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Joy Moore

Day Zero

Ablast of hot wind shakes the house, rattling the windows. Outside my basement studio, the towering sweetgums thrash and sway, flinging their prickly seedpods down the hill.

“We’re rolling,” Benny says. “Whenever you’re ready.”

My focus slides back to my best friend. Back to his ruddy beard, to the untamed curls squashed by his oversized headphones, to the workstation where we sit in our ergonomic swivel chairs—­anywhere, everywhere but his eyes. “Ready.”

Benny doesn’t comment on how distracted I am as we start recording. I force myself to pretend nothing is wrong, and as usual, my anxiety falls away as we find our rhythm. By the time we wrap our rambling podcast intro, I’m more at ease. Benny is leading the episode today, which means I’m in the hot seat ad-­libbing survival tactics for the life-­threatening topic of his choice.

He’s watching me now with an impish grin. “What do you know about humpback whales? Anything specific?”

“Beyond the giant mammal part?” I look to my sister-­in-­law at the opposite end of the table, hoping for a hint, but Mallory’s focused on the mix board; she adjusts a fader, turns a knob, and sweeps her platinum blond hair into a low ponytail. Into the mic, I say, “Embarrassingly little.”

“Excellent.” Benny leans back in his chair, hands clasped across a faded black T-­shirt from our original merch line. Our catchphrase stretches across the front in white block letters: what doesn’t kill you makes you . . . a survivor. “Let’s say you’re kayaking along the Pacific coast. It’s a warm fall day. Cloudless skies. Glistening water. You’re working up a sweat. Life is good. Then all at once, dozens of sardines start hurling themselves into your boat.”

“Delicious. Have you ever tried fried sardines? My mom used to make them with toast and this parsley caper sauce—­”

“Focus, Joy. These aren’t lunch. You’ve just paddled yourself on top of a bait ball.”

I regretfully inform him I’ve never heard of such a thing, and he explains that it’s a tightly packed school of fish. A defensive measure they take when a predator is nearby. “Or, in this case, when a predator is directly beneath you.­”

“You could’ve maybe led with that.”

“An enormous jaw opens, you’re knocked out of your boat, and you find yourself inside the gaping maw of a fifty-­foot mammal. What do you do?”

According to Benny, this unbelievable-­yet-­true misadventure befell a woman in San Luis Obispo just last week. If I wasn’t currently avoiding the internet at all costs—­for reasons I will not allow myself to dwell on right now—­I would’ve called dibs on this story the instant the headline popped into my feed so that Benny could be the one puzzling his way out of this whale.

“I need more,” I say. “Is this a tandem kayak? Are you inside the mouth with me?”

“If I tag along, are you going to let me live this time?”



I may or may not have hypothetically sacrificed him to a few wild animals on various episodes over the past four years. “I make no promises.”

He snorts. “You’re alone.”

I make puppy-­dog eyes and remind him that without his assistance I will both figuratively and literally end up sleeping with the fishes.

He’s unmoved. “Guess you’ll have to work fast, then.”

“Cruel.” I sigh. “So, thinking out loud here—­I suppose the first course of action is to prop open his jaw somehow and scream for help.”

He holds up a hand. “Can we stop to imagine this for a second? You’re soaking wet, tangled in seaweed, and flailing around with thousands of fish on a tongue the size of a pickup truck. Even if you do manage to stand up—­and that’s a big if—­you’re still shouting for backup from inside a ten-­foot mouth.”

“I look like a sea monster, don’t I?”

“You do.”

“No one is helping me, are they?”

“They are not.”

“Okay. In that case . . .” I rub my palms together. “I’ll swing on his uvula and jab him in the barnacles until he spits me out.”

Benny’s been shaking his head since uvula. “There’s so much wrong with what you just said. What are you jabbing him with? And don’t say—­”

“My sword, obviously.”

“Joy.” He sounds exasperated, but he loves it when I do this. “Why do you always have a sword? Where is this sword coming from?”

“Listen, the only way I’d ever end up in this position is if there’s an alternate universe in which I’m an actual pirate. So it’s legit this time: I get a sword.” I pause. “Also a peg leg.”



Thirty minutes of riffing and tangents go by in a flash. By the time Benny is ready to reveal the woman’s true survival story, my limbs are loose, my cheeks hurt from smiling, and—­

The power goes out with a startling whoosh.

The three of us blink at one another as we remove our headphones, dazed in the sudden half dark.

“It’s not just us, right?” I get up to check the breaker by the stairs. Everything is in order. “You think it’s the whole neighborhood?”

The house judders with another violent gust, and several cracks fire off outside. I spin around and regard the spray of dead palm fronds littering my private terrace. Detritus from a neighbor upwind. Xander and I don’t even own a palm tree. We all watch a plastic bag zip past the window and tangle in a nearby bush.

“Give me anything, any other weather but the Santa Ana winds,” Mallory says. She’s wearing her go-­to outfit: training joggers with a tank top and Birkenstocks. Crossing her arms, she rubs her bare shoulders and shudders. “Makes my skin crawl.”

My gaze lingers on her as I return to my seat. Throughout most of my marriage to Xander, my sister-­in-­law has remained an enigma—­the distant, unflappable younger sister with whom he emigrated from Denmark as a child. It’s only since she relocated to Los Angeles for our assistant producer job six months ago that she’s begun to reveal these flashes of vulnerability, these tiny chinks in her armor.

She’s probably worried about the dry sagebrush lining the canyon between our house and hers, perfect kindling for a wildfire. I open my mouth to tell her it’ll be okay—­the fire department hasn’t even issued a red flag warning yet. But then I remember the last time I lost power during a Santa Ana storm and keep quiet. They don’t call this hot wind Satan’s breath for nothing.

Superstitiously, I rub the bronze-­plated head of our Arthur Fonzarelli desk statue. The Fonz. Fonzie. He beams at me with both thumbs up: Ayyy. He’s been our lucky charm since Benny and I first topped the podcast charts, and I make a silent wish for a dose of his laid-­back Happy Days mojo right now.

“Well.” Mallory shakes her limbs as if sloughing off a bad memory, and then she’s back to business. “Since we’re just sitting here, Xander asked me to knock a few things off the to-­do list.”

Benny turns to me. “Where is he, anyway?”

“Another damage control meeting with the lawyers,” I say. Waking from my midmorning nap, I’d watched from our bed as he styled his sleek blond hair, one shade darker than Mallory’s, while whispering his arguments to his reflection in the mirror. He looked tired. Tired but handsome in his slim-­fit navy suit. “You just missed him.”

Mallory clears her throat, shifting our attention back to her. She reminds us that our deadline for new advertising partnerships is quickly approaching. We have multiple possibilities to choose from: furniture e-­tailers, website builders, emergency survival gear brands. “And there are at least a half dozen meal kit delivery services on the table.”

“No food ads,” I say.

Mallory looks like she’s about to counter, but Benny beats her to it. “You heard her.”

She jots this down, and Benny and I agree on our top choices with minimal discussion. The room is growing warmer without air-­conditioning. The windows in this hundred-­year-­old hillside Spanish home are single-pane, and the draft snaking through them smells of earth.

“One more thing,” Mallory says, and her ice-­blue eyes soften, like she might not want to say what she’s about to say. “Xander had a call from the Comedy Store. A main room act canceled, and they asked if you’d be willing to fill the gap for three nights.” When we don’t answer, she adds, “Xander and I thought it might help move negotiations along if Apex Plus saw you getting back out there.”

Negotiations. Getting back out there. The words are thorns in my side. The eye-­wateringly lucrative distribution deal we’ve been thrashing out with Apex Plus has been in a holding pattern since the disastrous events of August. But a live show is not the answer.

“When do they want us?” I ask.

“Two weeks from Thursday.” She consults her phone. “October eighteenth.”

Benny watches me, waiting for my response.

Mallory moves closer and takes a seat on the desk beside my computer. “I know what you’re thinking, but we could hire security. Eyes everywhere.”

A laugh bubbles out, and I cover my mouth.

“That means no.” Benny sounds disappointed.

“You haven’t even considered it,” Mallory says, more to me than him.

“We don’t have to.” His tone is firmer now. I meet his gaze, thanking him with my eyes, and he nods. “We’re not ready.”

They volley arguments for a while. Benny reminds her that we’re still cleaning up messes. That we wouldn’t have to find new ad partnerships if business was operating as usual. Mallory points out that we’re back in the top ten as of last Friday. Neither outright mentions the “incident,” as we’ve taken to calling it, or the resulting social media storm. The fact that I haven’t left the house in six weeks. Instead, they talk around the situation using words like delicate and optics.

“You don’t have to decide right now,” Mallory says finally, glancing down at my laptop, which has remained on, unaffected by the power outage. I follow her gaze to the tabs at the top of the screen.

“Great. We’ll pick this up later, then,” I say too quickly, just as a thwap-­BANG ricochets throughout the house.

“What was that?” Benny asks, already standing.

This time I know it’s not a palm frond. My limbs jellify when the sound repeats, and I stay rooted to my chair, pulse thumping in my throat as Benny and Mallory charge upstairs to the main floor. Outside, the dogs bark fiercely at something in the yard.

I’m still frozen in place when the electricity hums back on.

“It’s the window,” Benny calls down a few seconds later. “Latch broke.”

The words sink in one by one. “What are the dogs barking at?” I call back.

“Coyote. Teasing them through the fence again.” A pause. I hear the door to the balcony open and close. “There’s no one out there, Joy. Nothing to worry about.”

Nothing to worry about. I take a deep, shuddering breath as they discuss DIY fixes upstairs. Toggling through my open computer applications, I find my half of the memoir I’m writing with Benny and scan the chapter I hastily typed out last night.

It’s strange seeing your life unfold through the pages of a memoir. These past few months, I’ve often wondered what Benny and I would’ve done differently if we’d known this career was going to make us famous, if we could’ve foreseen how it would all play out.

When I reach my final words, my stomach clenches.

I can’t do this. I thought I could do this. I thought I could share my side of the story, but now, knowing it will soon be read, I feel sick.

Closing my tabs, I make a split-­second decision. On a scrap of paper, I scrawl out a note, conceal it in my fist, and wait for Mallory and Benny to return. When they do, just a few minutes later, my body—­so unpredictable of late—­has already grown heavy.

“Shall we get this episode in the can?” Benny asks.

“Actually,” I say, “I’m sorry to do this, but would you mind telling me how I’m going to escape this whale tomorrow? I’m starting to fade.”

Mallory glances at the clock, no doubt noting I’m off schedule.

Benny shrugs. “Fine by me.”



We agree on a time. When Mallory’s not looking, I tuck the note—­now damp from my sweaty palm—­into the fraying pocket of Benny’s shorts and press a finger to my lips. Shh. He half smiles with confusion as I urge him along. Mallory trails him out, and through the ceiling, I hear Benny call to his dog, followed by the pitter-­patter of paws circling in excitement. When the sounds upstairs fade away, I move into my bedroom.

Sleep will come soon, whether I’m ready or not. I set my alarm and slip into bed, picturing Benny unfolding my note, squinting curiously at my request. He was wrong when he said there was nothing to worry about. There’s plenty to worry about. Clutching my pillow, I listen to the howling wind and wait for the storm to come.







Benny Abbott

Day One

The tree fell at midnight, but all I could see then was the silvery shudder of leaves illuminated by the moon. Now I take in the full destruction with a sinking stomach. My shed, once a pint-­sized version of my mid-­century ranch, has been reduced to a heap of rubble beneath a half ton of eucalyptus. Richie sniffs at the wreckage, burrowing under a dense branch until all that’s visible is his pointy white-­tipped tail.

There’s a metallic squeal, the slamming of a door. Over the fence, I spot my neighbor Ted plodding onto his back porch. He’s in his bathrobe, white belly exposed and straining his belt. We say nothing—­we’ve spoken only through lawyers this past month—­but I note the I told you so written all over his face. He’s been warning me about this tree since I moved in.

“Richie,” I call. “Come on, boy. Let’s go.”

He ignores me.

“Treat? Do you want a treat?”

This does the trick. He comes running, leaves and bark stippling his fur, and we dart inside. Richie knows the drill. In the kitchen, he sits and waits by the counter where I keep his snacks. Crinkled beside them is Joy’s note: Meet me tonight. Here. 7pm sharp. Very important.

Seeing it, my hangover flares.

I hadn’t known what to expect when I first dug it out of my pocket. Given Joy felt the need to be sneaky, I thought this “very important” meeting might have something to do with Mallory. Or the live shows. Or, relatedly, the “incident” this past August. Joy and I were overdue for all manner of heart-­to-­hearts, including how distracted I’ve been since my divorce. I arrived at 7:00 p.m. sharp as instructed, ready to talk. But what came next was unexpected, and no matter how I replay the scene in my head, I’m still not sure what happened. One minute she was greeting me with a hug, the next . . . disaster.

For the twentieth time since I rolled out of bed, I check my phone. Not a single response to the humiliating texts I sent after I left, the latest of which asks if we’re still recording today.

Richie wags his tail, and I realize I haven’t yet given him his treat. I award him with two for his patience and have just started making coffee when my phone buzzes. My heart jolts, but it’s not Joy. It’s a calendar notification: Cleaning Day.

Of course it is.

Resignedly, I survey the kitchen through my house cleaner’s eyes—­the overfull trash can, the pile of unfolded laundry on the breakfast table, the half-­empty bottle of Michter’s, the pizza I burned and left out on the stove. Ordinarily, I would have made an attempt to tidy the worst of it, to perpetuate the fiction that I’m still a capable adult.

Ordinarily, my whole body isn’t thrumming with regret.
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It’s 1,528 steps from my front door to theirs. Joy calculated it when I moved in. 1,528 steps for me, 1,600 for her, and roughly 4,000 for the pups. Richie pulls at his leash, and we hopscotch through palm fronds and other wind-­related debris, sticking to what shade we can find beneath the cedars and oaks. The second Joy and Xander’s bougainvillea-­laced fence and white stucco home come into view, a knot forms in my chest. People say dogs mirror our energy, but our mirror must be broken because Richie bounds eagerly down the terraced yard the instant I lift the latch.

Wiping the sweat from my temples, I tap at the side door before turning my key in the lock.

“Joy?” I call, soft-­footing it across the creaky hardwood floor.

In the living room, I stop mid-­step. There are leaves everywhere—­on the sofa, the coffee table, the chairs. The broken swing-­door ­window sways in the breeze.

Another tap at the side door. Another key in the lock. The shuffle of feet.

Mallory enters with a sigh. “I guess our fix-­it job didn’t work.” Instead of her usual tank top, she’s mixed things up with a black fitted tee advertising her wife’s business in vintage typeface: quinn’s cupcakery.

I’m relieved she’s here. Joy may not be answering my texts, but clearly we’re still recording today.

Mallory considers me when I don’t respond. “You okay? You look—­” She waggles a hand.

“I’m fine.” I’m unconvincing, so I add, “A tree smashed my shed last night.”

“Shit.”

I nod.

“Wait. Not the Zen Den.”

I nod again.

“Bummer.” She whispers this with the reverence of a eulogy.

It’s more than a bummer. That twenty-­by-­fifteen outbuilding was the reason I bought my house in the first place, and I’ve put a lot of money into it since. But I have bigger problems right now. Watching my feet as I proceed down the stairs, I brace myself for Joy’s face. All I need is a one-­dimpled smile. If she smiles, we might be okay.

Only, she’s not here. The workstation in the main room is empty, as are the adjoining offices. Which leaves the bedroom. The door is cracked, and the bed is made. “Joy?” I call quietly.

No reply. Of all the scenarios I imagined playing out today, this did not make the cut.

“No one’s here,” I say when Mallory joins me downstairs.

Mallory scans the room, as if I might have overlooked two fully grown humans. “Are you sure?”

A worry slithers up my spine. I try Joy’s cell. Straight to voicemail. Avoiding the other unanswered messages on the screen, I write, We’re at your house. When there are no ellipses, I add, cringing, We said 11, right?

“They’re probably running an errand,” Mallory says, waving off my concern. She sits in her usual chair at the desk and starts prepping the audio equipment.

I try to do the same, but my head hurts.

Reluctantly, I reread the texts I received from Xander last night. The first, just after Joy kicked me out: Call me. And then five minutes later: WHAT HAVE YOU DONE? I haven’t responded to either. Seeing that he wasn’t home when I was here, I’d hoped, perhaps naively, that his messages were unrelated to the matter Joy and I discussed. There are probably a dozen things I’ve done this week that warrant an all-­caps admonition. Feeling sick, I type: Where are you?

Richie scratches to be let in from the private terrace. I open the door, and he patters past me and up the stairs. His nails click click click on the hardwood as he circles the house, and then he’s back, staring up at me with expectant eyes. I glance around, understanding. “Have you seen Potsie?”

Mallory twists her lips. “Maybe they’re walking him.”

She knows that neither Joy nor Xander would take their dog for a walk when we’re supposed to record. I humor her with a “Maybe” and slip outside.

The Santa Anas are picking up again, blowing in another round of torrid air. Fir needles flurry to the ground as Richie tails me up the stone-­step pathway to the detached garage. I poke my head inside; it smells of must and turpentine. Xander’s Maserati is parked in its usual spot, but his 1964 MG is notably absent.

“Where’s your brother?” I say to Richie, kneeling down to scratch behind his floppy ears.

My head throbs when I straighten, and I shade my eyes against the dappled sunlight. What I see next confuses me. Retracing my steps down the hill, I stop to stare at the gaping hole in the exterior side wall, right between the tall firestick plant and the overgrown laurel. There should be a window here, but looking inside, I can see the glass has shattered spectacularly, violently, covering every surface of Joy’s bathroom.







Joy Moore

Excerpt from Untitled Joint Memoir with Benny Abbott

Early Days

I can sleep anywhere. Classrooms, restaurants, movie theaters, hiking trails—­you name it, I’ve probably slept there. This is not a blessing, as my friends with insomnia have suggested. Before medication and routine helped me cope, I lived in constant limbo. Sudden sleep was not an if, but a when and how and where. Medical professionals call these bouts of uncontrollable sleepiness “attacks.” I prefer to call them naps. I was napping when I first met Benny.

A neighbor’s rock band was playing the Echo that night. You may have heard of the place—­concert venue in Echo Park, standing room only, everyone squished together in a rectangular black room smaller than an elementary school auditorium? It’s special.



I was on the concrete floor near the back wall, head resting on my arm. Benny nearly tripped over me on his way out of the restroom.

Most often in situations like these, I’m unaware of my environment, as people typically are when they’re asleep. I might doze for a few seconds to a few hours before waking on my own. Sometimes refreshed, sometimes not. I had no way to know how long I’d been out on that dirty floor, but when Benny came upon me I was trapped in a state of sleep paralysis: aware of my location but seeing a “dream” version of the dark club behind closed eyelids, complete with shadowy figures and flashing lights. I knew I was ­hovering in that liminal space between wakefulness and oblivion, but my body refused to move.

Until, assuming I’d had too much to drink, Benny tapped my shoulder a few times. Hey, wake up. That was all it took. The spell was broken. My eyes opened, I turned my head, and there he was: my Benny.

You know when you meet someone, and there’s that crystal-­clear moment where you think, I need more of this in my life, or, conversely, I need to get the hell away from this person as fast as I can? I saw Benny’s lopsided smile and wild copper curls, and I didn’t run. He scratched his beard and said, “There you are.”

“Here I am,” I mumbled back.

He tried to take me outside, but I said I was fine. The band started playing a cover of The Cure’s “Lovesong,” and I let him help me up, and he kept an arm around me as we sang along about enduring love.

True story. We’ve been best friends ever since.

But how, you ask, did we get here? That’s the whole point of this memoir, isn’t it? To explain the inconceivable path our chaotic lives took to get to this point, where we have an incomprehensible thirty-five million downloads per month? (Seriously, friends. My mind will never, ever be able to grasp this, and I will never, ever stop being grateful to you for taking the time to rate, review, and subscribe. All the sparkling hearts. ALL OF THEM.)

That story is a tad more convoluted. Let me begin again.

The excessive daytime sleepiness started in the fall of my sophomore year of high school. My parents thought it was typical teenage stuff. A growth spurt, late bedtimes, too-­busy schedule. I was tired all the time, but no one found this alarming because every fifteen-­year-­old is tired. Who can stay awake during social studies? Who doesn’t have trouble waking at the crack of dawn? I trudged along like this for most of that first semester until it started to affect my grades.

Doctors thought it was mono. I was told to rest, and that it would eventually run its course. But a month passed, then two, and I wasn’t getting better. In fact, sleep was consuming my entire life. We tested my thyroid, checked for anemia, diabetes, kidney disease. The words chronic fatigue syndrome were tossed around for a while. Nothing stuck.

I liken it to a broken on-­off switch. One second I’m awake, the next my head is heavy. Gravity bears down on me and my eyes begin to burn. My head starts to bobble as my body turns off, on, off, on, and before I know it, sleep is Dorothy’s spiraling house, and I’m the Wicked Witch of the East with nothing but my striped socks and red shoes sticking out. Once it begins to fall, I cannot escape its path.

I want to be clear. This is MY experience with narcolepsy. ­Every person with narcolepsy has a different story with different challenges and different ways of managing their care. I know some who can multitask their way out of an attack—­eating sour candy while driving a long straight road, say, to combat the monotony that would otherwise lull them to sleep. Others who have such severe daytime sleepiness that, despite all meds, it can be nearly impossible to complete even simple tasks. Others still who experience cataplexy, i.e., a sudden loss of muscle control when the brain confuses wakeful emotional stimuli with the emotions experienced during REM sleep. With cataplexy, triggers like stress, surprise, euphoria—­even a simple joke—­can make the body go limp as if the person is deeply dreaming. If you’ve listened to our podcast, you know how often I laugh. I do not have narcolepsy with cataplexy. And not all people with cataplexy have narcolepsy. As with all diseases and disorders, there is no one-­size-­fits-­all.

But I digress—­I’m already digressing! Lord help me, this book is going to be just like our podcast. I was getting around to the moment I first understood the magnitude of my problem.

Picture this scene: Early 2000s. The summer before my junior year. I’m sixteen years old, an only child living in California’s Inland Empire—­think smog, heat, smack-­dab between Los Angeles and Palm Springs. At this time, there are a lot of dairy farms nearby, so add in some smells. I haven’t been diagnosed yet, I’m swimming in a vat of molasses, and yet all I want is my driver’s license. My parents have promised they’ll give me lessons when I can hold my head upright for longer than half an hour at a time, but I am ready yesterday. I’m Veruca Salt at the chocolate factory right before she drops down the “bad egg” chute. “Don’t care how, I want it nooooooowwwwwww . . .” I even look like Veruca. Wavy brown hair, little button nose. My nose has since grown into my face.

My best friend this fateful summer, Vanessa, has a cream 1973 El Camino. An absolute boat that can accordion any other car in a head-­on collision without suffering so much as a scratch. I’ve been playing down my symptoms, and Vanessa is bored between shifts at Chuck E. Cheese, so I ask her to let me take it for a spin.

Always game for adventure, Vanessa wheels in while my parents are at work and hands me the key. I wait until it’s in the ignition to admit I don’t know how to operate a manual transmission. I omit the part about not knowing how to drive, period, preferring to focus on how the stick itself is a bit of a mystery.



“Teach me,” I beg. “I bow to your superior knowledge of shifting devices.”

Vanessa is a cheerleader and a math whiz, and she loves it when people pay court to her intelligence. “All right, fine,” she says. “But only in the neighborhood.”

To her credit, she’s a good teacher. We’re rolling with the windows down through my lower-­middle-­class tract home development in no time. What happens next is all me. I’m riding high while quite literally riding low, and then . . . my on-­off switch breaks. I’m a bobblehead. Sleep. Awake. Sleep. Awake. I slap my face, begging my body, Not now, not now, as my hands and feet fumble to downshift. The more I panic, the less the car cooperates, and Vanessa is laughing because I’m only going five miles per hour and she thinks I’m making some sort of joke, and suddenly I remember that all I have to do is slam on the brakes. But it’s too late. Dorothy’s house has landed.

Next thing I know, Vanessa is shaking my shoulders, screaming and crying, and the boat is ashore, hugging a squat Canary Island palm.

Well, technically, the tree took the brunt of the damage. But that was all my parents and I needed to metaphorically wake up and get proper help.

Two sleep studies later, we had a diagnosis. In hindsight, this should have been fairly obvious. Without proper treatment, my particular brand of narcolepsy is rather severe, and I was not treating it properly. My symptoms were a blazing marquee:
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Armed with a name for my disorder, I was finally able to seek focused medical care. But much to my disappointment, there was no tidy before/after transformation.

No one wants to be treated like a sick person, and navigating the world of disability is uniquely complicated when your disability is invisible. My friends couldn’t understand, especially in those early days, why I couldn’t suck down a caffeinated drink and feel better. Teachers thought I was lazy. Dramatic. A few made snide comments: “I guess my class isn’t entertaining enough to keep you awake?”

Fifth period became nap time in the nurse’s office, which charged my battery the minimum amount necessary to finish classes, after which I went home and immediately napped again. On average, I needed three daily naps, occasionally four, plus dozens of five-­to-ten-­second micro-­naps in between. On top of which we were testing out different combinations of stimulants, cognition-­enhancing medications, nighttime sleep aids (because believe it or not, nighttime sleep is not always restful with narcolepsy), and SSRIs for the resulting anxiety and depression that eventually set in.

Not quite how I expected to spend my prime years of high school, to say the least.

After barely graduating, I decided to put off college for a while. It wasn’t like I had any idea what I wanted to do with my life anyway. But with too much time and not enough distractions, I began to despair. Veruca Salt took her leave and Eeyore moseyed in to take her place. Noting my significant regression, my therapist suggested I take an art class to get my head out of my ass. I chose an online graphic design course because it could be done at my leisure with a computer I already owned. I figured it might help me get into college whenever I was ready to take that next step.

I’m going to brag now. I’m a good graphic designer. And my god, was it a relief to discover this. I threw myself into those early projects. I knew nothing about typography or branding, but I had an eye for space and texture, along with a newly acquired patience for learning. After finishing my first course, I took a second, and then a third, and then professors began passing my name along to small businesses in need of basic graphic design. These jobs led to larger freelance jobs, and all of a sudden, I was making a living. A humble living, but a living nonetheless. All on my own time, without a college degree. It was a freedom akin to getting one’s driver’s license, I imagined. I hadn’t yet gotten mine.

My parents didn’t want me to move out, but I was resolute. The SSRIs had pulled me out of my coffin, the stimulants had thinned the molasses, and I was following a rigid sleep schedule. Which helped. Which I intended to keep. I found a modest one-­bedroom apartment nearby and begged them to cosign. “You should be relieved that you’re driving me nuts,” I told them. “It means I’m feeling better.”

They gave in. And let me tell you, friends, that first taste of independence is a mighty powerful drug. Chili cheese Fritos for dinner? Done. Dancing in my underwear? Ear-­splitting singalongs to the Wicked soundtrack? Done and done. I even tried my hand at online dating, most of which were one-­offs when I dropped the big N. Narcolepsy is not, as it turns out, a sexy reason to mention your bed.

The next few years were boring by pretty much anyone’s standards. I took more classes, worked my tail off, and built my client base. By the time I was twenty-­five, I’d saved some money and was ready for a change.

Enter Benny.







Benny Abbott

Day One

From the doorway, Mallory and I stare at the jagged shards blanketing every surface of Joy and Xander’s bathroom—­the floor, the clawfoot tub, both sinks, even the toilet seat. Neither Joy nor Xander are answering their phones.

“We should call the cops, right?” I ask. “Should we call the cops?”

“And tell them what?”

I toss her a harsh look, which she immediately dismisses.

“It was probably just the wind. Same thing that happened upstairs.” Mallory crunches over the glass in her Birks to jiggle the window frame on the far wall. “Look. No brace. And the latch is loose.” She jiggles that too.

I find it hard to believe such an explosive shattering was weather related, but she has a point. There are no other signs of intrusion. Nothing is missing, as far as we can tell. Nothing else is broken.

I try Joy again. Again, straight to voicemail. “Where are you?” I say, knowing she never listens to her messages. “We’re here, and you’re not here, and there’s a lot of broken glass, so just . . . please call us back.”



Breathing slowly through my nose, I strive to take Mallory’s lead. No reason to panic yet. I remind myself that Joy and Xander are only thirty minutes late, the winds were indeed strong last night, strong enough to yank a 150-­foot tree out of the ground, and Joy has every reason to ignore my texts.

Joining Mallory at the window, I run my hands along the frame. At the top right corner is a white plastic sensor, which gives me an idea. Mallory follows me upstairs and hovers at my shoulder as I tap at the alarm system control panel. It doesn’t respond. “That’s . . . huh. It’s off.”

Mallory presses a button on the side and it flashes to life. We wait for the main screen to load and follow the prompts to view all recent recordings.

There’s nothing from the past twenty-­four hours. We exchange a frown.

“Maybe they took another meeting with our lawyers?” Mallory suggests.

I concede this is possible, though Xander usually handles that stuff alone.

She pulls up the number for their office and sets the phone to speaker. As it rings, I whisper, “I’ll try Joy’s parents, just in case.”

She nods, and I trudge down the stairs. I have no intention of calling Joy’s parents. She sent them on a transatlantic cruise out of London for their fortieth wedding anniversary; if I’ve got my dates right they’re in the middle of nowheresville right now. Instead, there’s something I need to check before I properly lose my cool.

I hear a chipper woman pick up on Mallory’s phone as I deposit myself at Joy’s computer. Joy recently changed her password in homage to our Happy Days namesakes here at TSMSYL. I key it in—­potsierichiefonzie, no spaces, no caps—­and run a search on all recent audio recordings. A list comes up, and I quickly toggle through it for anything Joy might have saved last night.



Soon, I’ve searched the hard drive, the cloud, the trash, Joy’s email. There are no files from last night anywhere, by any name. The discovery—­or lack thereof—­makes me so lightheaded I have to step outside into the wind.

“No one’s heard from them,” Mallory says, joining me several minutes later, adding that she also called our merch manager and research assistant. “I checked our socials too.”

The mention of our socials adds another prickly layer to my concern. “And?”

“Nothing.”

I need more. “Nothing from . . . ?”

“You-­know-­who? No.” She scans my face. “What are you not telling me?”

In the six months since Mallory joined the team, I’ve observed her relationship with Xander as an anthropologist might study a new species. Do they look like siblings? Undeniably. Sound like siblings? Sometimes, when Mallory pulls her Danish accent out from retirement. But do they act like siblings? Still open for debate. If I didn’t know better I’d say they were fair-­haired dignitaries playing nice for politics’ sake, but maybe they’re chummier when I’m not around. In which case, Mallory might be able to offer some insight.

Hoping I don’t sound as anxious as I feel, I ask, “How has Joy seemed to you lately? Has she seemed different at all?”

“Why?”

I’m still considering my response when Richie sprints across the yard, barking his Look at that! bark. He’s so loud, and so adamant, that Mallory and I get up to inspect. We find Joy’s neighbor Carlotta in a colorful apron on the other side of their shared metal fence. She calls out to us when she sees us, waving a pair of gardening gloves over her head.

I’ve become moderately acquainted with Carlotta since Joy and Xander bought this house. After two decades of serving Los Angeles as a criminal court judge, she took an early retirement five years ago when she was diagnosed with leukemia. Joy’s been helping her with her garden since the cancer recurred last fall. She’s now in the maintenance-­chemo phase of treatment, and as we approach, I note puffy moons beneath tired eyes.

“Glad I ran into you,” she says, downy white hair fluttering in the wind. “I just picked my weight in produce, and I need you to take some of it off my hands. What do you like? Beans? Romaine? Eggplants? Carrots?”

“That all sounds great, thanks,” Mallory says with a tentative smile. “But first—­have you seen Joy or Xander this morning?”

Carlotta tucks her gloves into her apron and shakes her head. “Can’t say I have.”

“What about Potsie?” I add.

“Is something wrong?”

I explain about the bathroom window, the unanswered calls.

“That’s not good.” She glances up at her house, a forest-­green wood-­sided home built into the hill, and then down the far end of her property, which dips fenceless into a ravine. “Come to think of it, I’ve seen the coyote a few times”—­she pronounces it as two syllables: ki-­yote—­“but no Potsie. Maybe they’re walking him?”

The screen door opens on her back porch, and her partner emerges with a small-­toothed grin. As with every other time I’ve spoken with him, he’s flaunting his bronze abs by way of a fully unbuttoned shirt. The only visible hair on his person is atop his head—­silver and close cut with a deep widow’s peak.

“Emil.” Carlotta beckons him over. “They’re looking for Joy and Xander.”

A former Hollywood stunt double, Emil is now an elite personal trainer who dabbles in vintage car restoration—­a unique trifecta that lends itself to the title “Master of All Bodyworks.” Or so his business card says. I find him best in small doses, but Xander seems to like him; they train together twice a week. I explain the situation once more when he joins us at the fence.

He pushes his lower lip out in thought. “Haven’t seen them today, no.”

“Has there been anyone else on the property? Or lingering around outside?” I can see that Carlotta knows why I’m asking. She raises her eyes to Emil, who shakes his head.

“What about the MG?” If anyone were to notice it around, it would be Emil, seeing that Xander bought it off him only a few months ago. “It’s not in the garage.”

“Well, why didn’t you say so?” Emil slaps his bare stomach with a laugh. “You were starting to worry me for a second. They must be out for a spin.”

He sounds so confident I don’t bother reiterating the fact that this is not something they would do when we’re about to record.

“He’s right,” Carlotta says with a firm nod. “They’re grown adults. I’m sure there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation for all of this. Now go on up to the gate.” She waves us toward the street, already backing away. “I’ll have Emil meet you with a couple boxes of veggies.”

Mallory and I exchange uncertain frowns but do as she says.
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Three hours later, we’re no closer to answers. We’ve called ­everyone we can think of, but no one’s seen or heard from either Joy or Xander. We’ve double-­checked our socials. We even drove the neighborhood in case Joy took Potsie for a walk alone—­an unlikely scenario considering her current reluctance to leave the house. Nonetheless, we checked every path, every dead end, every alley, until we could say with relative certainty that she wasn’t dozing in any ­gutters. Out of ideas for now, Mallory and I figure the least we can do is help board up the window, lest a family of raccoons move in when no one’s watching.

At the bottom of Joy’s terraced yard is a windowless metal shed. I pull a string and the light bulb buzzes to life. The dust is caked on in some places; in others, it’s been recently swept. In the corner are the old paint cans the previous owners transferred with the property. Propped against the far wall, behind a wheelbarrow, is an array of wood scraps.

I move the wheelbarrow and start plonking old boards and pallets aside to reach the half sheet of plywood in the back. Even over the racket I’m making, I can hear Richie barking at the top of the yard. I yell at him to stop as I slide my findings out the door.

“Watch for splinters,” Mallory calls from a nearby tree stump.

“I could use a hand.” I can carry it myself but I don’t want to. What I want is for Joy to walk through the gate and explain that she lost her phone, or took a nap in the grocery store, or needed stitches after cutting herself on broken glass.

Mallory sidles up to the plywood, but before we lift I say, “Can I tell you something, and can you promise not to jump to conclusions?”

She studies me with piercing scrutiny. “You know you can, and you know I can’t.”

I weigh my options, decide it’s a bad idea to go on, and do it anyway. “I was here last night. After we recorded.”

Her eyebrows lift.

“You promised not to jump to conclusions.”

“No, I didn’t. Was Xander home?”

“No.”

“Okay.” She stretches the word out. “And you’re telling me this because . . .”

“Because I’m not sure what to think. I didn’t stay long. She kicked me out almost as soon as I got here.” I focus on a knot in the plywood. “Before that, though, she said some stuff.”

Richie is howling now. Again, I yell. Again, he ignores me.

“It’s probably the coyote.” Mallory pronounces it like Judge Carlotta. “What stuff?”

“She said she wanted to take a break from the podcast.”

“A break,” Mallory repeats.

“Obviously I get it,” I go on, already uncomfortable. “It’s been a bad couple of months. We should take a break. But . . .”

“The contract.”

“I feel bad even saying it. It’s only money.”

“Life-­changing money.”

“It’s not about the money,” I say as firmly as I can. “It’s just, I thought we were on the same page.” I cringe, remembering the look on her face when she told me to leave. The things I said. I may never stop cringing. “So I guess I’m wondering if you have any . . . insights. To share.”

Richie’s howls are now interspersed with whiny yaps. I can’t read Mallory’s expression. “Do you?” I ask.

She shakes her head. Then, “Richie sounds weird.”

I don’t want to change the subject now that we’re here, but she’s right. Reluctantly, I follow her around the house, and when I see what my dog is barking at, I start running.

Potsie is outside the gate. Alone.







Joy Moore

Excerpt from Untitled Joint Memoir with Benny Abbott

Thirteen Years Ago

Things I didn’t know about Los Angeles when I first moved here:

Public transportation sucks. There are as many struggling actors as they say. Name-­dropping is weirdly common. There is far more creativity per capita than the average city. There is far more beauty per capita than the average city. You can make over $200,000 a year and still not be able to afford a home. Graffiti is ubiquitous, as are hairy palm trees, which tend to drop their fronds whenever it’s windy. It’s often windy. Traffic is as bad as everyone says. Concerts at the Hollywood Bowl are magical, as are symphonies at the Walt Disney Concert Hall. You can make over $300,000 a year and still not be able to afford a home. If you don’t live near the beach, summers can be brutally hot. The Pacific Coast is glorious. It rarely rains. People actually like that it rarely rains. When the sky does open, it opens biblically to mudslides, floods, and heroic dog rescues in the Los Angeles River. Also, accidents: Angelenos can’t drive in the rain to save their lives. Streets are frequently blocked off for filming. Street parking is a nightmare. Cars are status symbols. People are excited to talk about politics. Trees lose their leaves in December and bloom in January. There are only a few hiking trails with adequate shade. You can make over $400,000 a year and still not be able to afford a “good” home. Unhealthy air-­quality days occur frequently. Because of the particulate matter causing said air, sunsets are spectacular. Exercise is best done publicly: yoga in parks, weight training in gyms with wall-­to-­wall windows, bike rides on beaches, runs on dusty paths. Street tacos are scrumptious. The West Hollywood Halloween parade is second to none. Earthquakes are rare. Fire season is terrifying. Celebrity sightings are common. LAX is a disaster. If you go to a concert alone, you might end up meeting your soulmate.
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Benny and I were BFFs from day one. After the band played their final song, he walked me home and waited on the street until I was safely inside. The next afternoon, he knocked on my door. “Just wanted to say hi.”

We went for tacos at my favorite Mexican joint around the corner and talked for four hours straight about movies and art and books and childhood pets. He was warm and funny, and I liked the way he searched my face while I was talking, as if trying to read between the lines. I felt certain from our first bowl of bottomless chips that he would make an indelible mark on my life.

Benny and I hung out the next day, then the next. He took me to the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, and we zigzagged through the 202 streetlamps of the large-­scale Urban Light sculpture, watching strangers pose in all manner of candid and professional photos.

“How many selfies do you suppose these lamps are in?” I asked.

Benny nudged me and pointed to the center of the sculpture, where a man was proposing to his girlfriend on bended knee.

“I bet it’s not real.” I eyed the photographers who were there to capture the moment. “It’s probably for a magazine.”

The girl said yes—­“Yes, yes!”—­and pulled her fiancé into an embrace.

“Looks pretty real to me,” Benny said, brushing away a tear.

I tucked my chin to hide my smile. I’d never met anyone who wore his heart on his sleeve the way Benny did. I liked him. He was so adorable with that explosion of curls, that bushy beard, those watchful green eyes. We hadn’t yet addressed the elephant in the room, but he was taking up more and more space every day. Were we hanging out or were we dating?

I brought it up at dinner. “So, I have kind of a weird question to ask.”

“I guess I have a weird question to answer, then.”

Running a finger down the condensation on my water glass, I said, “Are we . . . ? I don’t want to overstep and make things awkward, but I wasn’t sure if we were . . . I mean, it’s totally fine if you don’t see me that way, but I guess I was just . . . wondering . . .”

In case it wasn’t obvious from the proposal scene above, let it be known that Benny has no poker face. It was one of my favorite things about him until that very moment.

“Oh,” he said.

My stomach dropped. I was an idiot. “Never mind, it’s cool. I get it.”

“No, no, it’s not that . . .” He looked down at his half-­eaten burger.

All around us, there was laughter and music, the clinking of utensils. I should have waited until we were done eating to ask. “You don’t have to explain.”

“No, I do. Because I like you. A lot. It’s just that I . . . I got into a bit of trouble before I moved to LA.”

“In Tucson?”

He nodded.

I knew only that he’d landed in Tucson after his mom died in a car accident. Grief-­stricken, he’d traveled aimlessly around the States for several months, finally settling in the desert with a group of old high school friends. He’d explained this on day one, matter-­of-­factly, as if stating the plot points in a book report, so whatever he was struggling to say now must be bad. “Are you married? Do you have a wife and two children you’re not telling me about?”

His eyebrows lifted. “Cold.”

“Did you murder someone?”

“Still cold.”

“Are you in trouble with the law?”

He ducked his head a little and scratched his beard. “Warm.”

I pressed my back to the booth and crossed my arms. “Don’t make me guess anymore.”

“I was arrested for selling peyote.”

I laughed. “Psychedelics?”

He picked up a fry. Dropped it. Sighed. “And also assault.”

I’ll admit this one took me by surprise. That afternoon, I’d watched in awe as Benny let an entire bus full of tourists cut in front of us to buy tickets. He didn’t bat an eye. The man did not have a temper. “Who’d you assault?”

It was obvious he didn’t want to say; I urged him to continue.

“I’m told I had an altercation with a convenience-store owner because he was out of Cactus Cooler,” he said to his plate. He didn’t remember. It was a bad trip, drugs procured by a friend of a friend of a friend. The experience terrified him, and he vowed he would never do it again, and his parole officer must have believed him because she granted him permission to move to Los Angeles for work.

“Wow.” I let this sink in for a while. Parole. He was obviously waiting for me to offer some indication on how I felt about this, so I shuffled through my thoughts. “Cactus Cooler was my favorite soda when I was a kid.”

The corners of his lips turned up.

“Is that why . . .” I pointed to his water glass. I’d thought it a refreshing show of confidence that he’d chosen water over booze the last few times we’d gone out, but now I saw it in a different light.

“I want to be in a good place.” He took my hand across the table. “I’m working hard to be in a good place. It’s just, I think you may be my first real adult friendship, and I don’t want to mess it up.”

My chest was heavy, but I managed a toothy grin. “I don’t want to mess it up either.”

Now. In case you’re wondering: I wouldn’t have mentioned Benny’s scrape with the law if he hadn’t already discussed it on the podcast. I’m only including this particular story because everyone, literally everyone, asks if we were ever romantically involved. And the answer is no. From this day forward, we were bigger than that.

Around Benny, my life made sense. Words came out of my mouth in the correct order. My funny side returned. He taught me how to eat sushi and took me to classic film screenings in the Hollywood Forever Cemetery. I bought him the limited-­edition high-­top Converse he wore every day. He picked out my first and only tattoo: three Zs ascending upward on the inside of my wrist, the symbol for sleep. I helped him build a website for his freelance audio engineering business. He paid me back with client referrals, and I thanked him with tacos, and we gained weight together, and lost weight together, and within months I couldn’t imagine life without him.

That winter, I joined his family for Christmas in his Fort Collins, Colorado, childhood home. It was the first time I’d met his dad, Ronald, and his sister, Sarah, who was visiting from Connecticut, where she was getting her PhD in clinical psychology. It was snowing, and everyone was adorable in their flannels and chunky socks, and we drank hot chocolate and ate stew and played loads of competitive board games.

“What’s a one-­percenter’s favorite dice game?” Ronald said in the middle of a raucous round of Yahtzee.

“Please don’t start with the dad jokes,” Sarah said.

“Yacht-­zee,” Benny and I groaned in unison.

I loved his family like my own.

Later, in the kitchen, his dad pulled me aside. “I want to thank you.”

“Thank me?” I glanced around, as if the old electric stove or scalloped oak cabinet trim could explain. I couldn’t think of any reason he should be thanking me. For doing the dishes? For the cheesy i ♥ la ornament I gave him? For the brownies Benny and I impulse-­purchased on the last grocery run?

“Benny’s been so much better since he met you.”

Oh. I blushed. “Well, I’ve been better since I met him.”
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