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Praise for Be There When I Return


“Michael succeeds in bringing to life the day to day living with epilepsy and the personal drama of brain surgery, recovery and eventual triumph. His story told with such vibrant and honest insight, is an engaging document of struggle against adversity. It will be a source of inspiration and comfort to patients out there, and especially to those afflicted with epilepsy.”


—Dr. Itzhak Fried, professor of neurosurgery, UCLA


“Michael’s inspiring tale underscores the transformative power of perseverance and the profound impact of embracing new beginnings with courage and conviction.”


—Rob Bernshteyn, former CEO, Coupa Software


“King has a charismatic story that aches to understand the precarious act of being alive. It’s the threat of a foreshortened life that gives this book such heat. He wrote it for all of us so we never forget: today is a great day because we’re all still here.”


—Joshua Mohr, author of Model Citizen


“Michael, your courage in facing brain surgery is truly remarkable. Thank you for bravely sharing your journey with us—it’s a testament to your strength and resilience.”


—Dr. Paul Mullin, former neurologist, UCLA


“Michael’s humorous and heart-wrenching account of living with severe epilepsy is one of courage and success. From us, your medical team, thank you for your trust and for allowing us the honor of playing a part in such an important chapter of your life.”


—Dr. Sandra Dewar, epilepsy nurse specialist


“When you learn about Michael’s story, and the challenges he had to overcome, you realize what has made him so inspirational and such a good friend to many.”


—Greg Ott, former CMO, Demandbase


“I’ve known Michael since we were in grade school together. His story is a testament to resilience, friendship, and the transformative power of grabbing life’s opportunities in the face of adversity.”


—Dave Yarnold, former CEO, ServiceMax


“This powerful memoir hits home for me as a father whose daughter also faces the challenges of epilepsy. Michael’s journey from living with epilepsy to overcoming it through surgery is nothing short of inspiring. His story shows the resilience of the human spirit and reminds us all that there is hope, even in the toughest of battles.”


—Tom Grubb, marketing executive
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“The two most important days in your life are the day you are born and the day you find out why.”


—Mark Twain
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UCLA Medical Center – December 1997

















About EpIlepsy







	According to the World Health Organization, epilepsy is the most common severe brain disorder worldwide, with no age, racial, social class, nationality, or geographic boundaries.


	
65 million: Number of people around the world who have epilepsy.



	
3.4 million: Number of people in the United States who have epilepsy.



	
45,000: Number of children under the age of 15 who develop epilepsy each year.



	
470,000: Number of children in the United States who have epilepsy.



	
1 in 26: Ratio of people in the United States who will develop epilepsy at some point in their lifetime.



	
Between 4 and 10 out of 1,000: Ratio of people on earth who live with active seizures at any one time.



	
150,000: Number of new cases of epilepsy in the United States each year.



	
One-third: Fraction of people with epilepsy who live with uncontrollable seizures because no available medicines work for them.



	
1 in 1,000: Number of people who die each year from SUDEP (sudden unexpected death in epilepsy). This means that each year in the United States, there are about 3,000 deaths due to SUDEP (neurologists suspect that figure is conservative).



	
6 out of 10: Number of people with epilepsy where the cause is unknown.



	
MST (Multiple Subpial Transection) surgery: An alternative type of surgery used if seizures begin in a region of the brain that can’t be removed safely. This would include areas in the brain that control speech or movement.



	
Funding for epilepsy: Not enough

















Chapter 1





FEBRUARY 1997, Los Angeles, California. Museum Terrace Apartments— 6th and Curson. I walked down the hallway of my apartment carrying a folding chair, my JVC boombox, and two Corona beers. I opened the door that read ROOF ACCESS and walked up one flight of stairs to the roof.


Besides the swimming pool, the rooftop was one of my favorite places in the building. I walked over to its west side, unfolded my chair, turned on my boombox, and hit Play. Bruce Springsteen’s “Human Touch” began to play as I popped one of the Coronas and sat down in my chair to enjoy the end of another sunny day in Los Angeles.


As “Human Touch” finished, “Better Days” began to play. I reached over and turned up the volume as I took the last sip of my beer. I placed the empty bottle on the ground, pushed myself up off my chair, and took a stroll around the rooftop to take in all the fantastic views of Los Angeles: to the north, the Hollywood sign; to the east, downtown Los Angeles; to the south, Baldwin Hills. Walking around the roof, I reflected on my last eleven years.


A smile came to my face as I thought about the people I had met in LA since moving there from Daly City, California—all the fun times I’d had. Box seats at Dodger Stadium as Kirk Gibson limped around the bases after hitting a walk-off home run in Game 1 of the 1988 World Series. Meeting Shaquille O’Neal during his rookie year while bartending at a nightclub in Century City (man, his hands were big). Standing in the front row at China Club in Hollywood as Elton John jumped onstage and played for forty minutes. Bartending at the Hard Rock in LA as a twenty-one-year-old Harry Connick Jr. performed with Tony Bennett at a Spin magazine party. Noticing that Bruce Springsteen was standing across from me as I flipped through videos at Tower Video on Sunset.


I returned to the west side of the building—which overlooked the La Brea Tar Pits and the Los Angeles County Museum of Art—and closed my eyes, feeling the sun’s warmth on my face. The fun times of living in Los Angeles started to fade out of my mind, and the living hell I had been going through over the past five years began to take over. I was fighting a losing battle trying to control my epilepsy—a condition that had appeared one day out of nowhere and didn’t seem inclined to go away.


Epilepsy was getting the best of me. I felt like a human guinea pig as my doctor tried to figure out the correct combination of medications to control my seizures. And those medications? They had a ton of side effects. Five years earlier, I’d been constantly on the go; I would throw my bike in my car, drive to Santa Monica, and then ride “The Strand” down to Redondo Beach and back. Now, I always felt tired. Every day, my body was drained of energy. I felt worthless. And none of the drugs that were making me feel that way were actually working to control my seizures.


My breathing accelerated as I thought about what my life might look like ten years from now if I continued to have seizures. I was a thirty-six-year-old bartender, living paycheck to paycheck, who was still trying to break into the entertainment industry after a decade of efforts. My credit card debt was growing larger every month. With my seizures, I had a challenging time keeping a steady job. When I told potential employers that I had epilepsy, I did not get hired. If I did not disclose my condition to an employer and had a seizure on the job, they thought I was on drugs or crazy and fired me.


Five years earlier, when I’d noticed someone looking at me, it had made me feel good. I would think they recognized me from my bartending job or thought I looked like an actor from a television show or movie. When someone stared at me now, it made me feel uncomfortable—I was paranoid that they thought I was on drugs or a weirdo. Many days, I felt better just staying in bed at my apartment than venturing into the world; at least there, no one would stare at me and think something was wrong with me. I knew I was not the same person I’d been before the epilepsy came along.


I inched closer to the rooftop’s edge. I reached out my right foot and cautiously nudged a small rock. I followed its eight-story descent until it collided with the unforgiving cement below.


I thought about what my life might look like if I never got my driver’s license back. Would I have to ask friends to pick me up and drive me around forever? Was even that an option anymore? The people I’d thought of as friends did not return my calls anymore. Would I have to take public transportation for the rest of my life?


And what about my amazing girlfriend? We’d been living together for three years. She was a beautiful, intelligent woman. She could have any guy she wanted. The two of us had been through a lot together, and she kept telling me she would never leave me, but I was sure she didn’t see a bright future with a guy like me. I felt that time was running out on our relationship.


And I loved kids—wanted a family. Would I be able to have children? Would they have epilepsy? Would I be able to hold my baby without the fear of having a seizure while holding them?


When I thought about what my life might look like in ten years, the picture wasn’t pretty.


I took another step closer to the edge.


My toes hung over open space as “Better Days” continued to blast from my boombox. I looked down onto Curson Avenue and wiped the tears from my face as the sky turned a flaming orangey-pink color.


My heart racing, my life began to flash in front of me.


As a kid—pretending I was San Francisco Giants pitcher Juan Marichal as I played “Strike Out” for hours at Thomas Edison Elementary School with my buddies Chris and John; working at my dad’s sporting goods store, Flying Goose; closing my eyes as I sat in the back seat of my parents’ car and repeating to myself, Please let there be a red light on Columbus, as we drove up Broadway to my aunt and uncle’s house in San Francisco’s North Beach neighborhood (sometimes my wish came true, and I saw the lady dancing in the cage atop one of the strip clubs next to Big Al’s and Condor Club).


In high school—meatball sandwich on Thursdays at Herb’s Deli on Taraval; racing my 1976 Chevy Camaro down the Great Highway and Brotherhood Way; seeing AC/DC at the Old Waldorf in San Francisco for only $3 with my buddy John; late nights at Toto’s Pizza with my buddy Jay (I put on twenty pounds over that summer; the pot didn’t help).


In junior college—meeting my lifelong friend Bob while attending Cañada Junior College; playing baseball at Cañada JC with two future Major League players, Harold Reynolds and Bob Melvin; sneaking second-year 49ers quarterback Joe Montana into the over-capacity Balboa Café through one of the sliding windows.


At St. Mary’s College—Bob and I engraving our names on a plaque in a park in Moraga, California; hearing a voice call out, “MK!” on graduation day as I made my way across the stage to receive my diploma, and turning to see my childhood friend Chris holding a bottle of champagne meant for me.


After college—going to the 1984 MLB All-Star Game at Candlestick Park with my dad; carrying Bob piggyback at 2:00 a.m., singing “New York, New York” as we walked down the middle of Greenwich Street in San Francisco after a night partying at “The Triangle.”


As the sun set into the ocean, the sky underwent a breathtaking transformation, splashing vibrant colors across the horizon. The joys of my life suddenly faded, and the darkness of the last five years’ struggles overtook my inner thoughts again.


I lowered my head. My body quivered uncontrollably. Tears rolled down my face and dropped to the gravel beneath me. I gazed down at my toes, dangling precariously over the edge of the building. I shut my eyes and whispered a silent plea—


I just want to feel better.













Chapter 2





FIVE YEARS EARLIER: Monday, April 6, 1992. Marabella Apartments on 6th and Detroit in Los Angeles—the fifth place I’d lived in since my buddy Chris helped me load all my stuff into a U-Haul truck and I moved to LA in January of 1986.
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Ready to move to LA






This apartment was my favorite of the five because it was across the street from the King King—the place to listen to great rhythm and blues music by local musicians. The house band, The Red Devils, played on Monday nights, and well-known musicians and celebrities often jumped onstage to jam with the band. I’d seen Bruce Willis play harmonica on that stage, and Mick Jagger had shown up one night and performed the Bo Diddley classics “Who Do You Love?” and “Blues with a Feeling” with the Devils.


Since it was early April, that meant only one thing to a sports fan like me: March Madness and the NCAA Men’s Basketball Tournament. After watching Duke upset Kentucky in the East Regional Final in a game many would, even decades later, consider the greatest college basketball game of all time, my roommate Tim and I had invited two buddies, Rich and Alex, to come over and watch the championship game between Duke and Michigan.


We’d ordered a large pizza and had a fridge full of Coronas, so we were all set.


Tim and I had met a few years earlier when he became a manager at the Hard Rock in LA, where I worked. We would head up to Roxbury on Sunset many nights after work, and since I’d successfully leveraged “club courtesy” while working at the Hard Rock in San Francisco to get into the clubs in San Francisco—The Oasis, Club D8, Trocadero Transfer—I decided to try it in LA. It worked like a charm; Tim and I never had to wait outside with the large crowd trying to get picked to get into Roxbury or any other hot clubs in LA—Glam Slam (Prince’s nightclub), BarOne, The Gate, Vertigo. All I had to do was make eye contact with one of the doormen—which was easy, since I was six feet, four inches tall.


I had always believed the saying It’s not what you know, it’s who you know, but I started to change my philosophy on that saying during this time; I started to think that maybe the most important thing wasn’t who you knew but rather who knew you. Later in my life, I would only become further convinced on this point.


The first half of the championship game ended with Michigan ahead 31–30. About halfway through the second half, Duke called a time-out. The network went to a commercial break, and a commercial for the upcoming Masters golf tournament started to play.


“Hey!” Alex called out to me.


The tone of his voice startled me. I looked over at him and was momentarily unsure where I was, or who the other two guys in the room were. I felt like I was in a fog.


“Hey,” Alex repeated. “You okay?”


It took me a few seconds to respond, but finally my senses returned to me. “What?” I said. “Yeah, I’m fine. Why?”


Rich chuckled, his expression a peculiar mix of amusement and bewilderment, as he asked, “Why did you do that?”


“Do what?” His words utterly baffled me, and all the questioning was starting to wear on my patience.


“Man, I know you like golf, but you don’t need to get that excited about a fucking tournament,” Alex said, enjoying a good laugh with Rich.


I looked over at Tim, still trying to get my bearings.


Tim stared at me, trying to figure out if I was serious or playing around. He finally smiled, sipped his beer, and playfully asked, “What the fuck was that all about? Are you fucking with us?”


I had reached the end of my rope with their questions. “What?” I snapped. “What the fuck are you guys talking about?”


I looked over at the TV, and the game was back on. The last thing I remembered was the beginning of the commercial for the Masters golf tournament. I reached down and picked up my Corona, took a big sip, and concentrated on the game. And I never thought a second time about what had just happened—not until much later, anyway.













Chapter 3





SIX MONTHS EARLIER, I’d started dating someone new. I’d met her where I met most of the girls I dated: the Hard Rock Café.


It was the summer of 1991, and it was a typical Saturday night at the Hard Rock; the bar was four deep, and there was a line around the corner to get in. The bartenders, me included, were moving frantically to keep up with the nonstop drink orders. I’d become used to lining up kamikazes and Coronas for actors like Rob Lowe, Emilio Estevez, and Charlie Sheen by that point. That night, I was posted at the service station on the circular bar’s backside. The drink orders from the servers felt like they would never end.
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Behind the bar – LA Hard Rock






Finally, there was a bit of a break, and I was able to come up for air.


Steve, a busser I was friendly with, approached the service station with a big grin on his face. “Did you see the girl at table twenty-five?”


I looked up at the table and noticed two people sitting there: a guy and a woman. The guy was well dressed and looked like he was in his late thirties. The woman looked like she was in her late twenties. She had a beautiful face and long brunette hair. The guy’s body language made it hard to tell if they were a couple or just friends. He had positioned his back against the wall and stretched his legs along the bench. He was sipping his drink and taking in all the action at the sunken bar below, as if he was unaware that a beautiful woman was seated right across from him.


As I looked at her, she slowly turned and caught me staring. I smiled at her, and she cracked a small smile. Since the guy was not paying attention to her, he never noticed her looking at me. I quickly grabbed a napkin and a pen and wrote, Is he your boyfriend/husband . . . Yes or No? If no, would you like to have a drink sometime? – Michael. I handed the napkin and pen to Steve and said, “When he goes to the bathroom, give this to her.”


I went back to making drinks, occasionally glancing at her table, hoping the guy would go to the bathroom. Finally, I saw him getting up; as soon as he was gone, I looked at Steve and motioned for him to go over to her.


I watched as he handed her the napkin and pen and pointed down to me. She looked down, read the napkin, and then quickly wrote on it and handed it back to Steve.


The anticipation was killing me as he returned to the bar. He handed me the napkin, and I quickly unfolded it—and the word HUSBAND jumped off the napkin.


Deflated, I crumpled up the napkin and threw it in the garbage.


Later that night, they exited the table and walked down the steps to the restaurant’s lower level. I could not keep my eyes off her as she descended the steps. She was beautiful. She wore a hot-pink miniskirt, matching top, and white high-heel pumps. As she got closer, I noticed her toned, bronzed body. Her top was short and showed off her fit stomach.
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Donnita – Pink dress






She walked three steps behind her husband as they walked up the ramp toward the exit. There was zero affection. No holding hands. Nothing. She turned and smiled at me just before the door closed behind her.













Chapter 4





THREE MONTHS LATER, I was behind the bar again, making a large order of drinks, when the barback approached me and said, “There’s a girl on the other side of the bar asking for you. She said her name is Bonnita.”


“Bonnita? I don’t know anyone named Bonnita.” I brushed him off and went back to concentrating on filling the order.


“Okay, but she’s fucking hot!” he said as he walked away.


Well, that got my attention.


I quickly finished making the drinks and headed around the bar to see this mystery woman. I stopped dead in my tracks when I realized it was the napkin woman.


She was standing behind two women seated at the bar; by the looks of it, they knew each other. As I got closer, I could see her from head to toe. She was just as beautiful as I remembered.


“Well, hello there,” I said.


She smiled. “Hello.”


She introduced me to the two women seated at the bar—her sister-in-law, Terri, and Terri’s daughter, who was visiting from Ohio.


She then moved closer to the bar and introduced herself. “Hi. My name is Donnita.”


“Nice to meet you.” I shook her hand gently—more of a caress than a shake.


I dropped off three drinks in front of them, then went back to doing my job—walking around the bar, talking to customers, and filling drink orders.


About thirty minutes later, I noticed three empty glasses in front of Donnita, who was now seated at the bar with her friends. I walked over to them and asked if they wanted another round.


“We’re ready to close our bill, actually,” Donnita said.


“No need,” I said. “The drinks are on me.” As bartenders, we could comp a certain number of drinks every night.


“Where you guys going?” I asked as they stood up off the barstools.


“Chippendales!” Terri’s daughter cried out gleefully.


Terri and Donnita just smiled; clearly, she was looking forward to that part of her trip.


Donnita leaned over to me. “Did you ever bartend at Chippendales? You look so familiar.”


Her question threw me off guard for a second. I looked at her and finally answered, “Yes, I did. I worked there back in ’86 and ’87.”


When I’d first started working at the Hard Rock, they’d only given me two day shifts a week, so I’d taken a second job bartending at Chippendales. During my first shift at Chippendales, I’d learned two things: (1) Waxing your chest hurts like hell; (2) You shouldn’t be surprised to see a woman walk into the men’s bathroom with one or two Chippendales employees.


Donnita quickly turned to Terri. “I told you he worked at Chippendales!”


Terri’s daughter was getting antsy. “Come on,” she urged, “let’s go!”


They finally said their goodbyes and made their way to the exit. I could not keep my eyes off Donnita as she made her way up the ramp. Just before leaving, she turned and waved. I smiled at her and patted my heart with my right hand. I hoped I’d see her again soon.


I enjoyed being single and working at one of the hottest bars in LA. I never wanted to be one of those guys who had a girlfriend but messed around on the side. I’d learned that lesson early on, while working as a barback at the Balboa Café in San Francisco after graduating from college. During the early ’80s, it was one of three bars/restaurants at the intersection of Greenwich and Fillmore (the other two were Dartmouth Social Club and Pierce Street Annex), and on weekends hundreds of people descended on that intersection. Some people called it “The Bermuda Triangle”—or just “The Triangle” for short—because it was a place where singles suddenly disappeared into the night. While I was there, one of the bartenders at the Balboa was dating one of the waitresses. At work one night, they started arguing, loudly—the waitress had just found out he was cheating on her. Their tenure at the Balboa ended when she threw a tray of drinks at him that busy Saturday night.


I didn’t want to be that guy. I wasn’t ready to settle down either. And I’d always told myself that I would never get involved with a married woman. But I could not stop thinking about Donnita—and I soon learned that she felt the same way.


[image: ]

Me and Donnita









OVER THE NEXT SIX MONTHS, I learned a lot about Donnita. She’d grown up in Sylmar, California. She had three sisters: Lisa, Sharon, and Becky. When she was eighteen, her parents and her youngest sister, Becky, had moved to Wenatchee, Washington, for her dad’s new job. She’d decided to stay in LA at the family house in Sylmar and paid the mortgage with the help of roommates. She’d won the Miss Hollywood Hemisphere beauty pageant. She’d toured the world playing softball for The Hollywood Cover Girls softball team.


And she’d gotten married in 1989.


We laughed one day as we reminisced about my clever move, having Steve deliver my note to her that first night. She said she was nervous when her husband returned to the table, thinking he might have seen her talking to the busser, but he said nothing. He just sat back down, leaned back on the wooden bench, put his feet up, and started surveying the bar crowd.


“As he sipped his drink, he looked at me, smiled, and said, ‘I’m the best-looking guy here!’ I snickered under my breath—he’s always saying things like that to me—and he glared at me and said, ‘I’m more beautiful as a man than you will ever be as a woman.’”


My eyes widened; I couldn’t believe he would say something like that to her.


“As he took another sip of his drink, I shook my head in disgust and said, ‘You want to see my idea of a beautiful man?’ He gave me this arrogant look and said, ‘Sure. Go ahead. Who?’ So I pointed behind the bar at you and said, ‘The tall bartender with dark hair. Now that is a beautiful man!’”


I couldn’t help but smile at this. It was nice to know she’d been admiring me too.


She said that her husband quickly sat up to get a better look at this so-called beautiful man. After looking at me behind the bar, he chuckled and said, “Yeah, like he would give you the time of day!” Then he leaned back on the wooden bench, put his feet back up, and sipped his drink.


Donnita just sat there, looked at her husband, sipped her wine, and kept her little secret to herself.





DURING THIS TIME, I also learned about the mental and physical abuse Donnita had endured from her husband. She shared with me that he would slap her in the face or punch her if she said something he did not like. He would also talk down to her, making her feel worthless and stupid.


One day, I noticed a small scar on her left temple next to her eyebrow and asked, “How did you get that?”


She reached up and touched it with her left hand. After a brief pause, she said, “He gave it to me.”


Another time, when she was over at my place, she went to get up off the futon and suddenly grabbed her lower back.


“Are you okay?” I asked, concerned.


“Yeah,” she said, “I’m okay.”


But as she moved slowly toward my bedroom and eventually the bathroom, I could see by how she was walking that something was not right. So when she finally returned to the living room, I asked, “Did you hurt your back?”


She paused for a moment. I could tell this was a touchy subject.


It took a minute, but she finally confided in me. Her husband had come home drunk one night and kicked her in between the legs. He was wearing cowboy boots, and the tip of his boot had hit the back of her hip. Ever since, her sacroiliac had been flaring up here and there.


I was brought up with the belief that a man should never harm a woman, so I could not understand how a guy would do this to a woman he supposedly loved.


Seeing the pain she was in because of him, I felt helpless. I wished I could protect her from him.





AS I GOT to know Donnita better, she shared with me that she’d known on her wedding day, while walking down the aisle clutching her father’s arm, that she was making a huge mistake. She confided in me that she kept beating herself up because she hadn’t listened to her inner voice when it counted. She also shared with me that, in her mind, she had divorced her husband years ago; she was just too afraid to leave him.





FINALLY, IN MARCH OF 1992, she drummed up the courage to leave. One day, she told her husband that she wanted to drive up the coast, get a hotel room, pray, and think things over. “I’ll be back tomorrow night,” she told him.


After hearing that, he walked over and picked up her purse off the table. He pulled out her wallet, took out all her credit cards, and put just one back into her wallet; then he took almost all her cash, leaving her only $40 in her wallet.


Donnita picked up her purse and the overnight bag and walked toward the front door without saying a word.


He looked at her and said, “Take as long as you need.”


She was surprised that he was being nice, but she realized he knew he was losing her. He thought his paltry effort to be caring might encourage her to come home the next night and not leave him for good.


But Donnita had no plans to return home. As she got down to PCH (Pacific Coast Highway) that afternoon, she made a left and went south instead of making a right and heading north. She was never planning on going “up the coast” for the night; she was headed to Newport Beach, where her best friend lived. Earlier that day, while her husband was at the gym, she’d filled up her big suitcase with some of her belongings and put it in the trunk of her Corvette.


Donnita stayed with her best friend until April, when she moved into an apartment in Newport Beach with a roommate. On August 13, 1998, Donnita was legally divorced from her husband.













Chapter 5





THREE DAYS AFTER the Duke–Michigan game, I parked my car in front of Donnita’s apartment in Newport Beach, grabbed my bag from my car, and made my way to her apartment. She and I planned to have dinner that evening and then go on a bike ride the following day.


After dinner, we decided to walk down to the Newport Beach Pier. Halfway along the pier, we stopped to lean against the rail and watch the sunset. I held Donnita close to me and kissed her on the cheek.


After a few minutes, we continued walking down the pier. As we watched the surfers trying to get in the last wave of the day, Donnita suddenly asked, “Why did you do that?”


I looked at her, perplexed. For a moment, I was not sure where I was. “What?” I finally answered her. “Do what?”


Donnita just looked at me, shrugged, and softly said, “Okay.”


I took her by the hand, and we continued to walk down the pier.





I AWOKE EARLY the following morning. Donnita was still sleeping, so I was quiet as I got out of bed and walked to the bathroom next to her bedroom.


Suddenly, I heard her call out, “Michael!”


I looked at her blankly. I wasn’t entirely sure where I was; things were a bit foggy. The last thing I remembered was washing my hands at the sink.


“Michael!” she called out again and motioned for me to get back into bed.


I looked around, orienting myself. I was standing in front of Donnita’s roommate’s bedroom. The bedroom door was slightly ajar, and I was standing completely naked.


“Michael! Get in here!” Again, Donnita beckoned to me.


I walked back to her bedroom and got into bed. I was lucky that her roommate was out of town.













Chapter 6





ON THE AFTERNOON OF APRIL 29, Tim and I ran up to the rooftop of our apartment and looked south with disbelieving eyes. Black smoke filled the sky, and we could see flames coming from burning buildings. This was the aftereffect of a jury acquitting four Los Angeles police officers for the brutal beating of Rodney King. The city looked like a war zone.


Two days later, the phone rang. It was my mom.


“Are you okay?” she asked. “I’m watching the news. One reporter said that the riots have moved north toward Wilshire and up La Brea.”


“It has been crazy here, but we are fine,” I reassured her. Sprawled out on the futon in my living room, I gave my mom the details of the fires and looting in the area. I told her how Tim and I had been on the roof, watching the fires, when a truck pulled up in front of Radio Shack directly across from us on La Brea. Three guys jumped out, smashed the windows, and looted the store. Tim and I just stood there, watching these guys walk out with new computers. There was looting throughout LA, so the police could not be everywhere, and everyone knew it. “Tim and I thought briefly about running across the street and grabbing a computer,” I admitted, “but we decided it was a bad idea.”


“Way to exercise good judgment,” she said.


And then . . . 


“Michael! Michael!”


I looked around, trying to figure out where that insistent voice was coming from. Everything was a bit foggy. I finally realized that I was in my bedroom, lying on my bed, and noticed the phone next to me.


“Michael!” It was my mom’s voice.


I picked up the phone. “Yes?” I said casually, trying to act as if nothing had happened.


“Are you okay?” she asked.


“Yeah—yeah, I am fine.” I was unsure how I’d ended up on my bed, but I continued the conversation with my mom as if nothing had happened. After this incident, I began trying to put the pieces together on what was happening, but I still never felt like anything was wrong with me.













Chapter 7





A WEEK AFTER things had calmed down with the LA riots, Donnita came over to my apartment to spend the weekend. She and I were watching television on the futon when the front door opened and Tim walked in, two bags of groceries in his hands.


Donnita jumped up off the futon. “Let me help you,” she said, and followed him into the kitchen.


As the two of them put away groceries, they started talking. I couldn’t hear what they were saying over the noise of the TV, but I could see their faces, and I could tell it wasn’t the casual conversation I was used to seeing between them; it looked like they were having a serious talk. I didn’t think much of it and went back to watching television.


After they put away the groceries, the two of them walked into the living room together. Tim sat in the papasan chair across from me and Donnita sat beside me on the futon, serious looks on their faces.


I looked over at Tim and then back at Donnita, chuckled, and said, “What’s up?”


Donnita took a deep breath and looked at me; her eyes started to fill with tears. She then glanced at Tim. “Tim, have you ever seen Michael clap his hands like this”—she started to clap her hands together in front of her—“and then start yelling, ‘Woo-hoo, woo-hoo!’” She shook her body from side to side and continued to clap her hands as she did this.


I looked over at Tim. He looked at Donnita; he could not look me in the eyes. “Yes,” he said. “He did that when we watched the basketball game with Alex and Rich.”


“What? What the hell are you talking about?” I shook my head. “You’re telling me that when we were watching the basketball game, out of nowhere I just started clapping my hands and yelling ‘Woo-hoo’? Come on!” I giggled under my breath.


“Yeah, you did!” Tim insisted. “Remember I asked you what the fuck that was all about and if you were fucking with us?”


I had heard enough; I felt overwhelmed. I got up from the futon.


Donnita jumped in, “You did that exact thing when we were at the Newport Pier too. Remember I asked you why you did that?”


“This is crazy!” I paced the floor.


Donnita motioned for me to sit down. “Come here,” she said calmly. “Sit down.”


I was not ready to sit down just yet.


She got up and moved over to me. “You need to go see a doctor,” she said firmly. “This is not like you. Something is not right. You don’t know that you are doing these things.”


I turned away from her, started pacing again. “There is nothing wrong with me. I am not going to see a doctor.”


She followed me. “Remember when you were at my apartment and standing naked in front of my roommate’s door?”


“Yeah, so?”


She cornered me and looked me in the eye. “When you were standing there, you started yelling, “Be funky!” and thrusting your hips toward her room. You’re lucky she wasn’t home!”


I was having a hard time hearing this. I edged around her and continued to pace the living room floor.


“Michael, please make an appointment to see your doctor,” she pleaded.


“I just had a checkup two months ago,” I snapped. “I’m fine.”


“Please, buddy,” Tim chimed in. “Just see your doctor. I’m sure it’s nothing.”


“Okay . . . okay.” I gave up resisting. “I’ll make an appointment to go see my doctor.”


“Thank you.” Donnita gave me a big hug.


I still wasn’t convinced what they told me was happening to me was true. I was a healthy thirty-one-year-old guy. I didn’t do drugs or have a drinking problem. Whatever this was, I was sure it would eventually go away.





OVER THE NEXT month, Donnita would witness me clapping my hands and making strange noises again. Each time it happened, she would ask me if I had made an appointment to see my doctor; each time, I would devise different excuses for why I hadn’t had a chance to do it yet. Once I even told Donnita I had an appointment scheduled, but the doctor had called and needed to reschedule it to a later date—a blatant lie, but I wanted her to stop hassling me about it.


Little did I know that my out-of-character actions were symptoms of a mystery that went far beyond what I or anyone else could have anticipated.













Chapter 8





TWO MONTHS LATER, I arrived bright and early for my first day of training as a bartender at a new restaurant/bar in Costa Mesa, California. The grand opening loomed—it was just a month out—and everyone was bustling at lightning speed. Having been one of the original bartenders at the Hard Rock in San Francisco when it opened its doors in 1984, I was no stranger to the exhilaration of launching a new restaurant.


The banquet rooms in a nearby hotel were converted into training rooms for the different departments: bartenders and barbacks were in one room; servers, bussers, and hosts were in another; and kitchen staff were in a third.


The first week of training went smoothly. The manager reviewed the drink and food menus and then discussed what he expected from us behind the bar. During the second week of training, the manager told us there would be a group meeting with all the staff, the managers, and the general manager the following morning. The general manager would review the timeline for the restaurant’s opening and other company info.


As I left our training room, I ran into Diane, a friend I’d first met when she was a waitress at the Hard Rock in LA. She was one of the many female friends I’d made while working at the Hard Rock—something my male coworkers, who didn’t seem capable of having female friends without being sexually attracted to them, were always amazed by. Since Diane also lived in LA, we’d been discussing the possibility of finding an apartment in Newport Beach together now that we were going to be working in Costa Mesa. From my current place the commute would be over one hour—plus, I wanted to be closer to Donnita.


“Any luck finding a place in Newport?” I asked her.


“Yeah,” she said, “I have a few places I think we should look at. Do you want to check them out after tomorrow’s meeting?”


“Sure,” I said, “that would be great. I’ll see you tomorrow morning!”


I left for the day feeling good about my new job and new housing prospects. Everything seemed to be shaping up perfectly.


I arrived the next morning for the staff meeting feeling excited to get back behind the bar at a busy restaurant/bar. I hadn’t been working for a few months—not since being let go from the Hard Rock Café in LA earlier in the year.


The room buzzed with a diverse assembly of staff members, including bar staff, servers, bussers, kitchen staff, hosts, office staff, managers, and the general manager. Diane was sitting directly across from me with the other servers. I smiled and waved to her, and she waved back.


The managers got up individually, introduced themselves, and told us about their backgrounds. After that, the general manager introduced himself and told us about his background. He then turned it over to the head of human resources, who discussed the benefits package we’d be offered. After that, they wrapped it up—the general manager got up again and instructed everyone to return to their training rooms.


Everyone except the bar manager was there when I returned to the bartender/barback room. It seemed like thirty minutes passed before he finally returned. When he did, he made a beeline to me and said, “I need to speak with you outside.”


I followed him out of the room and into the hallway. “What’s up?” I asked.


“Jeff wants to speak with you.” Jeff was the general manager.


“Is something wrong?” I asked.


“Jeff will explain everything.” The shortness of his answer worried me. What the hell was going on?


As I followed the bar manager down the hallway, I started to play out different scenarios, trying to figure out what Jeff could possibly want to speak to me about. Nothing made sense, so I finally gave up speculating and followed the bar manager into a room.


Jeff was seated in a chair when I entered the room. The bar manager motioned me to a chair across from him, and then he sat down beside him. Unclear whether this was going to be good news or bad news, I fidgeted in my chair, trying to find a comfortable spot.


Jeff looked at the bar manager, then back at me. “We hired a lot of good bartenders,” he said slowly. “After taking a long, hard look at the bartenders we have hired, we feel that we do not need this many bartenders right now, and unfortunately, we have to let you go.”


I just sat there for a moment and took it all in. Then I met the bar manager’s gaze. “This doesn’t make sense. You told me I was going to be your number one bartender.”


He could not look me in the eyes.


I looked at Jeff. “What the hell is going on?”


Jeff stood up. “I’m really sorry, Michael. This was our fault. We just over-hired.”


I stared at him. “Is it because of what happened at the Hard Rock? I told you guys the truth about what happened.”


“No, that’s not it,” he said. “I’m really sorry.”


I just sat there for another minute, stunned. Then, without saying another word, I got up and left the room, thinking, What the hell just happened?


I walked down the hall in a daze. As I passed one of the small banquet rooms, I spotted Diane inside and waved her over.


As she got closer, she saw the look on my face. “What’s wrong?”


I shook my head in disbelief. “I just got fired.”


She paused a moment, then asked, “Are you okay?”


“No!” I said. “I’m not okay. I just got fired!”


She softly touched my arm. “Michael . . . are you okay?”


I was baffled. “What? What are you talking about?”


She got a pained look in her eyes. “In the middle of the meeting, when the general manager was talking, you stood up and started clapping your hands loudly and then yelled, ‘Woo-hoo, woo-hoo!’”


I just stood there as it hit me. Holy shit! That is exactly what Donnita and Tim said I have been doing. I hadn’t believed them before, but it was hard not to believe them now.


Without saying a word, I spun around and started to walk away. Halfway down the hall, my walk turned into a run.


“Michael!” Diane yelled as I ran out the door.


I jumped into my car and drove off.


I went straight to Donnita’s. When I got there, I jumped out of my car, sprinted into the small apartment complex, and climbed the stairs two at a time.


I was breathless and perspiring by the time I made it to her apartment. I pounded on the door and called her name. Each passing second felt like an eternity as I stood there, anxiously waiting for her to answer.


The door finally swung open. Donnita stood there, and one look at me told her that something was not right. “What’s wrong?” she asked.


Overcome with emotion, I couldn’t answer. I just walked past her, down the hallway, and into her room. She followed me into her bedroom and closed the door behind her. I sat on her bed and covered my face with my hands.


She sat beside me and put her arms around me. “You are scaring me. What’s going on?”


I started to cry uncontrollably, my whole body shaking. She held me until the worst of it passed; only then was I finally able to look into her eyes and speak.


“I just got fired!” I howled. “You and Tim were right; there is something wrong with me. There is something wrong with me! I will make an appointment to see a doctor—I promise. I promise.”


“What happened?” she asked gently.


“I did what you and Tim said I have been doing in front of everyone at our staff meeting. Everyone must think I’m on drugs or something.”


“Everything is going to be okay,” Donnita said, holding me tight. “Everything is going to be okay.”


But it was hard to believe that was true.













Chapter 9





TWO WEEKS LATER, I had an appointment to see my primary care doctor at the Cedars-Sinai Medical Office. I asked Donnita to come with me. After she and I had described to my doctor what I had been doing and that I had no recollection of any of it, she immediately referred me to a neurologist.
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can't help but feel alone and isolated when, in fact, the exact opposite is true.”
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