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For my mom and dad



September 2008

“I WISH WE could have stayed longer,” I told Blair. We were slaphappy from the fourteen-hour trek from Buenos Aires to Salt Lake City. Being on the long flight together had made us like little kids left unsupervised. We were stuck in coach, but fortunately we’d had an entire middle row to ourselves. We drank the complimentary booze and gorged on snacks as though none of it counted so long as we were in the air. We’d just finished a training camp in La Parva and were due for a bit of a break before World Cup season got going in November. If I felt any sense of foreboding leaving South America, it was only because the low-level buzz of it was constant by that point.

The trip had been Blair’s idea; he’d suggested to me and Luke—his brother, my boyfriend—that we see another part of South America before heading back to Park City. Things had been tense between Luke and me, and I sensed Blair thought we all needed a vacation.

“You two can if you want,” Luke had said, as though Blair had been asking his permission. “I need to chill at home before my Red Bull thing.”

“We should,” I’d said to Blair, straining to sound nonchalant about how testy Luke was being. “That would be a blast. What about Buenos Aires?”

I’d had more fun than I’d expected to. I wasn’t often alone with Blair, and I’d forgotten how much I enjoyed his company. He was much more easygoing than his bullheaded, charismatic brother. For once, I saw this as a mark in his favor rather than something that made him the less exciting one.

“Me too,” Blair said now as the flight attendants announced that we were preparing to land. “We’ll go back sometime.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

I’d been anxious about the long flight, but as we came in to land, I felt a cold thud of dread. I suspected this had more to do with Luke than anything else. I knew we needed to have a serious, State of the Union conversation, and I knew that I’d have to initiate it. It was always me who had to do the emotional heavy lifting.

As we taxied to the gate in Salt Lake City, the cabin began to come back to life: people waking each other up, putting their shoes back on, and reassembling their carry-on luggage. Phones emerged from where they’d been stashed, and passengers scrolled through messages and called loved ones to let them know they’d landed.

I wasn’t so anxious to check my own phone. It had brought me too much bad news in recent years, and I’d come to cherish being disconnected. On some level I knew that the worst was yet to come. I wouldn’t say I’d had a premonition, only that some small part of me was always waiting for that call. Luke was picking us up from the airport, a peace offering. For two days I’d managed not to think about my problems with him, worry about my sister, or even think about skiing. But it was over now, and time to get back to real life.

I was vaguely aware of Blair beside me, pulling out his phone and watching it as it came to life. Then I felt his body stiffen next to mine and horror started creeping in.

“Blair,” I said, hearing my own voice as though from the bottom of a well. The fear that lived at the edge of my every waking moment now consumed my mind. The worst possible thing. But it was too absurd; no one should hear that kind of news sitting on an airport tarmac surrounded by strangers.

Blair reached over and took my hand. “Oh, Katie.”



Penny’s Rabbit Is Sick

HOW DO you lose yourself? It is all at once, in a flash? Or is it as slow and irreversible as the melting of a glacier—so that by the time the once-solid core of you has diminished to a handful of fragile crystals, the chance to do anything about it is long past? It seems to me that you lose yourself quickly, and that you lose others little by little.

The question I keep trying to answer is, when exactly did we start to lose her?
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Penny was as constant a part of my childhood as the acres of forest behind our house in Coeur d’Alene, Idaho. We were born only twenty-two months apart, and like most siblings so close in age, we both discovered and created the reality of our childhood as a pair. I looked to Penny to help me make sense of things, to explain the world to me from her position just up ahead.

Penny was the prettier sister. From childhood on, girls understand that there will always be a prettier sister. Penny was delicate and fine-boned, taking after our mother’s side, whereas I shot up like a weed long before puberty and had thick wrists and a solid frame. I was made with bones that wouldn’t break no matter how much abuse I threw at them, taking after my athletic father. I fell out of trees, crashed on the mountain, and did all the things that had my peers showing off plaster casts for classmates to sign without managing to bust myself up. Penny was the opposite: forever getting hurt, forever breakable. But Penny was precocious and could talk circles around the kids her age by the time she was five. Our childhood was a series of incidents in which Penny would taunt me to the edge of a fit and then I would smack her or tackle her and the corridors or our little midcentury modern, four-bedroom home would ring out with “MOM! Katie’s hurting me!”

“What a sweet child!” people said when they met Penny. She had strawberry-blond hair and freckles speckling her fair skin, which went nearly translucent in the winter and would burn at the mere suggestion of sunshine in the summer. She’d also gotten my dad’s clear blue eyes, which mesmerized people even before she could talk. And Penny was sweet—just not to me, but that wasn’t in the job description. As kids, we were close in that tumultuous I hate you, I love you way that siblings are. Together, we dug in the dirt, fished tadpoles from the streams, and built complicated forts out of scrap wood and mats of woven-together sword ferns. Penny organized games of capture the flag with the kids in our neighborhood, and her team always won. It seemed then that Penny was destined to be a leader; she was smart in a way that made her seem, in strange flashes, much older than she was, almost cunning. She was magnetic, convincing, and far more social than I was. I was a little ambivalent about people, more liable to get lost in my own dreamy thoughts or entranced by nature.

Sisters learn early on that everything you are will always be in relation to the other: you’ll always be the pretty one, or the smart one, or the strong one as compared to your sister. It was especially acute because of our ages and the fact that our town was small. The Cleary sisters were like mismatched salt-and-pepper shakers: a pair that never quite made sense. Penelope and Katherine Cleary. Penny and Katie. P and K. Back then CDA was still tiny and undiscovered, far smaller than its less comely nearby cousin, Spokane, Washington.
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My parents were strict about some things—swimming without adults around, being home when we said we’d be, lying, being cruel to other children—but lax on others. This was the 1980s and children—at least children in places like Coeur d’Alene—didn’t have so much structure, so much expectation. My parents let us roam outside, climbing trees and eating wild huckleberries without worry. They never seemed to have any particular expectations about what their daughters ought to be. They accepted my tomboyish nature as much as Penny’s girlieness. Title IX had come just in time, so they introduced us to every sport they could think of. They took us skiing for the first time when Penny was six and I was four, and I was immediately hooked. I don’t actually remember this, or at least I don’t think I do. I have a faint memory of looking out over the tips of my kiddie skis for the first time, of shooting out ahead of my sister on my second run so that my dad had to zoom after me, but it’s probably only that I remember being told that this was how it went. Memory is an unreliable narrator.

I will always be grateful for my happy childhood. Trust me when I tell you that no one has gone over it in more forensic detail than I have, searching for any hint of darkness. There just isn’t any.

If my destiny seemed clear from childhood, so in some ways did Penny’s. In our long hours exploring among the pines and hemlocks behind our house, Penny was always finding wounded animals: a baby bird that had fallen out of its nest, a mouse with a mangled foot. So it was no wonder—everyone would say later—that she got into medicine. She would carefully transport the animals back to our house, where my mother would help her set up a triage station in our shed, create a habitat out of a shoebox, a feeding system with an eyedropper. My mom had been raised on a farm in the south end of the state and had a handy and expansive knowledge of animals. I tagged along in these moments, a little in awe of my mom and sister.

Penny loved animals. She was one of those girls who obsessed over horses: horse shirts, horse books, horse toys. We didn’t have the land or the money for horses of our own, but my parents paid for Penny to ride at a nearby stable twice a week. At home, we had the usual spate of pets: a dog, a cat, rabbits, and the occasional pet rodent. Penny’s were always getting sick; the rabbit alone ran up vet bills like you wouldn’t believe. But those tiny pets often die one after the other, don’t they? Who hasn’t had a parade of hamsters that marched through their childhood? Poor Penny always chose the sick ones. Mine were robust, like me.

[image: Image]

My mom, Deborah, worked several days a week as a guidance counselor at the local junior high school, something she was well suited for with her inexhaustible capacity to listen and her preternatural calm. She was tall with a willowy prettiness that neither Penny nor I had inherited: me taking after my father and Penny after our grandmother: a firecracker of a woman who stood all of five foot one.

Our dad, John, was cheerful and practical. He worked as an accountant and was the most popular guy in the office. He was happy as long as he could ski most days in the winter. He’d bummed around various ski resorts throughout the 1970s before settling in Coeur d’Alene at a time when real estate was cheap as dirt. I might have inherited my love of skiing from him, but I likely got my drive from the grandfather who’d emigrated from Austria and was more or less present at the inception of Alpine skiing. He died when I was ten. I have a framed photo of the three of us at Silver Mountain that sat beside my bed for years.

His wife died shortly before he did, and my memories of her are scant. I know she was religious and made an attempt to get my sister and me into Sunday school. Penny was beloved there—so gentle and receptive—but I didn’t fit in as well.

One afternoon, the dozen or so children gathered in the basement of the Heart of the City Church were given a photo that was meant to represent paradise. It featured a beatific-looking blond woman staring out from the porch of a lovely house as a towheaded toddler pushed a sailboat around a sparkling pond. We were told to first tear the pictures into pieces—paradise lost—then tape them back together—paradise restored!—in an emulation of God’s love. I hadn’t meant to thwart the lesson, I was simply an overzealous kid. When the Sunday school teacher saw my pile of shreds, she was dismayed. But, I pointed out, if I was representing God in this scenario, couldn’t I do anything?

I didn’t last long in Sunday school after that.
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I don’t have a clear memory of meeting Luke Duncan, nor do I have any memory of my life without him in it. According to our parents, who learned the story from our instructors, Luke and I instantly bonded over being the most daring six-year-olds in the ski school. We were literal fast friends who had our instructor convinced he’d be sued when one or both of us went over a cliff on his watch. Luke’s older brother, Blair, was also a gifted skier and was tasked with keeping an eye on the two of us, meaning that, from then on, the three of us were always together.

Penny and I had our own rooms, but I would often sleep in the trundle bed that pulled out from under her twin bed. In the glow of Penny’s night-light, we would have long meandering conversations about everything: the mysterious adult world, the secret lives of animals, the possibilities of heaven and hell, and our own far-off futures. Naturally I already had the Olympics in my sights. We’d watched hours and hours of the Calgary games that year, though my sister preferred watching the feminine and elegant Katarina Witt to the super-G and slalom.

“I want to live in a big house on the mountain and have eight husky dogs,” I said. “I’ll go skiing every day and I’ll have a whole room in the house for my trophies.”

“Don’t you want to get married?” Penny asked.

I made a face. I was nine, Penny was eleven, already in her dreamy preadolescence. “Who would I marry?”

“What about Luke?” she asked.

“Gross. Luke’s my friend.”

“One day you’ll want to be more than friends with boys. You’ll probably want to marry Luke,” Penny said matter-of-factly. “He’s pretty cute, Katie, even if he’s just a baby.”

“Ick. Anyway, what about you?”

“Well, I’ll marry either Sean,” she said, name-checking a floppy-haired, blue-eyed boy in her sixth-grade class who was the subject of many hours of gossip between Penny and her best friend, Emily, “or Jonathan Taylor Thomas. It just depends on whether I decide to move to Hollywood to be an actress.”

Penny’s vision for her future was as malleable as most kids’. One day, she wanted to be an actress; the next, a veterinarian; the next, an airline stewardess.

“And I definitely want to have lots of kids.”

“Like the Kimballs?” I asked.

We burst into a fit of giggles. The Kimballs lived four doors down from us. They had two girls our age, as well as eight additional kids ranging in age from toddlerhood to early twenties. Their father seemed to avoid being home as much as possible, and their mother was an enormous woman who’d long lost any control she might have once had over the household. She primarily seemed to focus on making sure none of the younger ones inadvertently killed themselves or each other. They ordered pizza for dinner almost every night, and their ramshackle house was a lawless empire of children. Luke and I loved it there.

“Not like that,” Penny said, scrunching her nose.

Starting at age twelve, Penny began to rack up an impressive number of boyfriends. I remember her first date as vividly as if it were my own, partly because mine wouldn’t come along for a long time. In sixth grade, Penny was “going out” with a boy in her class named Jake. This mostly meant passing notes back and forth via trusted emissaries and occasionally holding hands in the hallway between classes. No “going out” actually happened until Penny put the hard-core press on our mom and dad to let her go to the movies with Jake. Emily had a crush on his best friend, Ethan, so a double date was ideal. Being that it was a group thing and it seemed very unlikely that anything untoward could happen at the Riverstone Theatre during a matinee showing of The Mask, my parents relented. Penny and Emily were in a frenzy getting ready for their date: Penny’s room with its pink vanity mirror was a haze of sugary body sprays and glittery Bonne Bell lip balms. They both wore baby tees and pulled their long hair away from their faces with butterfly clips.

“They’re being like, really silly,” I said to my mom, plopping down on the couch with her to watch Kindergarten Cop while my dad, who considered himself (wrongly) a menacing deterrent to adolescent boys, ferried the girls to their date. “I don’t get it,” I sniffed.

My mom smiled at me, probably knowing that I felt a little left out. “I was the same when I was Penny’s age.”

I scrunched my nose. “Are you serious?”

“Oh yeah.” She laughed. “Completely boy crazy.”

“Gross. I hope it’s not genetic.”

“Well, it’s fine if you don’t, but you may feel differently in a few years.”

People, including Penny, were always telling me this, that I was going to feel differently about boys one day, and I dreaded it. It made me feel like a time bomb.

“It would be so much easier if I were a boy,” I said.

“Maybe in some ways,” my mom said, “but being a girl is great too.”

My mom had cut back to part-time at the school so that she could take me to all my skiing stuff—I most certainly didn’t adequately appreciate her sacrifice at the time, but we were uncommonly close, given our many hours alone in the car together driving up and down every mountain in the region.

The hullabaloo resumed when the girls arrived back at the house and changed into their pj’s.

I lingered at the threshold of the doorway to Penny’s bedroom.

“How was your date?” I asked. I was aiming for nonchalance, sarcasm even, but at ten I had the faculties for neither.

“Sissy!” Emily squealed. Emily’s only sibling was an older brother, so she was keen to share big sister duty with Penny. Though Penny frequently enumerated the many ways in which little sisters were the worst, she usually tolerated me hanging around them.

Penny gave the most world-weary sigh a twelve-year-old could muster, but let a smile creep in and gave me a sideways nod, signaling I could enter. They were sitting cross-legged on the lower half of Penny’s trundle bed with an open bag of Cheetos and a mound of Twizzlers and Whoppers between them.

“Ethan totally likes you,” Penny continued as I settled in and reached for a Twizzler.

Emily squealed. “I almost had a cow when he put his arm around me.”

Penny nodded sagely.

“And you guys! Oh my god, you were making out like the whole time.”

“Ew,” I said, and Penny rolled her eyes.

“He’s an eighth grader,” she said, as though that explained everything, and it sort of did. Middle school was a treacherous place, throwing together all those children in their various stages of metamorphosis; some of the boys in eighth grade were nearly six feet tall and had begun to resemble impossibly awkward men. Penny smiled slyly and pushed the long curtain of her hair over her shoulder. Emily saw it first.

“Ahhhhh! You have a hickey!”

I craned my neck to see, and there it was, a quarter-size red-and-purple welt just underneath Penny’s ear.

“Mom and Dad are going to kill you,” I said.

“Not if they don’t know about it,” Penny said, walloping me with a pillow. “It’s no big deal,” she said, “I’ll just wear a scarf.”

I didn’t want to admit how baffled I was by the hickey. How did you even get such a thing? It involved kissing, obviously, but the mechanics were unclear. I’d learn later that hickeys were a particular teenage phenomenon that was just exactly as stupid as it appeared.

Back then, the point of all the boy stuff seemed to be more about Emily and Penny than the actual boys themselves. Many hours were devoted to unpacking their crushes’ most minute actions, reading each of the paper notes passed in the hallway—never mind that searching the missives of a fourteen-year-old boy for subtext was, to paraphrase Cher Horowitz, like looking for meaning in a Pauly Shore movie.

Many years later, I’d search through an old box of Penny’s teenage journals and notes that she’d long ago abandoned in my parents’ house. I was looking for some kind of clue, but the only shocking thing was how ordinary they were. Like generals, she and Emily would plot and strategize their next moves, their next notes, their next phone calls, as though the fate of civilization hung in the balance. But it was the time with each other that seemed to matter, and that I envied. Luke and I talked, but it was to plan adventures, recount adventures; and mostly there was just doing.

That same year, a girl in the grade between us—Jennifer Baker—died suddenly of meningitis. Neither Penny nor I knew her well, but her death sent shock waves through the school. There was a vigil for her in the school gymnasium, and I remember the drained and haunted faces of her parents, the bewildered grief of her older brother, the way a halo of tragedy seemed to surround them. Our experiences with death before then had been minimal—almost abstract—involving minor pets and other people’s grandparents. Penny marshaled her class to do a fund-raiser for the family and to send them cards and flowers. Even young, she was good in a crisis.
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Thinking back so many years later on Penny as a little girl would bring me both comfort and anguish. Some part of me believed if I could discover the exact moment her unraveling began, if I could just locate the thread, we could reverse what happened. As though we might even put back together what’s come undone.



Liz Sullivan Is Out of Here

December 2009

AS FOR my own unraveling, it begins on a chilly December day that starts out perfectly ordinary and then spirals into something else. My only intention that morning is to quickly cross the state line to go to the Nordstrom in Spokane. I need to buy new pants because none of mine fit any longer. These days I need to give myself discrete, manageable tasks to hang each day on or I’m likely to only make it as far as the couch or not emerge from bed at all. Today: pants.

As I haul a pile of jeans two sizes bigger than what I used to wear into the dressing room, I try not to feel sad about the weight I’ve gained. It feels too stupid to be sad about. I walk by a row of supersoft T-shirts that are on sale and grab a handful. I get some new underwear and bras as well. I’ve been squeezing my newly voluptuous tits into my 34B bras, and it’s getting obscene. I look at myself in the pallid light of the dressing room, which seemingly illuminates every pore of my tired skin. My hair looks like a neglected animal.

I leave with a bagful of clothes, and my plan is to go to the gym. I’m dressed for it, since my gym clothes are all that still fit me, and I’m actually going to go today.

I get in the car with every intention of heading to the mildly depressing big-box gym by my parents’ house. I fucking hate that gym. Last week, a pudgy trainer sidled up to me and gave me some unsolicited (and incorrect) advice on squats in an attempt, I assume, to try to sell me one of the personal training packages they push on new members. It was all I could do not to punch him. But I’m supposed to be exercising regularly. It’s supposed to help.

Instead of driving to the gym, however, I find myself on a route so familiar I’m practically on autopilot. The airport. I park and head to arrivals, like I’m picking someone up. This series of irrational actions gives me an odd thrill. Am I finally losing it? I’ve spent days—weeks, probably—of my life in airports all over the world, but I’ve never been as fascinated as I suddenly am by this ordinary terminal.

My therapist, Gena, has been working with me on a technique borrowed from yoga that she refers to as staying in “the witness mind.” She encourages me to try to observe my feelings without judging them so as to avoid getting caught up in self-loathing and blame. But now I feel like I’ve somehow slipped from my body and am watching from above. I don’t think this is what Gena meant. I wonder idly if I am suffering a psychotic break. People are staring at me, but it’s not (necessarily) because I look any more deranged than usual. The white noise of whispers that fills a room when I walk in has become so constant that I hear it even when I’m alone.

Announcements play on a loop over the airport’s sound system—you must check in two hours prior to international flights, the gate will close ten minutes before departure, allow forty minutes for security—in a robotic-sounding female voice as disembodied and ubiquitous as the voice of God. She repeats herself in Japanese, French, German. Airports seem to exist in a kind of purgatory outside of time and space. You have no control over when those you’re expecting will arrive, or when you’ll be allowed to continue on to your destination. Outside of security, I’m surrounded by people waiting. The travelers pass by me in a rush, off to go stand in a long line to remove their shoes and coats and electronics and three-ounce bottles of liquid from their carry-ons before they disappear on the other side, continuing on to wherever they’re going.

The longer I stay, the more inconceivable it feels to leave and go to the gym, where rows of middle-aged people huff and puff, trying to stave off holiday weight gain, or to head back home, where my parents are trying so mightily to go on with their lives. I watch the reader boards as they flash the names of dozens of far-flung cities. Some, such as Zurich and Vienna, I’ve flown through many times in another life. Others—Dubai, Phnom Penh—I’ve never even thought about going to. Except now I do; suddenly any place feels preferable to here. Then I see Buenos Aires come up, and it hammers my heart.

Blair. I haven’t returned his last several phone calls even though I miss him more than I can bear. I’m not sure that night in Buenos Aires would feel like the best night of my life if it hadn’t also been the last night of my life as I knew it. I go to the ticket counter, thinking I’m somehow playing a joke on myself as I ask about the next available flight. But then, I’m pulling out my credit card and my passport. For a moment, I gaze at the latter in amazement, wondering why my passport is in my purse. Then I remember that I lost my driver’s license the other night at Silver Fox. A mortifying sequence of events comes back to me—I’m laughing drunkenly, exuding the licorice smell of Jägermeister, and spilling the contents of my purse on the floor. The license clattering away, gone forever.

The flight doesn’t leave until later that evening, so I have time to kill. I go back to the car to get the clothes I just purchased. Being outside of the airport makes the fog lift a bit: the crisp, cold, nonrecycled air hits me, and it occurs to me that as easily and senselessly as I arrived here and purchased a ticket, I could turn around, cancel the flight, and just go home. But standing at the airline counter made me realize how badly I need out of Coeur d’Alene, where everything reminds me of everything. Is that why I bought these clothes? Was I plotting my escape without even knowing it? Dear Gena, my witness mind thinks she’s witnessing a woman having a nervous breakdown.

I schlep the Nordstrom bags through security past a series of blessedly apathetic TSA agents who seem not to care how I might board with these bags. I buy an overpriced suitcase inside the terminal and decide I’ll just pretend I didn’t know it was too big to carry on, play clueless. A very huffy gate attendant will check it for me as I pretend to be apologetic.

In the surreal hours between my unplanned arrival at the airport and my flight’s departure, I sit at a lonely airport bar that serves cocktails in pint glasses and tap away at my phone. I send my parents an e-mail to tell them about the trip, attaching my flight info, and letting them know where I left my car, for which they have a spare set of keys at home. I do my best to keep the e-mail light and sane sounding—Just decided to take a little trip last minute. Need to get away for a while. If anyone calls for me just tell them I’m traveling. They’ll be worried, but they’re already worried. The three of us cooped up in our madness together isn’t helping anything. I’m thirty years old, I think, holding up my end of an imaginary argument, I don’t need to ask permission.

Next, I search Airbnb for a place to stay. I find an apartment in Palermo Soho—one of the nicer neighborhoods in the city, according to Google. My sensory memory of being in Buenos Aires is sharp and clear, but the details—where we stayed, what we visited—have all left me. It’s the feeling that’s indelible: of me before, of Blair, one of my oldest friends, coming into a new and sudden focus. I book the apartment for two weeks. The Internet has made everything so easy! I rarely booked my own travel before, and it’s weirdly thrilling. I’m giddy, ratcheting up toward hysteria. I’m going to sit here at this bleak, nondescript bar, drinking a cocktail that is both too sweet and too strong, and tap, tap, tap my way into another life. Maybe I should take some Spanish classes. Booked. Maybe I will get myself a little job, so I can stay as long as I want. I answer an ad on Craigslist for English-speaking tour guides. Is it really this easy to start a new life? Maybe it is; I’m high on the prospect. From here on out, I’m someone new. I’m Elizabeth Sullivan—my middle name paired with my mom’s maiden name—the fake name I use when I meet strangers in bars to throw them off the scent if they recognize me. Elizabeth? Liz. Liz Sullivan. Here I am.

[image: Image]

As I’m landing in Buenos Aires in the late afternoon after the connecting flight from Lima, my luggage is arriving in São Paulo, Brazil. I don’t know this, of course, until I’ve been standing at the baggage claim carousel at Ministro Pistarini for what feels like an eternity. The two girls who sat next to me on the flight from Lima get their bags right away. They’re from LA—decked out in expensive workout gear, eyes hidden behind massive designer sunglasses—and they talked through the whole flight. Never to me, only to each other. They went through an extensive beauty routine en route, because you know being on a plane just murders your complexion. I’d hoped the wine they were drinking—complimentary on these international flights—might induce a nap, but it only made them louder. They were just so excited to be on their way to BA. WOOHOO! As they disappear into the terminal, I realize I could’ve just introduced myself. It would have been nice to know someone here. But off they go, and I remain, watching the luggage turn and turn until only a few solitary bags are left on the carousel. Who these lonely remaining bags belong to is a mystery; perhaps someone is currently waiting for them in São Paulo.

I’m third in line at the Aerolíneas counter. I used some of the flight time to brush up on the bit of Spanish I’d picked up from Jorge, a tech coach from Chile who’d worked with the team for years. Equipaje. Right, luggage. I should have gone LAN Argentina, but Aerolíneas was so much cheaper. I have money saved, but I don’t know how long I’ll be here.

I approach and mumble something in Spanish. The airline representative says something in Portuguese, then immediately switches to English when I don’t respond.

“Hello, how can I help you, miss?”

“I’ve lost my luggage.”

“Okay, excellent. Where you are flying from?”

“Spokane, Washington,” I say. “I connected through Lima.”

“Excellent.” She returns to her computer with a great flurry of typing. “Flight number please? Name?” I give her my real name, hoping it’s the last time I’ll have to say it for a while.

“Excellent,” she tells me. Apparently my name rings no bells. It probably wasn’t a story here. I’ve lost any sense of proportion.

“Okay.” She smiles, and I want to hug her for some reason. Perhaps because she’s the first person I’ve spoken to in so many hours. “Your luggage was sent to São Paulo. But it’s no problem. You write for me here the address where you are staying and we send it there, one day, two days, maybe, but no more.”

I write it for her.

She nods approvingly. “Palermo Soho. Is nice. You know it?”

I shake my head.

“You will like it.” She smiles.

I make my way to the buses heading to the city center. The air outside is pleasant, almost balmy. I’ve left behind winter too; it’s spring in the Southern Hemisphere, soon to be summer. It dawns on me that I don’t have so much as a change of underwear in the gym bag I used as my carry-on: a ghastly rookie mistake for someone as well traveled as I am. I don’t know how to pack for this new life any more than I know how to live in it. I have only the minimal toiletries I bought for the flight and my wallet and passport. I have my Spanish classes and my tour guide orientation in two days and I have only the—surely ripe—travel clothes on my back.

I wearily file onto a bus, and at first I don’t know what it is that feels so different, that washes me in relief. Then I realize: anonymity. No one’s eyes are following me as I move, there’s no ripple of alarmed whispers as people recognize me and point me out to their companions.

Buenos Aires was an impulsive choice, but as the bus hurtles toward the city, I feel sure it was a good one. I’m thousands of miles from anyone who knows me or knows of me. The last time I was here was the last time all my dreams for myself—along with any hopes of resolution, of a happy or normal life—felt possible. I can recognize how irrational it is to think there might be some sort of key here, some clue I’ve left for myself, some portal through which I might travel and obliterate what’s happened in between, but it doesn’t stop me from longing for it. I gaze out the window, trying to connect to what I’m seeing, to spark some nostalgia. But the urban sprawl outside the window gives me nothing. I’d forgotten how vast the city is, how one neighborhood tumbles into the next in a web that seems to go on forever. The city center, where the bus leaves off, is crowded with high-rises and clutches of palm trees sprouting between buildings to form little oases.

According to his bio on Airbnb, the owner of the apartment where I’ll be staying is a fiftyish American expat who moved to the city a decade before with his partner. From the central bus station I take the green line to the Scalabrini Ortiz stop in Palermo as instructed. All the way there I study my map, trying and failing to remain inconspicuous; my height and my blondness attract attention everywhere other than the Nordic countries. But people are just gawking; they don’t recognize me. I suppose I’m uniquely attuned to the difference.

I try to make sense of the steady stream of Spanish around me, but it washes over me. Everyone looks cheerful; they’re laughing, or maybe it’s simply that these are the only people I’m seeing clearly—my fellow miserables fading to gray in the background. I emerge in what feels like a completely different city, and at last I feel a stirring of familiarity. The afternoon sun is coming through the trees that canopy the wide cobblestone streets, and I pass stylish modern buildings with Spanish-style villas crammed in between. I couldn’t be anywhere in the United States.
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“Welcome! Bienvenidos!” Tom, my host, leans in and kisses me on the cheek. “This is the place.” I find myself instinctively searching for signs that he knows—the startled look, the flash of horror—after all he has my real name and my credit card. But if he does recognize me, he betrays nothing. I chastise myself; the world doesn’t revolve around what happened to us.

“The building is gorgeous,” I say. There’s a pool in the courtyard, and the gates that protect the building are heavy, fortified. Though the other neighborhood streets are teeming, Tom’s apartment is on a quiet, posh-looking block.

“Isn’t is precious? We got it for a song too. They were practically giving away real estate after the crisis in ’01. Come in, come in.” Tom beckons me from the foyer. The furniture is modern and sharp, and there’s a narrow terrace with a view of the Rio de la Plata. I’m not sure I deserve to stay somewhere so beautiful. “I’ve just made tea, would you like some?” I nod and follow him into the narrow, gleaming kitchen. He pours me a cup, and we sit for a moment. I feel a sudden wave of exhaustion so intense I could collapse on the spot.

“You know this neighborhood got its nickname because it’s meant to resemble SoHo in New York, but being from there I think that rather flatters New York. Maybe in its heyday. Anyway! This is the perfect neighborhood for a young person. The Argentines, they’re very enterprising, very resilient. After the crash, all of these little artisan boutiques started sprouting up around here, with people converting warehouses into galleries and showrooms. Dreadfully hip. When we first started visiting twenty years ago, this was a rather nothing part of town, but it’s undergone quite the renaissance.” He says the word with its full, flamboyant French pronunciation. “How were your travels, my dear?”

“Not too bad. Although they’ve lost my luggage. Or, rather, they sent it to São Paulo.”

“Oh dear. Aerolíneas, I presume? They always lose luggage.”

I nod. “Actually,” I continue, “I neglected to bring a change of clothes in my carry-on. Is there somewhere nearby I could go to pick up a few things?”

Tom sends me to a shopping mall, and just as I arrive there, a new wave of jet lag hits me hard. I feel adrift and disoriented. I’ve been all over the world, but it’s a blur of mountain resorts and ski slopes, with only the occasional brief trip to a capital city where I was surrounded by the considerable buffer of my teammates. Buenos Aires feels more foreign than I expected. I’ve overheard no English. I’m both panicked and relieved by this.

I skim the racks but can’t find anything in a 36D. All my adult life I’d been a sleek aerodynamic 34B. Being an athlete shielded me from some of the body anxiety that hounded other women my age. At just under six feet, my coaches were happy when I was between 165 and 170. Weight was just a number—like my resting heart rate, my CO2 levels, box jump reps—but now it’s another reason to loathe myself. After I stopped training, I packed on twenty pounds, giving me these never-before-seen knockers. I know I probably look fine, but I feel like the extra weight carries everything that happened, that it’s an outward sign that I’ll never again be what I once was.

A pretty, minuscule salesgirl appears at my elbow. “¿Necesitas ayuda?” I have to repeat myself twice to get across that I’m not finding anything in my size. My accent needs work. My conversations with Jorge have clearly given me misplaced confidence.

The salesgirl explains that they only carry B cups there. Later, I’ll wonder about this—do all women in Buenos Aires have the same size breasts?—but for now, I just feel dejected as the kind-eyed salesgirl directs me to a department store. There, in a bleary haze, I buy a granny bra I’ll never wear again, as well as a couple of sundresses, one of which I will later discover was meant to be a bathing suit cover-up. I was never one for fashion.

When I make it back to my apartment, I’m ravenous and exhausted. I order a trio of greasy empanadas from a bodega across the street, where two old men sit at a rickety table outside smoking and staring at me unabashedly. They’re not exactly leering, but I’m a sore thumb. I see—or perhaps just imagine—some hint of disappointment in their stares, like if the universe were going to cough up a blond foreigner into their midst, couldn’t it have done better than this?

The grease from my empanadas soaks through their little wax paper bag and the smell of them makes my stomach growl. I take the food and the strange, ugly clothes back to the apartment that’s mine for the next two weeks. Its spotlessness is a reproach to my grubbiness. There’s a laptop computer in the corner, which Tom told me I’m free to use. I log in and connect to the Wi-Fi. I have several e-mails from my parents. Call when you can, my dad writes, your mother is worried. I e-mail them back to tell them I’ve arrived and I’m fine. Don’t worry about me. If only.

I e-mail Gena the therapist to cancel my next several appointments. I’m taking a trip, I say, I’m in Buenos Aires and not sure how long I’m staying. I know it’s probably a terrible idea, but I needed to get away. I also tell Gena not to worry, though maybe it’s narcissistic to think she would.

I take a long shower and crawl into the plush bed naked; it’s 8:00 p.m. and I decide I can’t stay awake any longer. Despite how far away I am, the time difference is only three hours. I’ve dealt with much worse jet lag many times, and in those days I had to get up and compete the next day. Now, I have nothing to wake up for. I could sleep for a hundred years.

I’m starving when I wake up. I spotted a McDonald’s around the corner, and they have good breakfasts everywhere in the world. The Palermo Soho McDonald’s is the chicest fast-food joint I’ve ever seen. The trim dark-eyed girls behind the counter wear smart blue uniforms, and there’s a mini café on the inside that serves espresso and little pastries called medialunas. It’s bustling. I get an egg sandwich and coffee, and it tastes the same as in the U.S. but different too. The smell makes me nostalgic. You know what I mean, that McDonald’s smell. Penny and I are riding in the back of the station wagon, Dad is on dinner duty, which as often as not devolved into pizza or McDonald’s. My sister and I knew how easily he could be swayed. The admonitions of “don’t tell your mother”—who ate organic long before it was a thing—made it all the more delicious.

Even such a benign memory is not without its dark cloud. The question moves again to the front of my brain like a slide on one of those old-fashioned View-Masters clicking into place. Will I ever feel anything but sadness again? I feel tears coming up and quickly put my sunglasses on. I need to wake myself up, so I keep walking in the direction of the Plaza Serrano. When I reach the square, it’s bustling and shaded by towering rosewood trees, and I’m nearly flattened by a wave of memory. Even though it’s what I was looking for, once it hits me, I’m filled with a melancholy so intense my knees buckle. The place is familiar and distinctive, I’ve been here before. The cafés that line the plaza—their patios spilling out onto the cobblestones and blending into their neighbors—all look similar, and I’m imagining Blair and me sitting at any of them, at all of them. In an instant, my decision to come here feels like a mistake. I can never go back to who I was.

When I get back to the apartment, I check my e-mail again. One from my mom and one from Gena; two of the only people who have this e-mail address.

Katie, the e-mail from Gena reads, I don’t think it’s a terrible idea for you to get away for a while, but you need to make sure you’re taking care of yourself too. A change of scene can be a very good idea. You’ve been through a lot, so go easy on yourself, and be kind to yourself. Be careful about drinking. We can Skype if you need to. Love, Gena

I’d created a new e-mail account that only my parents and therapist know about, and I resist the urge to check the other one. My old e-mail was made public when I was “doxed,” to use the vernacular of the shadowy Internet world that’s become painfully familiar to me. I’ve long since gone dark on social media.

The sheer number of messages I get—even this long after the fact—never fails to shock me. I would have expected the bizarre people who write hate mail to strangers to have moved on to a fresh kill by now. I’d like to think these people are lonely, angry trolls sitting in their parents’ basements spewing invective because they have nothing better to do. But I once reverse searched a handful of the e-mail addresses on Facebook and they turned up normal-looking men and women smiling and laughing at Christmas parties and in vacation photos; people with friends, families, children of their own. I fought the urge to forward on the death threats and all-caps e-mails condemning me and my family to hell to these friends and family members. Do you know about your husband’s dark furtive habits? I wanted to ask the wife of Joe Pinelli, one of my more dedicated digital tormentors. Do you realize that after he tucks in Aiden, 7, and Hailey, 5, he opens up his laptop to write me pages-long e-mails full of hatred and scripture?

The problem is, you cannot unsee this side of humanity, and it makes even the most benign-looking strangers appear to you as a potential threat.

I got some nice messages of support from ski fans, but those made me feel awful in their own way, like I’d let them down. They reminded me, uncomfortably, of who I’d been, a version of myself that had been hurtling away from me at an accelerating speed since that ghastly day. It also kicked back that terrible question: Had my singular focus blinded me? Was there something I could have done?

Everyone needs to believe they would have seen it sooner, that they would’ve been able to help her. People need this lie to feel certain that nothing like this could ever happen to them, that the Clearys are the stuff of horror movies, rather than ordinary life. The truth is, nothing can prepare you for something like Penny.



Penny on Christmas

I WAS ALWAYS especially happy to have a sister on Christmas. Like most siblings, we alternated frequently between being enemies and allies, but Christmas was sacred. Our parents weren’t wealthy like the Duncans, but we always had plenty of presents at Christmas. As the holiday neared, no matter how badly we’d been squabbling, a Christmas truce fell on the Cleary sisters. It was easily my favorite time of year: my mom decorated every inch of the lower floor of our house; a resplendent fir tree we’d chosen as a family took over the living room; little Santas and reindeer and other yuletide knickknacks lined every windowsill; and my mom baked and baked. My dad was almost as excited as I was when Schweitzer opened in late November, and after that he would take me up every weekend. By the time I was ten, I could ski everything he skied. On weekdays when he was working, Blair and Luke’s mom, Ann—who’d left her job after her eldest was born—would often take us up after school. She never liked to ski and so would wait for us in the lodge, reading a book.

In order to quench the over-the-top excitement of the holiday, my parents let Penny and me open one present on Christmas Eve. Once we were old enough to actually buy gifts with our allowances, we made a tradition of opening each other’s. Penny was always a thoughtful gift giver. Somewhere in the closets of my parents’ house I still have a gorgeous forest-green scarf she gave me when we were teenagers. I remember thinking it was extremely sophisticated, like something I’d see one of the fancy ski bunnies wearing in the lodge.

After gifts, we’d leave cookies for Santa and carrots for Rudolph, and I’d sleep in the pullout trundle bed in Penny’s room. We’d wake at the crack of dawn and count the minutes until 7:00 a.m., when we were officially allowed to go and wake up our parents. Penny, like all older siblings, discovered the truth about Santa Claus long before I did, so for a couple of years, she was complicit in the ruse along with my parents. Looking back, that seems like a very sweet lie in the midst of many others less benign.

We would always go skiing with the Duncans on Christmas. Even Penny would come when we were kids, before all of her injuries and ailments began. Blair was a year older than Penny, and, according to her, he was exceptionally cute. And, really, he never did seem to go through much of an awkward phase. Luke and I were already obsessed with skiing, spending hours at his house watching VHS ski videos on his big screen and using the giant trampoline in his backyard to practice tricks and flips in the summer, or doing them straight off their dock into Lake Coeur d’Alene. Normally we didn’t like to ski with anyone other than Blair, but Christmas Day was always just for fun.

I remember clearly the last time we went as a group because it was days before Tad Duncan left his wife. Tad was trying to give his family one last holiday together, but at twelve, fifteen, and seventeen, respectively, the Duncan kids were old enough to know that something was up.

We started at the top of the hill together, but soon Luke had rocketed off through the trees by himself. There was no way Penny and the eldest Duncan sibling, Kristina, were going in there, but I nodded to Blair, and we followed him. We’d long been skiing off the runs at Silver Mountain, no matter how much trouble we got into for doing it. But that day Luke was barreling through the trees like a bat out of hell. I skied with Luke often enough to know the difference between him being daring and him being reckless. By the time we cleared the forest, all three of us were breathless.

“Hey,” I said, clamping a gloved hand on Luke’s shoulder, “you okay?” He was doubled over and breathing hard. He didn’t answer me, and I looked over at Blair, who pulled his mask up, his brow furrowed. It was a rare bluebird December day, and from where we were you could see for miles in any direction. Suddenly, Luke let out a howl that rang out before being swallowed by the crush of snow and tree branches. He collapsed backward, his skis still bound to his feet and sticking straight up.

“Our parents are getting divorced,” Luke said as I popped my skis off and sat beside him on the snow. I was already outgrowing my nearly new ski pants and I had to maneuver to be able to sit comfortably.

“What?” I looked to Blair for confirmation. He sighed and sat on the other side of Luke, putting a thick, ski-jacketed arm around his little brother.

“We don’t know that for sure.”

“Mom has been crying for two weeks straight! She thinks she’s hiding it. She drank a whole bottle of wine last night at dinner. It’s Bethany, just watch.”

“Bethany from the company?”

Tad Duncan had been a lawyer when the kids were born but had for the past several years been developing a communications software system that had started to take off. Bethany was his head of marketing; she was twenty-seven. This detail seems more appalling in retrospect, now that I’ve passed twenty-seven myself and understand how young it actually is.

“We don’t know anything yet,” Blair said.

“Kris told me she heard them on the phone,” Luke said. “Like, multiple times. You know she goes with him whenever he travels.”

Between her rebellious older daughter and her talented sons, Ann never seemed to have a moment for herself. She often drove me to practice when my mom was working, and she always packed snacks for me just as she did for her own kids. I loved her. It seemed unfathomable that Tad would leave her.

“Kris shouldn’t be telling you any of that, bud,” Blair said.

“I’m not a kid!” Luke said. “And it’s obvious anyway.”

With that, he popped back up on his skis and tipped over the cliff more quickly than he should have. It didn’t matter how well we all knew Silver Mountain, it was idiotic to plunge off like that. Luke was reckless then. He never really outgrew it.
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Between Christmas and New Year’s, Tad announced to his family that he was going to be moving to Sun Valley. He’d purchased a five-bedroom house at the base of Bald Mountain, where he would now be living with the soon-to-be Mrs. Duncan, née Bethany Little. From there, the family seemed to swiftly unravel. Kristina wanted nothing to do with him. She was in her senior year of high school and took the excuse to become the wildest girl in Coeur d’Alene before she left for college the next fall. The boys sided with their mother, but their lives were turned upside down. Tad wanted them to come to Sun Valley. There was a well-funded but relatively minor ski club there, and Tad saw his opportunity to be a big fish.

I remember Penny and me hiding at the top of the stairs, listening in on a conversation between my parents and Ann that spring. Our families had been close for years, and my mom in particular adored Ann; the two of them were forever trading recipes and gardening tips.

“I know I must seem like an idiot, but I didn’t see it coming. I just never thought Tad would start fucking some twentysomething behind my back.” Penny and I exchanged a horrified smile. The grown-ups in our orbit almost never swore, so this must be serious. “I was just so busy with the boys and their skiing and trying to keep Kristina under control. This was our deal, you know? I did everything at home so that he could focus on the company. I have my degree, I could have worked. I’m so stupid.”

“You’re not,” I heard my dad say. “He is. I’m just disgusted with him.”

This was about as harsh as my father got.

“And now he wants to take the boys away? What am I going to do?”

“That makes no sense,” my mom said. “You do everything for them. How’s Tad going to even have the time?”

“Well, he has Bethany now.” Ann said her name as though it tasted bad.

“I’m sure the boys would rather be with you,” my mom said.

“You know he has a trump card. Sun Valley is one of the best mountains in the country. Not to mention all Tad’s new rich cronies who fancy themselves patrons of the sport.” She groaned.

“Skiing isn’t everything. Ann, I know they’re talented but the chances of them going pro . . .” My dad trailed off. I was a little taken aback. My parents had always been so encouraging about my skiing dreams, did they know something I didn’t? I thought uncharitably that this was because my dad had never chased the dream, had acquiesced to having a normal nine-to-five job and a life that didn’t revolve around being on the mountain. I would never do that, I told myself.

“I know. But I’m afraid they’ll resent me. Luke especially,” she said.

They moved into the den, where we could no longer hear them, and I turned to my sister.

“You don’t think they’ll really move, do you?” I asked her.

She shrugged. “I have no idea.”

I burst into tears. The thought of losing my two best friends was overwhelming. Other than Penny and my parents, I didn’t really have anyone else. I was too advanced to ski with anyone else my age. Other girls my age were getting into makeup, talking about boys, passing intricately folded notes between classes, and cuffing one another’s wrists with slap bracelets. I couldn’t imagine where I would fit in.

Penny put her arms around me. Even as a kid, I almost never cried. “Don’t worry, Katie. It will be okay. Let’s just be glad Mom and Dad aren’t like that.”

At the time, it felt like our family was charmed. From what little information I later found out about other cases like Penny’s, the women’s terrible childhoods were offered as one possible explanation of their behavior. But I think it’s a red herring, an attempt to explain the unexplainable. There is always a chance that something could have happened to Penny that I never knew about, but we had happy childhoods. I know. I was there. It’s one of the only things I can still be certain of.
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