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chapter 1


As Needed for Pain


Reading was my first addiction. When I tell people this today, they laugh and nod as if they understand, as if they too are part of a secret book-addict society whose greatest crime is staying up late, a flashlight under the covers, compulsively reading page after page.


The strange thing is, no one ever asks me what my second addiction is. I mean, someone who loved to read could never be a real addict, could they? The kind of addict who steals from their family, betrays the people they love, commits felonies, implodes their life because the finding and using and finding more consumes every ounce of who they used to be. No one ever loses their job because they read too much. There are no book club interventions. The prisons aren’t full of people who stole to fund their Kindle habit.


The truth is I’ve only ever had one addiction. The white whale of addictions: escape. From as far back as I can remember there has always been a better place than wherever I am. A better me than whoever I was. Books helped me escape when I was young. Not just because of my precocious angsty-ness and early onset existential crises; they were literal escape.


Most of my early childhood memories are just stories told to me decades later. Stories of violence and starvation and abandonment.


I do remember every teacher, though, from kindergarten through high school. I remember the first multisyllabic word I read in school: policeman. I was so proud of myself as I sounded out the letters. In first grade I read Gone with the Wind—twice. It was over a thousand pages. I didn’t understand Rhett Butler or Scarlett O’Hara or the Civil War, but I savored the endless tiny print pages of word after word. I savored the escape. The longer the book the better.


The only clear memories I have besides school after the age of ten are of moments of crisis. My brothers stealing my stepfather’s Pinto and sinking it in Walden Pond. The police bringing my sister home for public drunkenness. My aunt Janice arriving from San Francisco in the middle of the night, her face swollen and unrecognizable—a mix of red, black, and blue. My brothers and sister dancing around my stepfather’s finger that they found on the front lawn after my mom rushed him bleeding to the hospital. It was a lawn mower accident of some sort, and it was the only time I remember my siblings expressing joy. I didn’t know why they hated my stepfather so much, or what made him pack up one day and leave for good.


I don’t have a single memory of eating dinner at home with my family. I don’t recall any vacations. If I try to remember my childhood, there is only a vague sense of fear, of unease. I have no clear picture of anything concrete or symbolic representing home, and with two of my siblings dying young, I don’t have anyone left to fill in the blanks. I only see myself alone in my room, reading. And not in a meet-cute, flashlight-under-the-covers, love-affair-with-books kind of way.


When I talk about my childhood book addiction, I’m talking about a desperate grip on the pages, reading the same books over and over, never having enough pages to fill the void. When I read, I could pretend I was someone else. I was Harriet the Spy, Nancy Drew, Lucy in Narnia. I was Scarlett O’Hara declaring she would never go hungry again. I was a teenager visiting California for the first time, meeting the boy of her dreams, and fighting all night to keep the distant family’s orange grove from freezing in a cold spell. I was a feisty woman who didn’t need a man until she desperately needed him in every Nora Roberts book ever written. Because we moved from Maynard to Concord, I also read Alcott, Thoreau, Hawthorne, and Emerson. I read Tolstoy and Dostoevsky but found Russian relationships to be far more confusing than the ones in Nora Roberts’s worlds. I loved happy endings, characters who had clear motivations for doing what they did. I read books like a peeping Tom, and I stalked all these lives that weren’t mine. Even the sad people in books had moments of joy and redemption that I envied.


Eventually the reading turned to writing. I started writing short stories in high school and they got me the attention I hungered for. I always loved school. I played varsity lacrosse and field hockey. I could be friends with the cool kids and the smart kids and the sporty kids and even the stoner kids although I didn’t like to get stoned. I could cross social lines seamlessly and be whoever people needed me to be. I’d like to say it was a gift born of my curiosity about people, but in truth it was more of a response to trauma. I wanted to be loved. I wanted to feel safe. So I needed every single person I met to like me, and if I could make them love and need me, even better. After school I went home with different friends and did homework at their kitchen table and joined their family for dinner. At each home I could pretend I was exactly who they thought I must be. Everyone’s parents loved me, except my own.


I was the first person in my family to get into college. I took out loans and put myself through undergrad and graduate school three thousand miles away. I reinvented myself in California. I moved into the dorms at UC Santa Cruz and wore tie-dye shirts and played Ultimate Frisbee. I hung tapestries in my dorm room and slept with my resident adviser. Then I slept with his best friend. No one could believe, with my long beach-blond hair and my flowing hippie scarves, that I grew up in Massachusetts. The first week of college I tried mushrooms, and cocaine, and LSD. They were passed around like candy during orientation week. Who I was before college was quickly tucked away on a shelf. That Lara was over, and I was officially a carefree peace-and-love California surfer girl.


I majored in creative writing, because that meant I could keep reading, keep writing, and keep escaping. I thought I could outrun whatever afflicted my family, and I swore I would never be like any of them. I thought education equaled inoculation, and if I just kept being the good girl with the good grades who said the right things and played the right parts, my life would not end in Anna Karenina tragedy.


But you can’t outrun yourself, and eventually books and writing didn’t give me the escape I still craved. I turned to sex, and food, and money when I had it, and more sex when I didn’t. And then it was opiates; Vicodin for a long, semi-manageable time, and then heroin. I was addicted to all those things and none of those things.


Escape was always my real addiction, the one true high. Books were just my gateway drug. Sex just got me pregnant. Food just made me puffy. Vicodin just helped me pretend I was happy.


The heroin, though, that gave me everything I had ever wanted—peace, joy, escape.


Until it didn’t.


And everything I knew and everyone I loved was gone.





chapter 2


Staycation


The key to committing a crime is the same as it is for doing anything you’re unsure of—confidence. With my head held high and a straight fake-it-till-you-make-it attitude, I walk into the Seaside Inn Resort and Spa like I belong there. I haven’t showered in three days and my hair is in an unkempt topknot, but I put on my sunglasses and do my best impression of Miranda Priestly in The Devil Wears Prada as I saunter through the revolving door.


I stumble a little because I haven’t eaten much in the last three days, and the revolutions give me vertigo. Kaden’s chubby toddler hand is held tightly in mine, and he’s wearing his favorite Spider-Man onesie. Our dog, Chase, is in the back seat of the car waiting with the valet. I don’t have any money to tip the valet when we leave, but I’ll worry about that later.


“Aren’t you excited for a little vacation?” I say to Kaden. “Your brothers love the Seaside Inn, and they are going to meet up with us after school.”


Kaden does a little Spider-Man wiggle and holds my hand tighter.


“They even have a hot tub,” I say a little too loudly. I’m desperately trying to pass as nonchalant. The power is turned off at our house so we can’t stay home with no heat and no electricity. Plus, my next-door neighbors saw me greet the mailman and take their mail along with my own, which I played off as a mistake and handed to them when they ran out of their house. But I know they know.


I’ll worry about that later.


I spent the morning on my computer buying online Best Western gift cards with a credit card I had stolen from an unlocked car at back-to-school night two days ago. Then I prepaid this hotel using the gift cards. I have to show ID to check in, but I’m hoping the gift cards aren’t connected to the stolen credit card. The woman had a ton of credit cards in her purse, so fingers crossed she hasn’t noticed one missing.


I only took the one card, which is safely in the pocket of my sweatpants, so I feel inordinately virtuous. I did use it to buy gas and lunch for Kaden, plus some snacks for the boys when they get here, but I kept my head down in case there were cameras at the store.


“Checking in?” the clerk asks.


“Yes,” I say.


“Last name?”


I hesitate for just a second too long, and he tilts his head to the right slightly. He can’t be over twenty-five, and he peers at me expectantly from behind wire-rimmed glasses. I can tell he’s wearing them to look older, to look professional. I know that game, and I smile brightly at him and take a deep breath.


“Love,” I say, “Lara Love.”


“If I could just see your ID, please.”


I let go of Kaden’s hand and reach into my pocket to pull out my driver’s license. I leave the credit card with another mom’s name on it in my pocket.


He takes my license and then starts tapping away on his computer. I pick Kaden up in my arms and rest him against the marble counter.


The tapping continues, marked with occasional pauses while he squints at his screen. The squinting confirms to me that the glasses are just for show, and for some reason this makes me feel better.


“There are giant goldfish in the koi pond here,” I say to Kaden.


The clerk smiles at me, and I smile back. “I got married here,” I explain to him. “A long time ago—twelve years ago actually. My first husband.”


He nods and continues tapping.


I have to stop myself from saying more. I can’t act like I’m nervous. That’s the first thing that will give you away. “Boy, has it changed around here.”


I need to shut up, but if we can’t stay here I don’t know where we’ll go. I’m dodging the repo men who are coming for my car, dodging a neighbor who knows I took a check from him and used it at the grocery store. I can’t take Kaden home when we have no food and no electricity. If only we can get in our room, then I can take a breath and figure out what to do next.


Then it will be just like we’re on vacation.


The clerk finally stops tapping. “It looks like you’re all prepaid for the room for a week. I’ll just need the plate number for your parking pass and a credit card for incidentals.”


My grip on Kaden tightens. Shit, shit, shit. I completely forgot that part of resort check-in. I have to think on my feet. I don’t have a working credit card.


“Will you charge the card?” I ask. “My sister’s joining me here and I left my purse in her car. I happen to have her card, though. Long story. But I don’t want to charge anything to her. This trip is my treat, so can I switch the card later?”


“We’ll just authorize the card, but you can use a different card if there’s a balance when you check out.”


“What sister?” asks Kaden.


I smile at him but ignore the question. My sister died twenty years ago, but I can’t think about that right now. I just need to get us to our room. I pull out the card and hand it to the clerk. He swipes it without even looking at the name, and I realize I’ve made up the sister lie for no reason.


“There’s not a lot of people here right now; we’re before the holiday rush, so I’ve upgraded you.”


I don’t register what holiday he’s talking about, but then I remember it was just Halloween so he must be talking about Thanksgiving. “Thanks so much, that’s very kind. My sister will love it here. She’s visiting from the East Coast.”


I really need to stop talking.


“And we’re a polling place, so in a couple of days there will be a lot of activity in our main ballroom for the presidential election, but your room is far away.”


“Oh great, I love to vote.”


He just blinks at me a few times too many and says nothing.


“We love Obama,” I add unnecessarily, looking down at Kaden for acknowledgment.


Kaden has no comment on the election, and after an awkward pause, the clerk hands me a set of key cards in a little envelope. “Two keys enough?”


I nod and watch as he writes the room number on the outside. He pulls out a little map of the resort. “You’re here,” he says, and marks the lobby with an X. “If you drive around to the right side here, you can park right behind your suite. Room service is until ten p.m., and the hot tub is really close for Spider-Man. And the koi are here.”


I study the line he’s drawn with an arrow to our room as if it’s an algebra problem I’m going to be tested on. “Wonderful, and thanks so much for the upgrade.”


“Ready, buddy?” I ask Kaden.


“I want a baby sister,” he says.


“I think three older brothers is enough,” I say with a laugh. I roll my eyes at the clerk before we turn to walk out, but then remember I’m still wearing my sunglasses.


I really need to get it together.


My car is still out front, and the valet looks at me expectantly. “I don’t have any cash on me,” I say, “but I’ll catch you before we go out to dinner.”


“No problem,” he says.


Only it is a problem, one of many big problems.


We park and walk into the hotel through an open courtyard. Our suite is located on the ground floor and is decorated with seashell lamps and large abstract paintings that I think are supposed to look like ocean waves. Despite its name, the Seaside Inn is a good twenty-minute walk to the nearby state beach, with Highway 1 running between the hotel and the shore. The suite is large, and there’s a bedroom with two beds and a large living room with a beige foldout couch. There’s also a sliding door that opens to the back where I’ve parked, which makes it easier to sneak in the dog and unload our bags, toys, snacks, and dog food. Once everything is inside, I hang the do not disturb sign, double-lock the door, and pull the curtain closed in front of the slider. Only then do I lie down on the bed and take a deep breath. I still have to figure out the credit card situation and tip the valet, but for now we are here. We are safe.


And I can pretend everything happening outside of this room is far, far away from me. Not long ago, I could vacation at a resort like this for real, with my own credit card and ID and plenty of cash to tip everyone. In the past year, my life has collapsed.


I turn on PBS for Kaden and give him a Fruit Roll-Up, and as Sesame Street plays I grab my purse, walk into the bathroom, and lock the door.


I carefully unfold the tarnished piece of foil and study its surface. It’s marred with black scorch marks and tiny remnants of black tar heroin. There’s nothing here really, but it’s worth a shot. I grab a lighter and a straw, and I hold the flame under the bottom of the foil and pray that something on the surface bubbles into smoke. I just need a little bit to get me through until my husband, DJ, gets here with more.


I had told him I would handle the hotel if he handled the drugs. “Go provide,” I had joked, “while I get shelter.”


But now, sitting in this bathroom, my joke doesn’t feel that funny. And the tinfoil yields nothing but parched soot.


I open the door to check on Kaden. “You okay, baby guy?”


He smiles at me, his baby teeth covered in red Fruit Roll-Up, and points at Big Bird. “I know,” I say, “I love him too! I’ll be out in a sec, okay?”


He turns back to the television, and I close the bathroom door and sit on the marble floor. I dump my entire purse out and carefully move all the items—hairbrush, which I haven’t used in a while, wallet, empty pill bottle, grocery store receipt—to the side in their own pile. Then I carefully pick through the dust and bottom-of-purse debris until I find some small brown chips. I carefully use the pad of my index finger to blot them up and then gently scrape them onto the foil. I do this over and over until every last crumb rests on the foil. This time, when I put the flame under the foil, the top slightly boils and smoke rises. I quickly inhale it through the straw and hold my breath as long as possible. I don’t know if I’m smoking heroin or food crumbs or lint, but I feel the anxiety slowly leave my chest.


Anxiety for me has always felt like being in trouble, and with one big exhale, for a few brief shiny-foil moments, I feel all my troubles float away.
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No villain ever thinks of herself as a villain, and certainly in the story I told about my life, I was always the good guy. Everything I did, I told myself, was for my children. In my mind, my crimes had no victims, or if they did, the victims were corporate entities so vast they were as formless as air. I couldn’t think about the woman whose card I had used to check into the Seaside Inn, because I knew her. She was a crunchy, granola-type mom with five children all in a Montessori school. We weren’t close, except in the way mom friends are who only say hi to each other at school events or birthday parties or commiserating in the pickup line after school. I didn’t know her story, or what she did for a living besides being a mom, or what she feared or what her struggles were. In my mind, she had to be someone well off, oblivious to suffering, untouched by heartache or struggle. Just another perfect mom living a perfect life, parenting perfectly in her perfect house with her perfect partner.


She probably did Pilates, made her own yogurt, and had deep, meaningful conversations with her close circle of friends.


I didn’t hate her; I just wished I could be her.
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DJ doesn’t get to the hotel until almost nine. Kaden is asleep in the bedroom when he comes in.


“Nice place,” he says.


“Did you get it?”


“Who takes care of you?” he asks.


“You?” I say weakly.


“That’s right. I sold some stuff from the house and hooked us up.” His pupils are tiny pinpricks, so I know he used before he came here. I feel jealous, and I’m anxious for the small talk to stop so I can get to it. I don’t ask what he sold because I don’t want to know. I just hope it wasn’t anything that belonged to our children. I have three boys from my first marriage, he has a boy and a girl from his first marriage, and together we share Kaden Love Jackson—the second-marriage baby glue that holds us all together. We are a blended family, sharing custody and coparenting with our exes: we don’t believe in saying “step” children or “half” siblings.


Six children ages three to seventeen who depend on me.


I don’t tell DJ about the stolen credit card, because he’s just set down a golf-ball-size lump of black tar heroin. “Wow,” I say. “Did you sell your car?”


He shakes his head and pulls out a fresh sheet of tinfoil. He breaks off a small piece of heroin and hands it to me along with a strip of foil. I get up quickly to check that Kaden is still sleeping in the other room and then softly close the door between the bedroom and the living room.


“Did the boys come after school?” DJ asks.


“No. Cody had basketball and Dylan was with friends and Ty said he had a lot of homework.”


“So Bryan and Darcy wouldn’t let them?”


“No, they just had teenage things to do. It’s a school night for them.” I know I sound defensive, but it’s easier for me to believe my boys are busy than face the truth: I’m chaos right now, and they have chosen to stay at their dad’s.


“I mean, it’s the same with Hailey and Logan.”


DJ blows smoke in my face. “It’s her week with them, but the boys were going to spend time with you.”


I can’t believe we are going to have a coparenting fight right now. I haven’t told DJ that Bryan informed me he is keeping the boys for the foreseeable future because they told him I wasn’t getting them to school on time, or picking them up on time, and that I was making dinner really late at night, if I made it at all. “Handle your business,” is all he said to me, which is Bryan-speak for “Get your shit together, because I know something is wrong but I don’t really want to know what.” I never would have told Bryan anyway, but it would have been nice to have been asked if I was okay.


I’m suddenly so angry at DJ I want to throw something at him, but I don’t want to wake Kaden. “You know,” I say, “this hotel is where Bryan and I had our wedding.” It’s not a lamp to the face, but it will still cut him.


“Great. Did you have your honeymoon night in this room?”


“Maybe.”


In truth, our wedding night was spent in a top-floor suite on the other side of the hotel. Our friends had covered the bed in rose petals, but we were so tired we’d just brushed them off and gone to sleep. Dylan was a year old, and I was pregnant with Cody at the time, so I wasn’t up for a wild night unless it involved a foot massage and more wedding cake. But those are the last things I would tell my current husband right now.


After we smoke, DJ immediately nods off on the couch and begins to snore. I check the locks on the doors and peer out the back window to make sure the car is still there. Opiates never make me sleepy. They give me a boost of energy and life. They make me feel capable and normal.


The credit card is still in my pocket, so I pull it out and read the name: Carol Clark. For some reason the alliteration makes me weepy, and I send a silent apology to Carol wherever she is.


Then I call Bryan.


“Hey,” I say. “Sorry to call so late.”


“No problem,” he says. “What’s up?”


“We’re having a little staycation at the Seaside Inn. Just a break before the holiday madness, you know?”


Bryan says nothing.


“Could the boys come by after school tomorrow for swimming and dinner? The pool is heated and there’s a hot tub. I’ll bring them back to your house right after dinner.”


Still more silence.


“Please, I really miss them. I know things have been a bit crazy, but all is good now, really.”


“Are you sure?”


“I promise. Everything with me is back to normal.” I stare down at the half-melted lump on the tinfoil. When we were married, I had told Bryan I had a problem with Vicodin. I took three pills every day this week and they make me so happy, I had said. I think I have a problem. I might need help. Please throw them away for me. I can’t do it.


He had just shrugged and put them on the top shelf of the linen closet. “It’s no big deal, everyone takes them.” Later that week, after watching out the window all night waiting for him to come home, I had dragged a chair over to the closet and retrieved the bottle. Five years later we were long divorced, and my three pills a day had become sixty.


I look over at DJ snoring and say the thing on my mind to Bryan. “It’s no big deal, everyone goes through a hard time now and then.”


He doesn’t get the reference.
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I wake up to the hotel phone ringing loudly. Its tone is shrill and jarring. DJ is not in the bed next to the one Kaden and I are sleeping in, and I fumble with the receiver when I answer.


“Hello?” My voice comes out dry and croaking. I’m dehydrated and my head hurts.


“Ms. Love?”


“Yes?”


“There is a problem with your credit card that we need to speak to you about.” The woman’s voice is too sharp for my brain.


“It’s my sister’s card.”


“Well, it’s been reported stolen, so we need to speak to your sister.”


“She’s asleep right now.”


“Well, we need you both to come to the front desk immediately.”


I look around the room frantically. “Okay, just give us a few minutes and I’m sure we can sort this out. There’s obviously been an error with the bank. I’ll give you another card, and my sister can call the bank with you.”


Her tone softens. “Well, okay, that would be great. I’ll be here, and I’ll see you in a few.”


“Fifteen minutes tops,” I say. “My baby is sleeping so I need to get him up.”


“Oh, I’m so sorry, of course . . .”


“It’s okay, it’s not your fault. We’ll be there as soon as possible. We’re supposed to be on a staycation.” I laugh softly and hang up.


I run into the living room, but DJ isn’t there either, and when I look out the back window his car is gone. I try his cell but he doesn’t answer.


Now what? I go into the bathroom and splash water on my face. My eyes are red-rimmed and my face is pale. I quickly pinch my cheeks to give them color and hurriedly throw my sweats and T-shirt on. I open the slider and let the dog out to pee and then put him in the back of my SUV. I roll down the front passenger window and run back into the suite grabbing everything I can carry and then run back out to toss it through the window. I do this several times, just loosely piling up toys and food and Kaden’s books and our clothing on the floor and the passenger seat. I toss our empty tote bags on top of the pile then run back inside. DJ must have taken all the heroin because I can’t find anything but the used foil and my lighter and straw. I throw them in my purse and strap it across my body. Kaden is still sleeping, both arms stretched above his head and his cheeks rosy pink. I gently lift him from the bed and carry him to his car seat. He wakes up when I strap him in.


“Hot tub now?” he asks. “Fish?”


“Soon, baby,” I say. “We’re going to go play at the park first.”


I close the back door and get in the driver’s seat. I don’t have time to worry if DJ will come back before I get ahold of him. I throw the car in reverse and peel out of the lot. As I’m driving back toward the lobby I see a serious-looking man and woman in black suits walking toward my room. They look like security, and their heads whip around to watch as I speed past.


“No park, I want to see the fish.” Kaden starts to cry in his car seat, and I know a full-blown three-year-old tantrum is brewing. “Fish!” he screams and begins to kick his feet against the back of the passenger seat.


I turn onto the highway but don’t know where I’m going. Kaden is crying harder, and I want to cry with him. We’re both tired and hungry and want comfort. I get off the freeway at the exit to our house but instead of going home I drive to Willowbrook Park. It’s Kaden’s favorite, and I’m hoping a turn on the swings will distract him.


I need to take him to see some fish.


I need to find DJ.


I need to call Bryan and tell him there’s been a change of plans.


I need so many things I can’t think straight, but mostly I need to smoke some heroin because I’m already starting to feel a bit nauseous and uncomfortable. Every mom from our neighborhood goes to Willowbrook with their children, and I definitely don’t want to see anyone I know. Not looking like this. Not feeling like this.


I pull up next to the park but don’t turn off the car. Kaden is suddenly quiet, distracted by all the kids playing.


I startle when my cell rings, but quickly see it’s DJ. “Where are you?” I say instead of hello.


“I went to get some stuff from the house.”


“Is the power still off?”


“Well, it’s not going to magically turn itself on.”


“I had to leave the hotel,” I whisper into the phone. “We’re at Willowbrook. They found out the card was stolen. I ran out the back. And I need to . . . you know . . . you took the stuff.”


“Yeah, sorry. I’m just around the corner, I’ll be right there.”


My whispering has caught Kaden’s attention, so I smile at him in the rearview mirror. “Want to go on the swings?” I ask brightly. “We’ll have a picnic.”


All I have is chips and Fruit Roll-Ups and juice boxes, but that will have to be enough. I try to push all the clothes and toys down onto the floor so if anyone I know walks by they won’t think I’m messy and homeless.


I’m so messy and homeless.


DJ’s truck rolls up in a couple of minutes, and he is lit up and happy. He swings Kaden out of his car seat while surreptitiously handing me the ball of heroin. “Handle your business while we play,” he says.


What is it with men telling me to handle my business?


I get in the back seat and hang towels in the windows so I can’t be seen while I smoke. The dog starts to whine so I know he needs to be walked.


I have to make a plan but can’t until I get my mind right. I need to get the power on at home. I need to call Bryan so that he doesn’t bring the boys to the hotel later. I need everything to go back to the way it was a year ago. I was clean and sober and running a successful business, and I wasn’t stealing and lying and running from hotel security.


After my fifth inhale, I decide I’m going to report my purse stolen—that will explain my ID being used with a stolen credit card. This idea feels ingenious, and as soon as I have a plan I relax. I will also call PG&E and pretend I’ve just moved into our house as a renter and need to set up new service. They won’t bill me for a month. I can’t believe I haven’t thought of this before.


High on the heroin, I pull the towel down and look outside—it’s beautiful. The grass is green and the sky is blue and children are laughing and playing. I’ll tell Bryan that he can drop the boys at the house after school. I know I’ll need some groceries before they get there, but as I see all the blankets spread on the green, green grass and all the diaper bags and backpacks and purses lying unattended on those blankets while parents chase their toddlers around the park, I know I can get grocery money easily.


In this moment, anything and everything feels possible. I don’t want to stay at a hotel, I want to go home. My home with Kaden’s giant playroom, where my boys have their bedrooms with matching bedroom sets, and the dog has room to run, and my king-size bed is comfortable and warm.


Kaden and I will bake cookies and start getting ready for Thanksgiving by making construction paper turkeys after tracing his beautiful little hand on the thick brown paper and cutting carefully around the lines. I’ll pull out the glue sticks and stickers that he loves, and we’ll watch his favorite Disney movie, Mulan, and I’ll make popcorn with butter and salt, and we’ll both take baths and come out clean.


It will be cozy and soft and all the good things.


My boys will come home, and I will talk about college applications with Dylan, and basketball with Cody, and Ty will tell me about the latest books he’s reading and all about the magical worlds where the stories take place.


In this moment I know everything is going to be okay, it’s all going to work out. I will fix all the things I have broken.


I just need to go home.





chapter 3


Cul-de-Sacs and Squad Cars


Hide the drugs!”


DJ thrusts a piece of tinfoil and a small baggie made of Saran Wrap filled with white powder into my hand and runs out of our bedroom. I’m still trying to register what sounds like a million fists pounding on the front door. I don’t know if it’s cocaine or meth in the wrap. I have never asked. I look around our bedroom, which lacks a secret hidey-hole to stash drugs when the police come. This isn’t a crack house or a drug den; it’s an overpriced two-story home on a culde-sac in Aptos, California.


I look around our room, the tinfoil held awkwardly in my hand like a butler holding out a silver tray. I hear loud voices downstairs.


Kaden is down there. Now that the power is back on, I had just gotten him settled in the living room in front of the big screen to watch his favorite show, Wonder Pets! We lined up all his stuffed animals around him in a circle. We sing the theme song all day every day—it’s about teamwork and saving a baby penguin that’s in trouble. It’s sappy but not as bad as the purple dinosaur song that was the soundtrack when my three older boys were toddlers.


I could use the Wonder Pets right now because I’m in trouble. I’m not surprised the police are here, but I’m also not prepared.


I pull open DJ’s sock drawer and throw the tinfoil in the back. In our bathroom, I pull out the top drawer of the vanity and throw the small baggie in the back, behind the toothpaste and eye drops and dental floss.


These drugs have lived in our home for almost a year, and like bad houseguests, they have taken over everything. I should have evicted them. Instead I welcomed them, and now it’s too late.


DJ calls my name from downstairs. I walk out of my room and down the hall.


To the left is Kaden’s room—my sweet baby with the pudgy cheeks and the white-blond curls who loves stickers and dogs and who can only fall asleep at night if I lightly run my fingernails up and down his arm.


Straight ahead is the room Ty and Cody share. To the right is the room my stepchildren, Hailey and Logan, share. Dylan’s room is downstairs.


We are a confusing group at back-to-school nights and sporting events. My ex-husband and his wife. My current husband’s ex-wife and her partner. My current husband and me. Kaden is the only constant, the child who doesn’t share time at another house. We like to think we are progressive parents who put the needs of our children over our own needs and wants. But that’s a hard truth to justify considering I’ve just hidden illegal drugs in my bedroom. Considering I’ve failed them all.


I have tried to be the mom I never had. I’ve tried to show up. Let them know they are loved. I have the house and the SUV. I volunteer in the classroom and only occasionally argue with refs at junior high basketball games. I’ve tried so hard to play the part of the perfect mother. But trying to be the perfect mother makes it really hard to admit when you have a problem.


Perfect mothers don’t do drugs.


And perfect mothers don’t get arrested.
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I pause at the top of the stairs and look down. Two sheriff’s deputies in uniform are staring up at me.


Like Scarlett O’Hara at her first ball, I descend the stairs slowly. Only I am no debutante and neither of these men are Rhett Butler.


I see the past year in a flash, and I realize that every single choice has led to this moment. I can’t pretend I didn’t know it was coming. I used to imagine what I would do if they came for me. I’d put a ladder out my back window that I could climb down, Kaden in my arms, and escape into the woods behind our yard. I never put the ladder up, though. Maybe I didn’t want to escape. Or maybe I just knew I had no one and nowhere to run to.


I still had enough self-awareness to know that this person I had become was not me. I didn’t hurt people. I didn’t steal. I didn’t lie. I didn’t push away friends and family. I didn’t cheat on my husband. I didn’t neglect my children. I didn’t do hard drugs. I didn’t commit crimes. Only I did. I do.


And I am so tired. I don’t eat. I rarely drink water. I have been living on Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups, Coca-Cola, and heroin smoke. My clothes are hanging off me. I finally found the perfect diet to lose the extra baby weight, but an unfortunate side effect of the addiction diet is there’s no one left in your life to admire your new physique. Plus, it turns your skin gray. From the neck down I look fantastic, but my face looks like I’m pushing eighty instead of forty. A few months ago, when a worried friend asked me how I had lost so much weight, I said I’d read The Secret and was visualizing myself skinny. I thought it was genius at the time, but that’s another symptom of addiction—thinking you’re smarter than you really are. I promised her I was okay, and I thought she believed me.


I have been pretending I’m okay for so long that I don’t even know what okay means.


I go to sleep every night swearing I will fix everything tomorrow. I will end this marriage. I will get clean. I will stop trying to hustle through the day like the perfect cul-de-sac housewife I thought I wanted to be.


Tomorrow I would face the fact that all our money was gone, school fees were unpaid, the mortgage was behind, the car was about to get repossessed, my business was in shambles. But yesterday I had to steal to buy groceries, gas, and the drugs that would get me through today so I could fix everything tomorrow.


Lather. Rinse. Repeat.


As I take each tentative step down those stairs—see the handcuffs the deputy has out for me, hear the Wonder Pets! theme song playing louder and louder—I know I’ve run out of tomorrows. And part of me is relieved. But then I lock eyes with Kaden, who has looked away from his show, from his stuffed animal family, and I can see his worry. He knows this is not normal.


“Turn around,” says one of the sheriff’s deputies, yanking an arm and spinning me so it’s behind my back.


Kaden stands up at the loud voice.


“It’s okay,” I say as the handcuffs snap on. “Watch your show. I promise it’s going to be okay.” My voice cracks when I tell this lie. I give him a big fake smile.


The deputy starts to push me toward our family room. I see Kaden’s lip quivering. “Please,” I beg, “please just watch your show.”


He takes a step toward me. “No,” I yell, harsher than I mean to. The Wonder Pets start singing again, and he sits back down.


The other deputy goes upstairs, and DJ follows me to the family room. They have not handcuffed him. We sit next to each other on the couch. I watch him surreptitiously pull a tiny baggie out of his pocket and tuck it in the back of the couch. He’s stuffed drugs down with the loose change, pencils, bouncy balls, and all the other couch detritus of suburban life.


The deputy asks us, “What is my partner going to find upstairs?”


I think about the drugs I have just poorly hidden. I also think about the neighbors’ mail and credit cards that I’ve stuffed in a drawer in my closet. I don’t answer, and neither does DJ, because we have watched every episode of Law & Order. I just stare at the back wall of the family room. It’s a dark blue accent wall. When we moved into this house, with down payment help from my mother-in-law, I let the kids choose what color they wanted for each of their rooms. I decided on the cream walls in the family room except for this accent wall. I felt so happy to be someone who had an accent wall in her home. This house wasn’t in my name but it was my house—it was the first house I had ever come close to sort of owning. And this accent wall had always made me feel like I was an adult who had her shit together. This accent wall was a lie.


The deputy glares at us while riffling through our papers on the coffee table. Past-due notices and permission slips and postcards from the dentist reminding us it’s time for a teeth cleaning. The deputy upstairs shouts, and I know he’s found the drugs.


Suddenly there are more deputies in the house. I hear the front door open and close, and DJ is handcuffed, and they are reading us our rights.


My shoulders ache from the cuffs, and I can’t make sense of what’s happening in the chaos. I remember reading about spontaneous combustion when I was in middle school. How people can be going about their life, and suddenly they just implode and turn into a pile of ash on the ground. I was obsessed with this idea when I was thirteen. How a person could be there one minute and gone the next. How every problem, worry, math test, etc. could all disappear in an instant.


As a kid, spontaneous combustion didn’t scare me—I was fascinated by the possibility. It gave me hope.
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I hear loud voices in the living room and awkwardly try to stand up without using my arms.


“My son . . .” I plead.


“Do you understand the rights I have explained?”


DJ nods.


“Why don’t you tell me what else we’re going to find? Things will go easier on you if you tell me ahead of time. If you talk to me.”


DJ shakes his head no again, and I’m not sure what to say. I don’t know what he means by go easier.


“Are we under arrest?” I ask. “Can I call someone to pick up my son, please?”


The other deputy is in the room now, holding the drugs. “We’ve got Child Protective Services here.” He gives me a dirty look.


“Please, can’t I call a family member to come get him? We have family who can be here in five minutes.”


“It’s too late for that.”


“Please . . .” I start to cry now and have no way to wipe my eyes.


“Are you going to talk to us? It will make it easier on your baby if you do.”


“We aren’t saying anything, this is all bullshit!” DJ says angrily.


My whole body is shaking, and I just want to get to Kaden. The deputy matches DJ’s anger and roughly grabs my elbow as I stand. “Let’s go, then.” He pulls me back toward the front door.


Five strangers are gathered at the bottom of the stairs and through my open front door I see nothing but police cars in front of the house. Kaden runs to me when I get to the door. He is crying and holding his arms out for me to pick him up, but I can’t comfort him with my hands cuffed behind my back. I drop to my knees and his arms go around me.


“Mommmyyyy . . .” He is crying and burrowing his face into my neck. A man and a woman in dark suits are talking to the deputies. Child Protective Services.


“I love you, baby,” I cry. “These people are friends. It’s okay, they are going to take you somewhere for a while, but it’s okay, it’s okay . . .”


He gets hysterical and tries to climb on me, his arms around my neck. “I don’t want to go. Please, Mommy, please.”


At that moment I split into two pieces. One is me floating on the ceiling and watching Kaden crying and pleading with the other me as strangers pry his arms from my body and pull him out the door.


Kaden is there. And then Kaden is gone.


I wish I could stay on the ceiling. I wish I could spontaneously combust. I wish I could go back in time and do everything differently.


DJ and I are pulled outside. Our neighbors stand in front of their houses. Our cul-de-sac is full of police cars.


All I can think is I did this. This is what I have done.





chapter 4


The Sally Port


The back of the police car smells like rust and vomit. DJ and I don’t say a word, and our hands are still cuffed behind our backs. I look down as we make the turn around the cul-de-sac. I know my neighbors are all outside, but I don’t want to see them. The deputy doesn’t say a word but glances at us in the rearview mirror periodically. DJ’s right knee moves up and down rapidly, and every few minutes he blows out a big gust of air as if he has just run a sprint.


We drive past the Montessori school before getting on the freeway. The same school where at desperate moments over the last few months I would drive to at 8 a.m., even though my kids no longer went there, knowing that moms always leave their purses in their unlocked cars at private schools. Once they went inside, I would steal any cash I could find or a credit card if they didn’t have cash. And then I would slip back into my white SUV, perfect soccer mom camouflage, and tell myself that I was only using the money to feed my children. I never followed that virtuous thought all the way through to the truth behind it: I needed to steal money for food because I spent all my own money on drugs. It was so much easier to tell myself that I was only hurting the credit card companies, and that twenty dollars here or there meant nothing to these other parents.


I duck my head in case anyone I know is driving in front of the school or stopped at the light and might see me in the back of a police car. DJ sees me do this.


“Fuck them,” he says. He always gets angry when he’s defensive, when he feels like he’s being attacked.
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The police car doesn’t pull into the jail parking lot but the county courthouse across the street. There’s a steep driveway that goes under the walkway between the side of the building that holds six or seven courtrooms and the side that holds the offices of the tax assessor, the county recorder, and the district attorney. I’ve never noticed this driveway before, or the underground area that traverses the whole complex. I dated an assistant DA back in college who showed me all around these buildings, but we never came down here.


“Welcome to the tombs,” the deputy says over his shoulder.


“Why are we at the courthouse?” asks DJ.


“You’re going to talk to some detectives, they have some questions for you.”


“We’re not talking to anyone.”


I don’t say anything as DJ and the deputy glare at each other.


“You’re not going to talk to the detectives?”


Another deputy walks out of the tombs and up to the car as the driver lowers the window. “What’s the problem?”


“He says he doesn’t want to answer any questions.”


“What about her?” The deputy nods at me.


“She’s not answering questions either,” says DJ.


Normally, as a good feminist, I would tell DJ I can speak for myself, but in this case I can’t speak. Even though it’s a bright sunny day outside, it is dark and eerie under the courthouse. I don’t like this place they call the tombs, and I definitely don’t want to go inside. The deputies and DJ argue, and I open my mouth to finally speak, but nothing comes out.


“It will be easier for you if you talk to the detectives.”


“Like I said at the house, we’re not talking without our attorney.”


DJ sounds important when he says this, and confident, but as far as I know we don’t have an attorney.


The deputy from the tombs shrugs and steps away from the car. “Take them over to the jail and book ’em.”


DJ smiles like he’s won something. Until recently he was a mortgage broker, so that smarmy look comes easily to him.


It’s a one-minute drive over to the county jail. The deputy pulls up to the side of the building. “I’m going to take you in one at a time. Do not make eye contact or talk to anyone in the sally port. There are cameras everywhere. We will see if you drop anything. We will see if you send a signal to anyone.”


I have no idea what a sally port is and who or what we would be signaling. He takes DJ out of the back seat on the driver’s side first and then in through some double doors. They are tinted so I can’t see what’s on the other side. I swivel my head around looking for who I’m not supposed to signal or make eye contact with. All I see are police cars from all the different cities that make up this county—Watsonville, Santa Cruz, Capitola—but Aptos isn’t incorporated, it’s a village technically, so it’s under the domain of the sheriff. The other police cars are empty. I stare out the front window and then, one by one, I see three women poke their heads around the side of the building and then step out in front of me. They are wearing green pants and white shirts—like they are nurses or doctors. One of the women waves to me, but I can’t wave back. She has huge brown eyes and long, thick brown hair pulled into a high ponytail. The other two glance over at me then look away. They are wearing some kind of black hairnet and are discussing something intensely. All three women crouch down and look under the cars and then bolt upright and back around the building when the double doors slide open.


The high ponytail woman pokes her head out one more time, grinning, and waves at me again as the deputy walks over to open the passenger-side back door. It’s not easy getting out without being able to use my arms. I’m weak and definitely haven’t been doing my squats, but I manage to stand and when I stumble a little, the deputy grabs my bicep tightly. Too tightly.


He drags me stumbling toward the double doors, and they open automatically. We step inside and they quickly close behind us. There’s another set of double doors. I wait for them to open but they don’t. We stand there awkwardly.


After a few minutes pass I take a deep breath. “Can you tell me where my son is, where they took him?”


He ignores me.


“Please,” I beg, and my voice catches on the word.


For the first time he looks right in my eyes and growls, “You will never see him again.”


I start to cry. “Please, just tell me where he is, tell me if he’s okay.”
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