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Introduction

ON DECEMBER 23, 1987, I LEARNED THAT A SEEMINGLY INSIGNIFICANT mistake can change the course of a person’s life forever. I was driving home from a ski trip to spend the holidays with my family when I took a turn onto a seldom traveled road. That should have been no big deal. People get lost every day with repercussions no more serious than being late for an appointment. In my case, however, getting stuck on a back road that the state barricaded without first searching for travelers in distress wound up being costly beyond my wildest imagination.

After sliding into a snowbank on a deserted back road in Arizona in the middle of a blizzard, a friend and I were stranded in a red Chevy Blazer for eleven days without a telephone, heat, food, or water, besides small handfuls of snow we melted whenever the sun came out in bursts. When the intensity of the storm diminished, three days after we got stuck, we tried to escape by foot. Our plan was quickly thwarted when we fell into snow up to our knees. After pushing our way through the snow for a short distance, we were forced to retreat and take refuge back in the car. Little did I know that those were the last steps I would ever take on my own two feet. By the time we were found, we were half-delirious, freezing, frostbitten, thirsty beyond description, and wondering if we had been left for dead.

In another twenty-four to forty-eight hours, we would have died of dehydration, so as random and irreversible as my mistake was, when I open my eyes each morning and see my husband sleeping in bed beside me, I feel immensely grateful that I survived to tell my story. My friend, Lisa Barzano, a year younger than I, with whom I shared this life-altering experience, paid a tough price. After thirteen surgeries and the partial loss of several toes, she is in daily physical pain and is still healing from the emotional scars of those difficult days when we were lost, freezing and deprived. I bore a more dramatic physical burden. At age nineteen, after a painful and fruitless three-week therapeutic battle, I had both my legs amputated five inches below the knee. And yet, through the extraordinary love, caretaking, and steadfastness of my family, my friends, and my husband, Beau, I have healed emotionally, adjusted to life as a double below-the-knee amputee, and become a decorated sprinter who sets world records and wins gold medals, and I am enthusiastic about my future.

Thirteen years after the fact, my original ordeal feels more like a dream than reality. Following seven weeks in the hospital, I returned home and deliberately placed the details of the accident into the background, as I had a daunting task ahead of me that required my full attention: learning to release what could have been, and to embrace life as a double amputee. I am grateful that human beings forget trauma faster than pleasure, but I have learned that we make peace with our past only when we achieve complete healing in the present. In this way, we can embrace the future with hope, joy, and strength of purpose.

Personal healing was a part of my motivation to write this book, but when I tried to recall my ordeal, the details had become vague in my memory, mainly because so many positive events had taken their place. And so I had to confer with the people who searched for me, found me, nursed me back to health, got me up on legs immediately, forced me to go to the gym, fitted me with prosthetics, taught me to walk again and finally to run like the wind, in order to spark my memory of the accident and the recovery period following.

Even more difficult was writing about the trial that happened several years after I was found. When I sued the state for negligence in an attempt to secure my uncertain future, I was confronted with an emotionally debilitating nightmare, an unthinkable betrayal while I was struggling to make sense of a daily existence turned upside down. Arizona is a “comparative negligence” state—even if a guilty verdict is reached and a sum of money is awarded to the victimized party, the jury is required to compare the negligence of both parties and adjust the award accordingly. And so, although the fated eleven days were found to be the state’s fault owing to an annual closure of the road upon which we mistakenly had stumbled and gotten trapped, Lisa and I were viewed, in large part, as comparatively guilty for the catastrophe. In a ferociously nasty trial, an ordeal more abusive than amputation, the fact that we saved our lives under adverse, sometimes torturous conditions was not good enough for the judge or the panel of jurors. I was shocked to find myself being degraded and blamed for not getting away soon enough to save my legs.

No one will ever completely understand Lisa’s and my eleven-day struggle for survival, or the massive adjustments that were required of me to reenter society as a whole woman. It’s not that I consider my challenges to be more or less difficult than anyone else’s. We all have our trials to bear in this life and mine have been considerable. But if the saying is true that living well is the best revenge, I have achieved my goals and then some. Each day, when I get up in the morning, put on my legs, and face a new day, I feel like one of the luckiest women in the world. My future children will, no doubt, agree.

Many years ago, during one of my first speaking engagements, a child stood up and asked me, “Do you want your legs back?” The truth is that, at the time, I would have given every penny I had or would ever attain, as well as all my material possessions, to feel my real legs beneath me. That was before I started running. Now I have a different point of view. I have found my purpose in life as an athletic amputee, an inspirational speaker, a role model for children and adults alike, and I wouldn’t change a thing. When I’m sixty years old with my own grown kids and there is some groundbreaking surgery out there, I might decide that having legs would make life easier for me. For now, it’s important for me to wake up and put on my prosthetics every day, because that defines who I am and where I’m going.

In a world where healthy young people are suffering body-image problems and starving themselves, sometimes to death, in order to “fit in,” I hope that my story will provide some inspiration and sanity along the way. In the final analysis, although my detour on “the road not taken” robbed me of my legs and changed my life forever, it gave me the unexpected gift of fully embracing and appreciating my life and myself, exactly as I am. In the pages that follow, my intention is to inspire and motivate you to embrace your life and the body that God gave you in the same way that I have learned to embrace mine.

In the immortal words of the late great American poet, Robert Frost:

—“The Road Not Taken”

I shall be telling this with a sigh Somewhere ages and ages hence: Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—I took the one less traveled by, And that has made all the difference.




PART ONE
Purgatory







1
The Privilege of Running


I STOOD AT THE STARTING LINE, CHECKING MY BLOCKS TO MAKE SURE they were in exactly the right positions. As naturally as I took to running right from the beginning, those starting blocks were not my friends and they still aren’t. Not yet, anyway. I just can’t seem to come off them as fast as I need to, but I’m working on it every day. That’s what running is all about, practicing your strengths and your weak points over and over, and making every race count.

For a quick moment, I glanced upward into the stands at the immense crowd of people, ablaze in bright summer colors. It made me almost dizzy, there were so many of them. I heard my coach’s voice as if she were beside me, reminding me to keep my mind on the race, to breathe, to focus, not to get distracted. I brought my attention back to the track in front of me, a much safer place.

It was midafternoon in July 2000, at the Olympic trials in Sacramento, California. I’d been training and waiting for this day, and now that it was here, I couldn’t have been more excited. The buzz of more than twenty-five thousand people, alive with anticipation, was in the air, as they milled around, talking loudly and making predictions, trying to steal a look at their favorite superstar track athletes, who were all gathered in one place to qualify for the upcoming Olympic games in Sydney, Australia.

My fellow disabled runners and I were there too, but for us, this was an exhibition race, not a qualifier. For me, personally, I hadn’t been lucky enough to nab one of the seventy-one slots that were available for U.S. disabled athletes to compete in the Paralympics in Sydney. I had trained really hard and could have gotten a slot if the other double below-the-knee (BK) amputees and I had been given our own races. But because there weren’t enough of us, I was up against people who were missing only one leg. I can’t beat an elite runner with one leg, and it’s not fair to expect me to, but fairness is not the theme of this book or of my life. I’ve learned not to think in those terms. It’s much more about rising to meet your circumstances, overcoming adversity, and appreciating yourself exactly as you are, along with the gifts that life keeps offering you.

This was not my first exhibition race, but it was definitely the most exciting. The sheer number of spectators and the importance of what the greatest athletes in the world were here to do reverberated all over the stands and on the track. Runners in warm-up clothes pretended to ignore probing television cameras while they stretched and jumped around, partly to keep their muscles supple and warm, partly to control the adrenaline that was shooting through their bodies. The great female athlete Marion Jones was running in the next qualifier. I couldn’t see her yet, but she was probably on the sidelines somewhere warming up. With her extraordinary talent, her impeccable work ethic, her speed, and her determination, she was a modern-day hero to all women runners. I could hardly believe that when my race was over, I would get to watch her qualify for the hundred-meter sprint, the same distance I was about to run. Her goal was to win five gold medals in the Olympic games; mine was to finish this exhibition race in a strong time and to get through the rest of my life.

Butterflies danced in my stomach, bumping into my bladder over and over again. I felt like I had to pee, even though I’d done it five minutes before. That always happens to me right before a race starts, whether my intention is to improve my time, set a world record, win a gold medal, or run an exhibition race in front of an Olympic audience. The feeling that my stomach is about to splatter just seems to come with the territory, whether I’m competing against myself or other runners. Whatever race I’m in, whether I expect to come in first or last, competing always feels important to me, just because I’m able to play the game at all. I derive immense satisfaction from knowing that I’ve conquered some really tough obstacles in my life to get me to the starting line. Win or lose (I’ve done both), competing is a huge privilege, finishing is its own reward, and winning is icing on the cake.

I crouched down in the blocks, looked at the ground, and did a few practice starts. I looked across the line at eight other women, all pretty revved up. doing the same thing. I knew these women really well; I knew their idiosyncrasies, their strengths and weaknesses, and their best times for the different distances, just as they knew mine. It’s part of our training to study each other, to know who we’re running against, what shape everybody else is in and what they’re capable of, so we can determine where we’re likely to place on any given day. I watched them with affection as they jogged in place, breathing and trying to calm their nerves. We were all amputees and we had such a tight bond, although only five of us had been competing internationally for the last year and a half. The other three women were just starting to train, but although this was their first time running in front of people and they were here for the fun and excitement, we all needed each other. If even one of us had been missing, there would have been no exhibition race. The Olympic committee felt that only filling all eight lanes would create a strong enough showing to make an exhibition race worthwhile.

I jumped up and down on my “cheetah legs,” my carbon flex sprinting prosthetics made by Flex-Foot, the most innovative prosthetic company in the world. When I wear them, especially when I run, they make me feel more like a robot than a human being. Going into this exhibition race, the silicone sleeves felt good and tight over my sockets, my limbs were sunken down perfectly into their socks, and the new cleats on the bottom of the cheetah feet were sharp and ready to dig into the earth.

“Runners to your marks!” I heard the voice boom over the loudspeaker.

I walked over to lane eight, the outside lane I’d been assigned. It’s not considered a great lane, but at least there would be nobody on one side of me for this hundred-meter sprint. Most runners feel more control in the middle of the pack, where they can keep an eye on everyone else. I generally do too, but I don’t mind the outside for the hundred meters, since it’s a clean straightaway. For the two hundred meters, location matters more. You have to start out low and stay that way, rising gradually, working the curve by leaning into the lane. It’s hard to execute that balancing technique in the two hundred meters, to keep that lean on, especially on cheetah legs. But this was not the two hundred meters.

I stepped in front of my blocks, jumped up and down twice, and did a few stretches. That’s the extent of my rituals before I begin; I have no talismans, charms, or strange routines I perform, but I’ve found that jumping and stretching are good psychological tools to keep me from getting into the blocks too early. For a runner with both legs intact, relaxing your body while you tighten your muscles to stay steady in the blocks is tough enough. With prosthetics, it’s almost impossible, and you can end up wasting energy and strength that should be conserved for running. It’s best to wait until the last possible moment. The idea is not to crouch all the way to the ground when I start, the way an able-bodied athlete would. I have discovered, as have other double BKs like myself, that if I put my hands on the ground and try to start from there, I can lose a good second and a half getting up on my legs, balancing, and then taking off. That’s an eternity in a fifteen- to seventeen-second race, the difference between winning and losing. The only way to save time is to start low, go out at an angle like an ascending airplane, and come up gradually as I move forward.

I crouched one last time and exhaled. Everybody down the line did the same thing. Nobody was moving.

“Set!”

Although there is no predetermined amount of time after the starter calls out “Set,” it takes from two to four seconds for the gun to go off. In fact, every starter’s timing is different, so a huge part of the training is mastering the takeoff. On that day, I anticipated the gun. An instant before I heard it, I moved. False start—a runner’s nightmare. I apologized to the other women while we all jogged forward for ten to twenty meters, turned around, and headed back to the blocks. If you get a sense you’re about to flinch or move before the gun goes off, you’re supposed to raise your hand. They stop the race, call everyone up, and you get another chance with no penalties. But a runner isn’t always in control enough to raise her hand and avoid false starting, which is irritating to everyone, both psychologically as well as physically. It takes a lot of practice to sync it all together, to have your body trained so automatically that there’s no thought. The ideal timing is that when the gun goes off, you’re moving—not before, not after, but at the same exact time. That takes mastery.

I looked down the line of women, preparing to start again. Nobody was pissed off at me; anticipating the gun happens to everybody and we’re trained to move right on. I cleared my head, waited until the last possible moment, and crouched down again, determined not to move early. One more false start and I’d be disqualified; wait too long for the gun and I’d lose time. I was not about to let either of those things happen—not in a race this crucial.

I looked down at the ground in front of me, completely focused, waiting for the cracking sound that would start my legs moving and send me flying across the field. I had images of my training, my coach clapping her hands suddenly behind my head to help me get familiar with the gun. My cheetah legs were in position, I could hear my own breath, I could smell the track. Thirteen years ago I was stranded on a lonely, deserted back road in Arizona in the middle of a blizzard; who could ever have predicted that I would be here today, able to walk, able to run, able to compete fiercely in an athletic event? When you consider the way circumstances unfolded, the fact that I’m alive at all is a miracle in itself….


2
The Cinnamon Roll from
Purgatory


IT WAS A WEEK BEFORE CHRISTMAS, 1987, WHEN I TALKED MY BROTHER Jason into trading cars with me. I was planning a ski trip in Colorado with Lisa Barzano, my boyfriend Mike’s sister, and we needed a four-wheel drive in case of heavy snow. Mike was living in Gallup, New Mexico, where he’d gotten a pretty decent job working with a friend, while I was attending college in Tempe, Arizona. That was about a five-hour ride and he was usually the one who commuted, spending a few days each week at my place. This time, Lisa and I would be driving to New Mexico to pick up Mike and his roommate, Adam. Then we’d all go skiing together in Colorado.

Although Lisa and I attended the same school, she was a year younger than I, so we were in different classes. I didn’t know her all that well, but she lived in Scottsdale, a short distance from my one-bedroom apartment in Tempe. She had skied with me once before, she’d liked it, and she wanted to go for a second time. And so, on Saturday, December 19, 1987, I gave Jason my Dodge Daytona, while Lisa and I loaded up his red Chevy Blazer with ski equipment and our warmest clothes, and headed out from Arizona to Gallup, New Mexico. Final destination: Purgatory.

Despite its ominous name, Purgatory, Colorado, is magnificently beautiful country. I loved to see the sun shining on the abundant aspen and spruce trees, while snow-covered mountain ranges rise in all directions, waiting to be conquered by enthusiastic sports nuts on skis, snowboards, and snowmobiles. For people inclined toward quieter sports, there was cross-country skiing and old-fashioned horse-drawn sleigh rides during the winter months along with good hearty food. The air in this Rocky Mountain range was clear, skiing was good, and before that winter, I associated the name “Purgatory” with beauty, playfulness, and snow-filled vacations. By the time January 1988 had rolled around, however, I’d learned the dictionary definition of purgatory: a condition of spiritual cleansing and temporary suffering.

I skied pretty often in my teenage years, even though I wasn’t what you’d call the athletic type. Back then, going to the gym and working out was something for other people, but I loved the feeling of going fast. When I first started to ski, I didn’t bother practicing moguls because I wasn’t patient enough for anything that disciplined. For me, skiing was about having fun and moving like the wind, so I went straight for the intermediate runs, where I could fly down the mountain and get high on the speed.

Lisa and I didn’t take a map with us when we left for New Mexico. We figured we didn’t need one, because Mike had given us detailed directions to his house. At one point, when we reached an area called the Mongolian Rim, which always received the heaviest snowfall, we put the car in four-wheel drive and I took the wheel. It was no big deal; I’d skied a lot and I was accustomed to driving through snow. The plan was to drive the five or so hours to Gallup on Saturday and spend the night with Mike and Adam. Then Lisa, Mike, myself, and Adam (his dad had a cabin in Purgatory) would leave Sunday morning to go skiing. Lisa and I had timed the trip so we would have two and a half days on the slopes, drop the guys back off in New Mexico, and head home early in the morning on the twenty-third. That way, we’d be back by 3 P.M., in time for Lisa to work her afternoon childcare program at the YMCA in Scottsdale.

Mike’s directions were great; we arrived at his house on Saturday, just as we’d planned. Purgatory was about a four-hour drive from there, so we all got up Sunday morning with the intention of getting in a solid half day on the slopes. I left Jason’s Blazer at Mike’s and we piled into Adam’s truck, but unfortunately, it slid on some ice and we got stuck in a cow track. When we got out of the car to assess the situation, a tire had blown. Lisa and I went back to the house (we were still within walking distance) while Mike and Adam waited for the tow truck. By the time they were out of the cow track and had changed the tire, it was afternoon. We considered skipping Purgatory altogether, but since we’d only lost a half day, we decided to forge ahead. Two days of skiing were better than nothing.

We left late that afternoon and arrived in time to get a good night’s sleep. Monday morning we hit the slopes early. The sun was warm, the weather was ideal, and by that night we were all in a terrific mood. We got up on Tuesday morning, skied until late in the afternoon, and drove back to Gallup, where we fell into bed, deliciously tired.

Lisa woke me up at about 6 A.M. on Wednesday the twenty-third, because we had to be back in time for her to get to work. I remember being a little grumpy because I hate getting up early, but it was part of our deal. We grabbed a six-pack of Diet Pepsis from Mike’s fridge and a huge cinnamon roll that I’d bought the day before in Purgatory, in case we got hungry. Then we drove for about an hour until we got to Holbrook, catching a magnificent sunrise which changed my attitude. Since we had limited time, we stopped at a drive-through, a Jack in the Box, for some fast food, but the line was so long, we decided to find another one. We settled for some French toast sticks from Burger King and we were on our way. We felt good, we were on schedule, and we were ready to backtrack our route from a few days prior. Lisa took the wheel and we thought we were heading toward home.

Two hours later, neither of us recognized anything. We looked out onto an area of tall, reedy grass that we had not noticed on the way there. It was all unfamiliar territory. We had no idea where we were, but one thing was for sure—we were not where we were supposed to be. When we saw a sign that said we were entering a town called St. John’s, with an arrow pointing toward Springerville, Lisa became upset. We were lost and she was afraid she wouldn’t make it to work. We decided to stop at the first gas station to buy a map and get our bearings.

The moment we arrived in Springerville, although the sun was still out, the weather turned freezing cold. If I had been superstitious, I might have called it an omen, but I’ve never been the superstitious type. We found a gas station pretty quickly, that was the good news, and while Lisa went inside to get a map and some directions, I went to the rest room. A few minutes later, I wandered into the office to see how she was doing. Not all that well, apparently. An elderly couple was in the office right then, picking up a few snacks, and Lisa was poring over a map taped to the wall, listening to the attendant, who was pointing and explaining something to her. She looked confused.

“What’s wrong?” I asked her. “Why didn’t you buy a map?”

“They don’t have any maps for sale,” she said. “Jami, I think we really screwed up. Can I talk to you for a minute?” She motioned me toward the door, out of earshot of the others. “You need to take over,” she said. “This guy talks like a hillbilly and I can’t understand a word he’s saying.” She pointed to my watch. “It’s already eleven.”

She left the office to go to the rest room while I studied the map on the wall. The attendant started explaining to me exactly where we were; we appeared to have gone southeast instead of southwest. Lisa came back into the station.

“We’re at least four hours from where we’re supposed to be,” I said.

Lisa looked distraught. We were running out of time, and we were almost back at the New Mexico border. Retracing our steps would take us much too far out of the way. The couple, who had joined in our discussion, lived in Ahwautkee, a suburb of Phoenix, and were traveling to their cabin up north for the holiday. They knew the area well. Instead of going back to where we started, which would take hours, they knew of another highway that cut across the state and would land us pretty close to home.

The man said, “Get back on Route 260 and go to 73, it’s a ways from here, and you’ll be behind the Sunrise Ski Resort. When you come off that road, you can go through Pine Top and head home that way. You might even make it in time if the weather holds.”

The sky looked ominous; dark clouds were hovering, threatening a storm. Lisa took the wheel. She was concerned about how much time had passed, and even though we knew our timing was borderline, she decided not to call her boss. When we got closer, if it looked impossible, we’d stop along the way and she could make the call then. Once again, we thought we were heading home, but now we had very little time.

We’d been driving for about ten minutes when we spotted a highway decal that read 273, in bold black letters. “Is that what they said?” Lisa asked me. “273?”

“That’s what I remember,” I answered. I didn’t recall them saying it was this close, but the closer, the better. Right? We turned onto the back road into a sudden blustery wind. I shivered—it had gotten really cold and windy—and I turned up the heat. The skies were darkening, a light snow started falling, and within fifteen minutes it was coming down very hard. That was when visions of Dorothy and Toto battling the winds and running for cover came into my head—the storm was that sudden and severe. We put the car in four-wheel drive and I took the wheel. We slowed to five miles an hour. Now it was impossible to tell where we were, and stopping was not an option since we couldn’t see three feet ahead of us. My hands and feet were tense. I felt anxious and determined to get us home, no matter how bad the storm became. I drove on into a strange stillness, as if we were climbing into the center of a bright, cold, stagnant world.

Lisa looked out her window. She could see absolutely nothing. Only one car had passed us from the other direction since we’d taken the turn. “I haven’t seen a car for a long time,” she said. “Are you sure we’re on the right road?”

“I’m not sure of anything,” I said, squinting through the glowing whiteness to try and see in front of me. “Should I pull over to the side of the road?” I asked. “Just until it lets up a little?”

“I don’t know,” Lisa said. “The storm doesn’t look like it’s going to let up anytime soon.”

A heavy veil of snowflakes hung over us like a dreamy shroud as we drove farther into the unending white maze. We fell silent, each thinking our own fearful, disjointed thoughts. When we had driven for about thirty minutes (we hadn’t covered much ground because I had to drive very slowly in the snowfall), our hypnotic reverie was interrupted by a sliding sensation beneath the tires. After we slid for a moment, we hit a snowbank. We stopped dead on a road that we couldn’t see and there we sat. The engine revved as I tried to put the car in reverse. The wheels spun, the car teetered for a moment as if at the edge of something. We felt ourselves slipping forward and down a couple of inches. Then it was over. We were standing still. Much later, we learned that we had stopped in the center of the highway, and we were straddling the white line, facing in the wrong direction on a solid sheet of ice.

I tried to rock the car by switching it from drive to reverse and back to drive. It wouldn’t budge. I turned the engine off. “Lisa,” I said, “I know the snow is coming down hard, but we have to get out and try to move this car ourselves. Maybe we can chip the ice or something.”

Lisa nodded, grabbing a ski pole to try to break up the ice under the tires. I stayed behind the wheel in case she made some headway, so I could drive the car forward. When nothing happened, I got out with my ski pole too, to try to break up the ice with her. It was solid; we weren’t going anywhere, and still we tried. After about forty-five minutes of shivering and chipping unsuccessfully at the impenetrable ice block, we were freezing, soaking wet, and discouraged. It wasn’t working. We got back in the car, our teeth chattering and our bodies shaking. I turned on the heater. Exhausted, we stripped off our wet clothes, put on some dry ones, and looked out the window to determine where we were. We knew which road we’d taken, it had been about an hour since we left the gas station, and now we were staring at a blinding cloudlike veil covering a blackened sky. We could have been anywhere in the world right then, the horizon was so foggy and nondescript.

Lisa looked scared. “What’s going on?” she said. “What are we gonna do?”

“I guess we’ll have to wait here for a snowplow,” I said. We’d seen a number of them a few days ago, clearing the roads way up high on the Mongolian Rim, when we were headed in the opposite direction. It had been snowing then, but not this hard. “A plow’ll be here any minute,” I said, trying to reassure her.

“Yeah,” Lisa agreed reluctantly. “I’m sure you’re right, but I can forget getting to work today. I can’t even call. I hope they’re not too upset.” Lisa had a reason to be nervous. She was on a tight budget and if she lost her job, it would set her back.

Any signs of testiness disappeared between us in the seriousness of the situation. I could see Lisa trying to control her panic. I knew I had to stay calm as we sat in the idling car, blasting the heat for a few minutes until we stopped shivering. Then I said, “We have to turn off the car now. If we use up all the gas, we won’t be able to drive out of here when the plows come.”

It was about one in the afternoon when we put down the backseat and climbed over the divider into the back area of the Blazer. Now we had some room to move, and we grabbed several sweaters, sweatshirts, and a couple of fresh pairs of socks. It was getting colder all the time and my feet felt slightly numb. I pulled on dry socks and a few extra layers of clothing, and climbed back into the front and sat. What wouldn’t we have given for a cell phone? Thirteen years ago most people didn’t have cell phones, so we never even thought about it. And then, the road we were on was so far off the beaten track, we might not have been able to get a line. I’m sure I was scared but I didn’t allow myself to feel it fully or to admit it. What good would that have done?

We discussed our situation, asking each other if we were making the right decision to stay put. Finally, what else could we do? We were two young girls stuck in our car in unknown territory in the middle of a freezing blizzard. We turned the engine on at intervals during the day, warming ourselves for a few minutes and then turning it back off again, keeping our eyes and ears alert for signs of motion outside the car. We weren’t mechanics, but we knew we needed to save the battery and any remaining gas.

By the time it got dark, it was still snowing and no one had come, not a snowplow or a patrol car. We began to feel hungry. That was when I remembered the cinnamon roll from Purgatory that I had stashed in my bag. I found it, unwrapped it, broke it in half, and divided the half evenly. Thank goodness this is so large, I thought, munching away. I got thirsty and reached into the back for the soft drinks. I grabbed one and tried to open it. It was frozen solid. We looked at each other, dismayed. We were in for a very cold night, with half a cinnamon roll left, and a six-pack of frozen Diet Pepsis. I took my keys and sliced through the tin of one of the cans, scraping a little frozen soda off the top. I sucked on it. It was sweet and cold. This was not what I had in mind, but it was all there was.

“Lisa,” I said, “I have to tell you something.”

“What is it?”

“It looks like we’re spending the night here.”

Lisa looked at me with terrific fear in her eyes and I watched the panic begin to take over. Her breathing became shallow, tears poured down her cheeks, and she wiped them away quickly. It was so cold, she didn’t want them freezing on her face. I tried to start the car again, to give her a little heat to calm her panic, but the engine wouldn’t turn over. It never did again.

A few scattered trees were vaguely visible in the distance, camouflaged behind a blur of falling snow. Besides that, I could see nothing. I climbed into the back to look at what we had with us. We had gloves, parkas, long Johns, ski pants, several sweatshirts, and a couple of sweaters. I decided to take out my contact lenses. My vision is somewhat blurry without them but my eyes were bothering me and I didn’t need them because there was nothing to see. I stashed them carefully in their container of saline solution, and grabbed another pair of sweatpants to pull up over my jeans. Then I climbed into the front, where we spent the night, dozing a little bit, shivering, and holding each other for warmth. We didn’t consider stretching out in the back to sleep. It might have been more comfortable but we wanted to be prepared for a patrol car or a snowplow. It must have been in the very early hours of the morning when we both fell asleep, and we opened our eyes at exactly the same moment. The sky was dark. I glanced at my wristwatch. It had a neon dial that lit up in the dark and the numbers were large enough to read without my lenses. It was 6:30 A.M. on December 24, Christmas Eve day, and the weather had gotten worse, if that was possible.

Shivering, we stared at each other blankly. What now? We climbed into the back and took out every article of clothing we had. We put them all on. I felt a little warmer now, except for my feet. They had never completely warmed up from yesterday. I had packed my makeup and cotton balls in Baggies, so I grabbed one from my makeup case, emptied it, and peed in it. I gave Lisa a Baggie and she did the same thing. Now it was time to get a clear view of where we were. I found my lens case and opened the container. I couldn’t believe it; my contacts had frozen in the night, right in the saline solution, becoming so brittle, they cracked the moment I touched them. Great! Now I was stranded in a car in a howling blizzard with no heat and I couldn’t see. I tossed the lens case back in my bag in frustration. There was nothing I could do, so I climbed into the front. Even though we were facing a ton of problems, there was no point in dwelling on them, because right here, right now, there were clearly no solutions.

When I tried to open my car door to throw my used Baggie out into the snow, it wouldn’t budge. A solid block of ice had formed around my door and it was stuck closed. Thank God Lisa could get her door open a little bit. We tossed our Baggies into the snow and pulled her door shut. Then I climbed into the back again to look over our shoes. We each had a pair of ski boots and a pair of tennis shoes. They wouldn’t do us a whole lot of good in the snow, but from the looks of things, we weren’t about to do much walking. Three feet of snow must have fallen overnight. I wished we had some blankets with us, but no such luck.

I took what was left of the cinnamon roll, broke it in half, and we finished it off. I scraped at some Diet Pepsi and rolled the icy sweet stuff in my mouth, turning it into slush before I swallowed it. I wished we had brought water with us, and then I realized that even if we had, it would be frozen and there was no way to melt it. We got back in the front seat to wait. I was wearing so many clothes I felt like the abominable snowman. When my parents eventually saw me, I thought, they would probably laugh. I wondered what they were doing right then. I was in the habit of phoning them when I got back from a trip, to let them know I’d arrived safely. What were they thinking when there was no call? They must have phoned Mike, and he hadn’t heard from me either. I knew how worried they had to be. I imagined climbing into my warm bed and falling into a deep sleep, but my throat was too dry to allow my mind to slip too far into such a comforting fantasy.

I looked outside again. There was no way to know how much it had snowed overnight; the windshield was a frozen sheet of ice, and the windows were automatic, so we couldn’t have opened them if we wanted to. I wondered if the car was covered. Maybe we were buried alive. If we were, how would anyone ever find us to rescue us? What would we drink? Maybe we would have to eat snow until someone found us.

“I need to wipe off the top of the car,” Lisa said, reading my mind. “If we’re buried, how will anyone spot us?” She looked like she was in shock, ready to start crying again any second. She put on her ski boots and squeezed through her door opening, clutching a ski pole. The snow was up to her knees and the wind nearly knocked her over, blowing snow into her eyes. She struggled to sweep off the hood and roof of the car. What would have happened if her door hadn’t opened? We’d be stuck in a freezing cold prison cell—buried alive. I shuddered and erased the thought from my mind. I needed to stay calm since Lisa looked panicky, like she would burst out crying at any moment, and she was shivering out of control. Anyway, it was only a matter of hours before we’d be found. I needed to hang on.

Lisa fell back into the car as if the wind had blown her in, her teeth chattering so hard, I got worried. I held her for a few minutes until she stopped shivering. It was dark and the wind was blowing so hard, we couldn’t even consider walking away at this point. Then we sat, hardly moving the whole day. My thoughts kept returning to my parents. I could imagine them calling everyone they knew, trying to locate me. There was no way they could know that we had taken the wrong road. I had a really good sense of direction; I almost never got lost, but now, although we knew we were on 273, we had no idea where that was. I hoped my folks weren’t suffering too much, but soon we would all be out of our misery. In a matter of a few hours, we’d be dry and warm, drinking hot chocolate. I kept seeing my father’s face in front of me; he was the emotional one, but both he and my mother had to be worried sick.


3
Obstacles


WHEN I FAILED TO CONTACT MIKE THAT WEDNESDAY AFTERNOON, he’d called my mother in the late evening. We’d been gone overnight, and my mother was already sensing something—moms are like that, especially when it comes to trouble. I guess there was plenty of that when I was growing up, especially when I was a teenager. I was a decent student, I got mostly B’s and a few C’s, and I was a pretty wild kid, sneaking the car out at night while my parents slept, tormenting Jason, my younger brother, partying and carrying on—no worse than other kids my age, but definitely no better either. And yet, although my mother, Robin, and I were like oil and water, there was a bond between us, an unspoken love and loyalty that neither of us ever questioned. We just knew it was there, a powerful sense of connection that never wavered. While I sat in the car, stranded and freezing in the midst of that never-ending blizzard, my parents were foremost in my mind. I knew they were upset, but I had no idea the extent of it. In fact, until recently, I couldn’t have fathomed the nitty-gritty of what my family and friends went through while I was missing. Not all of it. Now, thirteen years later, as we reminisce and review the events for this book, here’s what I found out:

Mike’s phone call clinched my mother’s discomfort. She was terrified for me but she decided not to wake up my father until she determined the seriousness of the situation. They owned and operated a commercial photo lab, and since my dad worked the early-morning schedule, my mother let him sleep. Jason got home late that night and found my mother up, watching television in the living room. My mother told him she hadn’t heard from me, but he avoided any in-depth discussion. He was sixteen, it was Christmas vacation, and he and his friends had been “partying hearty.” Since he didn’t want our mother to smell alcohol on his breath, he scurried off to bed, relieved that his revelry had gone undetected, unaware of the implications of my absence.

My mom paced the living room all night long, finally speaking to Lisa’s mother, Bernadine (affectionately known as Bunny). She called her at about five A.M. on Christmas Eve day, to learn that there had been no sign of Lisa either. When Michael, my dad, woke up to go to work, my mom was still up. She told him what was going on. He drove the twenty minutes or so to Phoenix to open the shop, but once the help was there, he came right back home. In the meantime, my mom called the police to report us missing, whereupon she encountered her first stunning obstacle, with many more to follow. The police were unsympathetic about our disappearance, reminding her that at eighteen and nineteen years old, Lisa and I were adults. That meant they couldn’t launch a search for at least forty-eight hours. Not unless there was evidence of foul play, which there wasn’t. Besides, what made them think we hadn’t stayed away voluntarily? We were grown-ups, maybe we didn’t want to come home for Christmas Eve, they suggested. These things happened all the time.

“Jami isn’t like that,” my mother told the officer at the other end of the line. “We’re close. She always calls me whenever she gets home from a trip.”

“Did you have any fights or misunderstandings?” they asked.

“No,” my mother said adamantly. “Jami wouldn’t dream of spending Christmas Eve anywhere else.”

The policeman was unimpressed. My mother hung up the phone frustrated, and took off for work. She cried all day and she called my answering machine over and over while my dad and my uncle Peter got into a four-wheel drive, retracing the route we should have taken. They drove up into mountain country, where it snowed most of the winter, passing beneath the Mongolian Rim, taking the various tributary roads that veered off from Phoenix. When they arrived in Payson, Arizona, a small mountain town an hour and a half northeast of Phoenix, the weather stopped them. The snow was so treacherous, even a four-wheel drive couldn’t get through, so they stopped at the police station, where they got the same resistance as my mother: We were adults and we were entitled not to come home. I was probably a teenage runaway, the police officer said, but I was too old for them to chase after. He added that if a few more days went by and my parents still hadn’t heard from me, they would start looking. Just because my dad claimed I was so close to them, the officer said, how did he know I felt the same way? He wondered why every parent thought their kid was some kind of saint.

My dad assured them I was not a saint, but I was not a runaway either. The police were jaded, they had seen too many unsuspecting parents with kids who couldn’t wait to be old enough to get away. Besides, Christmas was coming and it was snowing hard. This was no time to launch a search, especially when they weren’t convinced that we were missing. My dad left the police station angry, and he and my uncle continued driving through the heavy snow as best they could, pulling off the sides of the road, looking down into ravines in case we’d crashed, stopping at motels to see if we’d been spotted.

While my mother put our friends and family on the alert, she had someone run off a flyer of Lisa and me, with our pictures and the word MISSING printed across the top. The flyer included our names, ages, and descriptions and a description of the car: a 1986 red Chevy Blazer truck with a luggage rack, license plate number DFR164. The flyer also reported when we were last seen and it gave a police contact number in New Mexico as well as the number of the criminal investigation unit of the Department of Public Safety in Arizona. My mom had called the Gallup police, since that was our last known sighting, to let them know she had a situation.

They’d given her the same story: Without evidence of foul play, the police were not authorized to do anything besides distribute bulletins. They would make an “attempt to locate,” but beyond that, they were powerless. My mother was forlorn; she knew something terrible had happened. She decided at that moment that if the police were not willing to begin a search, she and my father would launch one of their own.

Family members and friends began to congregate at our house on Christmas Eve. At four the next morning, after another sleepless night for my mother with no word of encouragement from anywhere, my father grabbed a handful of flyers and left the house with his brother-in-law to drive up north. This time, he headed all the way to Gallup, our city of departure. He showed our faces around at all the local markets and gas stations and he asked questions. Had anyone seen us? What about the car? We had to have eaten and gotten gas somewhere. Why didn’t anyone remember us? One gas-station attendant was accommodating enough to go through all his receipts from the last several days, but our names didn’t show up.

My father got a few vague responses. Someone here or there thought they had seen us but they couldn’t recall if it had been before or after our ski trip. Someone even said they thought they might have spotted us in a truck, but they had no more details. While other friends took their cars out to search adjoining roads, my dad and my uncle continued all the way to Flagstaff on Route 40, stopping everywhere they could along the way, turning up nothing.

My mother’s brother, Mark, and my aunt Tona, who lived next door, were in St. Louis, Missouri, for the holiday. They had a three-month-old baby boy named Tyler, and they were visiting Tona’s parents. My mother decided not to call them; what good would it do to worry them? When they returned, she would know more and they could join the revolving-door chaos that was forming in our living room. When Tona and Mark returned a day or so later, Tyler had an intestinal flu, so my aunt alternated between the doctor’s office and the doom and gloom of my parents’ house. It was a rough time for everyone.
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