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AUTHOR’S NOTE

 

For veteran and new readers of my books, I wrote four novellas–Grand Mal, Seizure, Status, and Trigger–comprising The Grand Mal Series, many years ago now, about life with epilepsy. A lot of it is real, even as I integrated some fiction elements to add levity.

 

I am compiling them all and republishing them as a multi-part novel called Electric. The idea of merging four separate stories into one, offering a collective, intrigued me. I was due to release a book, and I was thrilled with the cover design that emerged. I hope you enjoy!


GRAND MAL

 

PART ONE:YEAR ONE, SUMMER SEMESTER, SEASONS PAST

 

THE BUS stop is about ten feet away, near a large ditch, and I plan to sit on a bench until the bus arrives. I have a spot on the bench with my name on it. Chris is my name, and I intend to enjoy a grand summer day, a day with no painful events. The possibility is about to turn unlikely.

I am walking, looking at the golf course just across the way. The green is beautiful, the light turf against the dark rough a vivid landscape, the trees an added accent. The sun is high above in a cloudless sky, and people are riding around in golf carts with their clubs in the back rack. I am walking in a haze. Not a dark haze; a bright haze, if anything. I see the beauty, but I also see more. I see through it, feel a deeper sense of my surroundings. The sense is in my eyes, and in the back of my mouth, an unwanted view and a foul taste. I hope the deeper sense goes away.

I have been walking in this haze for most of the day. I have been living life as I normally would, but I have been carrying a heavy burden, the burden of disastrous possibilities. The possibilities of what may result from these strange sensations, this haze. I just have a small hope my day will continue without interruption.

The sense stays, however, and all of the sudden, it happens. The next thing I know, my body is twisting. My head slowly turns in the right direction, and it continues until my right shoulder rotates in the same direction. My chest is next, and, before I know it, I am falling. A long, hard fall.

I hope someone is near the bus stop, but it doesn’t appear there is. If someone was there, I could say, “I’m not feeling good, I need help.” Or something along those lines. To my chagrin, however, I don’t get the opportunity.

Shortly after, I am on the ground, a road I think. Shaking. Not the kind of shaking most people experience when they are cold or when they have seen something frightening. I mean uncontrollable physical shaking.

I slide towards the ditch that has no business being there. It is right against the pavement. My face digs into the surface. I have faced many surfaces, both indoors and outdoors, yet I still haven’t grown accustomed to the burn from my chin rubbing against gravel as black as night, or my forehead attaching itself like a stray weed with strong roots.

Strangely enough, I feel no pain when my body suffers. I know it will be bad when I get myself under control. When that happens, if it ever happens, my facial wounds will scream with intensity unlike any other; and my head will pound like a massive wave capsizing a sleepy town. Akin to a punctured ship, my body gradually sinks to the ground.

Upon impact, I bounce off the ground, and roll downward. I am aware of this, because I feel as if I am sliding on an angle. I try to stop rolling, but I am unsuccessful in my attempts. I try to position my body so I won’t hit a solid protrusion, whatever it might be.

Soon, though, I am in a deep ditch with no enclaves or rocks to grab onto. Despite my best efforts to avoid injury, I hit something hard, as if I am a swimmer entangled in coral. The walls are too steep.

I grapple, but the pebbles just loosen and crumble under my fingertips. I grapple and grapple some more, but the smaller stones start to slide down the wall. I stop momentarily, physically spent. Inside me though, a subconscious force urges me to keep trying. I subconsciously listen.

I hear a voice above me. It says, “I think he fell in the ditch. Over here.”

“Yeah, he did,” another voice sounds. “I see some foot tracks.” Had I seen through some people? I am almost certain no one was around me.

“I’m gonna go check if he’s alright.”

It feels as if I have been in this ditch for quite some time now. I am sweating profusely, my shirt wet. Maybe it is starting to rain. I don’t know. I think I’m starting to go delirious. I look up and ask for this to be over. It’s wishful thinking.

The shadows along the walls are lengthy and grey. It was sunny earlier, I know, but there has been a lapse of light since I fell. Darkness covers me now. Gloom, too. Perhaps my current situation has exacerbated my perceptions. It’s hard to say.

I groan, struggling to pull myself upright. I try to prop myself up against the dirt wall next to the bench near the bus stop, but I fail. When I hit the bottom of the ditch, most of my body stopped working.

The voices I heard earlier now have faces. Above me, I see two sets of eyes. They all feel sinister. Their stare is penetrating. I see two evil open mouths gawking. They are close to invading my space; an unwanted space, yet my own. I am close to feeling violated. I already have to fight the surface, my own dead body. Now I might have to fight for an open area with no one near.

At one point, I could have hollered for help. Not anymore. When I fell, that was the moment my ability to speak escaped me. I can’t even spit out the granules of dirt that have taken my teeth and gum line captive. This is the way it is every time. Inside my throat I am screaming, but no sound escapes my lips. Just stay away, I think. Leave me alone!

Rarely, though, do people opt to leave me be. The next thing I know, I see an extended arm, and a pointing finger above me. “Should we call the police?”

“Probably. Do you have a cell?” Shoot! I think.

…

I’VE LEARNED to make those who discover me feel better through witticism. If I can laugh about my body contortions, my tremors, my laborious heaving, it appears to make others consider my abnormalities unimportant and something not worth getting upset over. I like it this way, yet I’ll never know what they truly feel.

“So, I had the shakes, huh?” I question with a smile.

My friend Michael says, “Yeah Chris. Probably the worst in a while.” He acts as if it’s no big deal, the response I always hope for. “It’s over though. Back to the good life?”

I look at him. He still has a baby face, as round as when I first met him. He has red hair, grizzle on his cheeks, now, and a red goatee. He is well built, also more muscular than I am. He is more outgoing, and quicker to hang with everyone, which explains his reputation as a fun loving guy.

He wasn’t always the social butterfly though, the initiator of conversation. In fact, while he was the first to brave my malady, and step out and protect me during a seizure when we were in grade school, he was quite apprehensive to talk. He grew up in a conservative, religious home where it was evil to speak unless spoken to, to have colored hair, tattoos, or piercings for that matter. This mentality branched out into every other area of his life, ultimately forcing him to refrain from any commentary. But he wanted to speak, and eventually became sick of the legalism. He grew weary of hearing “or else you are going to hell.”

Whenever Michael did something a little rebellious and heard the threat as a teen, he would say, “Whatever. Back to the good life.”

So, kind of joking, I say, “Right. Back to the good life.” Truthfully, though, my brain is in a state of turmoil, incredible tides of pain lap on my head of sand.

Michael and I live in a two-room apartment. We split a bathroom, share a small but suitable kitchen, and often recline on the couches in our condensed living room. We agreed I could decorate the living room with my artwork, and he could practice his culinary skills any way he wished in the kitchen. The agreement seems to have worked thus far.

In a short-sleeved Polo shirt and long Cargo shorts, he is standing by the window, a floor to ceiling frame of glass through which you can see the bus stop. “I saw you fall down there,” he says, his one hand rubbing his goatee, his other hand in his pocket. “They really need to fill in that ditch.”

Michael and I have been friends for years, since adolescence. When we finished high school, we both decided to go to Penn State University, so we wouldn’t have to face the postsecondary academic world alone. It has turned out to be a good decision, because, despite the size of this university, we never felt too overwhelmed, and at this point, at ages twenty-five and twenty-six, we find it far from daunting.

I walk over to the window. It is getting dark outside. “Yeah.” I say, “That’s for sure.”

…

STILL AT the window, I think of one thing I initially had difficulty with. My ability to communicate with my professors. I found the task irritating, because, in general, my academic success in the Counselor Education program ultimately hinges on the opinions of my superiors. This might be a surprise, but, in the past, I have had several run-ins with one professor. Mrs. Patterson. At times, we just haven’t clicked.

I remember one instance when I went to her office to voice an annoyance. The office was as white as snow, spotless, very organized, very little clutter. As with almost every other office in the Rehabilitation Counseling Department, Mrs. Patterson’s office had that one seat especially for the student. I eyed the brown chair with plastic armrests, a little wary for I didn’t know if I should walk out of the office or proceed with my appointment.

I am always wary of the seat. I think the seat can be inviting if you are making a five- minute, hi and bye visit, but the same seat can be dangerous if you intend to inquire about a professor’s reasoning for a poor grade or written criticism for more than ten minutes.

But, being the inexperienced, first year graduate student I am, I decided to question Mrs. Patterson. I never had a chance.

“I just think my grade is unfair,” I said. “I made some small grammatical errors, but not enough to warrant a C+!”

“Are you telling me I’m mistaken?” Mrs. Patterson raised her eyebrow, her bright eyes boring into me. I wanted to say she was wrong, that everyone can be wrong at some point.

“I just think it is unfair, because overall, I wrote a good paper!” I became defensive, crossed my arms. “I need a better grade! Please!”

She leaned back in her chair, her hair bouncing as she tipped. “I warned you about the APA guidelines. Plagiarism is unacceptable.” I didn’t like that accusatory response. It made me feel small, as if I wasn’t good enough.

“Chris,” she said more sensitively. “Do you understand I gave you the grade because you need practice and can do better?”

I scowled at her, looked down at her immaculate desk. Inside, I knew I was going to blow up. I can’t handle it when people don’t acknowledge my hard work. “Screw the APA! Screw this! This whole conversation is pointless!”

Again in a softer tone, she said, “I’m sorry, Chris. But I’m not going to change my mind.”

“Whatever.”

That response got me nowhere. I learned shutting up was the best way to get by. My experience helped me empathize with Michael, as I now have to hold my tongue in my department. Since the meeting, though, Mrs. Patterson and I have learned to agree to disagree. I still hate the APA (American Psychological Association) writing format, and I still have my theory on the chair, but I have refined my communication style.

…

AS MICHAEL and I walk away from the window and to the middle of the room to settle down, I conclude my concerns about communication and relationships, among other issues relating to my seizures, are almost nonexistent when my mind is elsewhere. Knowing this, I remember, at the start of the school year, Michael and I purchased a wide-screen television to clear our heads when necessary. We split the cost down the middle so it wouldn’t empty our pockets, and we often watch it at night in the living room. We will tonight. I don’t know about Michael, but I need to ease my feelings of tension.

Of course, studying is priority. Unfortunately. I can’t empty my head until I have read, studied, or worked on papers for a while. Michael and I situate ourselves on the floor, and we begin deliberating over our assignments in silence. I always work hard, but I don’t necessarily enjoy my efforts. I want to be carefree. Especially tonight, for my seizure has taken its toll.

I have seen Michael, on the other hand, works hard, and loves doing so. Even now. He will lie on his stomach and read and write with great interest, totally absorbed. I take the same position on the cheap carpeting and do the same thing, but whatever I read leaves my mind instantly. Clearly, Michael is a better student.

He has a pen behind his one ear always, and two highlighters behind his other. When he sees a valuable piece of information, he quotes a phrase for which he is known. “Hmmmm. Interesting.” He then slides a highlighter from beneath his tuft of hair and marks the page. His Dad was a strong advocate of highlighting notable work when growing up, very strict about regiment. Often, his other highlighter will slide out of position, and fall to the ground. This annoys Michael, but I think it’s funny and laugh anyway. He keeps on highlighting, and I can’t help but admire his work ethic.

Tonight, a bag of Fritos separates us both, the smell of salty tortilla chips lingering in the air. We share the addictive treat; eat the whole bag usually. Despite the grease on my fingers, I type on my laptop. I skim my material for important quotes, and then reword them on my pc. I hate silence, and keep looking at my watch. When our hour is up, I think, Thank God!

Michael keeps reading but he speaks up. “You know, I haven’t hosted my debate club in a while. I want to start up again.” Michael is a very analytical person, and he likes to voice his opinions in a healthy setting. He listens to others share their stance, and then respectfully sorts through inconsistencies in their views, ultimately questioning its validity. His ability amazes me.

Perhaps the constant barrage of oppressive, religious reprimands at home impacted him so radically he thought it was better to question solid truths and embrace the unknown. He says no, but because I’m a counselor in training, I recognize the influence of atmosphere on a person transitioning into adulthood. In my opinion, this is basic stuff.

I ask him, “Wouldn’t you rather join a club that considers the plausibility of multiple factors supporting a view? It would be much more positive that way.” I have suggested this before, and he prefers to continue in his pessimism; just like some professors I know. Always in an acceptable environment, he emphasizes with a laugh. “It’s fun!” he says. I smile, shaking my head. I’m not going to argue with him.

“Anyway . . . You ready for some Monday night football?” I ask. “Steelers are playing I think.”

“Yeah. I think you’re right.” I quickly walk to my room, and return with my yellow, terrible towel.

“Go Pittsburgh,” Michael says, putting his pen, highlighters, and books away, and pulling out the little black and gold foam football we throw around during the game.

Although he has retired, I cautiously yell, “Bettis all the way, baby!” Still recovering from my seizure, I don’t feel like my normal self quite yet, and I don’t want my excitement to induce any undue pain. Let me tell you, though, there is nothing like a good game on the tube to dull a headache, and clear my mind.

…

AFTER WATCHING television this night, I get in bed for some well-deserved relaxation. My mattress cradles me like a mother does her baby, and my head rests comfortably on a pillow of cotton clouds. I am a light sleeper and a heavy dreamer, and I hope to sleep well.

Before I fall asleep though, my mind starts to pace back and forth in a hall of memories. As it paces, it recalls times in my life, most of them upsetting. These times are upsetting because I didn’t ask for them. I received unwanted attention for a condition I wish didn’t exist. My condition, seizure activity as a result of epilepsy, made me a focal point, a focal point that forced upon me more pressure to please, dependence, and initiated resentment towards others who expected gratitude for their so-called help.

Due to the disturbing nature of my condition, like many with disability-related impairments, I usually provoke confusion, apprehension, and ultimately fear in others. Except for Michael. Even in the most upsetting circumstances, at fourteen years old in seventh grade, he never lost his composure. He kindly pushed everyone else away, and laid my sweaty head in his lap.

I remember a girl named Mary Grace, a nice girl a year younger than us, who sat down next to Michael when he waited for me to come back to life. She always whispered, “It’s all right Chris. Everything will be alright.” If anyone else had said that, I would have been irritated beyond words, but she was angelic. She was all a boy could want, had blue eyes, long blond curly hair, a white dress, and a halo in my mind’s eye. At the time, I didn’t know her that well, but I knew she was a caring person who was not concerned with being popular, who had good grades, and who could become a good friend.

“He will be alright,” Michael always assured her, confidently rubbing his chin.

Looking back, despite having a faithful friend in Michael, and a supportive girl in Mary Grace, I worried constantly I would lose them and any future friends as a result of my seizures. I was different. I am still different. I had no way of telling whether the kids would avoid me because I could potentially interrupt their free time, and I’m not sure anyone would acknowledge this concern even today.

Persons, places, or events that make me worried, angry, or sad haunt me in various ways when I dream, and hypothetical possibilities emerge in rapid succession until I stop trying to sleep. A few of the biggest instigators of these dreams are the loss of friendship, rejection, and humiliation.

On these nights when my mind races, I do eventually tell myself, even though there haven’t been many, I have had friends, and my mind slows to a jog.

…

A DAY AFTER my seizure, and an hour before lunch, I gather my materials and jog downtown to Starbucks for a flavored Chai tea. Inside, I hear Louie Armstrong on the radio, singing ‘What a Wonderful World’, one of my all-time favorites. Louie’s raspy voice makes me feel light-hearted. I sit down and listen to the bluesy tune for a minute, then pull out my laptop. Usually, I play games on my computer, my preference either arcade or sports-related. I must be a funny sight, because I wince every time I lose or die. I do try to keep myself under control, but sometimes I could hop from my chair and scream out of frustration.

All about me, students are sitting at small tables, and have their hands wrapped around their mugs of coffee or tea. Some are studying. Some are talking with friends. Others are just thinking, casually passing away time. I am casually passing away time, too. Maybe not productively, however.

I am resorting to computer games instead of social and physical activities. For years now, I’ve settled for cartoons jumping and racing on a screen at my command as opposed to doing so myself, as opposed to participating in an activity with others. I could get too anxious or too overwhelmed, I’ve always thought, potentially causing a seizure.

I kind of want to take a risk though. Before my surgery, I did get involved in karate, and my seizure level decreased a great deal. I have frequently thought about the times I went to my karate class, and how good it made me feel. I want to have that feeling again.

And I can. Just down the street, on the way here, I saw a gym sign advertising a free karate lesson, and despite the safety precautions by which I should abide, I decide to check it out, to see if I can fight.

…

IT IS a fight getting through the door at Starbucks, but I make it outside, where students and faculty are chatting at round tables under green, Starbucks umbrellas. From there, I head to a busy place outdoors, art supplies in hand. I then sit under the summer sun with my pencil and drawing pad, to sketch people as they walk beneath the canopies of branches and leaves that hang from oaks all around.

Today, in particular, I sit on one of the benches that face the steps of Old Main, a beautiful building with a cobblestone exterior, several windows with cream-colored window frames, and a large steeple. Many group rallies are held here, so the surrounding courtyard is normally congested with people. For hours, I try to compose a portrait as I listen to the sounds of campus life, the university bell chime, the singing birds, the student conversations and laughter.

These days remind me how important drawing is to me. It is a form of therapy that alleviates my angst, and a release that allows me to express myself in a very personal way. When I was young, I enjoyed sharing my love for creativity with Michael, and he loved watching me.

We’d lay in my back yard, under a large tree with damaged bark. He would lay on his back, hands behind his head, resting in the soft soil, and look up at the oak’s wooden fingers as I lay on my stomach, scanning my surroundings for an inspirational piece of nature to put on paper. Once I found what I wanted, I would run my idea by Michael, and he would either approve or make helpful suggestions.

As a beginning artist, I was a big fan of color experimentation. I still am. For a time, however, I worked with one main color. Michael was supportive of my artistic liberties, as well.

Back then, my seizures impacted my drawing style a great deal. During my teenage years, my seizures were accompanied by repeated nightmares of being shackled to a weight, falling in a never-ending whirlpool of clear blue water inside a gothic church. I would be submerged in liquid, drowning, gravity’s death grip tugging from the depths. I would see stray Bibles and hymnals float on by me as I was sucked into a bottomless abyss of dark blues. With all the shades of blue in these dreams, I started using excess amounts of the color in my drawings. I remember Michael pushing his red hair out of his face, dirt caked on his forehead, and commenting on my change in style.

“You know, Chris, your drawings are much different than they used to be.”

“It’s just like in my seizures, Michael,” I would say. “Really blue. Almost Van Gogh blue.”

Michael didn’t have an artistic eye, and still doesn’t. However, when I was drawing in shades of blue that day, he sat up and said, “I’m gonna try to draw you a picture.” I was thrilled he wanted to participate in my activity, so I gave him my pad to work on. Before I knew it, he had drawn an abstract looking girl with a halo above her head. He smiled. “I saw the way you were looking at Mary Grace in class today. Now you can look at her all day.”

We laughed together a lot. Laughing with my only real friend, a rare but good memory. Outside Old Main again, I have an epiphany. I now know what I’ll put on paper. I see a tall girl with curly blond ringlets in a white dress walk up the steps. The bell chimes as she reaches the last step and I press the tip of my pencil to the piece of paper.

…

WALKING ON Pollock Road, still thinking about the times I used blue in my art, I notice the blue tint of the sky isn’t as bright as it was when I started drawing. White cumulus clouds have moved in, hiding much of the color. What a marvel, nature is.

Looking at the clouds consume the sky, slowly moving ahead, something else occurs to me. I haven’t seen my doctor forever. Huh. Well how does my mind go from blue pastel work to nature to my doctor, you ask? The pills I take are blue. It’s almost too ironic.

I’m on three medications, actually, but I’m not certain how effective the blue pill, Depakote ER, is. I would like to speak with my neurologist about other options. While I do not entirely trust him, I make a mental note to give the doctor a call when I get home.

First though, under the cover of clouds, I am going to go to the HUB.

…

ON A regular basis, I go to the HUB Robeson building, the center of activity, where all the undergraduates usually mingle. All the restaurants on the ground floor, Italian, Chinese, and fast food, are available to the students for most of the day. I prefer the fast food.

It is important for me to be around the hustle and bustle, the fast paced routine of academic life. Otherwise, I waste time in my room, bored to tears because I don’t know what to do with myself. Despite the constant flow of kids who meander haphazardly, and the loiterers in the lobby, I find the HUB the most relaxing place on campus.

It is a three-tiered structure. I usually sit in the lounge area on the first floor, below the second and third floor offices. Several green chairs are set sporadically so students and teachers who are tired can rest, eat, watch news on the big screen television, or use the hot spots to work on their laptops, allowing them to finish up assignments. I bring my laptop with me, and cross my fingers in hopes of a free electric socket for my charger.

It’s not surprising I have to write a lot of papers. After all, I am in graduate school. It is nice to have a place like the HUB to type up grants and summaries of specific research styles.

When I’m not doing this, however, I find a chair hidden behind one of the artificial planters, and I close my eyes and reflect.

I think about the bumpy roller coaster I rode at age nine, the wind rustling my hair with its gusty hands, the bumps, twists, and turns on the tracks that caused the return of my seizures. After five years of normalcy, of perfect physical health, I convulsed violently after the ride. My family and I were devastated.

We had planned to spend a relaxing day at an amusement park, which we did; we watched caricature artists make funny pictures of people, we ate hotdogs and various sweets provided by street vendors, and we played games, my favorite being ski ball because the clown laughed at me when I missed the holes. We never thought, though, a wooden construct meant to entertain would bring our fun to a halt, and cause me any harm. This occurrence preceded years of hospital visits.

The lounge area is normally relaxing, but today it is getting claustrophobic. To my left, an older gentlemen has opened the school newspaper, The Daily Collegian, to glance at the weekly editorials, a girl to my right is curled up in a fetal position sleeping, and right in front of me, a young man is playing with a new iPod, his headphones blaring. I really need to go. There is a Barnes & Noble bookstore in the basement of the HUB, thank God. So I shut down my laptop, and walk towards the stairs that lead there. It is busy in the basement too, I know, but there are books. My favorite.

…

BEFORE I even get to the stairs, though, I see some of Michael’s colleagues. I can tell they are checking out a girl, because they are whistling, then nudging each other in the ribs, and then laughing with one another, still stealing glances at her as she walks ahead of them.

I think, No wonder women think men are pigs. But, you know, who can blame us? There are so many beauties at this university! I steal a few glances myself, but am interrupted when the guys approach me, yelling out, “Hey! Chris!”

I say, “Hey guys. What’s goin’ on?”

John, Michael’s good friend, says, “So Chris, we were gonna go to the Deli this weekend. You open to coming? Michael said he was.” He shifts on his feet, as antsy as a toddler. I’ve heard he always has to move about. And I think I recall Michael telling me he was like a real Forrest Gump growing up, always running from bullies, which makes sense.

If I remember correctly, John’s mother was a teacher, and when any of his peers earned a bad grade, a day in detention, or a visit to the principal’s office, he took the brunt. He was in a rough spot, resents his mother for it, I think, and it is, unfortunately, very apparent today. His nerves are fried.

“That would be great.” I smile, thinking, Hmmm. Wow. Someone actually wants me to be a part of something.

John taps his feet on the floor, obviously eager to reply. “We’ll have to give Michael a hard time about the girl he’s been talking to.”

“He’s interested in this girl?” I question, shocked.

“Oh yeah.” He laughs, instigating laughs from Alex, one of the other guys making a scene.

Alex is an overweight fellow with beady eyes, a stubby nose, and rosy cheeks. His receding hairline reveals numerous creases in his forehead. When picking on others, he bursts with hilarity, and his creases fissure like uneven ground during an earthquake. His forehead moves back and forth when he asks, “You didn’t know?”

I don’t like the tone in Alex’s voice and I’m about to say something sarcastic about his weight, but I hold my tongue. Michael also told me not to be offended by Alex’s behavior. I guess, growing up, he didn’t know his parents, jumped from foster home to foster home, his only relatives his grandparents, both of whom made fun of him. Unfortunately, while Alex resented his grandparents, he learned from them the art of verbal abuse, and uses it to make himself feel better. Good old human nature for you.

I find it so interesting how people adjust behaviors to adversities in life, and continue to maintain the same behaviors after the hardships have ended. Whereas John ran away from his problems and developed nervous habits, Alex confronted his adversaries by belittling them.

I don’t respond to Alex’s question but I bet there are a few creases on my forehead. I turn to leave. Close by, at the information desk, a ticket sales person from the Bryce Jordan Center is distributing tickets to as many students as possible, to clear the long line preventing me from moving. Perhaps Hairspray, the Broadway musical, has come to town. Musicals seem to be popular here at Penn State.

As I continue to make my way downstairs, I am still awestruck by the fact I didn’t know about Michael’s love life. It is big news to me.

…

INSIDE BARNES & Noble, I pass the girl at the cash register, the selection of school materials, the frame display, the assortment of officially licensed hats, sweatshirts, sweatpants, and more, and go to the shelf holding all the new nonfiction novels.

Ironically, I find a black book about a person with a disability, an inspirational sort. The inside of the cover gives a brief synopsis of a blind man who climbs a mountain, his difficulties and successes, a real dynamic tale.

I stand here quietly in my Penn State paraphernalia, trying to avoid nearby shoppers, and flip through the beginning pages, skimming over the preface and reading the prologue. It is a story that captures my attention, and I want to buy it. No money, unfortunately. It inspires me, though, to tell my story. I sure haven’t climbed a mountain, but I have lived through a big setback.

The seizures led to a one-month stay in the neurology department at John Hopkins hospital. I remember the smell of disinfectant, of alcohol, and bad hospital food. I remember smelling of sweat because I didn’t bathe daily, and of iodine at times.

I recall the small size of the hospital room, how most of my family and visitors had to stand when they came to see me. Yes, there were chairs, but very few, forcing visitors to take turns if they wanted to sit. There was a small TV bolted to one yellow, concrete wall for their entertainment, but with all the nurses checking on me, no one could really enjoy a movie or show. There was a window that made the room feel a little more open.

I remember lying in the motorized hospital bed, cold, bare, and vulnerable, my skin as white as the anesthesiologist’s latex gloves. In my little hospital dress, making sure the IV in my arm didn’t get in the way, I tried to conceal myself under the green blankets.

In my most vulnerable state, I met my friend Michael. He was in the room across the hall from me, and he was almost ready to leave the hospital for good, only a week to go. His surgery was successful. No more medicines needed, no more special diets, no more seizures.

Sometimes when Michael and I sit in the living room of our apartment now, I ask him why he thinks his surgery was successful, and why mine was not. We haven’t yet come to a reasonable conclusion.

We both have the same scars marking our heads, and we both share traumatic memories, but his life improved, and mine took a turn for the worse. In the end, we agree my circumstances could be the basis for the universal question of why bad things happen to good people.

I recollect the first day I was permitted to leave the hospital room, in a wheelchair pushed by one of my parents or grandparents, all of whom took turns staying with me. I saw Michael in the corridor with his Mom, who happened to be carrying a King James Version Bible. One of the accompanying nurses waved Michael in my direction and introduced him to me shortly after.

“I hope your surgery helps you Chris,” I remember Michael saying after we hung out for a week, becoming immediate friends. “I really do.”

With no fear, or absolute naivety, I said, “I hope so, too.”

“When you get out, maybe we can play.” That thought made me happy. And that’s how our bond originated. We traded addresses and promised to stay in touch. He left shortly after, and I wrote him daily until medical procedures occupied most of my time.

In the next couple of weeks, I went through several painful tests, medicinal experiments, and long meetings with the surgeons. I was excited at times. I was unsure at times. But mostly, I was miserable.

Before I went into the surgery room very early in the morning on “the big day”, my head was shaven clean but free of any hurt. When I was rolling down the hall, I said to my parents, “God will be with me.” And He was and is. But He allowed a great deal of suffering. When I came out of surgery twelve hours later, my head was wrapped in a turban, as if I had been born in the Middle East. The wrapping held my skull together, knotted so tight the firm cloth hammered nails of pain above and behind my tender ears.

I was warned there was a possibility I might die under the knife. My parents and I took the risk, signing the contract. Obviously, I am still here. I fought the fight, reading, writing, and drawing to take my mind off of my hospital stay.

I read a book then, and I am reading a book now. The blind mountain climber survived, and so have I.

…

WHEN I arrive at the Deli, I don’t have the book about the mountain climber on me, but I see a menu I can peruse. Michael is on his way. John, Alex, and some other guys I don’t know are already here. They are sitting at a booth nearby, so I bypass the customers in line, grab the menu, and look at it as I head to where they are. I am eager to learn more of the girl Michael is talking to, and curious to see how Michael will respond to the jabs his colleagues will most likely inflict, all in good fun of course.

To be honest, I’m just glad I’m at this restaurant. In my opinion, it is the best culinary establishment in State College. The Deli is a part bar, part formal restaurant. It satisfies both the frequent student customers, and the occasional, visiting parents. The food is just great, and the flavored, Hawaiian tea is unlike any you will find in town.

I am hungry, so I say hello to everyone, sit down, call over the waitress, and order the Deli’s classic potato soup. The guys are laughing, nudging each other, and staring at a girl again, another waitress, as she walks into the kitchen. She has a smirk on her face, too.

John says, “She’s a looker, huh Chris?” I smile, sort of embarrassed.

“Yeah.” I say softly, trying not to let her hear. “She’s pretty.” They all chuckle at my response. Especially Alex. He adds, “True. True,” a comment I’d later learn he adds to every response he gives.

“Glad you came,” John says. “Wanted you to be here to celebrate Michael’s find.” John is a small guy, very comparable to myself, actually. But a similar stature is all we have in common. Whereas I have a goatee and a thick head of dark brown hair, John’s face is bare, and his head is totally bald.

“Me too.” I say. “It’s always fun to be with friends.” Inside, I am still wondering why Michael hasn’t told me. I then look around, and I reconsider whether this place should be classified as formal, or more pop-culture. It can be both, really. The tables have candles in the center, and the napkins are shaped like fans, but on the walls, a big golden bull head is mounted, a picture of Betty Boop covers a large space, and objects like sleds, coke bottles, and barber shop signs hang, almost placing me back in the Norman Rockwell era. I really wouldn’t look all that out of place here if I read the old Saturday Evening Post.

Michael arrives when my potato soup comes out. I couldn’t have planned it better myself. He grabs a chair from another table, and sits at the head of the four-top. “Hmmm. Very interesting crew, here.”

“True. True,” Alex says, his fat thumbs pointing upwards.

“How’s the new love of your life, Mikey?”

“She’s fine,” Michael says. “It’s nothing serious, yet.”

“Yet?” John replies, laughing and stomping his feet on the ground. “Yet? Did you hear that guys? There’s a yet!” They all give each other high fives. I offer a high five, even though I’m not excited like the rest of them.

Michael blushes, goes red in the face. “Honestly. Just hanging out with her for now.”

“Hanging out with her where?” John asks, insinuating something I don’t even want to think of.

“Yeah! Where?” the rest of them chime in. The jabbing continues, and Michael gets redder and redder. I enjoy myself, but then I remember I have other things to accomplish. So, I finish my soup, and get up.

“Gotta go, guys. Had fun.” I say, giving handshakes to them all. I have a hard time fitting my hand around Alex’s stubby fingers. Poor kid. “I’ve got a paper due in my psychosocial class tomorrow.”

…

AFTER I finish my paper, sitting on an uncomfortable, wooden chair before my desktop computer, I pick up my phone from its cradle, my fingers sore from typing, and punch in the number to my doctor’s office. I know he has gone home for the day, and probably is not on call, but I intend to leave a message.

Outside my nearby window, I see it is starting to rain. The white sidewalk leading to the front entrance of my apartment gradually turns a shade of gray as the once dry concrete pads soak up the water droplets. The parking lot is filling up too, each pothole in the pavement overflowing. It is a good night to be inside.

I listen to the phone ring until an answering machine picks up. It takes a while, but I eventually hear the recorded voice of my doctor’s secretary ask me to be specific with my information. I begin speaking after the beep.

“Hello, this is Chris. Just wanted to talk to the doctor about my seizures, and to see if he will help me in adjusting my dosage, or changing it all together. Thanks.” I relay my phone number and time I should be in.

The wind rattles the walls of my room, and the rain picks up speed. It is so relaxing.

…

ON THE days I have my psychosocial class, I have to take the red and white CATA bus from my apartment to the campus. The ride is short, maybe five minutes. However, at times, depending how full the bus is, it feels longer. The transportation service is great, but I don’t think CATA considers the comfort of their customers.

On a more positive note, while many of the drivers lack enthusiasm, they are timely. I punctually arrive at the first on-campus stop, at the Patee-Paterno library. The library towers over me. Four beige light posts make the front doors highly visible, and a pine green, life-size abstract gives an ultra-modern effect. The lilacs in the nearby stone planters emit a fresh scent. I marvel at Joe Paterno’s generosity, for donating so much money to improve the overall quality of the structure.

I observe the students as they stand under the concrete columns that support the square overhang. They read or smoke when they aren’t studying inside, and hide from the rain if they are waiting on a ride. I then walk to the Counselor Education building. I travel on foot about five minutes, pass the Chambers building, the brick College of Education sign wrapped in mulch and flowers, and then follow the sidewalk to the CEDAR building entrance. As I make this daily walk I think about my irritating transportation predicament. I’ve always had the predicament.

Because of my seizure disorder, I have never had the opportunity to drive. I never experienced the excitement of driving a car on my sixteenth birthday. I was so envious of Michael because he was able to do what I couldn’t, own a car. To have to ask others to take me places was and continues to be awful, dark thoughts of this fact claw at my psyche. As you might have noticed, I am already a passive person, an introvert who thinks about things that trouble me. An inability to take myself to certain places by myself is a constant reminder of what able-bodied people can do on a regular basis, and of what I cannot. When I have to depend on another person’s wheels, I feel like a burden.

In middle school, if friends or family members promised to take me places, and they changed their minds, or circumstances arose that disrupted the plans, I would be ticked. My anger would then turn to sadness. Why does this always happen to me, I would think. I also feared upsetting my family members and friends because I didn’t know how my responses would affect my daily plans. My plans could be ruined by a look, a facial expression, a reluctant word. It is still a worry.

No time to worry now though. It is time to work. Once inside the CEDAR building, I walk up three flights of stairs to the top floor, and delve into a long white corridor where offices with closed wooden doors on either side conceal the professors within. My class is in a conference room at the end of the hall, just beyond the offices. I take in a deep breath and blow out, preparing myself for a three-hour discussion on disability.

…

I HAVE TO admit talking about disability culture in general feels strange to me since I do have a condition that places me within this particular culture. Unlike some with my disorder, I don’t like acknowledging the accompanying stigma, much less accepting it for what it is. Why make an issue out of it?

“Disability culture is such an important issue in our field.” My professor, Miss Love, reminds me. “After all, we as counselors have to understand psychosocial aspects, how our client will respond to us, and what makes them respond the way they do. ”

I look around the conference room. It is a small room, all white except for a few flyers taped to the wall advertising Chi Sigma Iota (honor society) events. In the center, my colleagues and I sit around a glossy, mahogany table with our text and notebooks in front of us. There are eleven of us, all of whom are unique and different, sarcastic and fun, but also analytical and critical thinkers.

In hopes of not being called on again, I say, “I agree.” And I leave it at that.

Talking for three hours can be tedious. Normally, I participate so I learn more, keeping in mind it will pass the time more quickly as well, but this topic is not one of my favorites, so I drift off.

I think about what really contributed to my perceived place in society. Yes, I had seizures before adolescence, but my hospital visits and eventual brain surgery really sealed the deal. The types of seizures and new intensity of the brain activity after surgery changed my life. Looking back, it was about power. I think it’s safe to say power is involved in every person’s place in society, but when it comes to my disability, my seizures, and the doctors and surgeons involved, I was like a leaf thrown about in the wind, an experiment in a test tube passed from hospital to hospital. To think now that men in white coats played God, that they sat behind closed doors and discussed the implications of mistakes in surgery, and their own improved reputations if I was a success story is disturbing. It unnerves me sixteen years later.

Teresa, an intelligent girl and a regular participant with experience in social work says, “In my view, if you analyze culture too much, you will stereotype persons with disabilities. Possibly distort their identities. Limit their successes, too.” Amen.

My black, leather bag rests at my feet under the table. It is almost break time, and I plan to get a snack and a soda. I pull out some money from my wallet and hold it in my hands. On one of the flyers, I see a party will be held soon. At the bottom of the flyer, there is a black and white photo of a table with a platter of food spread before several members of the honor society. My stomach growls, a hungry feline in my body.

Before the discussion moves forward, I say, “All I know is that I don’t want my minority status to determine who I am.” My professor nods.

I then hear Miss Love say, “Let’s take our break. Twenty minutes. Be back here.”

…

ON OCCASION, popular bands will come to town, and if I have the money, I will rush to buy the tickets, relishing the thought of having the ridged pieces of paper between my fingers. The same tickets that excite me, though, also make me nervous at times. I guess it’s the fear of losing the tickets, and the responsibility to keep an eye on them so I can take a break from the heavy workload that can be so burdensome.

I think about this when, after my psychosocial class, one of the girls says to the entire group, “We should all go to a concert sometime.” The idea doesn’t go over real well. I am disappointed, but, later, when I am over at the Weston Community Center picking up my mail, I notice a flyer with my favorite band on the front, the date they are coming, and the cost of the show. Inside, I am thinking, Yes! Sweet!

The tickets usually have a sale date, notifying me of the day I need to pick them up. I hate to admit it, but I know from experience that, if you aren’t one of the first to get to the ticket office, you don’t get the good seats. Fortunately for me, the sale date this year falls on a free day, a day of no classes. So I plan to walk to the ticket office.

The Performing Arts building is all the way across campus, a long way for me to walk. I need some personal time, though. I know it. And if I don’t allow myself a relaxing evening every once in a while, I might burn out. Whatever it takes is worth it.

Last year, the line was incredibly long, a slithering snake with a winding tail. It is just as long this year, if not longer, and I stand here for about two hours, moving forward as slow as a bored slug. About halfway to the ticket booth, the line comes to a halt, one of many halts, and I shuffle on my feet like John, looking at a framed board of signatures from all the famous bands that have come to town. I marvel at all the musicians’ handwriting until it is my turn at the ticket booth.

…

NEARING THE door of my apartment, tickets in my pocket, I hear laughter. Michael’s laughter. And a girl’s laughter. It is surprising to hear a female voice in our pad, and my curiosity peaks. I put my hand on the knob to open the door, but it won’t open. It is locked. Unusual. I consider knocking, but decide not to. Pulling out my key, and inserting it into the keyhole, I unlock the door, allowing me to enter.

I peek my head inside. “Yo!”

“Oh hey, Chris,” Michael says. “How’s it goin’?”

“Good.” I reply. “Who’s our visitor here?”

The girl is smiling broadly, hiding behind Michael. “This is Linda.”

Linda is a petite girl, has long auburn hair, deep brown eyes, and a cute, crooked grin. She has stylish cat glasses balanced on a cute little nose, and a subtle hint of red lipstick on her lips. Michael has good taste, I think. “Hi,” she says.

“Hi. Nice to meet you.” I smile. When she turns away, I mouth to Michael, ‘Dang! She’s hot!’

I then turn, go into my room. Talk and laughter seeps under the crack in my door like an infectious gas. This continues for a couple of hours, and then all is still. When she leaves, I go out into the kitchen where Michael is cooking an Indian dish, the smell burning my nostrils. “That smells so bad, man,” I say.

“But it tastes awesome. An interesting flavor,” he counters. It gets quiet a minute, but, seconds later, Michael breaks the silence.

“By the way, Linda told me to tell you again it was nice meeting you.”

“Okay,” I say. “Well thanks, I guess.” I walk over to the table, and push all the chairs in. “Hey. I’m curious. Where did you meet her?”

“Met her at a restaurant. I complimented on her hair, some of her jewelry. The next thing I know, she is on break, we are talking. She tells me she is a philosophy major. I tell her I love that area of study, and we talk forever about it. We’ve been hanging out since.” He rubs his goatee, scratches his thick unibrow. “I think we are going to go to the Dave Matthews Band concert.”

“Me too. I just got back from the ticket office. Maybe you can give me a lift.”

“I don’t know, man. You don’t think you’ll have a seizure do you?” he asks. “I don’t want Linda to see you have one. It might scare her away.”

“You know as well as I do that I don’t know when they are gonna happen. What if I do have one?“ I question. “Will you avoid me to spare your girlfriend?”

He is silent, and his lack of a response makes me question our friendship.

…

THAT QUESTION and lack of a response upsets me. And to ease my angry feelings, I leave Michael be for a little while. During this time, though, I repeatedly tell myself I am being unreasonable, and I eventually ask him if he will accompany me to a couple places. I want him to hang with me at the Kern Graduate Building for a time, and then go down town to the gym where the karate classes are being offered. He agrees to come with me.

We opt to walk over to campus, so we are presently approaching the large walkway, a bridge above the main thoroughfare if you will, that allows us to pass over North Atherton Street. As we cross the bridge, we look at the classrooms behind glass on either side. There is a deli on the left side with a large area for everyone to sit. The Dell computer store and an art exhibit are a few steps away. On the right side, there is another lounge, and just beyond it are a Xerox copy store and the Apple computer store. It is an amazing construct. We reach the end of the bridge a minute later. We are both winded.

“Tired?” I ask Michael.

He heaves. And then he fibs. “Not a chance!”

…

FROM THERE we walk up Burrowes Road, a shady street lined with colonial-style fraternity and sorority houses, pass a CATA bus, the White Loop, and Waring Commons. The Kern building is around the corner from the Commons and catty corner to the Recreation Building. Inside Kern, it is packed. The vestibule opens up into a large space where several round and square tables are separated by only a foot or so. Students and faculty rush to grab the empty tables nearest to them. Long flags with the logos of all the teams we play in the Big Ten conference hang from the ceiling, and I count them, focusing on the represented teams we still haven’t played this season.
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