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State Lines 

In Iowa you know when you are in for a storm. The air 
gets a charge to it. Clouds roll in like waves at high tide, fast, 
crashing in to one another, circling in whirlpools of black 

and gray. Then the wind gets that breathy-warm feeling, just 
before the breeze cools. The release of pressure with the first 
lightning is palpable. It's like when you finally touch your 
lips to someone you've loved a long time, the rush of danger, 
the release of tension in your mouth. You stop biting your 
lips with impatience and give in. And the consequences of 

what you've done pour down on you-hard, like hail. 
As a child, I loved the charge inside my body just before 

lightning, but most of all I loved the way everyone else ran 
inside, giving me the rain all to mysel£ When daylight 
shifted green and the sky seemed to seal itself at the edges, 
a tornado was not far away. I used to stand outside and 

wait for it, eyes closed tight and palms pressed over my 
ears. I thought that if I blocked out sight and sound my 
sense of touch would magnify, that I could feel the tornado 
as it approached the same way I could hear trains when I 
pressed my ear to railroad tracks before lying down on the 

trestle with my notebooks. I understood tornadoes could 

rip whole houses down to the frame, but I wasn't afraid. 
Storms were more predictable than pleasant days, even if 
they were deadly. There was an elegance and an inevitabil
ity, but at the same time, a sense of expanding possibilities. 
We knew lightning would strike, but what ifit struck right 
here? What if it sizzled through the wiring in our walls, 

setting our house aflame? We knew the swirling clouds 
would spit hail, that the hail would crack windshields and 
leave dents in rusty car hoods all along the street, but what 
if it shattered my bedroom window? What if it filled my 
room with ice? 

* 
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When traveling east to west, geographers measure distance by meridians, 
the number of longitudinal lines you intersect as you move. The horizontal 
movement is your path, and as you cross each longitude line, an angle is cre
ated so you know exactly where you are. You are not driving through Nebraska 

or spending the night in Lincoln. You are not taking a cigarette break in a rest 

stop near Salt Lake City. You are not leaping down from your U-Haul onto the 

dusty surface ef the Oregon Desert . Not driving dangerously close to the Columbia 

River as you snake through the Gorge. You are inside the corner ef a right angle, the 

intersection ef lines that start at your feet and disappear into the horizon, wrapping 

around to kiss the back ef your heels where you stand 

* 

July 2000 . By the time the sun had risen my first morning in Portland, I 
was learning a new language for light. Even after riding cross-country in a 

cramped U- Haul truck with my husband, tracing our path in red ink inside 
my road atlas, I still expected a July Iowa morning, where the air is sticky at 
7 AM, and the sunlight is so warm-in temperature, in hue-the curtains 
and floor glow golden. But here, grey light flickered behind the stage-set 
silhouette of the Cascades. It was strange the way the mountains seemed to 
block or absorb the brightest rays, how the sun rose so slowly. The light was 
diffuse, almost pixilated, as if lit on a screen, my first hint that nothing here 

has a solid existence . 
I was ripping open boxes, the scent of cardboard and sweat on my finger

tips, when a bright light flickered on the horizon. I set down my box cutter 
and walked to the window, holding my hand over my eyes and scanning the 
cityscape. My eleventh floor apartment faced slightly northeast, and I could 
see far beyond the downtown riverfront. Suddenly the grey, empty horizon was 

pierced in two by the sharp peak of Mt. Hood. I recognized it from calendar 
photos and travel books, but I never imagined it would loom this large over the 
city. I had always pictured it safely in the distance, something I could look for 
when I was lost, like a compass needle pointing to the sky. But here, so close, 
it felt like it was looking down on me. The slopes changed color from pink 
to orange before my eyes, as daylight grew brighter and the snow sparkled. It 
felt personal somehow, like Morse code in sunlight. The moment demanded 
silence, reverence. I didn't know this experience was common, that anyone 
from Oregon would recognize it. I started checking every morning for the 
mountain, making sure it was still there, hoping for a message or sign. 
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* 

No one knows for sure, but my seizures may have started right after my 
grandpa died, when I was almost six. He had stomach cancer and cirrhosis, 
and after most of his stomach was removed, he spent his days in a hospital 
bed, fed through a tube and drugged on higher and higher doses of morphine. 

I remember the last day I saw him. His sheets were twisted around his legs, 
his hospital gown creeping up so you could almost see his inner thighs. I was 
fascinated by the texture of his skin, how it seemed so loose, as if it were just 
another blanket draped over him . I didn't understand that this was a sign of 
severe dehydration, that he was very near death at that moment . His heel 
was sticking out over the edge of the bed, and I reached out and pressed my 

thumb into it, knowing that this stolen touch was the only way to make my 
presence felt. A few hours later he was dead . My parents didn't tell me, and 
they didn't take me to the funeral. 

The day I figured it out, my family was sitting at the kitchen table, empty 
soup bowls in front of us. Mom was sliding a cupcake in front of me on a 
little saucer plate. Dad was unusually quiet, as he wiped his glasses with his 

handkerchief and mumbled something under his breath-no griping about 
work, the corrupt union officials at the IBEW, Ronald Reagan's tax cut propos
als. My older sister licked frosting from her fork stem and craned her neck 
to watch television, seemingly inside her own private universe. Something 
about the silence- the weight and seriousness of it, the way everyone was 
ignoring each other-told me that Grandpa was dead. Mom never took me 

to the hospital anymore, either, and she was sleeping better. I turned to her 
and screamed, "He's dead! He's dead and you're a liar." She looked at Dad like 
she was waiting for a cue. I shoved the saucer plate across the table. It hit the 
wall, cracked, and teetered for a moment before the cupcake tipped over. 

Grandpa was one of the few adults I was comfortable with . I let him 
touch me- something I rarely let anyone do-and I often climbed up on 
his lap. Sometimes I sat at his feet while he told me stories about the Navy, 

how he rescued one of his friends from drowning, or how he single-handedly 
saved his sinking aircraft carrier. They were exaggerated, of course, but I was 
too young to notice or care. This relationship was baffiing to my mother, who 
had spent most of her childhood afraid of his drunken rages. By the time the 
grandchildren were born, though, he was dry. The only traces of his previous 
incarnation were a tattoo of an anchor on his right shoulder, the broken veins 

around his nose and eyes, and a palpable tension that hovered in the air when 
my mother was in the room . 
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Not long after he died, the nightmares began, the ones I have while I'm 
awake. I was climbing out of the bathtub, when this sensation of being split 
in two along my spine made me stop and stand still. My arms felt like parts 
of two different people, popped into my joints artificially, each with their own 
wiring and controls. I wanted to race my right against my left, see which one 
was faster, but I fought the urge by wringing my hands, as if contact would 
somehow reunite them as part of one body. I looked up, and there was Grandpa, 
watching me from the mirror. He was naked, his skin yellow beneath a thin 
layer of grey hair, IV tubes sticking out all over. He poked himself in the belly 
and said, "Look at this-it leaves dents." 

Suddenly, I had this sense that I wasn't really in the bathroom, or even 
inside my body. Blood soaked through the carpet. Was I dead? Was Grandpa 
coming to get me for poking his foot? I thought he was angry, or that he had 
something to tell me. And then, just as quickly as he arrived, he was gone. 
I don't know ifl passed out, or ifl just can't remember, but I have the sense 
that something is missing from my memory. My mother later told me she had 
been pounding on the bathroom door, trying to get inside because she was 
worried by the strange voice she heard me speaking in. She thought maybe I 
had fallen asleep in the tub (which I was known to do), and that I was hav
ing one of the nightmares that made me talk and scream through the night. 
But I was awake the whole time. I started carrying a stuffed Smurf with me 
everywhere, sure that being alone made me vulnerable to visits from the ghost. 
Mom says she remembers me carrying the Smurf, but doesn't remember why. 
I never told her. 

Sometimes I wonder if this was my first seizure, ifl already had epilepsy 
and no one knew. Other times I think it was a coincidence, that I'm haunted 
by real ghosts instead of imagined ones-spirits that have nothing to do with 
my disease. And sometimes, when I'm open to the idea, I believe the ancients 
were right, that seizures have nothing to do with electricity or lesions in the 
brain. They are the result of powerful spirits stealing my body, and I am in 
need of an exorcism. 

* 

July 2000. I'm flipping through travel guides in Powell's Books, acting like 
a tourist in my own city, when I find a photograph of Mt. Hood, radiant with 
the same strange light of my first morning. The caption reads, "Mt. Hood, AM. 

Alpenglow." Alpenglow. I finally have language for the light, and I wonder 
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whether I ever understood it without the word, if I can still understand it 
now that I have one. 

Either way, it never feels personal again. 

* 

When I tell people I have epilepsy, they often ask if it's terrifying to lose 
control of my body, or embarrassing to piss my pants, or strange to wake up 
with a crowd of strangers standing over me. They ask what it feels like to hal

lucinate-the flashing lights in my eyes, the whispering voices, the sense of 

standing half outside my body, a taste like dirty copper wire scraped over my 
tongue. They never ask what it 's like to see my brainwaves printed on paper, 
to have them translated by someone who wants only to alter them, to have 
people assume I am sick, or dangerous, a liability. They never ask what it means 
to be fired for missing work because I couldn't call in sick while unconscious, 

or what it means to be in debt after an ambulance carries me against my will 

to the emergency room-even though this isn't necessary after most seizures. 
Or to never learn to drive, because it's illegal in most states unless you go 
seizure-free for several months, and even then you can still be charged with 
manslaughter if an accident results from a seizure. I can't imagine what it's 
like to turn the ignition key on a car and just take off, without depending on 

a mass transit or airplane schedule. And I can't imagine what it's like to be 
able to stay out as late as I like, no worries about the buses stopping service 
in the late hours, no risk of a seizure from lack of sleep. They never ask how 
it feels to be dumped by boyfriends who can't stand the embarrassment, or to 
stay home alone while your friends go out drinking on weekends. It is only 
the spectacle that interests most people, because that's when epilepsy most 
looks like a disease. 

* 

Doctors have long called diseases disorders, implying that health is some
how ordered and illness its opposite-a breakdown oflogic or reason, a kind 

of chaos. But the body does not exist in perfect order. There are no precise 
rhythms or patterns, not even in our heartbeat. Despite the throbbing pulse 
at our wrists and neck, despite the pounding in our chests when we're afraid, 
or the beat we love to feel when we lay our head on a loved one's chest, our 
hearts make random leaps all the time. It is only before cardiac arrest, when 
death is imminent, that the beats become regular. The same is true during 
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seizures-the brain waves regular only when they are sick. Seizures and heart 
attacks have form, like a dancer practicing leaps. It is, in fact, perception that 
makes them chaotic, the fact that we can't make sense of what we see. If there 
is chaos inside a seizure, it resides in the witness. If there is order in health, it 

is only because we imagine it. 
In 1988, neurologists at the University of Florida Brain Institute proposed 

a new way of thinking about epilepsy. "We have postulated," they wrote in their 
2000 report Epilepsy-When Chaos Fails, "that epileptic brains, being chaotic 
nonlinear systems, repeatedly make the abrupt transitions into and out of 
the ictal [seizure] state because the epileptogenic focus drives them into self

organizing phase transitions from chaos to order."In other words, the brain is 
a naturally chaotic system, while a seizure is a leap into linearity. They studied 
the EEGs of patients with intractable temporal lobe epilepsy-all candidates 
for brain surgery, who, in preparation, had depth electrodes implanted in their 
hippocampus, using thin wires to insert them deep inside. Another proce
dure placed electrodes on the surface of their temporal and frontal cortexes. 

Compared to routine EEGs-in which electrodes are stuck superficially to 
the scalp-these signals are stronger. This is critical, since epilepsy surgery 
most often involves a lobectomy, in which part of the brain is removed. It is a 
last-ditch effort to control seizures in temporal lobe patients, often the most 
difficult to treat using traditional medication. With depth electrodes implanted, 
neurosurgeons can be confident they are removing the precise piece of brain 

tissue in which the patient's seizures are generated. Beyond that, they can 
avoid removing memory and language centers, which could wipe out identity 
or the ability to read, write, and speak. The University of Florida team wanted 
a precise picture of brain wave activity before, during, and after seizures, and 
depth electrode EEGs provided the perfect opportunity. 

There was, however, one obstacle. Traditional EEG algorithms assume a 
linear system in the brain, and therefore may not properly pick up nonlinear 
dynamics. In order for the study to work, the U of Florida researchers made 
a fundamental change to the signal interpretation process. They set the EEG 
to assume nonlinearity, or chaos. And they were right. The patient's seizures 
were not only more rhythmic and regular than healthy brain waves, but the 
healthy waves were chaotic. This was nothing new, since seizures had long 
been described as "rhythmic." What was new was the dynamic, the way the 
seizures formed and resolved, how they compared to the healthy state of the 
brain. Distinct before and after transition states were detected. Seizures had 
build-up, beginning minutes or hours-even days-before the onset of tremors 
or hallucinations. This build-up was so distinct, so individual, that it could 
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be used to predict a patient's next seizure. The post-seizure transition, like a 
denouement, wound the brain back down, until it reached a healthy chaotic 
state again. Seizures, it appeared, were not only exquisitely ordered, but they 
acted as reset mechanisms . In this sense, the brain was taking care of itself. A 
seizure was its own kind of medicine. 

* 

Order is unhealthy . Order is a disorder. Tapping out data on a ten-key 
calculator causes carpal tunnel syndrome. Doing the same workout every day 
fatigues joints and results in overuse injuries. Flashing lights inspire seizures 
with their regular patterns, the way they move brain waves into their rhythm. 
Sunlight dancing on the water or flickering between tree leaves, high-contrast 
grids, static on a television screen, loud noise-all of these can be epileptic 
triggers. Drumbeats. Music. 

Inside the scariest events, there is always a kind of structure, an order we 
can see in retrospect-the soaked ground before the flash flood, the silence 
before the tornado, the gun being pulled from the trench coat. We are surprised, 
we are shocked, and we look for the moment when the gun could have been 
taken away, the alarm sounded, the city evacuated. We trace the narrative back 
to some clear beginning point, and as we learn more, we move the beginning 
point further into the past. But try and map the shape of an average afternoon. 
Try and graph the dull steps of strangers into the coffee shops and malls, and 
you will find no shape, no pulse, no graceful ripples or waves. 

* 

Portland is laid out on a strict grid system, with 200-foot blocks in the 
downtown area-one quarter the length in New York City, eighty feet shorter 
than in Seattle. In Portland, you are always inside the corner of an angle, always 
crossing a meridian, never lost. The grid was designed this way to preserve open 

space, to prevent long, uninterrupted stretches of concrete, rows of buildings 
so long they block sunlight from all but the highest office windows. The city 
maintains a pedestrian-sized scale. You could walk down the street and never 
once notice you're in a city. You could imagine you're in a small town, with 
a few blocks of banks and shopping, bookstores, and cafes. All that open sky. 

All that negative space. All you have to do is look up. Keep your eyes off the 
ground. You don't have to transact with it at all. 
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* 

Go west, young woman. The first thing I noticed about Portland was its 
bridges, the way they tie a loose seam across the Willamette River, as if the 
city is splitting apart and these threads are the only thing holding it together. 
I don't trust the concrete and steel to stay standing. 

* 

As a kid growing up in Cedar Rapids, I imagined every store was an 
eclectic urban shop, every littered street an up-and-coming Bohemia. I longed 
for places where I could wander, for people who didn't plan their days, and 
instead spent them playing music on the street-corner, getting high, writing 
poems. Since there were no such places in Cedar Rapids, I made them up. 
While drinking coffee, I would close my eyes and pretend I was sitting at a 
sidewalk cafe, that any moment I would meet a bohemian boy, and we would 
take off to Europe and drift from city to city. I didn't consider particulars, 
like money or youth hostels or food. We could work on a French farm for 
a while; maybe hitchhike through the countryside until we reached the city. 
In Rome, I would kiss him goodbye in front of some ruins. (And of course, 
when I finally made it to Europe, it was nothing like this.) 

In the southeast corner of Cedar Rapids, there was a cake pan store my 
mother visited before birthdays and holidays. The store clerks knew her well 
enough to show her the new Garfield and teddy bear pans when she walked 
inside. She was a sucker for anything Garfield. The pans were like sculpture 
molds, into which my mother poured homemade batter as carefully as if it 

were bronze. But I loved that cake pan store. It smelled like strawberry frost
ing inside, and the brown and tan tiles made the most amazing sound when 
I shuffled my soles on them, spelling s-a-n-f-r-a-n-c-i-s-c-o in the swooshes 
of air and scraped dirt tracked in from the street. I imagined the Golden Gate 
Bridge sounded like these tiles. Sourdough bread sounded like these tiles. 
Trolley cars and row houses sounded like this. Haight-Ashbury sounded like 
this. Hippies and deadheads. A whole city was contained in this tile. I loved 
the cake pan store for giving me San Francisco. It was so much better than 
the 01iaker Oats factory and ADM-Corn Sweeteners, so much sweeter, as if 
the interstate bridges that ran through Cedar Rapids had turned golden, and 
they would lead me somewhere better. 

* 

Qyarter After Eight 73 



Neurologists describe seizures as events, as if they exist inside a small 
space of time, with beginnings and ends, stories that resolve in bitten tongues 
and brain lesions, blue skin and stillness like death. They read the squiggly 
patterns on EEGs and attempt to locate the focus, the lobe in which a seizure 
is generated. Inside the focus there may be a scar, a lesion, or a tumor. There 
may be nothing. Some epileptic brains are never mapped; their neurological 
landscapes too ambiguous, resistant to physiological explanation and neat, 
anatomy-book drawings. And some seizures are never seen, passing like 
moods or memories-a twitch in the mouth, smacking lips, a distant stare . 

Epilepsy is much more than what you can see, much more than movement. 
It is a state of being . 

* 

If you tune into radio frequency KTU 534 and hear one long, then one 
short tone, the Steel Bridge is waking up. The bridge operator transmits this 
signal just before the bottom deck lifts, in order to warn river and road traffic. 
On the pedestrian deck, a walk signal flashes red when the span is ready to 
lift, and voices over a loudspeaker scold you for getting too close. It's the only 
vertical lift bridge of its kind, and I love to watch the bottom deck rise into 
the upper one, to imagine the radio signals passing invisibly through the city, 
down through antennae and into receivers. Vertical lifts are not drawbridges. 
A drawbridge has a span that's hinged on one side, swinging up like a cellar 
door. Vertical lifts raise entire spans up, using counterweights to keep them 
straight and suspended, like a crane raising a beam at a construction site. It's 
a kind of daily deconstruction, so the bridge never seems complete. The Steel 
Bridge is the only one of its type with two independent decks-one on the 

bottom for trains and pedestrians, and one on the top for cars, pedestrians, 
and bicycles. Usually, only the bottom one is raised, thus maintaining the 
flow of traffic on the upper deck. People on the top span never have to know 
what's happening. The top deck can lift, too, for an especially tall ship, but I 
have never walked by while this was happening. I love how the Steel Bridge's 
movement so perfectly matches its radio signal, like the words of a sonnet fit 
perfectly into form-one long, one short; one long, one short. I imagine the 
long tone as the stable upper deck, the short one as the rising bottom span-a 
dash. And I love the grace of the whole thing, how the bridge sends a silent 
warning before opening itself up. 
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* 

Deep inside the epileptogenic focus-the place where seizures begin-the 
chaos is more pronounced than in healthier regions of the brain. In other 
words, while the rest of the brain is also a chaotic system, it is more moderate. 
Seizures may be linear, but they appear to arise from extreme chaos. So is it 
chaos or order that causes the seizure? Which comes first? Which extreme 
sets the cycle in motion? Is it too much of a healthy thing-an overdose of 
chaos, as toxic as swallowing a bottle full of vitamins? And is the rest of the 
brain, in its quiet chaotic state, somehow balanced? What about non-epileptic 
brains-are they just chaotic enough? In other words, how much chaos do we 
need to reach homeostasis? How much order? 

* 

Family History: 

Maternal Grandmother-multiple nervous breakdowns and 
suicide attempts. 
Maternal Uncle-institutionalized, multiple suicide at
tempts, jailed for various crimes. 
Half Brother-suicide. 
Maternal Uncle-positive for MS. 
Maternal Grandfather-alcohol abuse. 

Paternal Uncle-institutionalized, multiple suicide at

tempts. 
2nd Paternal Uncle-institutionalized. 
Sister-diagnosed with depression and ADHD. 
Father-alcohol abuse, being investigated for child abuse. 

During the last years of her life, my grandma lived in the Geneva Tower in 
downtown Cedar Rapids. It was an income-restricted residence for poor and 
disabled elderly, with a staff that could check in when residents weren't seen 
in the common areas for a few days, to make sure they hadn't fallen or gotten 
sick. My mother, sister, and I visited three times a week during the summer 
and most weekends during the school year. Mostly, I remember the smell of 

the lobby and elevators-bologna mixed with menthol cigarettes, artificial 
juice, and soft white bread. And when we walked into Grandma's apartment, 
the sweet and vaguely medicinal smell of Charlie perfume on top of that. My 
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grandma's cupboard doors were stained with drips of oil and coagulated soup, 
but the stove was immaculate. She had one recliner positioned diagonally in the 
center of her living room, so it faced the television. Her favorite show was 7he 
Young and the Restless, and she knew the name and life story of every actor. 

The same year Grandpa died, when I had just turned six and Grandma 
was losing her memory, we started playing a little game. I would ask where 
Grandpa was, and she would point the ash end of her menthol cigarette to
ward the window. "He's out there-on the roof of Armstrong's Department 
Store, where he worked for thirty-five years. Don't you remember?" She would 
speak in a flat, hypnotized voice, as if my question were a cue that sent her 
into a dream. 

I would walk to the window and lean over the heating vent. The 
Armstrong's Department Store roof was visible from there, and I looked 

for glints of sunlight reflecting off the glass box Grandpa's body was resting 
inside. He was wearing a tuxedo with a rose pinned to the collar and white 
gloves on his hands. He was put there because of his long years of excellent 
service to the company, perfectly preserved. When I was fifteen, I asked my 
mother about the roof, and she said there was no such case there, not even 
with an empty suit inside it, much less a body. Grandpa was buried at Cedar 
Memorial,just like all the other relatives. She took me to see it. It was winter, 
and a few inches of snow had just fallen. His marker was one of those small, 
flat ones that press into the ground-not a stone, just a piece of metal with 
his name engraved, and the only way to locate it was to find the large stone 
for a different family, nearby. When we found it, we brushed away the snow 
and left a flower on top of the marker. I wished I had never asked. The glass 

case on top of Armstrong's was better. 

But the thing was, I had seen the body on the roof. I had seen the glints of 
sunlight on the glass case, the hands folded across the abdomen, the crisp 
white shirt and black tuxedo. And Grandma had seemed so sure. Even now, 
when I think about Grandpa, I think about that casket. But I still believe it. I 
still imagine him inside the glass, pink-cheeked and peaceful under the sun. 

Either Grandma was playing a game, or she believed it, too. She was known 
for mental breakdowns-multiple suicide attempts, rants and rages in German 
that none of us could understand, nightmares and visions. 

She used to set a plastic cereal bowl out each night. She was careful to 
position it in the center of her rubber place mat, with a spoon on one side 
and a brown banana on the other. She filled the bowl with crisped rice cereal 
and put a napkin over it. It was stale by the next morning, but she didn't care. 
The point was to fill up her day getting ready for the next. Otherwise, there 
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was nothing else to do but sit and think. I didn't realize then what it meant, 
but looking back, I realize I was glimpsing some essential aspect of my own 
future. There are nights I can't wait until bedtime, because I can't stand the 
slow drag of the day, the silence in the apartment, the phone that never rings, 
the empty mailbox. I am not excited for the next day to arrive, just grateful 
to close my eyes and slip away into dreams. I understand now that madness 
isn't some kind of episode that comes and goes, like Grandma's rages. It isn't 
seeing dead men on top of Armstrong 's Department Store. Madness is a bowl 
of cereal set out twelve hours before you need it. 

* 

On March 30, 2001, Jose Santos Mejia Poot was twenty cents short of 
his bus fare, but he boarded a Tri-Met bus anyway. He needed a job to pay 
for his epilepsy medication-which he hadn't taken for several days in order 

to preserve his supply-and without public transportation, he couldn't file 
employment applications. When the bus driver informed him his fare was 
inadequate,Jose refused to exit.The driver waved down a nearby police officer. 
Jose resisted arrest. And here, there is some question as to whether Jose was 
already suffering a seizure. Epileptic movements are often misinterpreted, and 
even though they do not respond to external stimuli, they can intensify when 

the body is restrained. Jose could have been suffering a seizure, or he could 
have been fighting the police officer-there is no way to tell. Police sprayed 
him with mace and beat him before booking him at the police station, where 
he was charged with harassment and resisting arrest. Twelve hours later, he 
was released. Immediately after that, police found him lying in the street, 
directly in front of parked cars, crying, his head cradled in his hands. Police 

lifted him from the street and checked him into Pacific Gateway Hospital. 
This was the beginning of the end for Jose. 

Jose's wallet contained an appointment card from his neurologist, but 
no one at Pacific Gateway attempted to contact the doctor, though he was 
within the hospital's own network. Jose's family was not called, even though 
their phone number could have been obtained from directory assistance. Even 
though Jose needed an interpreter, he was provided one only briefly. A psy
chiatrist diagnosed him with schizophrenia, which he did not have, but which 
is sometimes confused with certain forms of epilepsy. If Pacific Gateway had 
called Jose's family or neurologist, schizophrenia would have been ruled out. 
Indeed, when his medical history was finally obtained, the hospital realized its 
mistake. Psychiatrists were certain that a pre-commitment investigator would 
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release him, especially since they now understood that he was epileptic and 
not in a psychotic state. 

Two days later, Jose was dead. He had wandered into other patients' 
rooms after escaping confinement. The staff tried to lock him up again, and 
when he resisted, they called the police-later deemed inappropriate for a 
mental hospital, where doctors and nurses should be prepared for such crises. 
Jose broke the lock on his door and grabbed an aluminum rod, which police 
interpreted as a direct threat. They fired.Jose was killed. 

I have wandered out of my apartment when struck with a temporal lobe 
seizure. I drift as if following my own spirit down the hall. I hear voices and 

see blood spattered all around me, soaking into the floor, turning paler inside 
the plaster layers of the walls . I talk to dead friends and relatives. If you saw 
me wandering into someone's room, you might think I was dangerously insane. 
You might call the police. Even though I know Jose's case has as much to do 
with race as our cultural perceptions of epilepsy, I can't help but think it could 
happen to me, too. I think of him every time I step outside alone. There is 

always the chance I will fall down . There is always the chance I will cry out 
or wander with no reason through busy city streets. For the first time in seven 
years, I am wearing my medical bracelet, a little bulletproof vest should I come 
up short for change on the bus . 

* 

In Portland, there seems to be no permanent structure beneath the 
landscape, no foundation, no solid ground. Everything-the trees, the hills, 
the ground, the river and its bridges-move and change throughout the day, 
as if suspended between states of matter, liquid and solid at the same time. 
Mt. Hood disappears at will, trapping the clouds that float over it, wrapping 
them around its peak like a cloak. Sometimes it hides for days, and there is 

no mountain at all. Then the clouds rise like a vertical lift bridge, letting long 
beams of light pass through. Fog hides the skyscrapers and street lights every 
winter morning-one moment Portland is nestled into a valley, surrounded 
by high rocky walls; the next it is a cloud city, as if its skyscrapers and bank 
towers evaporate each day with the rain and fall down again in the daylight, 
a rainforest of concrete and steel. Wells Fargo Center and the US Bank 
tower are concrete stumps before the fog burns off, their top stories hidden 
behind white, and beyond all this, on the west hills, mist swirls between the fir 
branches so thickly I think the trees are on fire. How could anything here burn? 

How could anything be dry enough? In the distance, the jagged peak of Mt. St. 
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Helens looms more like a monument than a geographic feature, a reminder 
of the violence beneath this earth. 

Last fall there were hundreds of tiny quakes on Mt. Hood, creating a 
circular pattern just below Timberline Lodge-an earthquake swarm . And 
again this past summer, another swarm brought hundreds more, one of them 
4.5 on the Richter Scale. There have been 300 in the past year, more than half 

of those in a two-week period in July. Some geologists think the volcano is 
waking, that we might face a shower of ash in the city, violent flooding in the 
suburbs and small towns as the glaciers melt and rush into the rivers. Others 
say the earthquakes are tectonic activity and not related to magma inside the 
volcano. I remember the images of Portland raining ash after Mt. St. Helens 
erupted, people in gas masks, the city streaked and dirty. I want Mt. Hood 
to blow. 

* 

When your EEG is positive for abnormalities, or when your seizures 
respond to medication (therefore proving they must be real), doctors give 

you a gift. They give you a name for your disease. They say: you are epileptic. 
They say: you are a patient they want to treat. What they don't tell you is that 
epilepsy is not a diagnosis. It is not even a disease. It is actually a symptom, 
a label for hundreds of conditions that cause seizures, and all it means is that 
you've had seizures that recur. It doesn't mean they've found the cause, or that 
a defect exists inside your brain. It's not something in the blood or genes. It 

might not have a discoverable cause at all. Seventy percent of epileptics have 
no injury or defect. Almost half may never show up as abnormal on an EEG. 
And many people's seizures are so deep inside the brain that an EEG will 
never find the faulty firings anyway. It's like a fault buried too deep in the 
earth, one that geologists don't know is there. They just have to wait for the 
big one. And it might be too late. 

* 

At any given moment, my body can become public. My backpack and 
pockets become public. My bladder, ifl have the kind of seizure that causes 
it to empty. And when the medics arrive, my blood and breath, too, as my 
finger is stuck for a blood sugar test and an oxygen mask secured to my face. 
The contents of my backpack are sorted through like evidence at a crime 
scene, as if I'm dead and won't notice the violation. The crowd is searching 
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for epilepsy medication, identification, insurance cards, or traces of illegal 

drugs like Ecstasy or Angel Dust. Ill-informed bystanders pry open my lips 
and stick their fingers between my teeth, slide in a spoon to prevent me from 
swallowing my tongue-despite the fact that it can actually break my teeth 
or block my airways, and despite the fact no neurologist would recommend 
it. I can think of no other disease where bystanders feel so competent to act, 
so sure they understand the medical facts. They are not reacting to me, but to 

the idea of epilepsy they carry, and they want to participate somehow, even if 
it means shoving metal in my mouth. 

* 

The Portland Development Commission dislikes ambiguity with an in
tensity that can only be described as perverse. It strives to make each section 
of the city so distinctive, so perfectly marked with street signs, design motifs, 
and sidewalk bricks, that you will never forget where you are, or what's most 
important about a place. My old neighborhood was the South Park Blocks, a 
long street of grassy open space, benches, flower gardens, and fountains that 
stretches from Portland State University to just past the Portland Center for 

the Performing Arts. This is known as the Cultural District, and it's marked 
with special street signs to let you know-this is where you go for culture. There, 
above the "Park Avenue" on the street sign is your affirmation. "The Cultural 
District," it says, in black letters on gold. Not the Alberta street galleries where 
impoverished artists fled after the warehouse district was gentrified, nor the 
hippie-dippy granola neighborhoods of SE Belmont and Hawthorne, where 
artisan bakeries and independent bookstores line the streets. Not Chinatown 
or the Pearl (the gentrified warehouse district where galleries now abound). Culture 
belongs to the Portland Art Museum. Culture is the university. Culture is a street 
that Portland planned. 

* 

You can't feel it with your fingertips, but the electrical current in your 
brain is detectable in faint pulses on the scalp, so muffled by the skull that they 
are impossible to read without a machine. An Electroencephalogram (EEG) 
detects, amplifies, and records these pulses so a neurologist can determine how 
various areas of the brain are functioning, whether there is brain damage, and 
the exact location of a seizure. Before the test begins, a technician runs her 
hands through your hair like a beautician, separating it into parts so she can 
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mark specific spots with a pencil. The tip scrapes across your scalp sharply, 
alternately tickling and stinging, and when she's done, your skin tingles down 
the nape of your neck to the curves of your clavicle. After that, the technician 
affixes electrodes, each held in place with electricity-conducting gel. Your hair 

smells like a mixture of toothpaste, glue, and cough syrup, and it itches deep 
inside its roots, but you can't reach up to touch. 

You're taken to a dim room and asked to lie on an exam table. Lights 
are flashed in your eyes. You're told to hyperventilate. You're told to breathe 
normally. You're told to relax. Sometimes you are asked to sleep. I was usually 

asked to do all three, at different stages in the test. Your brainwaves are fed 
through a device to magnify them, then through an analog-digital converter, 
which translates waves into numbers for representation on a computer screen. 
They are also printed on paper with a needle that works like a seismograph. At 
least, that's how I remember it. It's probably digital now, but I prefer to think 
of the machine with moving parts, something vaguely alive and connected. 

When the test is over, the neurologist rolls out a long graph paper with your 
brainwaves printed on it, the shape of your thoughts more spiky and severe 
than you imagined. 

* 

Last year, two thirteen-year-old girls went missing from the same Oregon 
City apartment complex, both last seen walking to the school bus stop at the 
end of their driveway. Ashley Pond went missing January 9, 2002. Miranda 
Gaddis disappeared two months later, almost to the day, on March 81h. They 
were friends. There was no evidence to suggest they were runaways-no 
clothes packed, no notes-but there was also no evidence of a struggle. "There 
is no crime scene, there are no forensics, and we have no witnesses," one FBI 

agent told CNN. 
I remember aerial photographs of the apartment complex in the newspa

per, and I can't stop thinking about the tall trees that hide the buildings, how 
those girls went missing surrounded by them. People disappear like that all 
the time in Oregon. Hikers climb mountains and never return. Years later, a 
mountaineer stumbles, shocked to find himself staring into the fixed eyes of 

a dead man, his body perfectly preserved inside ice and packed snow. Surfers 
dip beneath the tide, dying of hypothermia as they sink through cold waves. I 
imagine these people being absorbed by the landscape, this land that is always 
watching, always waiting, murderous and dark, hiding inside its own mist. 
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Not long after the girls disappeared, Ward Weaver-a neighbor who was 
friendly with both missing girls-poured concrete in his yard, which aroused 
enough suspicion to make the headlines. Had he buried something he didn't 
want dug up? He contacted the Portland Tribune and revealed that he was 
the prime FBI suspect, a strange move since most people would not want it 
known they were being investigated for murder. Not long after that, his son's 

girlfriend accused him of raping her. Friends and neighbors said they had seen 
Weaver kissing Ashley Pond on the mouth, while she sat on his lap. One aunt 
said he had too much influence over the girls, and that he was trying to usurp 
their parents' authority. The previous summer,Ashley had accused him of sexual 
molestation, but nothing ever came of the charges. Despite this, it wasn't until 
August that the bodies were found: Miranda in a backyard shed, and Ashley 
buried beneath the fresh concrete, stuffed inside a barrel, traces of alcohol in 
her body. Investigators believe she was stored inside a freezer for some time, 
before Weaver dug her backyard grave and covered it with concrete. 

After this case, I see the landscape operates on a deeper, more ominous 
level: it has the power to do more than hide bodies. It has the power to absorb 
all logic and reason, to make the most reasonable accusations seem remote. 
We are all inside the mist. 

* 

If you stand on Mt. Tabor-the only volcano within the limits of a major 
US city-you can see the silhouettes of the Cascade Mountains, misty and 

two-dimensional the way western landscape artists always painted them. I 

never believed they actually looked like that until I moved here; never imagined 
that I would live in a landscape with as many stage sets inside it as I have inside 
mysel£ Some days I find myselflonging for neat distinctions; horizons flat and 
clear as a political boundary . What drives me insane in the cityscape-all that 
planning, the heavy architecture, the grids and reinforcements, the sense that 

everything should be predictable and safe-keeps me centered when it resides 
in the landscape. Here, even heaven and earth are ambiguous. The mountains 
cast their shadows on the clouds, when the sun is setting and it sinks lower on 
the horizon than their peaks. Imagine that-being taller than the sun . 

* 

People are offended at my anger when the ambulance takes me away, 
or when I find out a spoon was shoved between my teeth, or that strangers 
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wrapped their arms around my torso to try and hold me still. We've been told 

to use the spoon. We've been told to restrain you. We were only trying to help. 
I used to believe it was simple compassion that inspired these interventions, 
but the more I wake up with strange hands stroking my hair or rubbing my 
back, the more I find strangers reading my notebooks or sniffing the sweater I 
always carry, the more I think there is something else there, some unconscious 
motivation beneath their kindness. There is a breakdown of borders, a sense 

that this body can be touched and stroked without permission. 

* 

In August 2000, the Russian Submarine Kursk sank to the bottom of the 

Barents Sea. It was my second month in Portland, and because I was lonely 
and unemployed, I watched the news coverage obsessively. I don't know why, 
but I had this image of the living and dead both floating in the flooding 
cham hers. When the dead float by, do you reach out and touch them? Do you try to 

close their eyes? And at the moment when the machine Jails, when the submarine 

can no longer hang bee-like, suspended in the water, does it sink right away? Are 

there layers of surface tension down there, strata of pressure? 

Down in the deep dark, Lieutenant-Captain Dmitry Kolesnikov wrote 
a letter to his family: 

15:45. It's dark to write here, and I'm trying to write blindly. 

It seems we have no chance, no more than 10-20 percent. I hope 

that at least someone will read this. Here is a list of the crew who 

are in the ninth compartment and will try to get out. Greetings 

to everyone, don't lose hope. 

Even there, deep below the surface he would never see, Dmitry was 
concerned with the people up here. His hope depended upon ours. 

* 

Before my grandma died, she sorted and labeled each bowl, spoon, hand 
kerchief, and bottle of perfume with a strip of masking tape and a name. It 
was her way of making sure the right things were left to the right people. She 
couldn't afford a will and wouldn't have trusted the whole process, anyway, 
especially if it involved lawyers and paperwork. Sometimes when she made 
me take a nap in her room, I would climb out of bed and play with the vanity 
tray on her dresser, lifting bottles and brushes above my head and reading 
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the masking tape to see who was chosen for each item. After she died, these 
objects lost their glow of mystery. They were sadder for being marked, for being 
the only things she had to pass on. Most families don't pass down their hair
brushes and half-used perfume, but she was poor her entire life, and her sense 

of value was different. The one thing everyone wanted was her diary, because 
she was so hard to know. She never talked about Germany, her memories and 
her feelings, why she tried to kill herself so many times. Everyone thought 
there were answers inside that diary, and everyone wanted to read it, but the 
masking tape on the binding had my name. I was only nine when she died, 
and still I was chosen to keep the secrets. 

I thought maybe it was a mistake. Someone misread the tape, or Grandma's 
handwriting was unclear, or she stuck the wrong label on it. But when I saw 
how Grandma had underlined my name three times, and how she had secured 
the label with three extra pieces of scotch tape (something she didn't do on any 
other object), I knew I had been deliberately chosen. I was terrified. I looked 
identical to my mother, who looked identical to grandma. I had a similar 

temperament. I was shy. To me the book was like a physical representation 
of her madness, and contained within it were ideas and feelings that could 
infect me like germs. I didn't know ifl was ready to read about Germany, or 
why my family came to America. The circumstances were unclear-WWII, 
no traceable family history left behind in Europe. And I wasn't ready to find 
out ifl resembled her more than I imagined. 

* 

There's a pain that begins in your jaw, deep inside the sockets where 
your wisdom teeth once pushed all your molars out of place. It starts like a 
headache, constant and dull, and you might try a cup of coffee with aspirin. 

You might stop eating hard foods. After a few weeks you try a glass of wine 
before bed, then two glasses, then three. Then you start taking sleeping pills. 
Then sleeping pills with wine. Not because you can't sleep, but because you 
can't sleep with the pain. It's as if every bone of your face has been crushed 
into a fine white plaster. Molded into a new shape. This is what happens 
when you have no one to talk to. Silence sculpts a new face for you, and no 

anesthetic silences the silence. 
You start going to bookstores and browsing even when you don't have 

time for more books on your list, just for the pleasure of walking up to the 
counter and asking for some rare or out-of-print book that you know the clerk 
can't find for you. Or to the shoe store, even though your running shoes are 
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barely broken in. The grocery store when you don't need food. It's a moment 
where you have the power to force a transaction, to make someone listen and 
respond, maybe even care a little about what you're saying. You're not paying 
for shoes or books or a cup of coffee. You're paying for the conversation and 
interaction, the captive audience to your "thank you," or "have a nice day." 

You start taking shortcuts through the mall so you can lean over the 
second floor rail and watch people from above. There's a whole geometry to 
the movement of crowds: the glittery circles of teenage girls; the straight lines 
of boys lined up against bench backs, staring down at their feet as they talk; 
the clockwise walk of the security guard as he watches the kids for signs of 

theft or violence. 

* 

Patient: Karrie Higgins 
Psychological Evaluation 
1/31/90 

The MMPI was administered. Results suggest that she 
answered questions in a generally non-defensive manner 
which reflects an open, confident stance found among normal 
adolescents. The profile suggests that she is not depressed, 
not anxious, and is generally well-adjusted. The profile also 

suggests a person who is very active and who may have a 
preference for action over thought and reflection. It also 
suggests a person who tends to be impulsive and somewhat 
restless, talkative, and very energetic. She likely has a gener
ally euphoric mood, and may lack realism in her aspirations 
and goal setting. Her profile further suggests someone 
who is outgoing, socially extroverted, and gregarious. The 
impression gained from this measure is not consistent with 
an individual likely to display psychogenic seizures. 

Diagnosis: Rule Out Depression and Conversion Symp
toms 

Conversion symptoms: When a disease of the mind becomes a disease of the 
body, when depression or anxiety or psychosis becomes physical, as in pain with 
no known injury or cause, phantom limbs, or pseudo-seizures. Psychosomatic 
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seizures. Hysterical seizures. In my case, the process of diagnosis was a kind 

of conversion in reverse, turning my physical illness into a psychiatric one . 
The neurologists said my illness was psychiatric. The psychologists said my 
illness was physical. I was never asked what I thought about it, but I thought 
it was somewhere in between. 

* 

I watch the women in conservative black suits and men with Columbia 
Sportswear jackets and hiking boots, the downtown punks and street musicians, 
and they are so foreign, so untouchable, that they seem to me like examples 
in a natural history display case. Portland guidebooks always comment on 

the friendliness of the city. I've read that everywhere. But most of the time 
I feel like a ghost, moving invisibly through the streets, standing at the cafe 
counter long after everyone else has been served, only to be told, oh sorry, we 
didn't see you. And no one notices me watching as they stop and chat in the 
middle of the crosswalk. The simplest gestures and words are exotic to me now. 
I don't remember how it feels to wave hello or to meet someone at the coffee 

shop. When I hear my name, I no longer respond, assuming another Karrie 
is nearby. I have lived here almost three years without making friends. 

Today, I discovered mold on the windowpanes where the rain leaks 
through. Even locked, even slammed down hard so the seal sticks, the window 
leaks, water trickles onto the sill. Sometimes, a small puddle forms and flows in 
a stream down the wall. My husband's favorite books were yellow and moldy 
when he pulled them out from beside the bed this winter, their pages rippling. 
Even my head feels mushy and waterlogged. I swear the mold is the cause 
of my constant sinus infections, the grey skies dimming my imagination and 
making me tired at four in the afternoon. At night the bed is so cold I test it 
with my toes as if it were a swimming pool, touching the surface quickly, then 
pulling back. I have to jump in quickly or suffer the shock of the chilly surface. 
Even in the dead of winter in Iowa, you could get warm . You could turn on 

the heat and feel your nose and toes again. Here, the wet air chills you to the 
roots of your teeth. Everything aches. Even with the heat on high, the damp 
cold penetrates every cell, every hair shaft, every inch of exposed skin. 

We've moved our desks away from the windows and taken to wiping the 
windowpane with a towel soaked in tea tree and oregano oil every morning 
and night, to dry the surface and kill the mold. We know the rain gives us 
flowers in November, and we're grateful to escape the subzero winter oflowa, 
where the wind is so bitter your eyelashes freeze and snap off on the coldest 
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days. But for now, late in February with a new leak through the back door, we 
would trade it for a few days of sunlight and a dry sidewalk. 

* 

Hospital Course: 

Karrie was transferred to the Adolescent Psychiatric Unit 
on 5/16/90. Although she initially presented with several 
depressive symptoms when I first talked to her, during the 
remainder of her hospitalization her affect was very bright 
and bubbly. She was a very positive ward member and good 
participant in groups. Although she described her father 
sometimes being physically violent with her, she downplayed 
the severity of this even though she described a time when 
he had threatened her with a knife. DHS had investigated 
previous abuse reports and, in fact,A. L. had just investigated 
possible abuse by father the night before her admission. 
Father was extremely irritable and defensive. 

Because I felt we had reached maximal hospital benefit, 
especially since Karrie was essentially denying any further 
symptoms, I elected to discharge her for outpatient follow 
up. Mother indicated a desire to continue family therapy 
with the possibility of talking to the therapist alone. I still 
suspect there are many "family secrets" that we are not aware 
of and which may have a bearing on Karrie's symptomatol

ogy (sic). 

Discharge Diagnosis: 
Axis I: Possible major depressive disorder versus post-trau
matic stress disorder 
Axis II: No diagnosis 

Axis III: Spells of unknown etiology, probably part of her 
conversion disorder as no physical evaluation has found an 
etiology. 

* 
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One man wanted to fuck me after a seizure, when I often don't know 
who or where I am, or how long I have been unconscious or hallucinating. 
He said it would be like a fantasy, pushing me into positions without my 
knowing, calling me any name he chose. He said it would be even better ifl 
were still hallucinating. He could convince me he was someone else; a ghost 
or even a god. Another man thought he could push me into a seizure if only 
my orgasm were intense enough, and though there are some epileptics who 
have experienced this, it has never happened to me. You're focked up, he told 
me. He said it shouldn't be hard to spark the seizure, because he heard it from 
a guy who did it to his epileptic girlfriend. When I was fifteen, one boy dared 

me to fuck him with a strobe light on. And then there were all the men who 
got embarrassed, who hated nothing more than to kneel by my side before 
the paramedics arrived. 

Maybe because of that, but maybe also because of the damage to nerves 
and nerve centers, my desire is lava that cools before it erupts, hardening into 
isolated islands in my mind. Some nights I sink deep into the past as I sleep, 

remembering what it was once like to feel this or that man's tongue on the 
inside of my thighs, his fingernails digging into my skin as he rolled me onto 
my stomach . The pinches and pulls, the little bruises left behind, the stinging 
skin on my nipples after being bitten. My fantasies are all faint now, discon
nected from my body, the signals crossed. Your body forgets how to want, even 
as your mind and heart do not. The right temporal lobe is connected to sexual 

arousal, so it makes a certain kind of physical sense. But it makes no sense to 
the heart, or to the lover's hand pushed away, the memories that make your 
skin hot. It's one of the things neurologists don't tell you about temporal lobe 
epilepsy, how it seizes so much more than your limbs. 

* 

From my balcony, I watch neighbors on the sidewalk below. They stop 

or slow down to talk with each other, sipping Starbucks coffee from paper 
coffee cups, their cotton shirt collars blowing open in the breeze, their bags 
and laptop cases pressing into the smalls of their backs. I'm hoping to catch 
some movement or phrase that I could mimic, some small thing they do that 
I've somehow failed to learn. How do they meet each other, how they get past 
that point where they quietly recognize someone's face and start respond

ing- smiling or waving, talking on their way to the bus stop? The woman who 
lives across the courtyard from me spends most of her time lying in the sun, 
regardless of temperature. She reads or pets her dog. Sometimes she tends to 
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her plants. She has peace signs in the window, and she wears her hair shaved 
close to her scalp. She reminds me of old friends who have long since scat
tered, and I always hope she'll smile back when I smile, or say hello when I do. 
Her back door is a gathering place for all the neighbors. They stop and chat 
when they cross the bridge. Sometimes they bring her books or coffee. But 
she never acknowledges me. This is how it goes with all the neighbors. They 
invite my husband to parties, say hello in the hallways, even save the elevator 
for him. The same people seem to see right through me. 

This morning, two people look up at my balcony, then turn around and 
point at the train tracks. A train is squealing to a stop. The smell of diesel. The 
air feels dry, charged. The people walk away. I stand on the balcony a moment 
and try to see inside the train windows. An old man leans over a newspaper . 
He never looks back through the glass, not even once. I wonder how long you 
have to travel before you stop looking out the windows. 

* 

I'm standing on the East Bank Esplanade, looking up at the exit ramps that 
dovetail from the Marquam Bridge and stop in mid-air.They were intended for 
a highway that Portland never built, and somehow it seems perfect that they 
should be left there, traces of a plan no one carried through. There are warn
ing signs on the approaches and fences on the ends to stop cars from driving 
over the edge, but from this point of view they seem almost wicked, ending 
so utterly without resolution, like invitations to suicide. Sometimes I stand 
on the riverbank and watch cars speeding across the Burnside Bridge, squint 

at the runners and pedestrians who seem to think nothing of the crumbling 
concrete and low rails. They must travel these bridges every day, maybe even 
several times, and they make it across safely every time. They probably don't 
even think about jumping. 
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