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The story of one mother’s fight against the medical establishment to prove the link between
infection-triggered PANDAS and her son’s sudden-onset OCD and Tourette syndrome.The
summer before entering sixth grade, Sammy, a bright and charming boy who lived on the coast
of Maine, suddenly began to exhibit disturbing behavior. He walked and ate with his eyes shut,
refused to bathe, burst into fits of rage, slithered against walls, and used his limbs instead of his
hands to touch light switches, doorknobs, and faucets. Sammy’s mother, Beth, already coping
with the overwhelming responsibility of raising three sons alone, watched helplessly as her
middle child descended into madness. Sammy was soon diagnosed with obsessive-compulsive
disorder (OCD) and later with Tourette syndrome. Unwilling to accept the doctors’ prognoses for
lifelong mental illness and repeated hospitalizations, Beth fought to uncover what was causing
this decline. Beth’s quest took her to the center of the medical community’s raging debate about
whether OCD and Tourette syndrome can be caused by PANDAS (Pediatric Autoimmune
Neuropsychiatric Disorders Associated with Streptococcal Infections). With the battle lines firmly
drawn, Beth searched until she found two cutting-edge doctors who answered that question with
a definitive yes. Together, they cured Sammy. Five years later, he remains symptom free.
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love?Elizabeth AlexanderDear Dr. GellerDaniel A. Geller, M.D.Director, Pediatric OCD
ProgramMassachusetts General HospitalChild and Adolescent Psychiatry, Yawkey 6A55 Fruit
StreetBoston, MA 02114Dear Dr. Geller:Enclosed please find the completed registration forms
for my son Sammy. As you know, we are coming to see you next week on the advice of Dr.
Catherine Nicolaides of Marlton, New Jersey.I thought it would be helpful to provide you with this
overview of Sammy’s history and current behaviors. The problems suddenly started sixteen
months ago, shortly after he turned twelve. Among other things, he stopped eating and lost
twenty pounds.Sammy does not seem to have obsessions, but he certainly has compulsions.
His compulsions fall into two categories: rituals and avoidance.He likes to start the morning with
something he calls “the usual.” When he asks for the usual, that means he wants five drinks:
milk, orange juice, apple juice, pink lemonade, and grape juice. He pinches his nose when he
sips and drinks them in a certain order. The drinks do not all have to be at the same level in the
cups. They do not have to be in any particular cups. He just needs all five juices, every
morning.He has to go through a series of complicated motions before he’ll go into the bathroom,
before he comes back into the house from being outside, when he first gets into the house, or
when he walks through a parking lot—in short, everywhere he goes. This might involve swirling
his legs, ducking, crawling, rolling his head on his neck, stepping sideways, or high-stepping
over a nonexistent barrier. At our home, he has to do these in the exact same spot each time.
The ritual itself might be different, but the spot does not vary. It is a major effort for him to walk
upstairs in the house. He has to hold his breath while he runs up the stairs, stopping midway on
the landing to duck his head into a cabinet and gasp for air. When he needs to do a whole series
of compulsive behaviors, we have to leave the room. I don’t know if this is so that we don’t see
him or so he can give the routine his full attention—and thus do it exactly right.There are many
things he avoids, including all mats, doors, and faucets. He does not shower or brush his teeth



except at the hotel where we stay in New Jersey (when we go to see Dr. Nicolaides). Even then,
he does not use soap. He told me that he is going to try to take showers at home, at noon, on
Saturdays, beginning this weekend.He is very careful about what he touches and what touches
him. Hugs are out of the question. He does not flush the toilet. He does not wash his hands. He
does not touch light switches. He does not touch his food. He uses either utensils (only those
with a silver handle) or a paper towel or napkin to hold, for example, a slice of toast. He will not
open a door (house or car). He will not step on a rug. He avoids or jumps over the white stripes
in a parking lot.He has started answering the telephone, using a tissue to grasp the receiver, but
he holds it away from his ear and shouts. At the computer, he previously covered the mouse with
a napkin, but lately he touches it directly. He prefers to run outside to urinate, rather than enter
the bathroom (about which he thinks I don’t know). But because he cannot touch a door handle,
he must find someone to open the outside door. If he can’t find someone, he will use the
bathroom because I make certain the door is always left ajar.He will not wear a coat or jacket. If
it’s raining, he gets wet. If it’s freezing, he gets cold.Last year he would not wear socks or shoes.
Now he wears socks all the time, wears shoes whenever he goes outside, and cringes if anyone
is in bare feet. Consequently, we must all wear socks at all times. Even sandals are a problem.
The issue is primarily bare toes, but heels are also troublesome.He only likes to wear certain
colors—preferably khaki and green. For a while he wore the same clothes for months, but
thankfully he now changes them at least once a week.He would never hurt himself or anyone
else.If he thinks he is being too demanding, he gets teary-eyed.He used to ask me to do certain
rituals (such as carry his food a certain way), but I wasn’t especially cooperative. He no longer
asks.I’m tired just from typing all this loopy stuff, so it must be a full day’s work for him to keep it
straight.He is not able to attend school. A tutor comes to the house.He stands and moves in the
shape of an upside-down L.Prior to the onset sixteen months ago, Sammy did not exhibit any of
the behaviors outlined above, with one exception. Four years ago, in the winter of third grade, he
started having a tough time. He would curl the fingers of his left hand up and into his sleeve. We
eventually figured out that he had a learning disability in reading. With a special reading program
in place to address this challenge, the hand gradually dropped down and out of the sleeve.I have
enclosed a chart tracking Sammy’s medication history.Thank you very much, and we look
forward to meeting you.Odds are he’ll be the one wearing the khaki pants and green shirt.Beth
MaloneyKennebunkport, Mainecc: Dr. Catherine NicolaidesDr. Conner
Mooresixteenmonthsearlier1Eyes Shut TightIwas on my way from the house to our van,
struggling under the weight of another full moving box, when I caught sight of Sammy in the side
yard. My just-turned-twelve-year-old’s eyes were scrunched up tight, sealing out the daylight. His
hands were extended in front of him, and he was feeling his way around as if he were blind.
Catching a breath, I rested my box on a granite boulder and watched.Summer was in full swing
in Maine. The sunlight bouncing off his hair had probably bounced off a wave just moments
before. When we lived in California, his hair would have been singed platinum by this time of
year. In Kennebunkport, the sun was gentler, so his hair was golden brown.Just two weeks



before, Sammy had ended his fifth grade year with a pocketful of math awards. All his hard work
to overcome a learning disability in reading had paid off, too. He was one of the finalists in a civic
oration contest. I’d sat in the grade school gym, on a blue folding chair, and been surprised to
hear him speak. In front of the audience, he was charismatic.He puzzled me lately, though. In the
last few days, I’d seen him walking around the house with his eyes shut.“In addition to everything
else, I’ve got a little blind boy,” I’d told my mother when she called to see how things were lining
up for the move.He also began using his hands to navigate. He touched his way around
everything, inside and out: interior walls, exterior sidings, the swing set, the stone wall, even
feeling his way into the bathroom. I’d shrugged it off. Kids do weird things sometimes. I knew
that; I’d watched my three boys for years.This was bugging me, though, so I sucked in a deep
breath of salt air and called over to him.“Sammy, what are you doing?”He didn’t answer at first,
but that was not unusual for him. He was often deeply lost in his own sweet world. What passed
for daydreaming was always something more. At home, he combed the beaches. At school, he
walked the fields. He’d readily join in if the other children asked, but—if not—he was content to
walk alone and ponder.I cupped my hands around my mouth and shouted over in my best
cheerleader voice: “Hey! Sammy! What are you doing? Why are your eyes shut?”He turned his
head toward me, cocking his ear to the side. His slender face was contorted from the effort of
keeping his eyes pinned shut.“Memorizing!” he shouted back.I watched him move toward the
lilac bushes. Now it made sense.I HATED MOVING, TOO—EVEN though the new house was
just a few miles away. I would miss everything about this place: the wild sea roses, the tall
cattails, the rippled basin of the cove that remained when the water retreated at low tide, the
island that was just a short walk away. This spot I had rented, the one we were leaving, had
saved us. The sparkling sea, the baby lobsters in tide pools, the seaweed waving from the rolling
tide: they had all nurtured us.My first thought had been for my sons—not for me—when I learned
that my marriage was over. I was determined that they be whole. My broken heart, held together
with bands of love for my boys, led us to this place. Here we had healed and become a new
unit.For years, I had viewed an endless stream of houses with For Sale signs propped up in the
front yard. My criteria were specific: always in Kennebunkport and not more than a five-mile
radius from our beloved cove. Real estate agents grew tired of me. Still, I persisted. Sometimes I
would take the kids. They would propel themselves from floor to floor, then be back in the front
hall before I had seen a second room.“Can we go now?” they’d ask as a chorus, their three small
faces shining up at me while they hopped impatiently from foot to foot.In the end, the new house
had been there all along. It waited for us in the woods by a marsh and—poof—materialized
within days after the court issued the divorce papers. This time the kids had smiled up at me and
nodded yes to this home.I was concerned about moving Sammy. He was the one most attached
to the sea. He endlessly walked the neighborhood, prowled the cove, poked for crabs, and
climbed the chunks of ledge that jutted along the coast. He brought me flowers and sea lavender
from his journeys. I called him my wanderer. Once, when he was eight, he went for a walk down
to the water and vanished. After an hour of frantic searching, I found him almost half a mile away



from the house.“Sammy!” I shouted when I finally spotted him. He was hopping boulders along
the coast. When he heard my voice, he stopped suddenly and faced me, puzzled by my
concern.“I’ve been searching for an hour!” I was crying by then. Regret took over his face when
he realized where he was and how long he had been gone.“I’m sorry, Mom,” he said with teary
brown eyes.I REMEMBERED ALL OF this while I stood and watched him in the yard, his eyes
determinedly clamped shut. I remembered the terror that tore through my heart when I thought I
might have lost him. Four years later, it still sent a chill down my spine.I was jolted out of my
thoughts when the front door to the house slammed. My youngest, James, plunged out carrying
a small box of trinkets. He stopped where I rested and looked up at me with a question in his
green eyes. Their sea-glass color matched my own.“Are you sure, Mom?” he asked for the
hundredth time, worried that his friends would not know where we’d moved.“They’ll find us. I
promise,” I reassured him, patting his blond curls. “Their moms all know where we’ll be.”When we
first moved here, James was so small he slept in a large empty closet just off my room. He was
too grown-up for a crib but not yet ready for a bed, and I wanted him close to me. I put a small
mattress on the floor and gated the doorway. He filled the closet space with treasures from the
sea.On steamy days when the tide retreated, we meandered barefoot over to the island. When it
was chilly, we pulled on our knee-high rubber boots and sloshed along. We picked a path
between the moorings and the boats temporarily docked on the sand. We found shells and
seaweed and errant buoys. We watched gulls scoop tiny sparkling fish from small pools of water.
There were bits of sea glass on the island, some for our pockets and all for good luck. We found
bait bags that had escaped from lobster traps. Into the bags we dropped rocks rubbed smooth
by the surf. James was seven now. We still took our walks, but he preferred collecting friends
instead.I turned back toward Sammy. His arms were stretched in front of him, like those of a
blind person lost in the woods. He slowly felt his way past the cedar swing set and over to a
group of trees. He stopped and ran his fingers through the deeply grooved bark of a fat pine.I
shrugged my shoulders, picked up my box, and started off, with James trailing behind. We
dropped our belongings in the van and turned back to the house. James detoured for the swing
set. Along the slate walk to the porch, broken bits of concrete crunched under my feet. I had first
crunched along that walk when I rented the place, and I’d known from the first crunch that the
house would be right for us.I stepped through the front door and into semidarkness. The
wraparound porch had been closed in, cutting the sun from the room. As my eyes adjusted, I
spotted Josh, my oldest, bent over a box in the nook that we called the den. He was packing up
the computer. Packing anything electronic was Josh’s job. When we got to the new place, he
planned to build a computer. At fifteen, he was scrawny, with dark eyes and thick hair that
bordered between brown and black. None of my boys had inherited the burgundy tones of my
auburn hair.JOSH IS A MATH and science guy. Even when he was little, he found math
everywhere. At home, he precisely measured the ingredients we needed to bake scrumptious
cakes and cookies. At the grocery store, he mentally calculated which item was best to purchase
based on the price per ounce. He was intrigued by strategy, and one of his favorite pastimes



became playing chess.“He joins in the class discussions,” his fourth-grade teacher told me, “but
quickly takes things to another level.”Josh enjoyed challenging equations, but he found the more
basic assignments tiresome. When he was in fifth grade, he burst into my upstairs office one
afternoon, waving his language arts workbook.“Just tell me when you’ve ever used language
arts!” he shouted.I looked up from the files and legal papers that were piled all over my desk.“All
the time,” I said, pointing to every corner of my office, including the filing cabinets, and ending
with the document displayed on my computer screen.He threw up his hands and stormed
out.Josh didn’t like to study punctuation and sentence structure, but he was a voracious reader.
There was always a book tucked into his pocket. He devoured entire series: Star Wars, His Dark
Materials, The Chronicles of Narnia, and The Lord of the Rings. As fast as I brought them home,
he’d finish them. He often read Time and Newsweek while he nibbled his breakfast and his
younger brothers slept. One cold winter morning in seventh grade, he wanted to talk about HIV
and AIDS.“Maybe if you could take the blood out of the body,” he said, “and heat it to a high
enough temperature, the virus might be killed. Then the blood could go back in the body.”I
looked at the clock to make sure it was really only five forty-five and we were having this
discussion.“You’re thinking about curing AIDS?” I took a sip of tea, hoping the caffeine would
push my brain out of sleep mode.“There’s a good article in Time.” He nodded, tapping the
magazine with his index finger. “But if my idea would work, don’t you think someone else would
have thought of it already?”“Maybe not—medical breakthroughs happen all the time.” I looked up
at the clock. “Better get ready to go, it’s almost time to catch the bus.”He stood and bundled
himself into his L. L. Bean jacket.“One thing for sure,” I added. “I’d want you on the research
team.” I sent him off with a hug and thought how lucky I was that he was mine.“WILL YOU MISS
IT here?” I asked him now, looking around, hands on my hips, taking the whole place in.“Not
really.” Always honest, Josh reached for a roll of packing tape. He’d never been a fan of the
beach or the house.Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, and this house was no exception. From
the outside it looked a bit like a pumpkin. The second-story windows were the eyes. The string of
windows that closed in the wraparound porch formed the nose and the mouth. In a prior life, it
had been a barn. Someone had long ago decided that it would make a good house and had
moved it to this spot. The conversion took place in piecemeal fashion over some years.At first, it
was a camp. One bedroom downstairs was for the owner; the former hayloft was for everyone
else. Eventually the hayloft was divided into four small bedrooms. The renovations had been
completed haphazardly, basically done whenever the mood struck the owner. As a result, we
could count on water to pour in around the front door during heavy storms. The roof leaked. Rain
dripped down the sides of the chimney and through the tiny room I used for my office. In the
winter, frigid air rushed in through the windows. Mice sometimes ran free through the living room
on cold winter nights, and hornets shared the second story with us in the summer. I ignored all
that, though, because from the second floor, I could see the ocean and mark the tides with a
glance.I had given up trying to understand why I was so drawn to the sea. It was easier to
surrender, which I did, gradually. First a tide chart from the local market stuck haphazardly onto



the old refrigerator. Next a tide clock hung at the base of the stairs, then one for the upstairs, too.
I rented a kayak for half a day, and before long I owned one. If the tide was high and the weather
manageable, off I would go, thinking about everything else I should be doing but—when back at
my desk—always glad I went. When business kept me from the water, I felt empty. When the
tides lined up for a morning and an evening paddle, I felt full.As I watched Josh secure the
computer box with plastic tape, I glanced at the tide clock hanging near the stairs: two hours to
high tide. I’d be out there, slicing my paddle through the thick, salty water and looking for seals. It
would be high tide, and so I would go. Chances are, when I got back and pulled my boat up to
the beach, Sammy would be poking around the tide pools. He’d wave as he always did and then
go back to searching for crabs. I got a lump in my throat when I thought about how much I would
miss that.“Shall I take it out?” Josh asked, interrupting my thoughts; he was pointing to the tightly
sealed box.“Might as well. The more we move, the better.” Movers were expensive, and money
was always a concern. The more we moved ourselves, the less I’d have to pay them.Josh picked
up the box and headed out. In a few weeks, he was going to a boarding high school for students
who excelled in math and science. Attending the Maine School of Science and Mathematics had
been his goal since fifth grade. I stood on the front steps and held the door for him. Sammy, eyes
closed, ran his fingers along the crannies of the old fieldstone wall.THE MOVERS SHOWED UP
the next day while the kids were at camp. I had dropped them at the camp bus in the morning.
Sammy’s eyes were open because there was nothing to memorize there, just the parking lot of
the one and only local strip mall. He hopped onto the bus with all the other excited campers who
defined summer fun as an opportunity to study astronomy, computer programming, or
something equally obtuse on a college campus in Portland. No pine trees or lakeside cabins for
this group.I thought of it as “rocket camp” and often wondered how children could be so different
from their mothers. I’d spent my summers riding horses. When I wondered about this aloud to my
boys, they insisted that I had a hidden math ability.“So deeply hidden, it got lost,” I said, thinking
how grateful I was for computer programs that enabled me to balance my checkbook.“You’re
good at the computer,” Josh pointed out. “You figure stuff out. Remember how you got the printer
to work?”“That’s called downloading a patch,” I answered.“Not everyone knows to do that,” he
said.“It’s that hidden math ability,” Sammy agreed.“It is, Mom,” James chimed in.The things my
three liked to discuss over meals—complicated mathematical formulas, difficult games,
computer operating systems—left me feeling lost. A favorite pastime was making up intricate
characters for role-playing games such as Dungeons & Dragons. They became so engrossed in
conversation with one another that they often forgot to eat. When Josh was five, he had me
explain the nuances of mortgage financing to him. When Sammy was ten, the grade school’s
teacher for the gifted program told me that he had the purest math mind the school had ever
seen. James, at seven, was already signed up for the rocket camp’s course in computer
programming.After the camp bus pulled away, I made a beeline for the house. The Big Movers
truck was in the driveway when I pulled up. I had scheduled the move for when camp was in
session. I had a tough time grocery shopping when my kids were around, so even the idea of



moving a whole house full of stuff while I tripped over three squabbling boys gave me a
headache.The Big Movers boss had given me an estimate over the telephone months
earlier.“Two days,” he’d said.“Don’t you want to send someone to look around?” I’d
asked.“Nope.”I guessed this was how they did it in Maine, but now I knew I was in for trouble.
The crew leader walked through the house muttering, “Big job. Big job, really big job.” He was
tall, over six feet, and had to stoop so he didn’t bang his head on some of the door frames.“This,
too?” He pointed or nodded in a particular direction.“Yup,” I answered brightly, “and the swing
set.” I pointed out the window to the cedar extravaganza in the side yard.He sucked in a deep
breath. Then he continued his perusal, raising an eyebrow as he looked in one room or whistling
a “whooooooooo-hooooooooo” as he ducked into another.As we visually took the house apart
room by room, I realized he was right. Although the place was small, we lived like pack rats. The
few boxes we had moved ourselves did not amount to a dent.“Three-day job,” he said.“The man
on the phone said two days,” I protested with every inch of my five-foot-two frame.“Ah-yuh,” he
agreed. “He tells everyone that, lets the owners get upset with me.” He lifted his Red Sox cap
and ran his hand over his thinning hair.Money flew out the window as I heard myself agree that
this was a three-day job.By midmorning of the second day, the movers and I had bonded. We
were packing and sweating and swearing together, and soon I was smoking, too.“I don’t smoke,”
I said whenever I bummed another Marlboro, revisiting a habit I had broken long before I’d
started law school.On breaks, we hung out by the truck, swapping stories and shooting the
breeze. Hell, it was summertime. I made the first cigarette run after lunch to make up for
bumming so many. I may have picked up a six-pack while I was there, but I’m not certain of that. I
think I had Patty Hearst syndrome, identifying with my captors.When the kids came home from
camp, I had to duck behind the Big Movers truck to catch a smoke. It got complicated because
Sammy was doing his oddball thing of stumbling around the yard with his eyes shut. I thought he
might knock into me. Sammy was a walking smoke alarm. When he was little, he’d ask random
smokers on the street if they realized they were killing themselves.“Can’t you go memorize
somewhere else?” I shouted over from behind the truck, waving the smoke away. The cigarette
was tucked tightly behind my back just in case he opened his eyes. Moving was starting to make
me incredibly cranky. The Marlboros helped, but I needed more. I called my friend Sharon in
California.“Moving is one of the two most stressful things you can do in life,” she said with
patience and knowledge, “even more stressful than getting a divorce.”Sharon had not yet been
through her own divorce, and I did not agree with her; but I took another puff, let it out slowly, and
kept my thoughts to myself. It was one of those things I had learned at some point after forty. A
person does not have to say everything on her mind.Sharon and I first met through the movie
business when I lived in California. She was the casting director, and I did the legal work. Our
friendship solidified when Sammy and her son ended up in the same nursery school class.
Everything about Sharon sparkled—her soft doe eyes, her light brown hair, and her smile—so
she doubled as my beauty adviser. She taught me how to apply makeup correctly (little dots)
and to put cream on my face at night even when I felt too tired. Best of all, Sharon liked to kayak



when she visited.“I’m smoking,” I confessed, feeling terrible about myself.“You’ll stop when it’s
over,” she reassured me.By the time we hung up, I felt better.AFTER THREE FULL DAYS of
wondering if the move would ever end, everything was finally in the new house. The movers
drove off with the Marlboros, and I never touched one again. Josh hooked up the television at
the new house and kept an eye on James. Sammy kept me company while I cleaned our old
adorable rental by the sea. I swept the porches, washed the floors, and stacked the Corelle
plates and bowls for the last time. We had rented it furnished, so the place now looked like it did
when we first moved in. Sammy was stretched out on the couch, watching television.“It feels like
we still live here,” he called into the kitchen from his spot on the couch.“Do you miss it already?” I
walked the few steps from the kitchen to the living room, wiping my hands on a dish towel.“When
I’m here, I miss it,” he said, “but as soon as I’m there, I don’t.”I nodded. Sammy and I shared the
same emotional responses to most things in life. He was the most different from me of my
children and also the most alike.I took a last look around the place. Then we turned off the
television, flicked off the light, locked the front door, and drove away with our memories.I did not
know that it would be a long time before life felt peaceful again.2Into the WoodsFor the Fourth of
July fireworks, Kennebunkport goes to the beach: moms push strollers, dads lug coolers, little
ones skip along. Cars search for spaces well before dusk, and boats embark for the sea.Guests
crowd the patio at the Colony Hotel and drink in the summertime scene. Across the street, down
on the beach, kids whirl with sparklers, families share stories, and teenagers meet up with
friends. Some climb the jetty that borders the harbor pointing the way to the sea; below them
boats pass, in all shapes and sizes, gliding their way to the deep. Off in the distance, a ship full
of fireworks patiently waits for its cue. With a bang and a burst, the night sky explodes, and the
crowd begins to cheer.Sammy looked forward to the fireworks every year, but not the year we
moved.THE KIDS AND I slept in the den of our new home that first night, with the moving boxes
piled around us. Josh and Sammy each grabbed a couch. James and I spread quilts on the floor.
I woke early that first morning surrounded by my loving sons. The sun crept gently through the
big windows, pushing its way through a blanket of trees. The first thing I noticed was that the
sounds were different. The birds near the marsh did not tweet. They screeched.My first goal was
to get Josh set up in his room. I wanted him to feel moved in before he left for school in a few
weeks. After Josh was set up, I searched for my sheets and pillows. I wanted to sleep that night
in my own, third-floor room with the treetop view.The kids slept quietly while I organized. Next
task was my office. I had to be able to work on Monday. As a single mother with three children,
keeping cash flowing was key.My office is a large loft on the third floor, adjacent to my bedroom.
The location was just right: two stories up from what would be the daily ruckus of the den but
close enough to monitor when I needed to intervene. With its arched windows and airy height,
this loft was the most beautiful spot I had ever worked in. As I moved the heavy law treatises
from boxes to shelves, I remembered other offices I had unpacked—the ones in California with
designer furniture and marble lobbies. From their oversized windows on a clear day, I might spot
Catalina Island resting in the Pacific while I negotiated a deal. Those offices were dramatic, but



they did not offer the peace and beauty of the canopy of treetops that surrounded me now.I
needed that peace and beauty. I accepted cases to work as a guardian ad litem on behalf of
neglected and abused children in Maine. Part courtroom lawyer and part detective, my job was
to put it all together for the courts and recommend a course of action. The children’s stories—
their drug-addicted families, the abuse they suffered, the untreated mental illness—could take
its toll. I tried to stay positive, but sometimes the children were so debilitated, their spirits so
broken, that my heart knew it was too late. The children’s files went into the filing cabinet on the
right.In the left cabinet, I put the files of my California clients. When I’d lived in Los Angeles, I had
worked in private law firms and for movie companies. I still had a fair number of clients who
called. I enjoyed having my hand in a deal now and again, but I was relieved that my cross-
country jaunts had dwindled. When my plane landed back in Boston from a trip to L.A. and I
knew that Maine was just a short drive away, I always sighed with relief. I stayed with Sharon
whenever I visited California and I loved seeing her, but Maine kept me centered.“I can’t get
spiritual here,” I told Sharon on one of my many trips west. We were in her kitchen eating sushi,
and I fingered the pieces of sea glass that were tucked in my pocket. We had just hiked a dirt trail
that spiraled into a canyon off Mulholland Drive. From that bird’s-eye view, the power and
magnificence of L.A. had always moved me, but no more. Now it felt flat. It was the North Atlantic
I hungered for, its constancy and change: always there, yet never the same—high tide, low tide,
a smooth sea or dangerous surf.Los Angeles was always with me, though. It was where I had
grown up professionally. My new house in Maine had a California floor plan. Like the homes that
cling to canyons in the Hollywood Hills, the kitchen area was on the second floor.Sounds of
stirring drifted up and drew me away from my thoughts. I dropped the last file into its place and
went downstairs to busy myself in the kitchen. One by one, the boys came upstairs as I popped
frozen waffles into the toaster. Some days I stumbled over their names as they dashed wildly
about me in circles—“James-I-mean-Josh-I-mean-Sammy-no-James!”—but I always knew who
was who. On mornings like this, when they were sleepy and slow, I tagged the right name with
the right son.“Who wants to go next?” I asked cheerily while they smeared maple syrup on their
toaster waffles. We perched on stools in the bright, sunny kitchen in the house we owned. It felt
great!“Josh is done. Shall I unpack Sammy or James?” I poured grape juice for each of them.“Do
James,” answered Sammy. “I’m okay on the couch.”I UNPACKED NONSTOP for the rest of the
weekend. When I finished a box, I sliced through the packing tape and folded it flat with a
flourish. By Sunday night, the pile had grown respectably. There were still full boxes everywhere,
but there was progress. The kitchen was functioning. The boys were in their rooms. I knew where
my clothes were. My computer was hooked up, and I would be able to take a few calls. There
was one week of rocket camp left, and my schedule was purposefully light. I knew that we would
be in good shape by the following weekend. Sammy’s bed was ready, but he said he wanted to
stay on the couch in the den for a while more. Whatever worked for him was okay with
me.Climbing into bed on Sunday night, completely spent, I felt like I lived in a palace. I had my
own world up above the fray. The children felt far away yet safe. Moonbeams streamed through



the crescent window and cast a silver streak across my bed.I sighed happily. The divorce was
behind me. We were in our own home. I was using my legal skills to help kids in need. Everything
was finally coming together. Sleepily, I giggled, remembering my conversation with the guy
who’d delivered the beds.“Where does the queen go?” he’d held my mattress high.“Third floor,”
I’d answered, pointing upstairs, “because that’s where she lives.”Life was great.IT WAS
MONDAY and time to head to the camp bus. When I turned the van around to pull out of the
driveway, Sammy still wasn’t with us.“Where’s Sammy?” I asked.“He’s coming.” Josh pointed to
the side of the house.Sammy ran toward us from the back, along the crushed-stone walkway on
the side of the house. Large fieldstones bordered each side of the walkway. When he reached
us, he slid open the rear door on the passenger side and popped into his seat.“All set?” I asked,
remembering that he’d done the same thing yesterday when we’d run a quick errand.He nodded
a preoccupied yes. I shifted into drive, and we were off. We made the bus in plenty of time.I
always waited with all the other moms until the bus left. We’d wave as it pulled away, but only the
youngest campers waved back. The older ones were already busy with their friends. My friend
Maureen’s daughter was a rocket camper that year. That Monday, we stood together and
gabbed while we waited.I was dressed to unpack boxes: well-worn T-shirt, baggy shorts, and
sneakers. Maureen was dressed—as she always is—for any occasion: groomed curly hair, color-
coordinated clothes, fashionable but sensible shoes. It is never possible to tell if Maureen is on
her way to chair a meeting or to shop for groceries.“I wear a T-shirt and jeans when I garden,”
she claimed one day when I asked.But I would not be surprised if she stood up from her flowers
wearing a perfectly pressed pair of pants.“How’s it going with the move?” Maureen held a coffee
in one hand; with the other she waved as the bus started to pull out.“For some reason, Sammy
won’t use the front door”—I waved harder because I detected a slight motion coming from James
—“but other than that, it’s going well.”The bus pulled out of the parking lot, and we started
walking back to our cars.“How’s your summer so far?” I asked.“Good. Busy. I’m off to buy save-
the-date cards for my son’s bar mitzvah.”“Isn’t that next summer?” I was puzzled. Sammy was in
her son’s Hebrew school class, and I thought they were both turning thirteen the following
year.“Never hurts to be early.” She smiled.Maureen is an overachiever. As best I can tell, her only
flaw is that she does not kayak.WHEN THE KIDS got home from camp, I was floating in a sea of
corrugated cardboard. It had been a good day. I had managed to unpack more boxes, juggle a
couple of calls, and take a quick kayak at high tide. Josh and James flopped down in front of the
television. Sammy did his usual thing of grabbing a snack and heading outside to wander. I was
so busy unpacking that I didn’t notice much more about them. As long as they weren’t
complaining, I figured they were happy, but I took a break from the boxes and looked out the
window when I heard Sammy screaming.“SHUT UUUUP!!!” he was hollering at the treetops.I
had never heard him yell “Shut up” like that before. I made a mental note to speak to him, then
went back to my boxes and promptly forgot.Sammy opted to sleep in the den again that night. I
was disappointed that he didn’t want to stay in his room, but I knew it had something to do with
grief over the move. I decided to let it go.“It’s chilly tonight. Do you want this?” I held out his



favorite blanket, the tartan plaid.“Just put it over there.” He pointed to the other couch. “I’ll get it
later if I need it.”I COULD HAVE USED another week of rocket camp, but it would end on Friday.
Then they’d be going off in three different directions, which meant I’d be doing a lot of driving. As
hard as I worked to unpack that week, there were always more boxes. And I kept opening boxes
full of things I didn’t want: clothes they’d outgrown, broken toys, tennis balls that had lost their
bounce. Why had I paid good money to move them? Most frustrating of all, Sammy’s adjustment
to the new house was not going well.Camp was over an hour away, so making the bus was
crucial. My kids had always been fast in the morning, but Sammy was slowing all of us down, like
a piece of grit in a well-oiled machine. On Monday, I had casually wondered about him not using
the front door, but it quickly became a permanent quirk.On Tuesday, Josh and James and I
dashed out the front. Sammy again bolted for the back. We sat in the van and watched him hop
his way to us along the large fieldstones that bordered the walkway.“What’s he doing now?” I
asked aloud to no one in particular.“He’s being annoying,” said Josh.Just as I rolled down the
window to shout about hurrying, he fell off a fieldstone and ran the rest of way to the
van.“Sammy, why are you doing that?” I scolded when he jumped into the van. “You’re making us
late!”“It makes it more interesting,” he answered.
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Ebook Tops Reader, “Saving Sammy confirms that PANDAS is just as important a finding for
children with OCD/Tourette's as gluten is to autism... This book raises awareness for parents of
children who have been diagnosed with OCD and/or Tourette's and the direct link to PANDAS
the way Jenny McCarthy's book, ''Louder than Words," raised awareness for parents of children
with autism and the direct link to gluten. It is a must read for anyone. This story tells the tale of a
mother struggling to save her child, Sammy, from his sudden onset of unusual behavior. These
behaviors ranged from mild idiosyncrasies, in the beginning, to almost full-blown psychosis.
Imagine watching your once healthy and normal child suddenly display symptoms such as:
walking and eating dinner with eyes squished shut, refusing to use soap in the shower, or for that
matter, showering; bursting into angry fits, crying and laughing within a matter of minutes, sliding
against walls, stepping over imaginary walls, refusing to go out the front door, refusing to touch
door knobs, or to even look at toes. The rituals he had to go through to even enter or exit a van
were hour-long, painful excursions. And also imagine that this was a 12 year-old child who once
was a math genius, and, with the onset of this unknown syndrome, was reduced to lying
underneath couch covers. But imagine the worst part, this child, Sammy, knows there is
something wrong and wants so badly to be better. Clearly, the author was disturbed by her son's
behaviors and took him to numerous doctors. He was misdiagnosed several times. He was given
the wrong medications numerous times. Some doctors were patronizing; others, indifferent. Still,
this mother never stopped trying to find a cure for her son. This book does not read like a novel;
rather, it reads more like a true-crime drama. Because, in the end, that's what it was. That this
child suffered so long is a disgrace. (That is my opinion; the author does not state the same
feeling.) The writing is analytical, sequential, detailed; rarely engaging in self pity or accusations.
but at the same time, the author vividly recounts the emotions of herself and her other two sons.
When her doctors could not provide a cure, she began to research. Many hours a day were
attributed to this activity, as well as catering to the demand of an ever-needy, fully symptomatic
OCD-ridden child, and the needs and wants of her other two sons...Finally, after all of her many
hours of research, detailed observation, numerous doctor's appointments, and phone calls, she
became convinced there was a strep factor. (PANDAS.) She was right. She had to convince a
few doctors; some still remain unconvinced. The author, herself, is a "guardian ad litem." ( That
is, a guardian appointed by the court to protect the interests of a minor.) One would think that a
person with this type of background would have every type of resource at their fingertips for any
situation involving any child. Sadly, this is not true. That is disturbing in that she had to fight for
information that one would think would be easily available to her. This book poignantly points
out the very reason we must be our own healthcare advocates. ..I read this book in a matter of
one night. It was that interesting. I felt heartbreak for her family as well as joy when they felt it.
This book should be read by everyone. The strep connection that was uncovered here is still not
widely talked about. I had no idea before I read this book.  YOU NEED TO KNOW THIS.”



BeBee, “Wonderful, uplifting and encouraging story.. You might think that this would be a dreary
but informative book about OCD. It is a fabulous, thrilling, on the edge of your seat story about a
single mother with three kids living an idyllic life in Coastal Maine, who's life is turned
dramatically upside down by one of her son's sudden onset of very debilitating OCD. Previous to
reading this, I was in the "OCD is an amusing, if not annoying trait in some people I know." This
woman's true story challenged my preconceptions about OCD and mental illness, as well as
how it's diagnosed and treated. That is saying something because I'm an RN, who worked for a
couple of years in Psychiatric Nursing. Beth also is an excellent writer, capable of taking you
through emotional highs and lows with her on her frustrating, all encompassing but finally
rewarding journey. In addition, there are wonderful descriptions of life in Maine, which I loved
because it's the only East Coast state I haven't visited or lived in. There is helpful information
towards the end on other mental illnesses that have been frequently misdiagnosed but treated
successfully when the root cause is found. I don't want to give away too much but it is very
definitely worth reading to find out.”

Kayla Cowell, “Changing. This book was life-changing. My son has pans/pandas in a tiny 4 year
old body. We were blessed with an incredible OT who was certain my son did not in fact have
autism, but p/p. And pushed me to follow that rabbit-hole. It took half a dozen doctors, very
reluctant family, and a wonderful doctor, Natalie Bradford in Arkansas, to finally help save us. We
are nowhere near the end, but we are progressing every day. This book gave true insight to the
struggle of finding answers. Anyone to just belive I wasn't a crazy parent. To the ups and downs,
good and bad, every aspect. This book should be read by every parent dealing with an illness in
their child. There is hope. There is always hope.”

thriftygal, “Compelling, eloquently written story!. This book tells a compelling and eloquently
written story of a mother's fight to save her son from an all-consuming, debilitating mental health
condition that resulted from strep. As a mother and a mental health professional, I could feel her
urgency--even panic--to get to the bottom of her son's condition. Although Sammy's story has a
positive ending, I wonder how many similar situations are never uncovered. I was dumbfounded
at her description of a few of the doctors she encountered who refused--even in the face of
irrefutable evidence--to consider a medical cause for a mental illness. There is no place for
arrogance when a child's life is at stake! Ms. Maloney's talent for descriptive and engaging story-
telling, as well as her tenacity, determination, and unconditional love for her son, have produced
her desired result--to raise awareness of PANDAS among professionals and the general public.”

Susan E, “Share with everyone you know!. I believe, by mentioning this book to everyone you
know, a tsunami of tortured families will safely be brought ashore. I, personally, know three
families PANDAS hammers, including my own. This should be required reading for ALL
medically licensed professionals, all who work with children as teachers or caregivers, every



person who has a friend with a child. Word of mouth is imperative. You may be the random
answer to a parent who is desperately seeking answers. Parents, never give up! Keep searching
until your childs health improves, no matter how many health professionals you cycle through.
You are living this. You observe your child each day. You are their best advocate and only hope.
Remember that many diagnosed conditions may really be PANDAS. Bless this author for writing
this book. I would give it ten stars if I could!”

Turtle, “You need to read this book if your child develops .... You need to read this book if your
child develops tics. Doctors in U.K. are ignorant of PANDAS that affects a lot of children who
develop an autoimmune reaction to strep A bacteria, which is everywhere during winter and
spring especially where children are together eg: classrooms. Well worth reading. It is a
mothers journey on discovering the links between her son's sudden onset of tics and bizarre
behaviour and a sore throat.”

Sharon Keeling, “Fantastic book, written so well and very relatable. Amazing story, gives me
hope for my 8 year old child who suffers with PANDAS. You really feel for Sammy, Beth and the
boys.”

Liz, “Would recommend this book to others. Great book to read”

Ebook Tops Reader, “A book that gave us courage to fight for answers and most importantly, for
treatment.. A book filled with answers nobody else could provide. Highly recommended.”

LC, “Such determination!. Many mothers (and fathers) would have given up the fight thinking that
Drs. can't be wrong. But doctors are human, too, and in my 43 years as a nurse and teaching
nursing for many of those years, I have seen some stubborn refusals by doctors (and nurses) to
accept new research hypotheses and findings, often leading to additional unnecessary suffering
for patients.  Bravo, Beth, for keeping up the fight to save Sammy and many others!!”

The book by Beth Alison Maloney has a rating of 5 out of 4.8. 235 people have provided
feedback.
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