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In Brueghel’s Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away

Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may

Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry,

But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone

As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green

Water; and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen

Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky,

Had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on.

W. H. AUDEN, “MUSéE DES BEAUX ARTS”

Life changes in the instant. You sit down to dinner and life as you know it ends.

JOAN DIDION, THE YEAR OF MAGICAL THINKING








PRELUDE






SHADOWS

I remember now standing with my face to the horizon in the waist-deep tide of the Gulf of Mexico, making up a dance routine. What’s strange is that this memory was lost under a pile of other moments and more pressing daily calculations for decades; then, a couple of years ago, it floated right up to the surface, as clear as the water in the gulf.

At nine years old, I liked to imagine that I might one day command an audience in some sort of performance—not ballet, I was no good at it, but maybe some kind of pep rally like the big girls at my school were always having, or in a dance contest where most of the dancing was just walking and clapping and doing jazz hands. In the water, I was hard at work on choreography for “Stop! In the Name of Love,” one of the songs my mother had sung along to on the oldies station as we drove down the highway from Tennessee to the Florida panhandle. We were on our annual beach trip with my grandmother, whom we’d picked up in Alabama.

Loud voices broke my concentration.

“Little girl!”

I turned around.

“Little girl!” a man’s voice yelled again, but I couldn’t identify the source of the voice, because gathered on the shore were dozens of people, all bunched up at the water’s edge. Everyone was shouting.

Was a girl in trouble? Was she breaking a rule? Or was everyone cheering for her? Had she done some kind of trick? I looked around the breakers on either side of me, searching for another person about my size, another girl in a stretchy nylon bathing suit with a worn, pilled bottom from sitting in the sand. Another girl with her elbow-length, sun-bleached hair tied up on top of her head in a bun that had been soaked in salt water, then dried, then soaked again, creating a nest of knots that would take an hour of combing to remove. The water had been full of children a second ago. Where were the other kids? Where was that little girl?

Had she gone under? I peered down and didn’t see anyone swimming under the surface, no girl sneakily holding her nose to fool her parents into thinking she had disappeared. What I saw instead were empty trash bags, at least twenty of them. Black, floppy, as wide across as my own wingspan, the bags drifted through the water past my feet, pulled along by the current. Just beneath and behind them, their matching shadows floated across the sandy ocean floor.

That’s littering. I thought of the owl in the public service announcement that was always interrupting Saturday morning television: “Give a hoot, don’t pollute.”

I began wading back toward the beach to find out what all the fuss was about. I lifted my knees high, careful to take big, marching steps, which I imagined would warn any crabs to scurry away before I stepped down. I didn’t want to hurt any ocean animals. Also, I had seen on cartoons how crabs were always chomp-chomping their crab hands, and I didn’t want them to hurt me either. I had never actually been pinched, but I still thought crab whenever the jagged edge of a broken shell nicked the raisined flesh of my foot.

Pokes and scrapes on my feet were part of going to the beach, just like the stinging rash that covered my skin. If you lined me up next to the rest of my family, I looked like the guest they had brought on vacation. Tanned to a deep brown within twenty-four hours of arrival, my mother and brother didn’t have to bother with sunscreen, but I always burned crimson. (My dad, a doctor, had coloring closer to mine, but he usually stayed home to work.) All the sunblock products available at the time contained an ingredient that inflamed my skin; still, I swiped the SPF 15 stick across my cheeks every morning before we made the trek out to the sand. My mother encouraged me to reapply at lunchtime. It was either chemical burn or sunburn; at least the chemical burn meant we had tried.

Still, I loved the beach—the sea an endless swimming pool, the days so long you had to make up games to fill the time. I never wanted our beach week to end, no matter how many tangles, rashes, or cuts on my feet. The pain came with the territory, but the territory was so glorious that the pain didn’t matter.

“Stop!” screamed a chorus of adult voices.

I froze where I stood in the water. And then I realized with a flash of hot embarrassment, as if I’d been caught stealing a piece of gum from my mom’s purse, that they were all looking at me. Screaming at me.



I can feel that realization clicking into place all over again. Oh.



Surely and suddenly, I understood: The commotion was my fault. But how? Where was my brother, who had been playing next to me a moment ago? Where were my mom and my grandmother, who had just that morning unfolded two rusty metal and canvas lounge chairs to claim our family’s plot in the sand?

Half the strangers on shore held up their hands at me like stop in the name of love. Others were sweeping their arms out and back, miming the motion of scooping me out of the water. Some were jabbing their fingers in the air. What were they saying? What had I done? What was I supposed to do?

I ran—or did the closest thing a child can do to running through moving water, high-stepping at double speed through the low waves to the hard-packed wet shore and into the softer white sand that gave way beneath my feet, slowing me down.

I didn’t stop running until I found our chairs, where my brother stood open-mouthed and the adults sat up, craning their necks to look behind me. I fell into the sand by my grandmother, pressing my face into the towel draped over her shoulders. “What? What? What?”

“Look.” She pointed to the water.

I lifted my face from the towel. To my relief, no one was looking at me anymore. Every beachgoer’s face was aimed at the water and turning slowly to the right, watching the trash bags float by.

“Whoa!” my brother shouted.

Everyone but me must have heard the crowd’s warning. Everyone but me must have seen them coming, a school of creatures known to be docile only as long as they’re not provoked or stepped on. Everyone but me must have seen the barbed, poisonous tails whipping around my ankles as I danced and sang, unaware, in the shallow surf.

“I ran through stingrays,” I whispered.

When I heard the words out loud, I began to cry so hard I could barely breathe.






PART ONE






HELLO FROM UPSIDE DOWN

Three and a half decades after I crashed into the sand, I lay flat on my back on my living room rug.

I have two herniated discs in my upper spine, an injury caused not by swerving my car into a ravine to miss a deer or leaping bravely from a burning building with a blanket-wrapped child in my arms, but by spending too many hours for too many years hunched over a laptop. I know exactly what I’m supposed to do to take care of myself—the stretching and relaxation exercises I learned and continue to relearn at physical therapy, where posters on the wall cheer, “Movement is medicine!”—but I tend to default to what gets me through the day with fewer interruptions, which is instead to clench my neck and shoulders, overcompensating for my wobbly spinal column. As morning turns to afternoon, my shoulders crank up higher and higher. If I continue ignoring my body’s signals to stop squeezing my muscles so tight, I’m exhausted by evening. It feels as if my neck can’t hold the weight of my skull, like my head might roll right off my body.

That is why, late on a December evening, I was lying on the floor, trying to make up for everything I didn’t do when I should have.



The house was quiet that night. Both teenagers had already shuffled off to bed. “G’night, Tarp!” my son had called to his sister, using the nickname that always made both of them laugh but that actually poked fun at me, not her. My daughter is allergic to grass and several kinds of pollen, and when her allergies flare up she gets wheezy and itchy. One morning while buttering the kids’ toast, I had wondered aloud whether it was wise for her to sit on the ground at school when they had class outside. “Maybe you could bring something to put between you and the grass, like a towel or… a small tarp?” Both kids doubled over laughing. “Mom, everyone would call her Tarp Girl for the rest of her days!” my son had said. Now “Tarp” was shorthand for “beloved baby sister of funny big brother, and daughter to absurd mom.”

I could just hear my husband, John, upstairs running water to brush his teeth. He must have been ready to pass out after a Sunday afternoon spent gamely performing every holiday task that popped into my head: haul the box of twinkly lights and decorations down a ladder from the attic, put it back up, wait, no, get it back down again.

I was glad everyone had ended the day in relatively decent spirits. Our evening had been tense. I had squabbled with my son about homework. We had eaten crummy takeout, because I had forgotten to plug in the slow cooker. Instead of brimming over with Christmas cheer, I had been short with everyone, irritated by a pileup of timely demands: figuring out presents for family, reminding the kids to clean up the notecards and paper they’d strewn everywhere while studying for exams, planning how to celebrate and where and with whom. We were all feeling bruised, but we were on our way to a night of rest and a new day.

As my knotted neck muscles began to let go just a bit and my shoulder blades melted toward the floor, I looked up at the Christmas tree and let a reel of holiday memories play in my mind: My first Christmas out of college in the apartment my roommate and I shared, where we threw a tree-trimming party so people would bring us ornaments. My first Christmas married to my college sweetheart, still in my early twenties, hanging an assortment of new trinkets John and I had received as wedding gifts on a skinny tabletop shrub. My first pregnant Christmas, closer to thirty, when I couldn’t sleep and wanted to gobble up every frosted snowflake cookie within reach.

The Christmas Day three years after that, when my newborn daughter and I came home from the hospital: John and I told our toddler son it was December twenty-fourth, because we wanted to have “Christmas Eve” as a family. I nursed the baby by the tree in our den, the lights making her appear to glow from within. I felt both sore and powerful as I fed her body from mine. Keeping her alive made me feel alive.

More Christmas memories: The year my son asked for a hammer and rocks, because he loved nothing more than cracking open geodes to look at their sparkling insides. The letters my daughter wrote to the North Pole, always beginning with a polite inquiry as to the reindeers’ health. The years of endless crafts and sugar. Cupcakes, popcorn balls, peppermint bark. Good lord, the gingerbread houses—such hilariously grotesque wrecks of icing and gumdrops. They looked like what might happen if a tornado tore through the candy-colored village in a Dr. Seuss book.

More, more, more: The first time both kids slept past 7 a.m. on Christmas morning, two growing people who needed sleep more than they wanted to get up and demolish their stockings. The year my daughter asked, “So what’s the deal with Santa?” I loved the Christmases when we stayed right here at home, our unit of four enjoying coffee and biscuits and hours upon uninterrupted hours in our bathrobes, but the years we had traveled to see the kids’ grandparents were fun, too.

I thought about my parents, who were finally thriving again after a medical crisis that had given everyone a real scare the year before. I should call my mom and work out whether we were going to drive down to Georgia to see them before or after Christmas this year. I couldn’t wait to hear the latest gossip from her garden club holiday luncheon. In terms of entertainment value, no reality show comes close to the scandalous highs and lows of a Southern women’s garden club. To this day, my favorite episode is the tale of the meeting where the eighty-year-old grandes dames stormed out—stormed being a relative term, given that many of them used walkers—in protest of the “young members” (in their forties) using paper napkins instead of ironed linen.

I needed to ask her what to get my dad. A surgeon known as much for his meticulous skill in the operating room as for his colorful collection of ties, he spent his off-hours tinkering with tools in his basement and scouring Sam’s Club for hot deals on bulk household goods. He could be hard to shop for, because he was, well, a tad quirky.

When I was in college—oh, this is one of my favorite Dad stories—he used to send the most bizarre care packages. Other kids received Tupperware containers full of homemade brownies, magazines, maybe a pair of mittens or an envelope of cash if they were lucky. That’s what I got, too, if my mom was packing the box. But the packages from my dad almost never included a note and always contained canned food. It was a strange delight, toting those boxes across campus from the post office, knowing from their heft that they were filled with nonperishable items for a pantry I didn’t have in my dorm room. Would it be single-serving cans of mixed fruit this time? Vienna sausages? Chef Boyardee ready-to-eat pasta meals?

It became a joke between my roommate and me. What would my dad send next? Did he think I didn’t have access to food at school? That I might be building some sort of survival stockpile? We laughed every time one arrived—“Here we go, another bomb shelter box”—and stacked the cans under our beds. We ate the food, but not as fast as it accumulated.

Maybe I’d sign him up for a socks-of-the-month club. Had I ever done that before? I counted back through past holidays, memories of Decembers all stacked up like the last page ripped from every calendar.

I had been conscious, in some of those Christmas moments, of watching from some point in the future with a kind of pre-nostalgia. Now I was in that future. The accumulation of time hit me like a wave just then. I am forty-four years old. Could that be right?

When did I become this woman with nearly grown children? I looked at the pale blue curtains, the ones I picked out when we moved into this house, and thought, Those are grown-up curtains. I paid for them with money I earned. I have a tax spreadsheet. A bright green rubber ball in the corner of the room caught my eye, and I thought, Are John and I really on our fourth dog together? Do we really have just two Christmases left as a family under one roof before our son and then our daughter leave for college and holidays became “visits”? Sometimes when I thought about the children leaving, I had a primal urge to swallow them whole, just absorb them back into my body and keep them with me forever.

If a man walking his dog on the street peered through our windows right then, he would see me lying there and think I was asleep. Or maybe, if he was the catastrophic sort, he would think I had fallen. He wouldn’t understand that I was knocked flat not just by a cranky back but by both gratitude and fear. He couldn’t know that I felt the universe had entrusted me with so much more than I could possibly keep safe.

He would not see the explosive vest I felt like I was wearing. Every joy, every loved one, every little thing I got attached to, every purpose I held dear—each one was another stick of dynamite, strapped to the rest.

The longer I lived, the more I loved, the larger this combustible bundle grew. I walked around constantly in awe of my good fortune and also aware that it could all blow up in an instant, flipping me head over heels into the air, vaporizing everything.

It’s enough to make a person break down, the responsibility of it all. But it’s also enough to make a person laugh, and that’s what I did there on the floor, a gentle chuckle that became unstoppable giggling. What an utterly bonkers premise. Me, an adult, supposedly capable of caring for so much and so many. What a ludicrous miracle that I had kept these boats afloat, these people alive. But here we all were, just fine. Somehow, I was holding it together. “All you need is love,” the old song went, and I guessed that was true. Love everyone hard enough, and they will be okay. Lie on the floor, and your backbone will realign itself.

I gazed up at the strange beauty of the inverted Christmas tree against the ceiling. Faceted glass balls reflected shards of light onto laminated paper ornaments made by the children years ago. Handprint angels did cartwheels across fir needles. The glittery gold star seemed to escape gravity, as if hovering in space. The scene tricked my brain, scrambling my proprioceptive senses into believing I, too, floated free and dizzy off the ground.

“Hello from upside down,” I said to the quiet room.



Five hours later, at 4 o’clock in the morning, I heard a sound and sat upright in bed.






HURRY, HURRY

Imagine it’s 4 a.m. and you hear something ramming down your front door.

No, that’s not it—it’s not the door. Your mind spins quick stories to explain the noise that has broken into your sleep. Has your dog somehow gotten into the bathroom and jumped into the shower, knocking over shampoo bottles and causing an unholy ruckus? You sit up, blinking in the dark, and say, “The door…? The dog…?” You can’t make sense of the loud banging. The washing machine thumping off-balance with too many wet towels? No, it’s not a machine sound, you start to realize as the rest of your senses catch up. It’s a live sound. A personal sound.

Your spouse, also newly awake and confused, gets up and stumbles slowly, curiously, from the bedroom to the hall. Then his step abruptly changes.

He runs down the hall. You hear him yell a name, like a breath knocked out of his body by a punch. And then you jerk your legs from the blankets, and you run, too.

It is not a battering ram. It’s not the dog. It’s not a shampoo avalanche or a laundry overload. It is your son.

I should say: It is my son. I’m sorry. I’ll take over the memory now. Just witness it with me, please.



It is my son. My first baby. He is not really a baby. He is about four-fifths of the way toward full-grown. He still goes to school and packs a snack, but he is also learning to drive. He’s into environmental science. Point to any cloud and he can tell you what sort of weather it harbingers. He loves water—rivers, lakes, oceans—and has recently learned how to take apart the outboard motor of a boat and put it back together. If you saw his shape from afar, you would say, “There is a man.” He has reached the age where he outgrows pants and shirts every three months or so. He is a teenager, which is half child and half brand-new adult and 100 percent fool-ass gooney bird who forgets to close the refrigerator after taking out the apple juice and drinking most of it. It is my boy on the bathroom floor.

I see his feet first.

“I feel a foot,” my ob-gyn had said at my checkup when I was thirty-eight weeks pregnant. It’s called footling breech when a baby is standing upright instead of curled up, head down, the way babies are supposed to be positioned before delivery. She tried, briefly, to turn him, pushing on my stomach with her hands, but he stood firm, resolute in his intention to kick his way out, which would have been fine if it didn’t mean he would risk either breaking a limb or being strangled by the umbilical cord on his way. So my doctor scheduled a c-section, cutting him out of my body ten days before he was due. Better to break me than him.

Now he kicks his feet as if he’s paddling, swimming desperately against some dreamworld riptide. The rest of his body is obscured by John, who kneels over him. I understand that our son’s whole body is lifting off the floor with each kick. That’s the sound I heard, his body slamming against the floor again and again and again.

It’s amazing how much the human mind can do in a second or two, how fast the brain tries to impose order on something that doesn’t make sense. It’s as if there’s someone in my head holding up flash cards, going, Is this it? Is that it? A floor, I know what that is. Feet, I know those. Bath mat, I see. But what is happening?

Then my brain flashes a card from twenty years ago—from my first job as a copywriter, when I wrote informational materials for a children’s hospital. It’s a pamphlet about seizures. What does it say?


Place something soft beneath the child’s head.

Do not put any objects in the child’s mouth.

Clear the area of anything sharp or hard that could harm the child.



“Put the bath mat under his head,” I say, calmly, quickly, as if I am in charge. John has already slid his hand under our son’s head to absorb the impact. The noise has softened. Now it’s the muffled crack, crack, crack of John’s hand bones between skull and tile.

“Don’t hold him down, but try to keep his arms and legs from hitting the tub so hard,” I say. Who is speaking these words? Who am I? I am not myself. I am a hologram of a nurse, arrived on the scene to dole out instructions.

My son lies where he fell when he began to seize, just two steps into the bathroom when he dropped cold, his head now ricocheting against bathtub, toilet, and floor. His lips are purple, almost blue. He arches his feet involuntarily. Such big feet. He needs new shoes. I need to take him to the shoe store. No. I need to call for help.

I run back to the bedroom to pick up the phone. I see my fingers push the numbers.

The operator is composed, unflappable, just like me, the nurse hologram. She does not rush her words or strike a tone of alarm. We are two calm ladies having a tranquil chat, but while her voice stays even and smooth, mine just barely gives me away, shaking like I’m speaking into the whirring blades of a fan. She wants to know our address. She wants to know cross streets, so she can give the ambulance driver directions. Isn’t there some kind of software that shows her this when the call comes in? This is why I ran back to our bedroom and called from the landline that we never use, that we had installed purely for emergency purposes—because I thought if you called 911 from a landline the operator would know where you were calling from, even if you couldn’t talk. In my imagination, an emergency would leave me unable to speak. In this actual emergency, I am speaking. But the phone’s stupid old-timey spiral cord has me tethered to a wall down the hall from my son, who cannot speak, who is not conscious at all as his body slams, slams, slams into the floor.

She wants to know how long he has been seizing. A minute, I think? Two? Maybe three. She wants to know about his breathing.

“Is he breathing?” I call out to John. He responds, yes, our son is breathing.

The operator says, “I need to know how fast. Say now every time he takes a breath.”

“Say now when he breathes,” I yell.

“Now,” John yells back.

“Now,” I repeat into the phone.

“Now.”

“Now.”

“Now.”

“Now.”

I don’t want to interrupt, but I need to know if the ambulance has left yet. Is it coming? Hurry, hurry. Please hurry.

She asks me to go unlock the front door. I need to put down the phone. “Will you stay on the line?” I ask. She says, “Yes, ma’am.” I say, “Yes, ma’am.”

I run downstairs to unlock the door, then John and I switch places. He goes to pick up the phone. I take his place at our son’s side.

The slamming has stopped.

My son stares at the bathtub a few inches from his face. For several seconds he is still, just breathing.

He reaches slowly with one arm for the side of the tub, tries to pull himself from the floor. When he was a toddler, he’d try to pull up to standing during his bath, to splash and dance on his little soft potato feet, and I would say, “No sirree, we sit down in the tub. It’s slippery. You don’t want to fall.”

He pulls on the tub until he is sitting, half-upright on the floor. He tries to get his feet under him, to stand, but I put my arm around his shoulders to hold him there. I know he’s in no shape to get up, and I also know I’m not strong enough to keep him down if he really wants to stand. His legs are longer than mine, more powerful, dark haired. Man legs. I say his name.

He looks from the tub to me and around the room with wild eyes. He is lost. His mouth opens, and he wails.

“Hey, it’s okay, you’re okay,” I say. “Do you know who I am?” This is the question that comes out first. Not What happened? Or Are you okay? Or What hurts? But Do you know who I am?

Tears spill over his eyelids and roll down his cheeks. His mouth is still stretched into wail shape, but now he makes no sound at all. He shakes his head. No.

“I’m Mama. Mama’s here. I’m right here. Do you know who Mama is?”

He shakes his head again, eyes wide, mouth stretched open.

“It’s okay, it’s okay. Do you know who you are? Who are you?”

He stares at me, pulling at the tub with one arm and reaching over my shoulder with the other, as if to escape. He winces, and all the muscles in his face tense, as if he has heard a deafeningly loud noise. I repeat the question: “Do you know who you are?”

He shakes his head and the wailing begins again.

“It’s okay. You’re all right. I’ve got you.”

When he was small, he used to do a spot-on impression of a siren. Sometimes I’d hear it in the kitchen or my bedroom and look out the front windows, certain I’d see blue lights flickering past. Wha-ooo, wha-ooo, wha-ooo. He loved to let loose with it in crowded parking lots, watching shoppers with their carts freeze and look around. It sounded so real, he was occasionally called in to do sound effects for school plays. The only person who consistently knew it was him was his little sister. She could tell the difference even from a block away. After he grew and his voice changed, he couldn’t do it anymore.

“How about a hug. Do you want a hug?”

His wail has tapered off. Now it’s just a whimper. He nods.

I wrap my arms around my son’s muscular back. My son, who does not know who I am. Who does not know who he is. Who knows nothing right this second but that his whole battered body hurts and that nothing makes sense and that, yes, he wants a hug. As we wait for help to come, he bows his head to my shoulder and cries, deep hacking sobs.



The emergency medical technician who arrives at my side on the bathroom floor confirms that it appears to have been a seizure. After a brief evaluation, the enormous, bald, kind-eyed man carries my boy down our stairs with the gentleness of a father. He nods toward the side door of the ambulance waiting in our driveway and says, “Ma’am, you can enter that way.” I climb, instead, straight up into the back from the loading door along with the stretcher, and he says, “That works, too.”

When the EMT speaks to my son, he says “we,” as in: “Hey buddy, we’re gonna have some questions now, see how we’re feeling. Can you tell me your name?” My son says something that is not his name but has the right vowel sound—“aahhhhh”—and the man says, “There we go. Now we know who we are, don’t we?”

I understand that my son is coming back, but I still do not fully understand from where.

“All of this is normal,” the man says, meeting my eyes over my son’s stretcher. “In the postictal state, there’s a lot of confusion.”

A lot of confusion, it’s normal.






FIRESTARTER

I lacked graceful motor skills as a child (as I do now), and I often felt like I didn’t fit in with my ballet classmates. My favorite part of class was the waiting period before it started, when I got to sit on the dusty linoleum of the studio floor making hand shadows on the wall with my friends while our teacher cued up a piece of Tchaikovsky or Beethoven on the stereo. When it was time to begin on this particular day, my fellow students and I formed a line at the barre, a matching set of small humans wearing identical baby-pink leotards and tights. We did not yet know that we would be learning frappé, a move in which a dancer extends one foot out in a quick motion, the toes brushing the floor. Literally translated, the word means “to strike.”

By way of introducing this concept to us, our teacher asked, “What would happen if you pulled a match slowly across a matchbox like this?” and dragged one finger across the palm of her other hand. She called on me.

I, an eight-year-old, answered, “It would… catch on fire?” What else does a match do?

Our teacher barked a scornful laugh and asked the question again, this time to the whole group. “Class, would a match catch fire if you dragged it like this?” She did the finger-match thing again.

“Nooooo,” the class chimed in unison.

“Correct, ballerinas. A match only catches fire if you strike it quickly, like so!” This time, she dashed her finger hard and fast across her palm. “If you strike a match slowly, nothing happens.”

Standing there in first position on the paper-thin soles of my slippers, I thought: (A) Well, that was a trick question. (B) If you don’t want us to do it slowly, why all the talk about doing it slowly? And (C) As a child living in an age where “don’t play with fire” is both a literal safety rule and a figurative expression for “don’t mess around with danger,” how would I know anything about the effects of speed on matches, and why would an adult choose the finer points of flame ignition as a metaphor for explaining anything to me? I may not have spelled it all out in exactly those words, but those were the thoughts that reddened my cheeks with indignation and humiliation. Knowing about matches wasn’t dangerous. Not knowing about matches was dangerous.

By the time I outgrew those pink slippers, I still had not mastered how to turn out a perfect plié, but I had learned something important about myself: I didn’t like to be unprepared when spontaneously tested. Forever after, long past the time when beginner ballet had become a distant memory, I’d watch for useful bits of information to sock away just in case. I never wanted to feel powerless or embarrassed because of something I didn’t know.



The frustrating yet thrilling question of “What don’t I know?” drove me straight to books. As a very young reader, I couldn’t get enough magical realism. To me, it stood to reason that if it was useful to know about dangerous things, such as fire and matches, it could only be more useful to know about things that went beyond dangerous to downright mystical. I devoured novels about people who had ordinary, everyday lives except for one paranormal power. Of the supernatural skills I read about, I was most interested in telekinesis, the ability to move things with one’s mind, as well as extrasensory perception—“ESP” or “the sixth sense” to those obsessed with it, as I was.

I knew some basic facts of the universe, like gravity, but when you haven’t covered introductory physics yet in science class, there’s still room to wonder. Telekinesis fit precisely into the crack between what was obvious (a penny tossed into the air would come back down) and what was definitely out of the question (if I spread my arms like wings, I could take flight). How could I be sure that if I really concentrated, I couldn’t push a chair across the room with my brain? When I saw planes flying in the sky, I considered the possibility that I was keeping them in the air with my mind. As long as I willed them to stay aloft, they wouldn’t crash.

(When you are a child who believes your brain can keep planes from crashing, it’s imaginative and precocious. When you’re an adult who thinks your own churning mind is what keeps everything safe, it’s called anxious.)

I found a copy of Stephen King’s Firestarter at my grandparents’ house and flipped through it, skimming past every scene except the ones in which a girl lit fires with her mind. I studied those scenes closely. When the movie version came out and the ads for it were plastered everywhere, I examined the image of a young Drew Barrymore walking away from a blaze, her blond hair windblown and tangly just like mine. I went into my backyard and stared at the swing set, tensing the muscles around my mouth and eyes to make my intense stare match hers, thinking, Am I doing it? I never set off so much as a spark.

After a year or two of trying to incinerate objects with my hot gaze, I gave up and moved on from magical realism to just-plain-real realism. Given the freedom to spend my sandwich baggie of nickels and dimes at the Scholastic Book Fair on anything I wanted, I started buying books in which the characters died. That sounds grim, I know. It’s not that I didn’t have a jolly disposition as a kid—I did! I decorated my book bag with smiley face stickers and split Rice Krispies Treats with my friends over joyfully rowdy lunches in the cafeteria. It is true that I often dug with a metal cereal spoon in the meadow near my house for desiccated animal bones, but it is also true that I put on upbeat puppet shows for my neighbors with the shiny white raccoon skulls I found. Death was a fascinating fact of life. It seemed both interesting and wise to learn the general territory: the warning signs, the ways it could happen, the aftermath.

I got The Diary of Anne Frank for Christmas in fourth grade and read it from cover to cover over that school holiday and again as soon as I finished it. I also received Death Be Not Proud, a memoir by a father whose teenage son died of a brain tumor. You have to hand it to my parents for acknowledging my fascination and meeting it head-on.

That same season, I read and reread A Summer to Die, Lois Lowry’s first novel. It’s about a pair of sisters, fifteen-year-old Molly, with golden curls and a cute cheerleading uniform, and thirteen-year-old Meg, a quiet, nerdy misfit who loves her sister but has always envied her, too. After Molly starts getting gruesome nosebleeds, she is diagnosed with leukemia, and, as the title indicates right there on the cover, she dies. Meg does not transform into a saintly and newly generous-of-heart sibling because of her sister’s struggle. Rather, as Molly sickens, Meg feels both the overwhelming anticipatory grief of losing her and the selfish longings of a typical teenager. She loves Molly and also resents the time Molly’s illness requires of their parents. Meg’s duality felt real to me. I loved this book.

Maybe that’s when I became an English major in training, when my future as a reader and storyteller was cemented. We learned in school about foreshadowing, a thrilling concept. A shadow that comes before something? A hint of what will happen? If you could pick up on all the foreshadowing around you, it was basically the same as having ESP! I began reading books not just to satisfy curiosity, but also to find hidden treasure. Reading became a scavenger hunt. Of course, sad books had the most foreshadowing; that’s why it was called foreshadowing and not foresparkling. It became harder and harder for a book to surprise me, so carefully did I study each chapter for hints: the ripped teddy bear that foreshadows the death of a pet, the rain puddle that foreshadows a deadly flood.

As an adult, I have bonded with friends who shared my childhood fondness for literary tragedy and I have also tried to make sense of it for those who find it strange. I explain that the reasons I read sad books then were not so different from why I read sad books today.

I looked directly at the sadness in books as a child because I was curious. Looking made me feel profound sorrow, and while I didn’t enjoy sorrow itself, I was amazed to know the depth of it. The more I saw and heard of the real world, the more I came to suspect that there was sadness everywhere, and if I was going to live in this world, I should understand its scale and reach.

I am still drawn to what I don’t understand, because I imagine that if I can understand more, I might better anticipate what happens in life. I’m old enough to know better, but it’s tempting to think that if I can just find all the foreshadowing, then I will know: How does everything turn out?






PINWHEEL

Our day in the hospital started at breakneck speed. In a blur, my son was rolled out of the ambulance into the building and down a hall to a room, one-two-three-LIFT moved to a bed, his T-shirt pulled off, a green cotton gown tied onto him, a wristband snapped on his arm. He disappeared inside a circle of people in scrubs, and then, as they walked away with clipboards hanging from their hands, everything slowed down. While we waited for a neurologist, I had nothing to do but sit on a hard chair by his bed and look at him. He looked back at me from the hospital bed, the mattress cranked up so he could see me, a light blue blanket pulled up to his shoulders. He dozed, woke up, and drifted back to sleep. He still had bedhead, his dark hair—it had been toast colored and smooth when he was a baby but over time had thickened into a full mop of thick, wavy, almost-black brown—matted at the crown like it always is at the breakfast table. But instead of eating his morning cereal, he was lying tucked into a blue cocoon in a yellow room, everything the color of sunshine and sky, ocean and sand.

From a hook on the wall hung a laminated card showing the illustrated pain scale. Say what you will for magnetic resonance imaging and laser-guided surgery, but to me, this illustration represents one of the greatest advances in modern medicine, even though it’s nothing more than a cartoon panel of human faces. To communicate your discomfort, you need only point to the face that matches how you feel—from the broad smile of “No Hurt,” through “Hurts a Little Bit” and “Hurts a Little More,” all the way to the steep frown and teardrops of “Hurts the Worst.” You don’t have to speak the same language as your caretaker or even speak any language at all. You point to a simple picture, and just like that, you’re understood. What a precious gift, that shorthand.

When I noticed my son’s gaze had drifted to the pain scale, I asked, “Do you feel like any of those?”

I wanted him to choose the smiley face. I wanted him to be free of pain. I also wanted the doctors to listen and take his case seriously, so I wondered if maybe it would be better if he chose the slightly-less-happy face. Not the frown-and-tears face, though, please not that. Mostly I wanted answers to questions such as, “What happened?” “Why?” “When will it happen again?” “How can we stop it?” And another question, unspoken: Is there any way to transfer whatever’s happening to him to me instead?

He pulled his arm from the blanket. Then he stuck out his finger, hesitated, and pointed… to the doorknob. He fell back asleep.



The first neurologist who visited our room stood at the foot of my son’s bed and said, well, a single seizure could be anything. A one-off, a quirk. Best to leave it alone and hope he doesn’t have another one. You wouldn’t want to start treating him with anti-seizure medication unless absolutely necessary. Those drugs are no joke. They have all kinds of side effects. Plus, plenty of kids have one seizure and never have one again. It could have been a weird bug. There’s no reason to assume it’s anything serious. No reason to assume it’s, say, epilepsy.

I hadn’t yet assumed anything.

Later, John told me one of the paramedics asked if our son might have been on drugs. It took John by surprise, but it’s a fair question, I guess. Our son was in tenth grade, and his peers had begun experimenting. Vaping was all the rage, and kids were inhaling poisonous fumes through pipes made to look like school supplies. What appeared to be a mechanical pencil might actually be a delivery device for an addictive, fruit-flavored mixture containing chemicals that shredded human lung tissue. (Every time I think about the fact that adults at some company sat around a table coming up with ways to market that shit to children, I wish for the superpower to teleport myself into the room and torque their balls until they scream for mercy and swear to reform their predatory ways, but that is a rant for another time.) While I had been riding in the ambulance, John—who had stayed behind with our daughter so he could get her to school and then come join me at the hospital—had gone into our son’s room and dumped the contents of his backpack onto his bed, pulling out every pen and taking it apart. He stuck a USB thumb drive in his mouth and tried to suck air through it. Nothing.

The only possible cause I had briefly considered during the ambulance ride was a brain tumor. After I left my job at the children’s hospital two decades ago, I had worked for the American Cancer Society, the aftereffect of which was that I had a lot of spare, outdated cancer knowledge filed away in my head. I couldn’t remember what I had learned about brain tumors, other than that seizures could be a symptom and that some tumors were survivable and others amounted to a death sentence. I did not let my thoughts linger there for long.

I knew just enough to know how much I didn’t know—and that knowing a little more could make a big difference. I knew that seizures happen when there’s a surge of electricity in the brain. It seemed useful to know whether you had experienced a random bolt of lightning or if you should expect a recurring storm.

Before the neurologist left our room, I asked if she would be kind enough to wait with us just a minute while I texted my sister-in-law. I realized it must make doctors nuts to deal with parents tethered to their phones, but my brother’s wife also happens to be a pediatric neurologist. To dial her in would be like having a second team member in the room, and I wanted her opinion. So while the doctor waited, I typed out a quick update and told my sister-in-law that the exam thus far had been inconclusive. It looked like we might be sent home without a diagnosis.

She wrote back: Ask for an EEG. Bar the door and say you won’t leave until you have it.

I told the doctor we would stay until we knew what we were dealing with.



John likes to share the story of a job interview he had when he was a teenager. The hiring manager asked, “If you were a fruit or vegetable, what kind would you be?”
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