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For Miles and Justin






AUTHOR’S NOTE

In 2008, I ended a marriage, got sober, and fell in love all within a ten-month period. An avid reader, I scoured bookstores for memoirs during that time, desperate for stories like mine, written by women who looked like me.

I found none.

I wrote Stash to make sure that the next person going through any of that, or all of that, finds themselves in the pages of a book. I wrote Stash for my sisters, brothers, and others of all backgrounds and colors who are scared to be themselves.

Writing about addiction, especially one like mine, can be a tricky thing. Because my drug of choice often impaired my ability to remember precise factors like dates, times, and numbers, I sometimes relied on my journals, pictures, and old day planners to interrogate my memory. For someone who has always taken a lot of pride in her recall, discovering that I’d misremembered things about certain events was a tough pill to swallow (pun intended). That said, the book in your hands is as accurate as possible. However, I have intentionally left out or changed certain names because it felt like the right thing to do. And I also changed a few locations too, for the same reasons.

Stash takes place at the intersection of race, privilege, and addiction, but it’s important to know that I am in no way trying to speak for all Black people, all privileged people, or all addicts. What you’re about to read is simply my experience as I remember it. To be Black and privileged in this world has meant that I needed to become a seamless code-switcher in order to survive. As you will see in the book, my inner voice and outer voice often come from two very different lexicons. Although I am most comfortable with the words of the culture in which I was raised, the lexicon of privilege and of the addict are also both familiar and authentic to me.

Lastly, this recounting of my experience is not meant to villainize anything or anyone. In the writing of this story, I really tried to stay true to the pain and shame that I felt back then. Pain that mostly allowed me only to see where others were wrong. Writing Stash helped me gain some perspective on this part of my life.

With gratitude,

Laura Cathcart Robbins






PROLOGUE Stash


For years I’ve prided myself on keeping it hidden.

I hide it in decoy pill bottles in our guest bathroom, I hide it in my coat pockets and my makeup bags. I hide it in the toes of my rain boots and two rows behind the vanilla extract in the kitchen cabinet. I keep copious, coded notes in journals and my Filofax, writing down dates and places. I keep the journals hidden in a rusty locked trunk in our attic.

Refill days are like the Fourth of July, or better yet, Christmas. The joy of driving out of the pharmacy parking lot with a full bottle! I sing along with Beyoncé or Gwen Stefani at the top of my lungs as I fly down Ventura Boulevard, smiling back at guys in their cars at stoplights.

Why not? Life is frickin’ dope right about now.

Got me lookin’ so crazy right now, your love’s got me lookin’ so crazy right now…

The moment just before I take the first one is always so sweet. I fish the bottle out of the bag and hold it lovingly in my hand before giving it a little shake.

The weight is good. Thank you, God.

I feel like the fact that I can tell how many pills are in a bottle just by weight is a rare skill set, but I’ve never quite figured out where it would be most useful—a carnival perhaps?

Give me a bottle, any bottle, and I’ll tell you how many pills are contained within.

I brace myself for the endorphin rush that I’ll get just after popping the childproof cap. It’s so instant and powerful that it reminds me of the brain freezes I used to get when eating snow cones too fast. At the same time, I am already fearing the moment my beloved bottle is empty again. And that moment seems to come sooner and sooner every time.
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CHAPTER ONE Nightmare on Field Street


Six twenty a.m. March, 2008

Last night I told him I want a divorce, and now I’m trembling in our toilet closet. He’s leaving town soon, so the timing of telling him was tricky. For weeks I’d been putting it off because I was so scared of what might happen afterward.

What if he said I had to pack my stuff and get out immediately? What if I realized that telling him was a huge mistake and wanted to take it back? What if I didn’t have enough pills to kill the pain after the words were out of my mouth?

But I think he read my journal a few days ago. The journal where for the last year I’ve chronicled my Ambien use and written freely about how unhappy I’ve become. If he read it, he knows. And if he knows, it’s just a matter of time before he calls me on it. The jig, as they say, is up.

I can’t even remember what he said after I’d finally blurted it out. All I remember is sitting across from him and feeling hollow, trying to summon the tears that ought to have been there. After we finished talking, I went into my stash and immediately knocked myself out with three Ambien and a few swigs of Baileys (nasty stuff when it’s warm). And then it was morning, and he was asleep in the guest room, and the boys were sleeping with me.

Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck. I can’t remember what happened when I told him. Was he mad? Was he shocked? How did we leave it?

I strain for the memories of last night, grasping and clutching faint images and sound bites, but everything is watery mud, nothing emerges clear.

Once again, Ambien has stripped me of my recall.

I have to get the boys ready for school soon, and I can’t bring myself to open the door. I feel like I’m in one of those nightmares where you know that you’re dreaming, but no matter how terrifying it is, you can’t wake up.

“Wake up,” I whisper, squinching my eyes shut.

I can taste dread in the back of my throat, along with last night’s pills. My eyelids are fluttering slightly, an embarrassing side effect of benzo dependency. When I open them, I’m still in my bathroom, staring at the inside of the closed door. I strain my ears hoping to hear any sounds, movement maybe? But all I can hear is my heart trying to punch its way out of my throat.

What the fuck have you done?



February, 2008

A few months ago he rented an apartment in Hollywood, explaining that he needed to work at night to get his movie done on time. He still comes home for dinner, but two or three nights during the week, he heads back to his place after, leaving me with the kids. If I wasn’t so eager to knock myself unconscious every night, I’m sure I would have questioned this arrangement, maybe insisted that he stay home with us. It’s amazing, though, what you accept when all you want to do is check out.

If I’m honest, I’ve gotten so used to his absence that now I’ve started to prefer it. But being without adult supervision means that my addiction is having several field days. And these days when he comes home in the mornings to find me wobbling around, he’s starting to give me the side-eye and question how many pills I’m taking.

However, he shouldn’t be so quick to throw shade. These pills lull me into a state that has allowed me to accept the unacceptable. His apartment, the fact that we’ve become strangers, the fact that I can never tell him the truth. Whenever I’m awake or connected to what’s going on, I’m in a full-blown panic because my racing mind screams at me on level ten.

You’re forty-three years old. This is it. If you’re not happy now, it’s only going to get worse. What are you waiting for? One of you to die?

But the notion of separating, even for a short while, makes me want to weep. Just the idea of our kids becoming THOSE kids. The “I’m with my dad this weekend” kids. The kids who show up for school on Fridays with a bag packed to go to the other parent’s home. The two birthday parties, two Thanksgivings, two summer vacations kids. The kids everyone feels sorry for and whispers about.

There have been so many times when I’ve wanted to do the humane thing and put our marriage out of its misery. Because, instead of taking care of each other, he and I have spent the last few years taking turns, frantically performing chest compressions on this third presence in our relationship—the marriage. Him showering me with expensive gifts and prioritizing couples therapy over his production schedule. A fact that I honestly found to be more irritating than sweet as it seemed to be solid proof that he was more devoted to the cause than I was. Me making crib notes of interesting subjects to discuss at dinner, and surprising him on Valentine’s Day with a luxe, two-week cycling trip through Italy (I’m not a cyclist at all, and I’m no big fan of Valentine’s Day). But everything has been about the marriage, saving the marriage, nurturing the marriage, staying in the marriage.

Add to this that the pressure I feel in our home is so very desperate, the only way I can get through the day is to numb. Take away the pills and I can’t fake it anymore. The fucked-up truth is that being loaded is the only way I can continue to show up for my family. Loaded equals numb.

And numb makes me bulletproof.

I can feel the weight of his anguish when he looks at me. He acts like he thinks I’m having an affair. Double-checking my stories, obviously hanging around to listen when I get a phone call. In a way, I guess I am; the withholding of love, the secret phone calls to my doctor and clandestine trips to the pharmacy, the heavy distance between us. Add that to the fact that except for my kids, I have never adored or wanted anything so much as I do the feeling I get when I take my Ambien.

But my pill cravings far exceed the amount legally allowed to one person by California law, which means I’m always running out, which means I’m almost always in withdrawal or detoxing. And unless I go the drug dealer or black-market route, I don’t see any end to this cycle.



It’s Monday night, and I’ve been pacing around the bathroom for about an hour with a near-empty pill bottle, sweating and quivering.

This is the last one. There are no more refills until next week.

I plead with myself not to take it, to save it, to give my body a chance to flush itself out a bit, so the Ambien actually puts me to sleep. I know that I need it to slow my heart rate so I can get the click I’ve been chasing ever since I ate that first one six years ago. The one that pulsed through my body that night and filled me with warm velvet before sending me into a blissful, silky eight-hour sleep.

Finally, I hold the small white oval between my fingers and snap it in half. I tell myself that I’ll take half now and half tomorrow. But as soon as I’ve swallowed the first half, my right hand tosses the second one in my mouth, and I eat it dry.

I am possessed.

I wanted to save it for later, but my reptilian brain has other ideas. I stand there motionless, my whole body clenching, waiting. I need that hint of the heat behind my eyes to let me know it’s working, but there’s nothing. The ten-milligram Ambien is no match for the adrenaline that has been coursing through my system since earlier that day. Defeated, I spread a towel on the bathroom floor and curl up in a ball. The cold marble seeps through the towel and soaks into my bones. I am reminded of the time I went camping, and the temperature dropped below freezing. Rocking back and forth and biting my fist, I lie awake like this all night, getting up at six forty-five to get the boys ready for school.



Miracle of miracles, today I woke up feeling kind of normal.

All week long I’ve been inching my way through the most hellish withdrawal I have ever experienced. I’ve been taking three showers a day to wash the ever-present slime of detox from my skin, and I’m downing handfuls of ibuprofen to combat my throbbing head and body aches. After the kids went to sleep last night, I read Carrie Fisher’s Postcards from the Edge in the living room until my eyes burned. These days, I startle when someone calls my name or touches my shoulder, I am a live nerve ending searching for an endorphin rush that may never come.

But today is Friday! And it feels like I might have finally gotten to the other side.

Maybe I’m through the worst of it, perhaps I won’t pick up my refill at the pharmacy next week after all and just get this shit out of my system for good.

Maybe all of this was the only way to get free.



Or so I thought. I felt so great today! Driving Jacob to his basketball tournament, I found myself checking out his game face in the rearview mirror and smiling at the sight of him in his uniform. It was the first genuine smile I’ve given in ages. After a whole week of shivering, sleeplessness, sweating, and body aches, I was so proud of myself. I really thought maybe I might be in the clear. Maybe I could quit for good this time.

I remember with aching clarity the precise moment it happened. A kid named Tommy gets a bloody lip on the court, and I jump up to comfort him, and then everything goes dark. I wake up in the back of an ambulance, coming to as the young, white EMT calls my name, asking me questions.

“Laura, do you know what year it is?”

His voice is so kind that I want to climb out of the cushioned abyss into which I’ve fallen.

I’d like to give him the right answer so that he will know this is all a mistake. I can’t go to the hospital. My son’s team is playing for the championship. I want them to turn the ambulance around and let me out.

Is it legal to just let someone out of an ambulance?

When I give him the year, I watch him glance at his partner with concern.

“Do you know who our president is?”

Ronald Reagan is the only name I can summon, and I cringe when I hear my voice answer him.

“Ronno Ray-gunnnn.”

Oh shit, I’m slurring, oh shit.

“Close,” he says gently. “It’s George Bush.”

“W,” I say triumphantly, and I feel my lips curling into a smile. “That’s right.”

Everything goes dark again after they wheel me into the ER.

It turns out I’ve had two grand mal seizures. Even now, it hurts to type these three words.

Grand. Mal. Seizure.



My mother is there when I come to this time. I see her and start to sob. I am panicking, not because I am scared for myself, but because of how afraid my children must be.

“Oh my God, Mommy. They must be terrified! Oh my God, oh my God.”

“They were on the other side of the court, and they didn’t see anything,” my mother assures me. “We told them you’d just fainted, they’re okay. I told them we’d call them soon.”

Shame is a tidal wave that envelops me and sets my lungs on fire. My brain is scrambling to retrieve memories from earlier in the day. I have to reach through thick blankets of fog to locate my words, and each time I am struck with a bolt of pain searing through my temples. I force myself to exhale and allow my arms to rest by my side.

Maybe I’m dying. Perhaps that’s not the worst thing.

The following day I’m still in Sherman Oaks Hospital, and I’m waiting for a doctor to discharge me. Meanwhile, the questions.

“How old are you? Have you ever had a seizure before today? Does epilepsy run in your family? What drugs are you taking? How many drinks do you have per day? When was your last (Ambien, drink, pain pill…)?”

I am as baffled as the lab coats are as to what caused those two seizures. I want them to hurry up so I can go home to my kids. My head is clearer now. I’m starting to feel quite panicky that they might have other reasons for trying to keep me here, like admitting me to the psych ward or sending me off to rehab. I go into battle mode. After all, I have a refill coming up on Tuesday.

“I’m forty-three.”

“No, no seizures before today. No epilepsy in my family.”

“Yes, I take Ambien, one at bedtime, as prescribed by my doctor.”

“No, I wouldn’t say that I’m much of a drinker, in fact, I rarely drink at all.”

“My last Ambien?” It feels good to tell the truth here. “Oh, it must have been a few days ago, I’m not sure.”

I dig my nails into my palms under my thin hospital blanket. I hope that my face is giving them “sympathetic mother who needs to get home to her young sons” instead of “desperate drug addict trying to throw them off the scent.”



I’ve got a golden ticket, y’all. I am a FREE WOMAN!!

My hospital discharge prescription has a lot of doctor’s scribble. Still, it’s the six words printed at the bottom in a clear, bold hand that make me want to bounce out of my hospital bed to do the running man all the way out the automatic double doors.

EARLY REFILLS ALLOWED, MULTIPLE REFILLS AVAILABLE.

Thank you, Black baby Jesus, for the negative tox screen! The withdrawal had been so hard that I knew I hadn’t taken anything, but with my fucked-up memory, I just couldn’t be one hundred percent sure. But now all these nosy muthafuckahs can see that I had no detectable toxins in my system. That means no drugs, no booze. The lab coats determine that the seizures were caused by a lack of sleep and sudden withdrawal from sleep medication. The way I read it, this gives the pharmacist permission to override California sedative dosage recommendations and give me whatever I need. Whenever I want!!

No more hiding. This means I can show this get-out-of-jail-free card to him when he sees me getting up in the middle of the night to take more or when I need a quarter or a half a pill to calm down during the day.

Doctor’s orders, BITCH!! Whatchu got to say now???

But suddenly the gravity of what happened smacks my ass back down to the ground.

I had two seizures.

I could have died.

And then that middle-of-the-night voice presents itself. I try to block it out, but its insistence is impressive, like electroshock therapy or, better yet, like a Taser to the back of my skull.

Buzzzz

Hey! You know why I’m here, right?

Buzzzz

You take the pills so you can show up for this marriage. If you leave the marriage, then maybe you won’t have to take the pills.

And maybe you won’t die.

Buzzzz, Buzzzz, Buzzzz…

Hey! You hearing me?

But I’m swarmed by feelings of guilt and confusion. He’s never beaten me, cheated on me, or mistreated me. He’s provided an amazing home and lifestyle. He’s a hard worker, loved and respected by his colleagues and friends. He’s a great son, a great brother, a great uncle, and an incredible dad.

Can I leave someone like that? What grounds do I have?

When people talk about enduring it’s usually in an admirable way. They bravely endure the pain of childbirth, or they endure poverty or hunger. The goal is to make it through these types of things and come out “stronger,” right? I’ve seen people endure unhappy marriages for years, justifying their cowardice by saying things like, “it’s too complicated,” or “it’s better than being alone.” Then they stay until they’re too old to find love again or until they die. I’ve been blaming the demise of our marriage on my addiction, which blew up spectacularly this year. But if I’m being honest, we’ve been unhappy for longer than that. I feel as though I’ve been hanging onto a window ledge for the past two years and now my fingers are starting to slip. All this time I’ve been so terrified of the fall that I haven’t even dared think about where I might land. But what if I’ve been afraid of the wrong thing? What if it’s not where I land that should concern me but why I’m still hanging on?

Then again, what if I get out and, too late, realize that this was happiness?






CHAPTER TWO Run, Run, Run, as Fast as You Can


My parents were hippies who, despite their African American heritage, had done the very Scandinavian thing of continuing to parent me together after their divorce. In fact, they were so taken with the idea of a freer society, such as the ones described in Sweden and Norway, that my mother and I briefly moved to Copenhagen right after their divorce was final. But a few months later my dad had moved to Nashville to start medical school, and my mom and I moved back to the States and settled in Cambridge, Massachusetts. I missed my dad terribly, but it was comforting to hear the two of them talking “long distance” on the weekends, catching each other up on me.

I was only five when my mother remarried. She and my stepfather, Kenny, were artists, and our lives were filled with colorful canvases and the intense conversations of “conscious” Black men and women. I remember sneaking into the living room after I’d been put to bed for some of their late-night gatherings. Joints were being passed while Marvin Gaye’s What’s Going On played on the HiFi. I knew that as long as I remained silent, Kenny might not notice. So I would crouch down in a corner somewhere and become a statue, breathing as shallowly as possible, thirstily absorbing every word and sound.

I knew how to stay out of the way. I had already mastered the art of hiding in plain sight.

If Kenny caught sight of me, and he was really fucked-up on weed, his instantaneous rage was like standing in the eye of a Cat 5 hurricane. My efforts to defend myself made him roar even louder, so eventually I learned to take the opposite tact. By the time I was six it was a standoff: he would bellow and I would stand there mutely and unbudgingly, lips pursed with my fists at my side until, exasperated, he’d send me to my room. Looking back, I think he resented me on sight, maybe even hated me. I can also see that my motivation for staying small was my fear of making things worse. If I didn’t agitate him, he was less likely to go off on me, and life was easier for me and my mom.

It didn’t take long before I learned to gauge how fucked-up he was in order to know how to be. Two joints in, he was a straight-up monster. His energy was palpable, heavy and menacing. Even when we weren’t in the same room, I could still feel him lurking around, just waiting for me to make a mistake. The sound of him calling my name made my whole body seize with panic. The sight of him all scowly and red-eyed rendered me completely silent and shut down. Holding my fork wrong at dinner was like lighting the fuse on a keg of dynamite. Mouthing off to him added more items to my punishment/chore list, which already included scrubbing the toilet bowl on Fridays with my bare hands.

When my mom was around, Kenny could be charming. He would often put his arm around me affectionately and tease me about how much TV I watched or about how I always had my nose in a book. But when he and I were alone, it was like those horror movies where suddenly everything goes dark and the characters can see their frozen breath. I thought about telling my mom, and my dad, but I was afraid it would be my word against his. Plus, I hated him so much that I was damned if I was going to let him know he was getting to me.

For my ninth birthday I’d asked for dangly earrings. After waiting for my mom to take her nightly bath, Kenny gave me a beautifully wrapped toilet bowl brush. He smiled at me as I unwrapped it and didn’t move until he saw my reaction. I felt my lower lip trembling and almost crumpled right in front of him, but then something intervened. A notion popped into my head that would change how I operated forever.

Give him nothing.

I was around ten when it became clear that his high days were starting to outnumber his normal ones. And no matter what I did, me being me just set him off. At night in bed, I shut my eyes and would pray for sleep, but my mind seemed to be in a constant state of alertness, something I understand now to be hypervigilance, a symptom of PTSD. I was always scanning the house with my ears, listening for his footsteps in the hallway or for the incrementally heightened tones of him taunting my mother, which inevitably led to one of their late-night verbal brawls.

Banging, screaming, pleading.

It’s crazy how even now my body still reacts the same way to these sounds. A raised voice, a bang of a fist, or a door slammed in anger. These responses are still stored in my body, in my spine, which flinches and rounds, in my hands which tremble and fly to cover my mouth. My ears are always wide-open on high alert, listening to all the sounds around me at all times.

Helpless.

One day I came home after school and he was yelling at my mother and waving my beloved one-line-a-day diary. When I heard her yelling back at him, defending me, I froze. I wasn’t sure if I should go inside and rescue my mom or run away and go and live with my dad. But I couldn’t go to my dad’s. I couldn’t leave my mom alone with him.

“I hate him, I hate the way he talks to Mama. I wish he’d die,” I’d written in tiny letters. “I’m going to call the police and tell them about his shoebox of weed and have him arrested.”

After that I started writing in code. If I were his prey and he were the hunter, then I was going to make myself much harder to catch. That same thought ran through my head on a loop.

Give him nothing. Give him nothing.

Eventually it got so that there wasn’t anything I wouldn’t do to avoid attracting negative attention from anyone. I lied whenever the truth might get me in trouble, I hid bad report cards and pretended to be sick on exam days if I hadn’t studied. And because dissociation seemed to come naturally to me, I genuinely felt as though I were bubbly and carefree. No one worried about me because no one knew there was anything to worry about.

As the only Black kid in my class and at one point in my whole school, even when I was little, I always felt the burden of representing Black excellence, a theme which still follows me to this day. I assumed that, academically, I had to be as good or better than my white classmates in order to be “part of” and/or admired. And while this was fine when it came to the subjects that came naturally to me, like reading, writing, and drama, my failures in all things math and science were mortifying, and I did whatever I could to hide my incompetence in those areas.

I was twelve when Kenny accepted a job offer in Berkeley, so we had to leave Cambridge, which meant I had to leave my beloved school and be sixteen hundred miles farther away from my dad, who had moved to Florida and opened his practice right after med school.

I found Berkeley to be dreary and depressing, all the homeless people, all the clouds, damp, and gray. The only bright spot was I was going to get to attend Berkeley High, my first-ever public school. My mom and dad were on board, but Kenny didn’t have any confidence in my being able to make it there.

“You’re actually thinking of sending her to a public school with three thousand kids?” he said, shaking his head and lighting a joint.

I hated him.

But he had a point.

I had barely made it in my little school with only ten kids in a class.

But this is different, I’ll be older. That was grade school, this is high school.

I can do this.

But it turned out I was wrong.

Predictably, academically, that first year was horrific. The teachers would dismiss the class and I would sit there at my desk shielding my notebook from the eyes of my classmates as they filed past so they wouldn’t see that I’d written next to nothing. All the other kids seemed to have received some “how to be a high school student” manual that I’d somehow missed during orientation. I watched the students who raised their hands, the ones who had read the material and understood it, regarding them with awe and wonder. I was drowning and too embarrassed to cry for help. I was determined to figure out how to do better without alerting anyone that I was failing.

But socially I was thriving.

On day two in the cafeteria, I fell head over heels in love with a handsome running back named Michael. Being with him was simple, no matching of wits, no need to protect myself. It was a much-needed break from the constant cat-and-mouse game I had to play at home. Sometimes he would take me behind the JCPenney and kiss me urgently while slipping his hand up my shirt. Later, on the F bus home, I’d be smiling like an idiot and smelling of his Pierre Cardin cologne.

I’d started my sophomore year with fresh resolve to really pay attention and study, but geometry proved to be even more mysterious than algebra, and try as I might, I could never seem to find more than three of Catcher in the Rye’s five life lessons. Soon, I gave up trying to focus in class and started writing little stories to pass the time until the bell rang. When my teachers started getting wise, asking me to stay after the bell or to see my work, one by one, I stopped going to each of their classes. Even though on some level I was always scared that someone might discover my secret, I took absolute pride in my ability to fool everyone so completely.

If hiding in plain sight were an Olympic sport, I would be a gold medalist.

There was a certain peace that stole over me once everyone was fooled and my secrets were safely tucked away. Only then did I feel secure, knowing I alone had control of the narrative.

But then one morning in March, one of the many notes my counselor had been sending home, which up until then I had been successfully intercepting, slipped through with the day’s mail. And just like that, it was over.

I have a hazy, shame-filled memory of sitting in the counselor’s office with my stunned mother and a beady-eyed Kenny, categorically denying all the evidence the school had against me.

“You mean she hasn’t been going to class at all? For the whole year?”

I wanted to tell them what happened, but I just couldn’t. And now it was so much bigger than just keeping up with the white kids or hiding it from Kenny. I had told all my friends that the reason they didn’t see me in any of their classes was because I was taking all honors, and no one ever questioned it because why would they? I was smart, put together, and going with the star running back. But now it was all crashing down around me. Some of my teachers didn’t even know I existed; others had a vague recollection of a shy Black girl who sat in the back. My friends would all be shocked. My football player boyfriend was going to be majorly confused.

This is a nightmare.

So I sat there with my arms folded, staring ahead blankly while they all spoke. The counselor proposed a strategy to help me catch up, a plan that included remedial classes and summer school and ended with me graduating a year after my classmates. But taking this “deal” meant admitting to everyone that I’d been lying, and that I was too dumb to make it without special help.

No thanks.

Give them nothing.



Turns out there weren’t very many job options for a sixteen-year-old dropout, so when I heard they were hiring banquet waitresses at the local Marriott, I put in an application.

It was around this time that my mom and Kenny finally got a divorce. And after he moved back to Cambridge, it was just us two women in the house.

I actually liked working, clocking in, clocking out, and getting a paycheck. I felt very adult among all the older college students who worked there to make pocket money.

During the day I was busy at work, but in the middle of the night I’d often wake up in a panic, flooded by waves of regret and shame. I thought I’d be that playwright kid or that girl being recruited by English departments all over the country because of her brilliant skills with a pen. What I was missing out on danced around in my head like ghosts, mocking me: pep rallies, hanging out in the quad, college tours. Sometimes when it was really bad I would get up and quietly draw a hot bath in our old claw-footed tub and sob quietly while the water made steam clouds around me.

I won’t go to prom. I will never walk across that stage. I’ll never move into a dorm.

When all my friends were seniors and taking their final exams, I enrolled in a couple of day classes at Merritt College in Oakland. I thought maybe a junior college would be the education hack I was looking for, but it turns out I couldn’t keep up there either. It took me three times as long as my peers to do the simplest arithmetic problem, and I didn’t know anything about grammar or syntax, so I secretly dropped out three months after enrolling.

But during my second week there I met a group of Black women who literally invited me in out of the rain one day to join them in the dining hall. These girls were nothing like me or my old friends. They were kiki-ers and cacklers, embarrassingly loud and hilariously fearless. They had names like Tiny, Big Gina, and Jazzy.

After hanging with them for a few months, we started calling ourselves the FLIES (First Ladies in Every Situation) and it was like I had finally found my people. I had always endured being the only one, the only Black kid, the only Black friend, the only Black coworker. But with them I was genuinely part of, indistinguishable from the others. They took me to Black clubs, brought me to Black church and hair salons, and introduced me to all these little soul food joints in Oakland. They taught me how to talk Black, sing Black, and dance Black. With them I was the happiest of sponges, absorbing every inflection and gesture they made. Hanging with them took me back to those late-night gatherings growing up in Cambridge.

The Black education these wonderful women provided me with was invaluable. Soon I found myself spending all my free time in Oakland.

At nineteen, I met an older pimp and drug dealer named Vegas and started a yearlong affair with him. Vegas was one of those brothers who wore fur, always carried a pager (only doctors carried them then), and was never without his purple Crown Royal bag full of dope. He wasn’t young or particularly handsome, but he had a way of making me feel like the baddest bitch in the room. He also liked to freebase on the weekends—that’s smoking a chemically pure form of cocaine, and eventually I found that I liked it too. About six months into our affair I started disappearing for days at a time, showing up at home in the middle of the week, always ravenous and exhausted. After failing to pick up my mother at the airport one day because I was holed up smoking with Vegas, my mother and father intervened. With my father on speakerphone from Florida, the two of them decided that instead of sending me to treatment they wanted me to attend twelve-step meetings. Only, I was not down with that at all. I thought they were overreacting to a situation that was perfectly manageable, so I gently assured them there was no need for such drastic measures.

“I get why you’d be scared, but believe me, it’s not that big a deal, I’ll take care of it.”

I stopped hanging out in Oakland that same day and started dodging Vegas’s calls. And after my parents’ little “intervention,” I never touched another freebase pipe again. The sense of pride I felt in not needing anyone’s help to quit was tremendous, on a scale with Fuji or Everest. To me, the world was divided into two categories of people: failures, aka folks who were stupid enough to let other people see that they needed help, and successes, aka self-reliants like me, who would die before they accepted help from anyone.

After a few months passed, I figured that whole “year of basing” thing had been an experiment, and now it was in the past. But without Vegas kicking me down cash, I needed money, so I took more shifts at the Marriott. Meanwhile, some of my high school friends were starting to graduate from college and taking jobs.

By twenty-two, I really hated putting on that uniform every day. The stiff black polyester pants and apron, the shirt that smelled like food no matter how often I washed it. When I looked in the mirror I no longer saw a bright-eyed, chubby-cheeked teenage face peering back and was scared that I was going to be some random, no-education-having, stuck-in-Berkeley-forever career waitress. A voice began screaming inside me, urging me to do something before it was too late. I should be commanding the room wearing red lipstick and power suits. I should be a boss like Clair Huxtable from The Cosby Show, or Teri from Soul Food. I shouldn’t be serving shit, I should be running shit.

This isn’t the story I’m supposed to have.



When I impulsively moved to LA in the late eighties, I got a job working as a receptionist for Todd Synderman, an A-list commercial director. On my second day, I ran a delivery over to his home in Brentwood and a liveried housekeeper opened the door and asked me to take it up to his office. As I climbed the wide, curved staircase, I paused and took everything in. The place was exquisite, unlike any home I’d ever seen. Gorgeous art on the walls, gleaming dark wood floors that went on forever, expensive-looking patterned throw cushions on luxurious cream-colored furniture. Working for Todd over the next few months, I was exposed to a world in which people did things like check their bedsheets for thread count and purchase resort wear for winter vacations. Growing up, most of the people I knew had patched-up, mismatched quilts and bedsheets. And if we were lucky, a vacation was maybe one or two nights at a Holiday Inn. Here in this new, luxe world, every day something else clicked into place.

This, and this and this. I need all of this in my life.

At twenty-four, I switched jobs and went to work on reinventing myself. I read the Wall Street Journal in the mornings before my new job at The Baird Company, a corporate entertainment PR firm. I shopped vintage stores for the pieces like the ones I found in the pages of Vogue and Women’s Wear Daily. I studied women whose careers I admired, watching how they conducted themselves, how they made an entrance, listening for their cadence and tone when they spoke. But as I worked my way up the ladder from assistant to publicist, I was desperately afraid of any part of my history or person being scrutinized, lest someone, my boss, a client, a friend, or a boyfriend, discover who I really was underneath it all—a no-education-having imposter. It was like I was building this stunning home on top of a shoddy foundation, and only I knew that it would never pass inspection. But as it happened, I was really good at my job. Eventually I wasn’t just handling my assigned clients, I was bringing in some big names of my own, so I opened my own PR firm. When I had finally built up enough credit to get myself a green American Express card, I knew that my worlds, the made-up one, the pedigreed, college-degreed shot-caller and the real one, the poor kid, the liar, the cocaine addict, were finally converging. Opening that envelope, I fingered the hard, mint-colored plastic rectangle in disbelief.

I’ve fooled them all.

That card became the triumphant symbol of my new identity. The one that I had curated so carefully: the uber-cultured crackerjack publicist who owned her own firm. The lady who lunched, the Clinton campaign volunteer, the mentor to young Black women. Finally, this was my moment to shine, and I was determined not to let anything dim my light.






CHAPTER THREE Boy Meets Girl


I was twenty-eight years old when I met my husband. At that point, to make extra cash, I still had a Friday-night side gig at the Roxbury, a very, very happening Los Angeles supper club. He and his friends were A-list regulars there, so we would exchange a friendly “hey” or “how’s it going?” as I unclipped the velvet rope for him and his crew. There was this one night when I was out to dinner with some girlfriends at Cicada (another happening spot), and he and some other white people were sitting at the table across from us. He stared at me all through dinner and then left without a word.

“He can’t remember how he knows me, y’all,” I told my friends. “And I’ll bet it’s driving him crazy.”

My friends and I were laughing when the maître d’ came over and said that there was a phone call for the Black girl in the leather jacket. I turned to give my friends a wink before following him to the front.

“Hi,” I said, when I got to the phone. “Did you figure it out yet?”

“Huh?”

“My name.”

I was between boyfriends and was well known among my friends for exclusively dating the chocolatiest brothers I could find. I had never dated outside my race before and had never even thought about dating a white boy, but for some reason with this one I was curious.

So when he asked me out on a date, I was coming from that same place of intrigue when I said yes. He was an actor coming off a hit show, but he was already starting to direct. I remember sitting across from him at our first dinner while he talked about the films he wanted to make. I heard him speaking but was mesmerized by his mouth, thinking, Those lips are going to be on mine soon.

During those first few years it was so easy, he and I were instant allies. Sure he was a white boy, but being from Brooklyn, he had flavor, that East Coast swag. He was the kind of white boy who would blast hip-hop in his car and hoop in the park with the brothers on the weekend. And I found out later that prior to meeting me, he was also the kind of white boy who liked dating sisters, Black girls.

I assimilated into his world the same way I had into everything else—by being a quick study. The first time we went to dinner at the Ivy I was incredibly intimidated by the sea of forks and glasses on the table.

Are these all for two people, for one meal?

But instead of letting him see my confusion, I glanced surreptitiously around at the other diners and copied them.

I was going all out, in full hair and makeup auditioning for the part, but the problem was I’d never read the whole script. I had no idea how much of myself I would replace or erase to nab the part.

I remember being excited to walk into an event beside him, feeling all eyes on us. We were that young, interracial Hollywood power couple—the TV star and the publicist. He and I had our own shorthand that our friends envied and admired. One look from me at a party and he knew it was time to rescue me from a conversation. One sideways glance from him, and I knew when it was time to go home.

Sometimes I would marvel at how we just GOT each other, could finish the lyrics all the way through to “Children’s Story” or “Big Poppa.” We could recite the same lines from The Godfather or Eddie Murphy’s Delirious. I was dating this powerful man, and he really believed in me. Not the dropout, former druggie Laura who’d been emotionally scarred by her stepfather. He believed in the Laura who had been reborn the day she’d moved to LA. The classy, educated business owner with whom he was proud to walk the red carpet. The adorable doctor’s daughter who’d never been skiing but was dying to go to Sundance. So when he asked me to marry him three years after our first date (Hawaii, Christmas Day, string quartet, the works), I was faced with a major-ass dilemma. Here was a man who had unwittingly fallen for this persona that I’d carefully honed and crafted, saying he wanted to spend the rest of his life with her. I loved him, and I loved being with him, but I knew deep down I could never be who he believed me to be—and I could never, would never, admit that she was a fabrication.

He had no idea about the walls I had to build to survive my childhood. The “year of basing” was a secret I was determined to take to my grave; no one but my parents could ever know about that.

I call it “shide.” A deadly and debilitating combination of shame and pride that has plagued me since I can remember.

It was shide that prevented me from telling my mother and father about how Kenny’d always had it in for me and wouldn’t let me ask my Berkeley High teachers for help. The same shide that made me drop out of community college and resign myself to working as a waitress. I loved him and was so afraid of losing him, but my fear of being exposed eclipsed everything.

The man I love wants to marry me and I’m terrified.

What’s wrong with me???

Maybe nothing.

Is it possible I’m making too big a deal out of all this? This is a really smart, discerning man. If he loves me and he thinks I’m good enough for him, then maybe I am. After all, it’s not like I lied to him about my past. He just made a few assumptions, and I let him believe them. Everyone has secrets, right? Maybe marriage isn’t “tell me everything there is to know about you,” but rather more “I love you just as you are, so no need to go digging up the past.”

And we do love each other.

So I said yes.

We were married by Rabbi Alan Weisman at 6:00 p.m. on August 17, 1997, in front of 125 of our closest friends and family members. I was thirty-two years old and wore a princess dress and white satin Manolos. I was Cinderella at the ball, only I would not be running home when the clock struck twelve.

I would never have to run again.



Turns out there’s a big difference between a wedding and a marriage.

A wedding is a celebration, a party, a declaration of love between two people in front of witnesses.

Marriage is a lawful contract.

There are legalities, licenses, and vows. And because of his Jewish faith, we’d also signed a ketubah in a temple. I’d understood that our union would be a binding agreement, in fact, I counted on it, as it would make it that much harder to get rid of me. But what I hadn’t foreseen was that there was an unwritten addendum to the contract—the director’s wife clause. Contained within were all types of things. Things I loathed, things that bored me to death, things I sucked at, and now it seemed I was expected to seamlessly incorporate these items into my normal day-to-day life.

I had figured out how to take care of myself all right, but I had no clue how to take care of a home and manage housekeepers, gardeners, and handymen. Somehow, I hadn’t gotten the memo that not only was I the one assigned to vacation planning, making dinner, and decorating, I was actually supposed to ENJOY doing all these things.

So I started studying the women in our circle. When we went to dinner at a friend’s home and he admired the wife, what she was wearing, cooking, how she wore her hair, spoke, etc., I took note. Conversely, when he talked shit about someone on the ride home, I stored that information too.

A little leg is nice, a little cleavage is nice, but don’t do both at once. Good hostesses always ask “Can I get you something?” even when the guest is a pop-in. Good mothers don’t let their nannies raise their kids. Gold fixtures? Hideous. Gold jewelry? Beautiful, but must be worn subtly. Always have a good, detailed answer to the question “What’s the plan for today?” Vacations are: full of playful adventures such as zip-lining, helicopter rides, and scuba diving. Vacations aren’t: lying around the pool all day and reading. Be up on all the latest designers but don’t be pretentious. Never talk about money, even with family. Never tell anyone how much he makes.

Got it.

In less than a year, I’d filled a notebook with all the dos and don’ts because I was so terrified of getting something wrong and exposing myself as the imposter that I was.


Baby and bridal showers

Forget just sending a gift, not only are you going to have to attend them but you’re also going to need to get really good at throwing them.

Spa days and shopping sprees

Turn that frown upside down and pretend like you can’t wait to join the rest of the girls.

Children

Who cares if you don’t like kids? Have at least two and then become the queen of playdates and birthday parties.

Entertaining

It doesn’t matter that you’re perfectly happy with mac and cheese every night. Hire a chef to teach you how to cook at least twelve of his favorite dishes and then dazzle him by making them on your own. Also, learn to decorate a table and entertain properly; you need to become the consummate dinner-party guest and hostess.

Home decorating, housekeeping, gardening (In other words, all the things that make you feel like a failure)

Figure it out, bitch. You need to become proficient at all this shit and learn to love it quick.



And oh yeah, directors are away on film shoots for weeks and sometimes months at a time, so get used to being alone a lot. Directors’ wives are thin. I’m talking white-girl thin; Pilates-spin-class-juice-cleanse thin. So you’d better get yourself a personal trainer if you want that whittled waist and those amazing arms. And they all play doubles on Tuesdays, so sign up for tennis lessons. Directors’ wives support other directors’ wives by going to their homes for jewelry shows. They chair school committees and they’re named parent association president. Directors’ wives do lunch at the Ivy and have personal shoppers at Barneys.

In order to be what I thought he wanted, I had to split into two people. One of me was still happily married to my soul mate, loving and being loved, being that other half of that “don’t be jealous but we just get each other” perfect couple, the beta to his alpha.

And then the other me, the lone wolf, the pre-makeover me, was always running slightly behind, wanting to veer left or right and struggling under the weight of all the “shoulds” I was carrying. And as time went on, the distance between those two mes was just too far to bridge.

While we were dating, I had presented him with this carefully curated, feminized version of myself—one that I thought he’d be most likely to marry. I didn’t know much then about assigned gender roles or fluidity. I thought there were only two parts available: the wife of or the husband of. As a cis-hetero woman, I understood I was expected to embrace all the feminine tropes associated with the wife-of. I was supposed to be smart but not smarter, reliant but not helpless. When we didn’t agree in front of others, I was the one who was supposed to yield. The challenge was that I was (and am) the one who automatically heads to the fuse box when the power goes out, and I’m the one who likes to order food “for the table” when we go out to eat. I’m the one who prefers Adidas to Alaïa and enjoys handling the finances.

I’m the one who likes to call the shots during sex.

Shortly after the wedding, perhaps in a last-ditch effort to reclaim some part of myself, I submitted The Unveiling, a four-hundred-page novel I’d been writing since my twenties, to Ms. Hope, an editor at Doubleday (a friend of a friend of a friend). Miraculously, she read it and returned it to my friend with a cover letter that made my heart soar. It was full of phrases like, “a realistic love story that sucks the reader in, I honestly cried during her graphic descriptions of grief,” and “loved this intimate examination of true human emotions.” But my heart dropped again when I got to the end of the letter, where the rejection was lying in wait, hidden in the final paragraph like a tiger in the brush.
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“An irresistibly delicious story that will sit in your bones

and write over your memory like it happened to you.”

—HOLLY WHITAKER, New York Times bestselling author of Quit Like a Woman
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