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Advance Praise for She Danced with Lightning

“Marc Palmieri is a masterful storyteller. She Danced with Lightning is a beautifully rendered memoir of a young family in crisis and a marriage challenged on the path to healing. When Anna, Marc and Kristen’s infant, experiences seizures, the family embarks on a medical and emotional odyssey that will require a steadfast love and determination to cope with all that lies ahead. A resplendent story filled with hope. Brava.”

—Adriana Trigiani, bestselling author of The Good Left Undone

“She Danced with Lightning is a game-changer in the literature of medical mysteries in general, and epilepsy in particular. It is also a riveting and emotional thriller, and a can’t-put-it-down family drama.

When Anna is diagnosed with a severe form of epilepsy, her parents are hurled to the brink of the unthinkable. What follows is a story of heartbreak and hope, of a father’s unwavering love and a daughter’s unflinching courage, and of the medical crucible in which both lose themselves, find each other, and are each forever transformed.

Palmieri writes with a playwright’s sense of character and ear for dialogue, a screenwriter’s pulse for pace, a poet’s spiritual questing, an essayist’s perceptivity, and a memoirist’s divining rod for truth in all its guises. Told with humor and humanity, it will break your heart then put it back together—but somehow better than before.”

—Michael Laurence, award-winning actor and Drama Desk Award-nominated author of Krapp, 39, Hamlet In Bed, and Cincinnatus
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Once up, once down the hill, one journey, Babe,

That will suffice thee; and it seems that now

Thou hast fore-knowledge that such task is thine;

Thou travell’st so contently, and sleep’st

In such a heedless peace. Alas!



—William Wordsworth, To My Infant Daughter
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PROLOGUE

The article in the New York Daily News was set to appear in print on June 18. That morning, while the girls dressed for school, I drove to the Wan Wan Mart, a deli a few blocks from us. I parked, ran inside, and saw the fresh morning papers near the cash register. I flipped through one and found the story about my daughter’s epilepsy.

I realized that this morning, June 18, marked exactly one year since Anna’s brain surgery. A coincidence.

“You want to buy it?” the deli man said.

“I’ll take five.”

“Five Daily News?”

“About my daughter,” I said, holding up the page.

He squinted and read a bit.

“God bless,” he said. “Take for free.”

I thanked him but paid anyway.

A sixty-dollar parking ticket was on my windshield. You can’t park on that side of the street after 7 a.m. The ticket read 7:06 a.m. In New York City, there is supposed to be a five-minute grace period for parking tickets. If so, I was one minute over. The traffic cop must have been standing there waiting, I thought, staring at his watch. I looked around. Not a traffic cop in sight. Considering the story in the papers under my arm, a story in tabloid black and white about how my child had been saved, I laughed. The first funny parking ticket in my life.

Not that it was funny to lose money. We didn’t have a lot to waste, and we’d been trying hard to save. We’d soon be taking our annual road trip to see my brother Scott’s family in Rhode Island and no doubt spend twice what we intended. Our daughters loved to be with their cousins, and we’d come to call our few nights together “Happy Fourth” (pronounced with an exaggerated New England accent), a little Independence Day tradition now running as long as we had children.

In a few weeks, we drove up and had a terrific time as always, every now and then stopping to appreciate how much had changed in just one year. Last Happy Fourth, my very swollen-faced, nauseous, and drugged-up twelve-year-old wore a headscarf to cover the stitches along the still-fresh scar that ran over her scalp. Now, she was swimming with her cousins in the Atlantic.

We arrived home in Queens late that Sunday. As Kristen and I unpacked our bags in the living room, Nora, our ten-year-old, called me upstairs. When Anna started middle school the year before, we got her a smartphone. We hadn’t planned on Nora getting one yet but caved pretty fast at her argument of birth-order discrimination.

When I got to her room, she was sitting on her bed.

“Daddy, I want you to see this but not really,” Nora said, looking at her phone. It was a headline from TMZ. A friend had sent it to her.



CAMERON BOYCE, DISNEY ACTOR, DEAD AT 20



I’d seen this kid on our television a thousand times. Jessie, The Descendants…. I remembered one day, Anna was complaining about having freckles, and I used Boyce as an example of someone with freckles who was very successful, talented, and happy.

“I read it,” Nora said. “He had a seizure.”

Then came the familiar, abrupt gear shifts within me. My circulation working at its max, I started reading the article. The family confirmed he had epilepsy and had died in bed.

In the days that followed, we saw news reports about Boyce’s death, many trying to explain epilepsy to the viewing public. Guest medical experts showed digital graphics of how brains were electrocuted by malfunctioning nerve cells leaking charges. Stories came on about seizure dogs, medications, and SUDEP, an acronym that had haunted us since Anna was five months old. It stands for “Sudden Unexpected Death in Epilepsy.” It’s what kills one in one thousand people with epilepsy every year, the reason they are twenty-four times more likely to die suddenly than the general population. Most often, SUDEP happens during sleep.

“Is that what could have happened to Anna?” Nora said when I handed her phone back.

“Yes,” I said.

“Daddy?”

“Yes, Nora.”

“All that stuff, will it ever happen again?”

I don’t think I answered her. I should have said, “No, never. Anna is okay, Nora. Didn’t you see the Daily News feature, framed and hanging in her room? It’s been over a year already. So many things are easier now, so many things are better. For all of us.”

But I didn’t.

“It’s late,” I said. “You guys are up early tomorrow. Let’s get to sleep.”

The girls were starting their summer day camps the next morning. We said goodnight, and I flipped Nora’s light out on the way into the hall, where I went and stood outside Anna’s bedroom door.

“Goodnight, Anna,” I said.

“Goodnight, Daddy,” she said from within.

I turned to head back down to finish unpacking but stopped when I got to the top of the stairs. I remembered Nora standing there one afternoon, on the first step down the steep wooden decline. She was holding onto her big sister, her arms wrapped around her. Anna had seized, and Nora made it to her just in time.

I turned back and lay down on the floor outside Anna’s room. I rested my head on my hands, keeping my ear as close to the space under the door as I could.

Monday morning came. Anna had slept soundly. I’d slept an hour, maybe two.





CHAPTER ONE

IT WAS SPRING

We were finally outside on a ball field.

For a former baseball player, there’s nothing like the first warm day. March of this year had been all snow, rain, and wicked wind. Long ago, I left New York and went down south to play, and it was a great thing to have baseball weather in February. When my playing days were over, I returned. A month like the one we’d just had could have me thinking about going back to warmer climates, but in New York City, there were so many neurologists, hospitals, and emergency rooms. I knew we’d never leave.

Spring was finally taking hold on this April Saturday, with a sun that seemed like it was borrowed from mid-May. Anna had a softball game. As we pulled into the field’s parking lot, I could see the grass was dry, and there wasn’t the slightest puddle on the infield. I then noticed that this place, somewhere off the Belt Parkway in Rockaway, had an outdoor batting cage. Nobody was using it. We were a few minutes early, so I told Anna to hurry her cleats on so she could take some warm-up swings.

I wasn’t the coach, but I’d help out when I could be at practices or games. This was rare. I taught most weekday afternoons into evenings and had a side job coaching travel baseball. As it was, I could barely fit in time to write and go on the occasional acting audition. Nothing new for me. Ever since I decided to try to get into theatre some twenty-five years earlier, I’d been far more successful accumulating “day jobs.”

Anna was pulling the first cleat onto her foot, and of course, she didn’t bother untying it first. I yelled at her to hurry up. We’d recently raised her medication dose, and for a moment, I wondered if her sluggishness this morning was related to that. But then again, she’d been sluggish in the morning all her life. She had a nice peaceful sleep the night before, as far as I could remember. Sometimes, in the morning, it took a few hours for me to recall exactly what had gone on through the night, sort of like the way one might remember a dream late the next day or never remember it at all. Same with the nights of Anna’s seizures.

My father was with us. He’d come early to Queens to pick us up, bringing egg sandwiches from a deli near where he and my mother lived on Long Island. Anna was always a gourmand for comfort food: burgers, fries, pancakes, pizza, bagels, egg sandwiches…. Still, she was lean and strong, and by the hundreds of blood tests she’d taken in her near twelve-year life, we knew, besides the heavy medicine levels, she had nice, healthy chemistry. The new med she was on, Lacosamide, was the seventh we were trying since her diagnosis. She was also taking medical marijuana.

My father had been saying he wanted to come to Anna’s games as soon as the weather allowed one to actually be played, and finally, here we were. While I unzipped Anna’s bat bag, I noticed he was on a knee, helping her with her second cleat. I grabbed a ball and bat and jogged to the batting cage.

The year Anna was born, I’d started a part time job in Harlem as an adjunct lecturer at The City College of New York. Two months into my first semester there, teaching an undergraduate playwriting class, we learned she had epilepsy. It was on a November morning. I was wearing a corduroy blazer I’d bought to wear at my new job on campus, looking, I imagined, how I’d always pictured myself looking if someday I had made it as a playwright with a job teaching at a famous college. I was on my walk to the subway, down the long hill from Amsterdam to Broadway, when my flip phone vibrated. It was Kristen, my wife. I answered and was about to tell her that I’d just spoken, I believed, with reasonable accuracy to my students about a certain Shakespeare play. Maybe I was about to tell her how happy it had made me.

“We’re on the way to the hospital,” she said, tense but calm. “Anna’s having seizures.”

I’d only seen one seizure in my whole life. It was a girl who sat next to me in seventh-grade Home Economics class. She leaned over, fell out of her desk, shaking with spittle bubbling in the corners of her lips. I can still see the frightful face she made, as if she was taking punches she couldn’t block. The teacher ran to her, calling her name. Others came in and carried her out of the room. Some kids laughed.

I asked Kristen where the hospital was.

“68th and York. Please meet me there.”

Anna had just turned five months old and was twenty-four inches long—exactly the length of a pitcher’s mound rubber. We’d learn later that she was suffering a “cluster” of what they called partial complex seizures. Her eyes would avert, and her lips smacked as her right arm rose and stiffened. Her breath would seem to labor. She’d snap back to consciousness for a moment, smile, as if just discovering her parents there, hovering over her, then the next seizure would start. Before the doctors were able to stop them, Anna had forty of these ninety-second attacks, and reached a near “status epilepticus,” which means there was virtually no time between them—a state of near permanent seizure, a spiral toward escalating brain damage and death.

From inside the batting cage, I watched Anna walk toward me. She still seemed groggy, but I wasn’t alarmed. Not yet. She wasn’t used to morning sports. If this were a dance event, she’d be different. Dance had always been Anna’s first love. She played Little League sports—soccer, softball, volleyball—but it was dancing she’d rather wake up early for. Same with Nora. Our little house in Bayside, with its original battered wooden floors from 1930, could sound like a bustling midtown tap studio, or a hip-hop concert, morning to night.

I told Anna to hurry again. She trotted toward me.

“That’s it!” I said. “Now, you’re lookin’ like a ballplayer!”

She did. Shiny cleats, black baseball pants, and a bright red jersey tucked in tight. It had been ten whole nights without a seizure, which was the longest she’d gone in two years. Or maybe even two and a half. We used to keep a calendar, but at some point, the record-keeping felt like a waste of time. I gave my throwing arm a quick stretch. It was stiff as hell, and I felt a tightness in my neck and upper back. Nothing new. I slept on a floor every night, after all.

We had the house now, but beforehand, Kristen and I had lived in apartments, and our last place had wood floors too. Hardwood looks nice and works great for practicing tap and jazz steps, but it’s no place to get a comfortable rest. For the last couple years, I’d spent my nights on it, right beside Anna’s bed. Air mattresses take too much time to set up, make too much noise, and usually deflate through the night under guys my size. Instead, I’d lay down thick blankets to make the floor soft enough that I wouldn’t feel the stiffness and bone aching until morning.

There was no choice about all this. Since she was three, all her seizures came during sleep, and when they did, she had to be protected. Her arms would contract and her clenched fists pulled inward with a titan’s might. Even I, at over two hundred pounds, needed all my mettle to keep them from crushing her nose and throat. And then, there was the writhing and kicking. Kristen and I took turns in the bed for the earlier years, but by now, Anna, at eleven, was nearly Kristen’s size, and so it had to be me, and we felt it better at this age that she sleep in her own bed in her own room, so her floor would be for me.

My sleep was a paradox. I slept, but with full awareness. I would snap awake with every slight shift of Anna’s body, twitch of a limb, or change in breathing pattern. I’d shoot up, grab the flashlight I kept next to my head and check if her eyes were open, which they’d be, wild and wide, if a seizure was starting. I’d clamber up and position my legs over hers, then get my arms between her face and fists, then hold, count, and wait. I would put my cheek on her head and tell her I was there, and after a couple minutes, it would be over. We’d both be asleep again. It took a number of these nocturnal seizures, maybe a thousand or so, before I mastered my approach, safely positioning my weight correctly. Even with experience, it could still get rough. Once, she hit her forehead on the wall so hard that her large, baroquely framed painting of a ballet dancer fell off the wall and crashed on my head. Another night, when I hadn’t noticed she’d turned her body halfway around before I got to her, she broke my nose with her heel. Anna once joked I should wear catcher’s equipment to sleep.

Anna was in the cage, taking her stance in the dirt patch of a batter’s box. I tried the underhand fastpitch, since that’s what she’d see in the game, but I wasn’t even close. My pitch was at her ankles and barely crossed the plate without bouncing. She swung anyway, level and aggressive. The hips rotated, her wrists turned over nicely, and she kept her head down. It was a damn good-looking swing, but the ball had rolled into the net behind her. Bad pitch, I said apologetically.

When I was eighteen, I was drafted as a pitcher by the Toronto Blue Jays, offered a minor league contract, and assigned to their Pioneer League team in Alberta, where it was even colder than Queens in March. Even in my forties, I liked to think I could still bring the heat pretty good, but as for softball’s windmill underhand stuff, I was useless.

“Get the ball, Anna.”

She was still standing in the batter’s box.

“The ball, Anna. Go get it.”

I checked the time on my phone and looked toward the parking lot. I saw a few more red jerseys. Her team was arriving. I turned back around. She hadn’t moved.

“Anna, would you please get the ball?”

She dropped the bat, staring at me.

“We only have a minute here!” I said.

“Daddy?”

She ran to me, hard. My first thought was that she’d seen someone she didn’t like and was taking cover. These were middle school days now, so anything was possible.

“What’s wrong?”

She threw her arms around me and squeezed, making rhythmic gasps for air. Her left leg rose and wrapped itself behind my calf. She began to droop, hanging on to my arms. She’s awake, I thought. It’s daytime. So this can’t be a seizure.

“Daddy…” she said.

It was a strange quirk of Anna’s frontal-lobe epilepsy that the ravage would only happen during sleep. By day, though beaten to hell by the heavy meds and sleep deprivation, Anna would rise, get to school, dance, have friends, and appear to most, even herself, even to us, as having a normal childhood, just one with blood tests every three months, a parent on her floor at night, exhaustion, and no sleepovers. We felt that hers was an oddly fortunate version of this horrible disorder. Some nights, she could have seven or eight seizures across as many hours, and we couldn’t imagine that being the case by day. Strange to both hate this thing yet dread that it might ever change.

“Sharks,” she said.

“What?”

“Sharks are coming at me.”

“Sharks?”

I turned and looked around. For what, I didn’t know. Maybe for sharks. I held her up in front of me.

“Are you feeling like you’re having a seizure?”

It was a pointless question. Anna wouldn’t know what seizures felt like. She’d never remember anything if I asked about them in the morning. I looked into her eyes. She was looking right at me. They weren’t averting, but her right hand dropped, brushing my arm. I looked at it. It was limp. I grabbed it.

“Make a fist,” I said.

She couldn’t.

Then, I remembered something. The week prior, she was in the living room, having just gotten up for school. Kristen had already left for work. Nora was in the shower. I’d gone outside to take in the garbage cans, and when I came back inside, Anna was crying.

“What’s the matter?” I said at the time.

“My legs,” she sobbed. “They felt heavy.”

“What do you mean?”

“I came downstairs, and they just felt heavy.”

I said her legs had gone to sleep, that’s all.

“Did you sit on the toilet too long after you woke up?” I said. “If you sit too long, that can happen.”

“Maybe.”

“And all is normal now?”

“Yeah.”

“Then don’t worry! That’s all it was.”

And just like that, I’d dismissed it, and since then, there had been nothing out of the norm. We were up to ten nights of peace. Or maybe, I recalculated quickly, tonight would make the tenth. So it was nine. Still a long stretch. It had to be at least nine, I then thought. But even eight would be encouraging. Was it eight? Maybe tonight would make nine….

Anna reached for her chest and pulled at her jersey. Her eyes darted left, then rolled back. Her lips turned blue, and she collapsed. As her head hit my chest, I remembered something else, clear as day. There was a seizure. Sometime last night, deep in the night. It was on the shorter side maybe, or maybe I caught it only halfway through. But there was a seizure last night for sure.

“Hospital,” my father said. “Right now.” He already had her bat and bag. I lifted Anna up and ran toward the parking lot. Red jerseys passed by in my periphery.

“Marc?” one of them said.

It was head coach Ari. She was carrying the team helmet bag, holding her clipboard, looking at me as I approached, and nodding, sadly. I looked in her eyes. It seemed they were asking me questions, the questions I was asking myself: “Is this is it, Marc? Is the scene finally here? The one you knew would come someday? The one you can’t survive? The one you don’t want to survive?”

Nearly a dozen years of it. Half awake, dragged forward by delusions and denial. Pharmaceuticals. Ketogenic diet. Gluten-free diet. Marijuana pills. Fish oil pills. Melatonin pills. Coconut oil. Prayers. Nothing would ever work. It wanted her dead. It’s what it wanted since that November afternoon, when she was the length of a pitching rubber, and I wore a corduroy blazer and still slept in a bed. Anyone who knew us had to know this scene would come someday. It’s what makes tragedy so moving in the theatre—Oedipus, Romeo and Juliet, Cyrano…name it…everyone knows the ending is unbearable, but somehow, even as the story rolls headlong toward it, the audience thinks maybe, just maybe, this time, it’ll be different. It’s part of what they call “suspension of disbelief.” It’s a useful human ability. It gets you through until the ending.

Despite my best efforts to avoid thinking about it, how our life with Anna was so much more likely than most to come to an early end, I couldn’t always resist. I’d picture the final scene playing out in countless ways and places. I would see it most every night really, my cheek on her head, the silent, inner storm stealing her from the world for ninety long seconds. I’d whisper that I was there, waiting for her to come back, holding her, and that I loved her, that someday, this would end, one way or another. It had to.

I’d see it, the ending, there in her room, at school, on the street, in the car, at a party, at dance class, or face down one morning in her bed above mine, dead of SUDEP. I saw it in so many ways, but I hadn’t seen it like this, at a ball field, on the first beautiful day of a long-awaited spring.

*

We were crawling on the parkway, but in a strange way, I was glad, since I wasn’t sure where we were actually going. I rushed out an email to Anna’s neurologist, which was the best way of getting a message to her on a weekend. I also sent a text message to my aunt Maureen, a physician’s assistant and my family’s personal hotline for all things medical. I held off calling Kristen. I wanted to keep my attention on Anna and not risk any calls from my aunt or the doctor going to voicemail.

Her neurologist was with NYU, and the question was whether we should drive all the way there to the east side of Manhattan. I thought of locating whatever hospital was closest by typing “hospital” into the maps app on my phone, but I couldn’t bring my fingers to do it—I had barely gotten the email and text spelled out without dropping the phone to the floor. My father didn’t say much, but after passing an exit or two, as we started to pick up speed, he asked what I wanted to do once we reached the other parkways. Just east, there were hospitals not far from where we live, but I thought it might be best to get to where her doctors and records were. My father agreed. When we got to the exit, we’d head west for the Midtown Tunnel.

Anna looked like she was having a heart attack. This wasn’t an impossibility. When her seizures came at night, her heart would race, and there would come a moment, right as the stiffness and kicking eased, when her entire body would loosen, as if lifeless. It seemed to me that the heart would stop—ribcage silent, switched off for a few seconds before it restarted, and the seizure was over. To try to confirm this, I once bought a stethoscope at CVS and, for a while, slept with it around my neck, thinking I would pop it in my ears when a seizure hit, hold her, push the diaphragm piece against her chest, and listen. That endeavor didn’t last long. She made too much noise grunting and shuffling for me to hear clearly or even land the piece flat on her skin. I must have looked ridiculous wresting with her, taking blows to the face and chest, while leaning in with the stethoscope. The thing ended up in a toybox in the basement.

I kept talking to Anna, who had now regained full consciousness. I asked her what she felt, which seemed to be in flux—as if something painful was coursing through her, across her—first, she would say her fingers hurt, then her palms, then her arms, then her chest. When the sensation would roll up her torso, she became more agitated and fearful. Then, it would drain away. She looked pale, her lips dry, still off-color. Nothing here looked like any seizures we’d ever seen. I asked her to try to lift her left arm. She did it, but slowly. She then effortfully pushed both arms up and out, letting her hands weakly float in the air. Her index fingers and pinkies elongated.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Ballet hands,” she said. “I can make them, but they’re so heavy.”

She brought both down to her sides.

“I have floppy arms,” she said. “I can’t have floppy arms tonight.”

I didn’t yet realize what she’d meant about “tonight.” I would have asked, but my phone rang. Aunt Maureen.

“What’s happening with Anna?” she said, with a veteran medic’s focus. I tried to explain what I saw at the field and what I was seeing in the car. I told her I was wondering whether we should head all the way into Manhattan or—

“The nearest ER,” she said. “Where are you?”

She told us where to go. There was a hospital a few miles away. My father started to speed. My aunt asked me to describe the symptoms again, then told me exactly what to say to the doctors when we got to the ER. She told me she loved me, and to keep her posted. Then, I called Kristen. She answered the phone with a happy Saturday morning voice. She told me she’d just dropped Nora at the dance studio for class, then asked me how the softball game was going.

We pulled up to the ER entrance. I helped Anna out of the car, and my father pulled away to park. She had regained a bit of breath and was able to walk now, wobbly, leaning on me. The receiving area was partitioned into cubicles with glass walls. We were led to a tiny workspace and asked a series of basic questions. As Anna, in her softball uniform, described what she felt at the field and in the car, it occurred to me that anyone who saw us here would think she twisted an ankle or strained a muscle.

We’d done ERs many times, so I don’t know why I would expect more of a sense of haste here, but I did. It was as if I thought the whole medical world should already know Anna’s seizures never came like this, during the day, and that this could be a devastating game changer, so of course we’d skip the irritating routine of the admitting procedure. It felt like we should already be racing Anna down a hallway on a gurney, doctors and nurses barking vitals, holding an oxygen mask to her face, as I jogged alongside, telling her all would be okay as they disappeared through double doors, an orderly blocking me from proceeding, saying something like, “Sir, your daughter’s in good hands now.” I was outwardly calm, but everything inside me, standing there, felt as if it were in hysteria—my heart, my thoughts, my blood—as an expressionless receiving nurse checked boxes on her clipboard in no apparent rush at all.

My father came in. I told the nurse I thought a doctor should see Anna right away. She didn’t respond but leaned down and reached for something printing under her desk. When she sat back up, I saw it was the ID band for Anna’s wrist. The nurse fastened it on, and behind me appeared a muscular, tattooed technician with a wheelchair. Things were moving faster than I’d thought. The tech and my father helped Anna into the chair and took her away. I was asked to sign papers and present insurance information. I reached for my wallet.

I could have been wrong, but I was fairly sure we hadn’t been to this particular hospital before, but we were already in their computer system. They had my elapsed Screen Actors Guild insurance information and an outdated home address. It’d been a few years since we had that insurance, so I had to update everything. I looked up and watched Anna roll around a corner and out of sight.

I know I got my gurney-charging-down-the-hall imagery from cliché TV scenes, but, as for the orderly, he was me. Or, I should say, he came from me acting on a soap opera called As the World Turns. I played him on about twenty episodes in the first few years I was living in New York City, pursuing an acting career. I never had more than two or three lines in any one episode; usually lines like “I’ll get the towels,” or “Come this way, Mr. Munson,” or “Your daughter’s in good hands now.” I didn’t have a character name other than “Orderly,” but it was a nice day’s pay at the time, and I would get to be in the closing credits. In one episode, Orderly found himself written into a pivotal moment: bribed by a scandalous patient, he helps her sneak out of the hospital by helicopter under the cover of night. That week, I even got named in Soap Opera Digest in an “Upcoming Episodes” column. At twenty-four, nothing could have been cooler.

We wrapped up the insurance paperwork, and I moved in the direction I saw Anna go. As I took a few steps up a hallway, I heard the Velcro rip of a blood pressure cuff. I followed it and found the room where Anna was. A doctor and nurse were flanking her. My father stood against the wall. Anna was already on a bed, cleats on the floor, laces still tied. She seemed to be hyperventilating. The nurse was rubbing her inner arm with alcohol, preparing to take blood. The doctor looked twenty. I remembered then what my aunt told me to say.

“She’s demonstrating a mix of cardiac and respiratory,” I recited. “Possible extrapyramidal effects. Or signs of cardiac arrythmia.”

The doctor looked at me, then said he agreed.

“Are you a doctor?” he asked me.

“No.”

“What do you do?”

I used to hate that question, no matter where I was, even in moments like this. For so long, the truth was always too long (and embarrassing) to tell: “I’m an aspiring playwright, screenwriter, and actor. Also, to survive, I’m an adjunct lecturer, office assistant, receptionist, typist in a periodontists’ office, and high school baseball coach…someone who would like to make an actual living at what he wants to do, but can’t quite do it, so I have seven jobs.”

However, this was the first year in my life I had a full-time faculty position, so my answer could be simple. I told him.

“Where?” the doctor asked.

“Mercy College in Dobbs Ferry.”

Anna sat bolt upright and looked at me.

“Here it comes,” she said. Her eyes were wide, and she began to rock. “Daddy, it’s happening again. Alligators.”

“Alligators?” I said. “What does that mean?”

Her face turned red. She grabbed the nurse’s arms and seemed to struggle to breathe. The nurse held her through it. My father said he’d wait for Kristen in the lobby. I knew he was leaving because he thought something unwatchable might be about to happen here.

The doctor followed him, then returned with another doctor a moment later. This was an older man, silver haired, bespectacled, clearly in charge.

“Well, hi there,” he said to Anna, who had eased back down. She said a breathy hello back. “You just relax, okay?”

“Okay,” she said.

“What did you say about alligators, Anna?” I asked again.

“They were coming,” Anna answered.

The doctor turned toward me.

“We’ve put in for an immediate chest x-ray and EKG.”

Heart attack, I thought to myself.

Then, he asked me for Anna’s history.

By now, we had a well-honed script of Anna’s medical history. I told the doctor about her seizure cluster at five months, the different theories we’d been told as to the cause, and all the meds, diets, and vitamins she’d been on since. He asked the drug names. I rattled them off, noting the one or two that brought bad reactions. It was always a lot for anyone to keep up with, even an experienced emergency room doctor, but I kept going.

Anna was quickly back from the x-ray.

“Anna?” the older doctor said tenderly. “Tell me about the alligators.”

I told him she also said something about seeing sharks at the field.

“They come at me,” she said.

“And then, your breathing is difficult?” he asked.

“Yes.”

The doctor was quiet a moment, just watching her, thinking. I watched him watch her, as if I’d see into his mind as it sifted through the lessons of a career in emergency medicine, alighting on the answer I wanted to hear: “Ah, yes. I see. Nope! These are not seizures. Don’t sweat it. Nothing’s changed. We see this sometimes. She needs to stop eating such and such, or drinking such and such…. Should be all gone tomorrow, and you can happily go back to the wrenching nights you’re used to. In fact, if you move it, you can even make it back to the game right now for the last inning. Maybe she can get an at-bat!”

“It’s scary when this happens, huh?” he continued with Anna.

“Yes.”

“Was today the first time you noticed these things? Alligators? Or sharks?”

“No.”

I looked at her now. What?

“When did you see these things before?” the doctor said.

“Like, last week,” she said, wearily. “I told you, Dad.”

I said she most definitely did not tell me that sharks or alligators were coming at her. Most definitely not. The doctor put his hand on my arm, as if he thought I was getting upset.

“In science class, remember?” Anna added. “I told you on the way home that something scary happened.”

Anna and I talked a lot, especially in the car. Thanks to my class times, I was able to drive her and two kids who live nearby to school every morning. We called ourselves “The Breakfast Club.” Depending on my schedule, sometimes, I could take them home in the afternoons too. It could be a lot of back and forth from my classes in Westchester or Harlem back to Queens, and it put a lot of miles on my leased Corolla, but it was a way to keep an ear to the ground with what was going on with the kids, both gossip wise and academically.

I worried whether Anna would be able to continue to make friends and get through the middle school transition socially without losing too many feathers. I myself had nothing but unpleasant memories of middle school, and I was afraid for her. Whether it was damage from seizures, side effects of whatever drug she was on, or the disrupted area of her brain, Anna sometimes had trouble putting words in the order she intended. It hadn’t been a problem for her socially before, but I worried about how this would come across in middle school. So far, so good.

I must have missed this report about whatever happened in science that day. Maybe I was on my phone or answering student emails as she got into the car. Maybe I was grading papers. Maybe music was playing too loud. Maybe I tuned her out, figured it was something unimportant. Scary stuff can always happen in science class, like Bunsen burner fires, eviscerated frogs, pop quizzes…but still, I felt like sharks and alligators would have gotten my attention.

“I don’t remember that, Anna. I think I would have remembered if you told me that.”

“It wasn’t sharks that time,” Anna said. “I told you I fell off a car.”

“You fell off a car?” the doctor stepped closer to her. “What do you mean?”

“I saw a car coming at me, then I was on top of it, and I fell.”

My father came back in with Kristen. She moved quickly to Anna and hugged her.

“I love you,” Kristen said, kissing Anna’s head.

“I love you too,” Anna replied. “Will I be better for tonight?”

Kristen looked at me, then down at the floor.

“Well, we have to make sure we know what’s going on so we can fix it,” she said, stroking Anna’s hair.

“What’s tonight?” I asked.

“Competition!” Anna said, smiling like she felt bad for the idiot who could forget such a thing.

“Tonight?”

“Yes!” she said.

I had forgotten, but now I understood what Anna had meant about the floppy ballet hands. Her studio company was competing at an event on Long Island.

“I don’t think
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