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You can have all your ducks in a row in your business 
life, but none of it matters unless things are settled at 
home. Like so many dreamers working in Los Angeles, I 
sacrificed most of my time to secure a stable life for my 
family. After spending a few years in my filthy apartment, 
Elizabeth and I took the next steps toward the American 
Dream. We bought a suburban home with a green lawn 
and poured our savings into college funds and retirement 
accounts. The suburban life produced a mix of pride and 
melancholy. On one hand, I was grateful for everything 
that I had secured for myself. Often, after Elizabeth and 
the kids had gone to bed, I would sit in my living room and 
listen to the massive silence of my house. I’d study our fur-
niture, our framed pictures, and the wooden rice goddess 
that Elizabeth and I bought in Bali. Every item was backed 
by a story that placed me and Elizabeth as its main charac-
ters. I was unspeakably grateful for everything that I had 
gotten to experience and acquire.

All the same, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we’d lost 
something in the cookie-cutter structure of our lives. Every 
life has a number of great mysteries to be solved: Who are 
you going to marry? Where are you going to live? What will 
your children be like? What will your profession be? Now 
that I had the answers to each of those questions, I could 
see the remainder of my life stretched out before me with 
crystal clarity. I didn’t realize that life is always bound to 
subvert expectations.

My first visit to Malibou Lake was for the wedding of 
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a colleague’s daughter. When I looked at the invitation, I 
figured they had misspelled the word ‘Malibu.’ In reality, 
Malibou Lake is distinct from the sandy, snooty beaches. 
It’s a hidden watering hole tucked behind the mountains 
of Agoura Hills. During the wedding’s cocktail reception, 
I couldn’t stop myself from wandering out to the shore 
and gazing at the water. At the center of the lake, I found 
an island where local kids were swinging off of ropes and 
slinging mud at each other. The scene looked like some-
thing out of a Rob Reiner movie. As the wedding guests 
were called into the old-fashioned clubhouse for dinner, I 
grabbed Elizabeth’s arm.

“We need to find a way to move here.”
“Aren’t we an hour away from your office?”
“Probably closer to an hour and a half. I don’t care.”
I meant what I said. Three months later, we found the 

house of our dreams at Malibou Lake. The house wasn’t 
much by the token of size or amenities. Built in the 1920s, 
the roof leaked, the balcony was crumbling, and the water 
pipes froze over in the winter. But in the end, we couldn’t 
resist the idea of raising our kids at an all-year summer 
camp. I thought back to my memories of fishing, explor-
ing, and playing games at my grandparents’ home in New 
Hampshire. Growing up, I always felt like that place was 
my homeland…now, it was time to create a magical place 
for my own family.
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Malibou Lake

Behind marrying Elizabeth and having kids, moving to 
Malibou Lake was the best decision of my life. My com-
mute was horrendous, the house was about as stable as a 
toolshed, and we were occasionally graced by a mouse or 
tarantula in our closet, but it was paradise. After a long day 
of getting pummeled by a tough negotiation, there wasn’t 
anything more relaxing than returning to our little house 
on the lake. About a mile out from our driveway, I would 
roll down my window and drink in the cool, fresh air. On 
the weekends, I drank red wine on our pontoon boat, bar-
becued on the island, and watched our kids scale thirty-foot 
Eucalyptus trees. Living at the lake taught me what ‘price-
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less’ means. Our friends in the city may have thought we 
were crazy, but Elizabeth and I had every intention of retir-
ing at the lake house.

When I first heard about the Woolsey Fire on the news, 
I wasn’t alarmed. The inferno, presumably sparked by 
bad electrical wiring, was far into Simi Valley, at least fifty 
miles from our home. And though California is stuck in 
a perpetual drought, it had experienced heavy rains that 
season. From my office in the city, the sky was mostly blue, 
and the smoke cloud didn’t look much different from the 
haze over Los Angeles. But the news headlines contra-
dicted my observations; the anchors were all but reporting 
Armageddon.

Around 3:00 AM, Elizabeth and I woke up to screeching 
sirens and red lights flashing through the windows.

“L.A. County Fire Department – this is a MANDATORY 
EVACUATION.”

Looking out from the porch, our sleepy neighborhood 
was nothing short of a hell-scape. The street was filled with 
the type of heavy smoke that billows out of old-fashioned 
trains. I could barely make out our driveway, let alone the 
mailbox planted at the edge of the sidewalk. Towards the 
mountains, the smoke glowed a dark burgundy.

“You think we need to leave?” Elizabeth called out from 
our bedroom.

“Yes. Right now.”
Even as we packed a suitcase, neither of us thought that 

we’d be spending our final moments in the house that we 
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had turned into a home. This was our sanctuary, and it 
seemed impervious to destruction.

As Elizabeth and I weaved out of Agoura, we learned that 
the hotels in the surrounding area were booked solid with 
other evacuees. We had no choice but to call my daughter, 
who was living in Santa Monica. We arrived at her apart-
ment around 5:30 AM, took a nap on her couch, and had 
morning coffee with her before she jetted off to work.

“Should we play cards?” I asked Elizabeth. She mulled 
the idea over and nodded tiredly. There was nothing else 
to do.

Around two o’clock, I got a call from one of my closest 
friends.

“You should turn on your TV.,” he said in an artificially 
calm voice.

“That doesn’t sound good.”
“Your house is burning down.”
“…are you sure it’s my house?”
“I’ve been there probably fifty times. I’m sure.”
I hung up and scoured for my daughter’s remote con-

trol, which was lost in the bowels of the sofa. When I finally 
managed to turn the television on, I learned that my daugh-
ter hadn’t signed up for cable. All she had was an Apple 
TV, and the local news app wasn’t accepting my creden-
tial. Cursing under my breath, I dialed customer service 
and proceeded to listen to the most agonizing bout of ele-
vator music I’d ever heard. After what seemed like eons, a 
customer service rep answered. His voice was so dull that 
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it took a moment for me to determine whether he was a 
human or a robot.

 “I know that everyone probably says they’re in a hurry,” 
I told him, “but I’d really appreciate if you could move as 
quickly as possible. I’d like to know if my house is burning 
down.”

Our Home Burning to a Crisp

“I’m going as fast as I can, sir,” the man responded. I 
paced the apartment as he rebooted our account and 
pulled all sorts of technical wizardry from his cubicle…all 
of it, to no effect.

“Wait a second,” I finally said. “In order for the app to 
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work, wouldn’t the actual box in my house need to be 
working?”

“That’s correct, sir.”
“God dammit – the box is probably on fire!” I hung up 

and managed to find a livestream on the internet. My friend 
was right…our dream house was up in flames.

There isn’t a more powerless feeling than watching your 
house burn down on live TV. It was the closest thing to an 
out-of-body experience that I’ve ever had. I’ve seen loss 
quite a bit throughout my life: the death of a parent, an 
investment gone south, a client lost. All of those things hap-
pen quickly, leaving you with a void that must be filled. But 
there’s something different about witnessing acts of destruc-
tion play out in the present. It feels oddly captivating, and 
ultimately devastating. Everything that Elizabeth and I had 
poured everything into that house – photo albums, Christ-
mas ornaments, love-letters – were destroyed in a matter of 
moments. You can say that all the things we lost were just 
that: things. But they were more than that. They catalogued 
a lifetime of memories.
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The Bones of Our Home

After hearing about the fire, my daughter took the rest 
of the day off work and took us on the first hike I’d been on 
in a decade. Later that night in her tiny hole-in-the-wall 
apartment, we ordered enough Thai food to feed a small 
army. As the fire continued to devastate our community, I 
laughed more that night than I had in a decade. And over 
the months to follow, we came together as demolition crews 
hauled away the pieces of our broken home. I’d be a big, fat 
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liar if I said that I’m glad that we lost the house…but I also 
acknowledge that the fire awakened me to a new level of 
gratitude for the people I love most. And though Elizabeth 
and I are currently living in an empty apartment, we have 
more than we could have ever hoped for. Thinking back, my 
father was right…

“There are a lot of places out there, but nowhere is better 
than home.”

e

Forty-six years after I hit the road in my VW Rabbit, thir-
ty-nine years after my first client ended up in jail, and six 
months after my house burned down, I’m still an attorney 
working in Los Angeles. My daughter is married and preg-
nant with her first child, my wife runs a boutique fitness 
studio, and my Mastiff puppy guards our apartment while 
we rebuild our home. As I drive into the office each day, I 
can’t help but feel endlessly lucky. My cards could have been 
shuffled in any number of ways, but for some reason they’ve 
produced a string of winning hands. I often find myself 
reflecting on the long-haired hippie who dropped out of 
college to become a deliveryman for a record company. I 
wonder how that kid managed to find his way to a stable, 
fulfilling life. I think it involves the ability to course-correct. 
Life, as ruthless as it can be at times, is a forgiving thing. 
Making a wrong turn and finding yourself in a seedy part 
of town is alright…so long as you find a way back onto the 
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highway. The worst thing you can do is become complacent 
after making a mistake. What would have happened if I’d 
have let my grades flounder at Boulder, or kept working at 
Rudy’s Wallpaper Emporium, or stayed at that terrible pro-
duction company through its death spiral? I would’ve been 
robbed of the beautiful life that I’ve secured for myself.

So there it is – it all worked out for me. Who would’ve 
thought?


