me, he hung up. That same feeling from earlier told me to look at the Tesla app. I did. And what do you know?

He was at a different massage parlor: Happy Jackie Full-Service Massage. Two stars. This seemed desperate.

All I’d asked for was one night to myself. Twelve hours to process the betrayal, to reflect on the best way to move forward. I had held his fucking hand while he cried. I might have even apologized to him, wishing I could shoulder some of his pain. I had tricked myself into believing that he was ready to get help, to receive my support.

If I could say anything to my then-self, I’d tell her to buckle up. Change the locks. Call your mom, call your lawyer, call your best friend. Believe the voice inside your head when it tells you that something is wrong. Be smart, be brave, and you’ll get through this.

I’d tell her that there’s a beautiful life waiting for her ahead, a life more empowering and fulfilling than anything she could have dreamed for herself. That the only way out is through, and that getting through this would be the hardest thing she’d ever do.

I’d tell her what I didn’t know then: that this was only the beginning of the unraveling.

That there’d be no going back to the life she thought she’d had that morning.

And that, even if today hadn’t opened her eyes, tomorrow definitely would.





CHAPTER TWO JOY IS TWO DOORS DOWN

AUGUST 2022

The very next day, there was nothing in the world I wanted to do more than lie in bed for hours, gorging myself on vegan cheddar puffs and scrolling a TikTok algorithm that somehow knew exactly what had happened to me the night before. My For You page was all “Five signs that your husband is a narcissist!” and absolutely demented relationship-horror story-times filmed in a parking lot while a woman did her makeup for court.

I wanted to wallow. Cry. Get up only to pee and find more snacks in the pantry.

But I’m a working mother! So, what really happened was that I was rudely awoken a precious fifteen minutes before my alarm, at quarter-to-six a.m., with my son pulling my eyelashes out. And in the most divinely uncool timing, I happened to have a contractual obligation to get myself and my two young children out of our home for the next twenty-four hours so that a production crew could shoot a short film in my kitchen.

By seven o’clock, I’d survived one meltdown over suggesting the wrong pair of socks, made two (requested and subsequently uneaten) stacks of pancakes, downed three espressos, and made four missed calls to Stephen. The producers for the shoot had rented us a swanky beach house in Malibu for that night, and Stephen was supposed to be at our house that morning, helping me get the kids ready to vacate the premises.

He hadn’t shown up yet, but he would. I knew he would.

He was probably just guilt-tripping himself for being a dick. Or gearing up for an apology that was so flawlessly self-deprecating, I would end up soothing him with compliments. Plus, I couldn’t ignore my part in the mess. After all, I had made him upset when I got sad about the whole hand-job thing! I’d apologize too. Just to be safe.

Despite the fallout of the previous day, it seemed reasonable to assume that Stephen would be coming to Malibu with us. Leaving me alone with both kids in an unfamiliar home would be kind of an asshole move. I know what you’re thinking: Getting a handy in a strip mall is also an asshole move, Laura! But I was in denial, babes, and fucking desperate.

In my mind, the last twenty-four hours was a blip. A fluke. A series of unfortunate events that would all smooth itself out somehow. It had to, right? Right?!

Maybe if I just acted normal, things would just… become normal?

In a feat of supermom strength—and with a truly unhealthy amount of caffeine—I managed to get on the road with only a few tears and minimal bribes. I assured the kids that we’d all have a fun sleepover at the beach together. When we hit the Pacific Coast Highway, the shocking beauty of where we were heading tricked even me, for a moment, into believing that what I was saying was true.

The jagged cliffs that gave way to a sapphire sea. Beautiful houses that teetered on the edge of the earth, their narrow beaches disappearing at high tide. When we arrived it was still early in the day; later, the sun would set right there, the sky close enough to fool us into believing that we could reach out and touch it. The rhythmic crash of water was both threatening and alluring. It was hard to imagine a more terrifying place to be.

My son Alfie was three years old then, and he had recently been diagnosed with autism. At the time, he was in the throes of an unrelenting elopement phase. For all kinds of reasons—overstimulation, anxiety, curiosity—many people on the autism spectrum develop a tendency to “elope,” or leave their safe, supervised environments. As a parent of a toddler, elopement appears an awful lot like escaping. Running away. Chasing danger like it’s a rainbow made out of Sour Patch Kids.

Just a few weeks before, I had received a call from our neighbor.

“Did you know that your son was in my yard yesterday? I have a video of him ass-naked at five in the morning playing near my barbecue.”

Was I raising an Olympian? He’d hopped the fence. At three years old. Was it wrong to consider the fact that he chose not to ignite their grill as an indication of his intellect?

“I am SO sorry. Also, can you send me the footage?” I joked.

Don’t look at me like that! I’m spiritually required to have one morsel of humor per day to cope with the extreme stress of spawning Houdini.

Alfie’s elopement, his diagnosis—it was all still very new to us. Since every child is different, autistic or not, there was no way to predict what particularities or ways of coping he was going to adopt. It turned out that he was determined to explore the world, and he was unburdened by any real sense of danger in doing so. The only thing to do was take it one day at a time, to watch and learn from him, and do our best to understand what he needed. Our first major lesson was realizing that Alfie could watch an adult use a lock once and immediately know how it functioned.

He was a goddamn MacGyver.

So, as you can imagine, solo parenting cliffside in an unfamiliar house with my eloping son and infant daughter was a less-than-ideal situation. The entire back wall of the house was made up of glass doors with inviting little handles. I longed for my child-proofed outlets and locks. I needed help. That much was obvious.

Stephen hadn’t met us at the house that morning, so I called him when we arrived. We hadn’t actually spoken since the night before, when everything he’d done had suddenly become my fault. It was all still a fresh wound. I didn’t want to be near him, to tell you the truth, but I needed my partner. I’d been counting on him to be with us while we were away from home, and it stung that my texts and calls went unanswered all morning.

I did my best to escape-proof the windows and doors, but this house wasn’t safe for our son, and I knew that a second set of hands was essential in preventing an elopement in a new environment. I hated that I couldn’t do it alone. I felt a reluctant wave of relief when Stephen finally picked up the phone. This was all going to smooth itself out. It would be fine. I could be pissed off at him later.

“We’re here. Are you on your way?” I asked, biting back the anger in my voice.

Even if Stephen had hated me at that moment—even if I was the repulsive, controlling bitch he’d said I was—I didn’t think it would matter when it came to our kids.

“Fuck you,” he said. “I’m not coming to Malibu.”

The version of myself I was then, standing in a stranger’s house with Stephen’s words, fuck you, still ringing in my head—I had no clue what my husband was capable of. Before, I had never thought of Stephen as mean. Fussy, maybe. Rude, at times. Brash. Crass. British, evidently. But mean, truly mean? Not really. Not until this very moment, when I really started to worry that maybe he was.

At the time, four years ago now, I didn’t think that the way Stephen treated Laura-the-wife had anything to do with the way he treated Laura-the-mother. In my mind, I was a person split in two. (Or three, if you counted Laura-the-business-partner.) Maybe he’d say something shitty to me when we were working, but he’d still make the kids pesto pasta an hour later when I needed some alone time. Somehow, I didn’t realize then that putting the mother of your children in a shitty situation was the same as putting your children in a shitty situation.

I didn’t realize that until much later in this story.

In the moment, I had two seconds to shove my sadness down into my gut and swallow a rogue sob that threatened to escape from my throat. That’s all you get as a mom: two seconds. Then it’s time to white-knuckle squeeze the nearest fidget toy you can find and figure shit out.

I knew Alfie wasn’t going anywhere before dark; he did his escaping in the middle of the night, when the murderers and coyotes were out and the moonlight sparkled temptingly atop the ocean. I was terrified that he’d wake up from a REM cycle and decide to go swimming in the Pacific. I had to do something. I wasn’t going to sit around and feel bad for myself. If Stephen was so irrational that he would punish me for catching him in a lie, then how much help would he really be right now, anyway?

I wasn’t too proud to think that I was in a state to handle both kids in an unfamiliar, beachfront house on my own. I was distracted and anxious. I hadn’t slept at all, and I definitely didn’t think I would get any rest that night, either—I’d be at Alfie’s bedside, making sure he was safe. I called our nanny, Carla, who must have heard the desperation in my voice, because although she only had a few free hours that morning, she drove all that way to help me get the kids settled in.

After she left, I put Poppy down for an afternoon nap and brought a pile of books to the couch for Alfie. As I read to him, he leaned his head on my shoulder. Halfway through our third read of The Pout-Pout Fish, Stephen called, asking for the address.

He’d changed his mind; he wanted to come stay with us.

I tried to imagine what it’d feel like to say no—to pretend that I really did have a choice. Things were calm now, but I was worried about getting through the night by myself, let alone the rest of the afternoon, after Poppy woke up and I was outnumbered again. Even though he was being an asshole, I wanted him to be there for dinner. They’d want him there to say good night. I’d feel better if he could double-check the locks in case I missed something. So, I told him where we were, thinking I’d feel less uneasy with him around.

But when he arrived, I barely recognized him.

The unease I’d been feeling was multiplied. He was cold and distant; he couldn’t be still. He was even poutier than the Pout-Pout Fish on page one. He paced around the room, clearly agitated. Poppy was on my lap, awake now, and Alfie sat nearby on the floor, playing with the stash of Magna-Tiles we’d brought with us. I was tracking Stephen’s movements so closely that when he stopped and looked at me, I flinched. I kept wondering if I should sit or stand. I felt a strange urge to go to the kitchen and hide the knives. He finally sat at the edge of the couch, as far from the kids and me as possible.

It occurred to me then that I was afraid. But I knew this man. Whatever was going on with him, I could help. I just needed to know what was wrong.

“Can we please talk about it, Stephen?” I asked, barely above a whisper. “Is it an affair? You can tell me.”

He shot up from the couch, his voice a beam of fury, blue eyes piercing mine.

“I’m going to kill myself!”

The words hit my chest with a shock, like my back had hit the ground hard.

“I bought a bottle of fentanyl, and I’m going to take it! And then I’m going to jump into the ocean!”

He was screaming now.

He was screaming in front of our babies.

“I’m going to kill myself, and it’s your fucking fault!”

This wasn’t a confession—it was a threat, and one that I had heard years before.

I had to wonder if this was some form of punishment. But for what? For surviving one night on my own? For catching him in a lie? For asking for space? For not knowing, even then, that he had relapsed?

I didn’t remember standing up, but there I was, between Stephen and the kids. I knew he wouldn’t hurt them, but my instincts put me there. I was adrenaline sick, hands shaking, my voice stuck in my throat. Before I could say anything, he charged out the front door.

There was a loop playing in my head: Not safe. We are in danger. I don’t want him to die. Not safe. We are in danger. I don’t want him to die. Not safe. We are in danger.

I need to leave this man.

It’s a loop that I’d heard before. It’s a voice that so many women hear at some point in their lives. It’s something my mom probably heard many times in the back of her head when my dad was drunk and angry, throwing a glass across the room, screaming at her in front of my sisters and me. It’s a voice I’d spent my twenties ignoring, as I bounced from psycho boyfriend to psycho boyfriend to sweet German boyfriend back to psycho boyfriend again.

Our bodies register it first—the unpredictability, the erratic behavior. Our heartbeats quicken, palms sweat, stomachs hurt. Shocks of adrenaline run through our legs, ready to fight or flee. Then it hits our minds, that gnawing fear that their self-hatred might overflow from them and turn toward us. All of this in a split second, as if some ancestral code is uploaded at just the right moment. All of this, and still, somehow, the self-doubt never fails to follow. My heart was struck by a sudden, sharp uncertainty. Was this really happening? Had Stephen hated me all along?

I knew he needed my help somehow. Maybe a younger, more reckless Laura would have chased after him, self-preservation be damned, and tried to put herself between the Stephen she loved and the Stephen who was threatening to take him away.

The reality was, my young children and I were in a glass house that felt less like a home and more like a fish tank, and I didn’t know what he was going to do. If he would come back. If he would hurt me. I had to get my priorities straight and make sure my kids were taken care of before anything else.

I immediately called Joy.

I knew that Joy wouldn’t give me bullshit advice or empty platitudes. She’d help me figure it out, step-by-step. She was also the only one who knew all the intimate and unfortunate details of my life. She answered on the second ring, and I told her what had happened.

“Take a breath,” she said once I was finished. “Where are you?”

“On the PCH in Malibu.”

“What’s the address?” she asked without skipping a beat.

I gave it to her, mentally preparing for what I’d do in the meantime, until she could arrive.

“Laura, I’m two doors down. I’ll be right there.”

In my twelve-step program, this is what we call a “God shot.” Here’s what it really is: a fucking miracle. That unexpected moment of clarity, connection, or guidance that feels too perfectly timed to be coincidence—like some greater thing is showing you that you’re not alone. Joy was two doors down, like some girl-power version of the Dolly Parton song. The exact person I’d needed was fifteen seconds down the road! You don’t have to be religious or spiritual to appreciate that this was a blessing. Maybe you’re one of those people who believe that we’re living in a simulation. For you, I’ll put it this way: Whoever was playing with our Sims that night had goodness in their heart.

Moments after we hung up, Joy appeared at the door. It was an instant relief. I was still shell-shocked from Stephen’s meltdown, trying my best to pull off a calm, composed performance for the babies. She pulled my hand into hers and squeezed.

“I’ve got the kids. You need to call the police, now.”

That’s exactly what I did. Soon enough, the Malibu Police had made the beach house their headquarters. There was a team tracking Stephen down the PCH (thanks again, Tesla app) and another interviewing me back at the house. I told them I was worried that my husband was a danger to himself. I told them what he’d said—about the fentanyl, about ending his life. I was trying to keep the memory of fearing him compartmentalized, focusing instead on the fear of losing him.

We saw that he was headed toward our office. The team in Malibu was on the phone with the team there. I felt like I was in a heist episode of a cable cop show.

The police arrived at our studio shortly after Stephen did, and when they knocked on the door, he answered casually, as if he’d been expecting an Uber Eats delivery. As if this team of law enforcement officers was a scrawny teenager hustling for weed money in his mom’s Corolla.

“I’m fine,” he said, “totally fine.”

I thought if they searched him, they’d find the drugs he was going to use. I thought they would see clearly that he was a danger to himself and take him involuntarily to a psychiatric facility, otherwise known as initiating a 5150. I worried that if they didn’t 5150 him, it would be the end of a complicated and beautiful life. I was begging them not to listen to my husband, to hospitalize him despite his objections—something I would never put someone through without wholeheartedly believing it would make the difference between life and death. In the end, their hands were tied. They couldn’t search him without a warrant. They couldn’t go inside. They had no reason to take my word over his.

The person they saw was a calm British ex-pat at his lovely Los Angeles studio. They saw a man who was absolutely fine—a man with a crazy, overdramatic wife.

But I had seen the wild look in my husband’s eyes; I had felt the truth of his threat in my bones. He’s a shitty liar, and I had believed every word he’d said to me. Now, here he was, denying everything.

The scariest part was not knowing which of us he was lying to.



Back in Malibu, Joy had worked more magic by making this hellish day normal for my children. We went swimming in the pool at her condo complex. I sat with my legs hanging over the edge, holding on to Poppy as she kicked and splashed with her chunky little feet. The last few hours had felt like treading water, and even now I couldn’t let myself sink. I tried to be present for the kids, to wear peace and assurance and control on my face like a business Barbie one inch away from a mental breakdown. Painted-on, unblinking eye twitching.

I refused to crumble in front of them. It was an odd sensation—my body with them, my mind reliving the verbal tirade, the police interviews, the uncertainty of everything I was so sure about just the day before. I was numb—a sensation I’d spent years chasing with drugs and booze, but now it was purely a matter of survival, my brain keeping me afloat.

I watched as Alfie climbed out of the pool and onto the deck. He moseyed around to the far corner of the deep end, facing us. Then, we all watched as he pulled down his pants and peed directly into the water. He had made the communal pool his toilet. It was totally gross and a little bit funny. This wasn’t unusual behavior for my son—he takes a creative approach to public urination and has a strong disinterest in pool rules. His rejection of social norms was normal; it was maybe the only normal part of that day, and it made me laugh until hot tears slipped out down my cheeks.

I knew things were fucked up, but I would make sure my kids were all right. I wouldn’t let them see me fall apart
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