PERSONAL HISTORY

A SUDDEN ILLNESS

We were in Linc’s car, an aging
yellow Mercedes sedan, big and
steady, with slippery blond seats and
a deep, strumming idle. Lincoln called
it Dr. Diesel. It was a Sunday night,
March 22, 1987, nine-thirty. Rural Ohio
was a smooth continuity of silence and
darkness, except for a faintly golden seam
where land met sky ahead, promising
light and people and sound just beyond
the tree line.

We were on our way back to Kenyon
College after spring break. Linc, my best
friend, was driving, his arm easy over the
wheel. My boyfriend, Borden, sat be-
hind him. I rode shotgun, a rose from
Borden on my lap. Slung over my arm
was a nineteen-forties taffeta ball gown I
had bought for twenty dollars at a thrift
shop. I was nineteen.

The conversation had dropped off.
1 was making plans for the dress and
for my coming junior year abroad at
the University of Edinburgh. My eyes
strayed along the right shoulder of the
road: a white mailbox, the timid glint
of an abandoned pickup’s tail-light.
The pavement racing under the car was
gunmetal gray. We were doing fifty
or so. A ba.lled—up bag from a drive-
through burger joint bumped agamst
my ankle.

A deer.

At first, he was only a suggestion of
an animal, emerging from the darkness
by degrees: a muzzle, a sharp left, eye.
Then the headlights grasped him.

He was massive, a web of antlers over
his head, a heavy barrel, round haunches
lifting him from the downward slope
of the highway apron. Briefly, his fore-
hooves rested on the line between the
shoulder and the highway. I saw his knee
bending, the hoof lifting: he was step-
ping into the car’s path.

 In the instant that I spent waiting
for the deer to roll up over the car’s hood
and crash through the windshield I was

aware of my body warm in the seat,
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Linc’s face lit by the dash, Borden
breathing in the back, the cool sulfur
glow of the car’s interior, the salty smell
of the burger bag. I watched the deer’s
knee and waited for it to straighten. I
drew a sharp breath.

The bumper missed the deer’s chest
by an inch, maybe two. The animal’s
muzzle passed so close that I could see
the swirl of hair around his nostrils.
Then he was gone behind us.

I blinked at the road. My eyes caught
something else. A brilliant light appeared
through the top of the windshield and
arced straight ahead of the car at terrific
speed. It was a meteor. It burned through
the rising light of the horizon and van-
ished in the black place above the road
and below the sky.

My breath escaped in a rush. I turned
toward Linc to share my amazement.
He was as loose as he had been, his eyes
slowly panning the road, his long body
unfolding over the seat. I looked back at
Borden and could just make out his face.
They had seen nothing.

I'was about to speak when an intense
wave of nausea surged through me. The
smell from the bag on the floor was sud-
denly sickening. I wrapped my arms over
my stomach and slid down in my seat.
By the time we reached campus, half an
hour later, I was doubled over, burning
hot, and racked with chills. Borden called
the campus paramedics. They hovered
in the doorway, pronounced it food poi-
soning, and left.-

fell asleep sitting up on my bed,

leaning against Borden’s shoulder.
In the morning, my stomach seethed.
I walked to the dining hall and sat
with Linc, unable to eat. In my history
seminar, I drank from a water bottle
and tried to concentrate. After class, I
walked to my apartment and heated
some oatmeal. I swallowed a spoonful;
nausea rose in my throat and I pushed
the bowl away.

In the next few days, everything I
ate made my abdomen balloon. I radi-
ated heat, and my joints and muscles felt
bruised. Every day on the way to classes,

I struggled a little harder to make it up

the hill behind my apartment. Eventu-
ally, I began stopping halfway to rest
against the trunk of a tree.

One morning, I woke to find my
limbs leaden. I tried to sit up but couldn't.
I lay in bed, listening to my apartment-
mates move through their morning rou-
tines. It was two hours before I could
stand. On the walk to the bathroom, 1
had to drag my shoulder along the wall
to stay upright. Linc drove me to the
campus physician, who ran test after test
but couldn’t find the cause of my ill-
ness. After three weeks of being stranded
in my room, I had no choice but to
drop out of college. I called my sister
and asked if she could drive me home
to Maryland.

I sat in the doorway of the apart-
ment while Bordén and Linc packed
my sister’s car. As they pushed the last

. of my belongings into the back seat, a

downpour broke over them. We pulled
out, and Kenyon was lost in a fall-
ing grayness. 1 turned to wave to Bor-
den and Linc, but I couldn’t see thern

anymore.

y mother’s house was a dignified

Colonial that sat back from the
road, behind a pine tree that had been g
mostly denuded by Hurricane Agnes £
and an anemic cherry tree that would | =
soon collapse onto the den. In the back § .
yard stood a hemlock that had been &
missing its upper third since my brother 5
and I accidentally set it on fire. Inside, 3
the house was a warren of small rooms 2
that had suited our two-parent, four- § 2
kid, two-collie family when my par- ¢
ents bought it, in 1971. Mly father had 2
walked out in 1977, the elder collie had
died three days later, and the house had £ :
gradually emptied until my departure for £ g
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“Would you like to purchase a videotape of your transaction?”

Kenyon, which had left only my mother
and my cat, Fangfoss.

The sun was setting as we pulled
up to the back door. I walked upstairs
and lay down in my childhood bed-
room, which overlooked the back yard

* and the charred tree. The next morning,

I stepped on a scale. I had lost twenty -

pounds. The lymph nodes on my neck
- and under my arms and collarbones were
painfully swollen. During the day, I rat-
tled with chills, but at night I soaked
my clothes in sweat. I felt unsteady, as if
the ground were swaying. My throat was
inflamed and raw. A walk to the mail-
box on the corner left me so tired that I
had to lie down.

Sometimes I'd look at words or pic-
tures but see only meaningless shapes.
Td stare at clocks and not understand
what the positions of the hands meant.
Words from different parts of a page
appeared to be grouped together in
bizarre sentences: “Endangered Con-
dors Charged in Shotgun Killing.” In
conversation, I'd think of one word
but say something completely unre-
lated: “hotel” became “plankton”; “cup”
came out “elastic.” I couldn’t hang on
to a thought long enough to carry
it through a sentence. When I tried to
cross the street, the motion of the cars
became so disorienting that I couldn’t
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move. [ was at a sensory distance from
the world, as if I were wrapped in clear
plastic.

had never been in poor health and

didn’t have an internist, so I went to
my old pediatrician. I sat in a child’s chair
in a waiting room wallpapered with jun-
gle scenes, watching a boy dismember an
action figure. When my doctor drew the
thermometer from my mouth, he asked
me if I knew that my temperature was
a hundred and one. He swabbed my
throat, left for a few minutes, and re-
turned with the news that I had strep
throat. Puzzled by the other symptoms,
he prescribed antibiotics and suggested
that I see an internist.

The doctor I found waved me into
a chair and began asking questions and
making notes, pausing to rake his fin-
gers through a hedge of dark hair that
drifted onto his brow. He ran some tests
and found nothing amiss. He told me
to. take antacids. A few weeks later,
when I returned and told him that I

was getting worse, he sat me down. -

My problem, he said gravely, was not
in my body but in my mind; the test
results proved it. He told me to see a
psychiatrist.

I went to Dr. Charles Troshinsky,
a respected psychiatrist whom I had

seen when I was fifteen, after my high~
school boyfriend had died suddenly. He
was shocked at how thin I was. I was
just under five feet five, but my weight
had dropped to a hundred pounds. Dr.
Troshinsky said that he had seen sev-
eral people with the same constellation
of symptoms, all referred by physicians
who dismissed them as mentally ill. He
wrote my internist a letter stating that
he would stake his reputation on his
conclusion that I was mentally healthy
but suffering from a serious physical

illness. -

“Find another psychiatrist,” my in-
ternist said over the phone, a smile in his
voice. How did he explain the fevers,
chills, exhaustion, swollen lymph nodes,
dizziness? What I was going through, he
suggested, was puberty. I had just turned
twenty. “Laura, everyone goes through
this,” he said with the drizzly slowness
one uses with a toddler. “It’s a normal ad-
justment to adulthood. You'll grow out
of itin a few years.” He told me to come
back in six months.

“But I'm not happy with my treat-
ment,” I said.

He laughed. “Well, I am.”

I called his secretary and asked for
my medical records. I sat on my bed-
room floor and flipped through the doc-
tor’s notes. Couldn’t handle school, he had
written. Dropped qut.

My next doctor was a plump, pink
man with the indiscriminate gai-
ety of a golden retriever. He was halfway
through a hair transplant, and clumps of
hair were lined. up in neat rows on his
scalp, like spring seedlings.

I again tested positive for strep, and
he renewed the antibiotics. He ran a
blood test for a virus called Epstein-Barr
and found a soaring titer, a measure~
ment of the antibody in my system. 1
had, he said with pep-rally enthusiasm,
something called Epstein-Barr virus
syndrome. He had it, too, he said, but he
had discovered nutritional-supplement
pills that cured it. “Whenever I feel it
coming on,” he said, “I just take these.”

" He talked about how much skiing he

could do.

1 took the supplements. They had no
effect. Nor did the antibiotics; the strep
raged on. The doctor changed my pre-
scription repeatedly, to no avail.

~ At the end of one of my appoint-






