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This book is for Jack and Rick
Who helped me find my way.
You are my guiding stars.
I love you more than I can say.


*Special Thanks*


TOM PETTY


You brought music back into my life at a time when I needed it most. Your music showed me that I needn’t live in fear, that I was free, and it showed me I could fly again.




WHENEVER I TELL someone I live in Carefree, they usually laugh and tell me how lucky I am to live in a town with such a whimsical name. I agree. Not only is the name whimsical, the town is beautiful, a quaint desert oasis, close to major city centers, restaurants, and every amenity one can imagine, yet still remote and serene enough to offer huge open spaces, dark star-lit night skies, and wild creatures big and small. But getting here wasn’t an easy journey, not by a long shot. The streets of Carefree, Arizona have names like Easy Street, Shooting Star Way, and Serene Street, but my life’s path more aptly resembles one of the town’s more harrowingly named thruways: Bloody Basin Road.


I was born and raised in teeming, vibrant São Paulo, Brazil. Famous for its five-star restaurants and shopping, samba, and dance-the-night-away nightlife, São Paulo is often referred to as the South American Los Angeles. I lived a fairy tale life there in my early years. My family had maids, cooks, nannies, chauffeurs, vacation homes, and memberships at exclusive clubs. By age five, I had more international travel stamps on my passport than many people get in a lifetime. But I soon learned that while things looked perfect on the outside, we all carried wounds and scars, carefully hidden away.


On November 14, 2013, I got an email that sent a foreboding shiver down my spine and made the hairs on my arms stand up, and which would change everything I knew about what had happened. I wondered what the Brazilian government could possibly want from me after so many years. I moved away from the computer without opening the email. It had taken me a long time and several undesirable detours to get to Carefree. I wasn’t sure I had the strength and courage to go down the road of my dark past again.





PART ONE:


GOLDEN DAYS





CHAPTER ONE


THE EMAIL WAS from Ms. Glenda Mezarobba, a political scientist and investigator of the Brazilian National Truth Commission. The government had formed the commission to investigate crimes against human rights that had been perpetrated for decades by its savage police force and military dictatorship. As a victim of that inhumanity, I was being invited to give my formal deposition to the chief investigator from Brazil at Brazil’s Permanent Mission to the UN in New York City.


I tried to imagine the outcome of testifying before the Truth Commission. My testimony might help Brazilian leaders understand that a healthy society cannot live in fear of its government and its law enforcement. I was hopeful that a law Brazil had voted into legislation in 1979, which granted immunity to Brazilian officials who perpetrated torture, might be overturned. But I worried about what a thorough examination of my past would do to me. Somehow, I’d managed to keep my brutal memories at bay for over thirty-seven years.


Despite my initial hesitations, I decided to speak out. I prayed my testimony might help put an end to corruption in Brazil. I still loved my home country. Brazil had a sensuous, vibrant side, far from the corruption, crime and violence. It had so much beauty, laughter, and song, and I still carried those reminders in my heart. I hoped that would be enough to see me through.


I was a nervous wreck when I arrived in New York in December 2013 to testify before the Truth Commission. As the taxi sped along Riverside Drive, sheer unbridled fear of what lay ahead coursed through me. It was cold that day, and drizzling. A bitter wind chilled me to the bone. So many of the bad things that had happened to me had been accompanied by rain that I wondered if this storm was an omen. I wanted to bolt, but I stood my ground, reminding myself that I was in the US. I was safe.


Standing across the street from the United Nations, I felt a brief stab of melancholy and longing for the “good old days” of my youth. To the left of the imposing UN complex stood the posh #1 Beekman Place apartment my first husband Rick and I had called home whenever we were in New York. Those days were gone forever. I had a different reality now—one that didn’t include multi-million-dollar Manhattan apartments with doormen and sweeping views of the East River.


Once inside, I was led to a small conference room. Three yellow legal pads and a couple of pens covered the center of the table, along with a pitcher of water and a small voice recorder. I was offered a beverage, and then was left alone for a few minutes. Grateful, I used that time to compose myself. I closed my eyes as I recalled mantras I’d learned in my yoga classes. I inhaled deeply as I reached down to touch the socks I’d bought especially for that day. “Just breathe” read the inscription on each leg. Though I couldn’t see them beneath my tailored black pants, knowing they were there calmed me.


A few moments later an attractive middle-aged woman and a young man, part of the staff of Brazil’s Permanent Mission to the UN, entered the room. The woman offered her hand in a somber introduction. Though it was very unusual for Brazilians, there was no idle chatter about the weather or about Brazil’s beloved soccer teams. It wasn’t the right time or place. I was about to relive in vivid detail the horrors I’d experienced thirty-seven years ago.


Ms. Mezarobba, the woman who had emailed me, was a little shorter than me and very pretty, with high cheekbones, short, sun-streaked blonde curls, and the barest pink gloss on her lips. I instantly felt at ease with her. She was soft-spoken and gentle, and compassion filled her eyes.


Still, my heart thudded in my chest. My hands shook as I opened the folder of photographs and documents I had prepared the night before. I handed my ID and passport to Ms. Mezarobba, who took the seat next to mine at the head of the table.


She examined my documents, then requested copies of them from a young attendant. The young man left the room and she thanked me, smiling as she gently touched my hand.


“I know this is overwhelming, my dear,” Ms. Mezarobba said, “and we thank you for coming. It is our hope that Brazil will repair some of the damage it has done.”


She gazed at me with a mixture of sympathy and compassion. “Let’s begin. I will record your deposition. It will be used to help us with our investigation. We’ll transcribe it when I return to Brazil and I’ll send you a copy. Are you ready to begin?”


I managed a nod, but she could tell I was uneasy.


She turned on the recorder. “Speaking now is Glenda Mezarobba, Investigator for the Brazilian National Truth Commission, here today, December 3, 2013, with Karen Raborg Sage Keilt to hear her deposition regarding the events that she experienced with her husband, Rick Sage, beginning on May 19, 1976.”


Ms. Mezarobba’s English was heavily accented and formal, but very good. She looked over at me encouragingly. My throat constricted, making me dizzy. My mouth was powdery and dry. I closed my eyes. A leaden heaviness thankfully passed as quickly as it began. When I opened my eyes again, her concerned face stared at me.


The investigator-in-chief offered me a glass of water. She touched my hand again. “Will you be able to continue? I know this is difficult.”


I let my breath out audibly, squared my shoulders and sat up a bit straighter. “Yes. I’m okay. I can do this.” I was reassuring myself more than her.


The young man quietly placed the documents on the table by her left arm, then just as quietly left the room. Ms. Mezarobba adjusted the settings on the recorder and started again. “Will you please tell me your name and age, date of birth, and citizenship?”


I complied as she returned my birth certificate, passport, and driver’s license. She patted them as she gently placed them on the table in front of me.


“Tell me about yourself,” Ms. Mezarobba instructed. “You were born and grew up in Brazil, correct?”


As I began speaking, the rain-fresh scent of thick vines laden with perfumed flowers and huge vibrant leaves that overhung the home I had briefly shared with Ricky seemed to permeate my senses. My feet were firmly planted beneath me in the conference room on New York’s East River, but inside my shoes I wiggled my toes, imagining them sinking into the dark moist Brazilian soil. I pictured the verdant green of the luscious landscape and could almost hear the thump and cacophony of sound that was the heartbeat of the exotic city of my birth. I had to remind myself that Ms. Mezarobba wanted to hear about my childhood home, not about the oasis where Rick and I had lived so happily for three short months before our world came crashing down.


I gave Ms. Mezarobba the basics—the names of my parents and my only sibling, Chris, as well as our address in the luxurious upscale neighborhood of Santo Amaro. Located just south of São Paulo’s thriving downtown, our house was a stately eight-thousand-square-foot colonial with sweeping vistas of undeveloped, richly forested green belt. Surrounded by palms and lush tropical foliage, it was my mother’s dream home.


I closed my eyes, recalling myself as a child, playing on the manicured lawn.


“My nanny, Baba and I, were outside one day when I was very young, maybe three or four,” I told Ms. Mezarobba. “She was a big woman, with a large bosom and a booming laugh. She was warm, and she loved me. I adored her.”


As I related the description of my beloved nanny, the memory grew clearer. Baba and I were playing in the front yard, a multitude of dolls spread around us on a gingham cloth laid out on the freshly mown lawn. In front of each doll sat a tiny plastic tea cup and saucer. Baba leaned over, pouring pretend tea into each tiny cup.


Just as I was about to take a sip, the deep-throated bark of our Irish Setter, King, announced the arrival of a car at the massive wrought-iron gates. A familiar blue car swept past us on the driveway. My father was driving. He looked over at Baba and me. I heard the shriek of metal and the squeal of brakes, followed by the sound of the car door slamming.


“Goddammit, Christopher! How many times have I told you not to leave your bicycle in the driveway!” Snapping his leather belt out from around his waist, Daddy sprinted up the front steps and into the house. “Christopher!” he shouted again.


Baba scooped me up in her arms, tea cups and saucers flying. My dolls tipped over, some splayed with their feet in the air. My nanny carried me bouncing and jostling down the long driveway toward the servants’ quarters out back. Everyone knew that when Frederic Birchal Raborg was on the warpath, it was best to stay out of his way.


“Did your father beat your brother?” Ms. Mezarobba asked once I’d finished sharing the memory.


“Yeah,” I mumbled. “He must have. He always did. I never felt completely safe as a child.” I was surprised at myself; I’d never spoken so candidly to anyone about the darker side of my privileged childhood. But over the two weeks Ms. Mezarobba and I had been in contact, her phone calls and emails had made me feel that what had happened to me mattered. I owed her the whole truth if anything good was to come of this.


She frowned. “Why didn’t you feel safe? You had maids, chauffeurs, a gated home. You weren’t alone, like so many children in Brazil. What scared you?”


“I don’t know, really. There was always a feeling of something dangerous. My father had terrible, unpredictable rages.” I pushed on, nodding tentatively, embarrassed. She knew that I had grown up in luxury, yet I had been afraid. It seemed illogical, even to me. “It wasn’t all dark, I guess . . . maybe it’s just that the memories that stand out are the bad ones.”


In another of those bad memories, my brother was almost seven and I was four. We stood in our pajamas at the bottom of the curving marble staircase in our foyer. Our mother was at the top of the stairs. She looked beautiful, with her shiny brown hair curling around her face. She wore a long gleaming pearl necklace, sparkly diamond earrings, and a big diamond and sapphire ring.


Remembering, I put my hand to my throat.


My mother’s knee-length black dress had a deep V-neck. It was shiny satin, with a filmy black netting overlay. She wore black high heels, and as she came down those steps I recall thinking that she seemed to float in them.


“You two behave,” she said. “Eat all your supper. When Baba says it’s time for bed, you do as she says. No arguing.”


“Yes, Mom!” Chris and I replied agreeably. As she swept me up in her arms her dress crinkled between us, scratchy on my skin.


My father came down the steps after Mom. I was awed by his movie-star good looks. People said he looked just like Clark Gable. I had no idea who Clark Gable was, but I thought my father was a god when he wasn’t angry. He took my mother’s elbow and led her to the door. The lingering scent of Guerlain drifted in the air behind them.


As soon as the door shut, Chris bolted into the kitchen, where wonderful aromas of rice, beans, and bife, a garlicky grilled steak, awaited us. Baba sat with us as we ate and chatted with the maids about some telenovela they enjoyed.


Soon it was time for bed. I remember Baba tucking me in tenderly, and then I was asleep.


The house was dark when I opened my eyes again. A noise had woken me up. I lay in the dark, listening hard. It seemed to be coming from outside, and it frightened me. I snuck quietly out of bed and stood for a moment at the top of the stairs. Everything was still. I heard the sound again behind me, coming from the bathroom that separated my room from Chris’s. As I turned to look, a large shadow appeared on the glass block door that opened onto a balcony just beyond the bathtub. I would have screamed but my vocal chords were paralyzed with fear. Instead I ran into Chris’s room.


“Chris! Get up. Someone’s outside,” I whispered. My brother woke instantly, his eyes wide as he followed me into the hallway. Two looming shadows lurked outside the window. We watched in horror as the latch on the giant glass door jiggled.


A whistle sounded from the street, and a clamor arose outside. “Bandido! Bandido! Sai dai. Tou armado!” The night watchman couldn’t have timed his rounds any better. He’d warned the would-be thieves that he was armed and his whistle blew and blew as what sounded like an army of footsteps thundered away down the driveway, fading into the night. Lights came on around the neighborhood and dogs barked. A flashlight briefly shone its beam up to the bathroom door, pausing just for a moment on the hallway wall near to where Chris and I were crouched in terror.


Taking my hand, Chris stood and guided me down the hallway to our parents’ bedroom. We crawled into their big bed and he hugged me tightly until we fell asleep. It was a rare moment and I felt comforted by my brother, whom I idolized. The next day we learned a burglary had been foiled. We’d also discovered that whenever our parents were out, the maids returned to their own quarters in a building adjacent to the main house, leaving Chris and me alone once we were asleep. I didn’t sleep a fully restful night again until I was a teenager.





CHAPTER TWO


“DID YOUR PARENTS always live in São Paulo?” Ms. Mezarobba interrupted my reverie.


“No,” I said, “they lived in New York for a while. My brother was born there. My mom was American. She’s originally from Hastings-on-Hudson in upstate New York. Dad was born in Nova Lima, Minas Gerais.”


“So, he’s Brazilian? I’m confused. How did your parents meet?”


“It’s complicated. My dad’s like me. I was born in São Paulo, but because my mom is American, I’m a dual-national. I have two passports, an American one and a Brazilian one.”


I shrugged. “As I’m sure you know, it’s different for men in Brazil. They can’t have two citizenships. At the age of twenty-one a man must declare what country he would fight for if necessary. Before he turned twenty-one, my grandparents sent my father to school in the States. My paternal grandfather was originally from Baltimore. Since we still had family there, it was natural for Dad to go to Annapolis. There he was recruited for military intelligence. He gave up his Brazilian citizenship but kept his permanent residency status in Brazil.”


I opened the folder I’d brought with me and removed an eight-by-ten photograph of my dad looking quite pleased with himself in a military uniform. I passed it across the table to Ms. Mezarobba.


“Your father was very handsome.” Ms. Mezarobba slid the photo down the table. “May I make copies of these?” I nodded.


“We’ll come back to your father’s military career a little later,” she said. “Your parents met in New York?”


I recounted the story my mom had told me, about how she’d been swept off her feet by the dashing and charismatic Frederic Birchal Raborg when she’d seen him for the first time at West Point.


“West Point?” A look of confusion crossed Ms. Mezarobba’s face. “I thought you said he went to Annapolis.”


“Mom said he did. But he had gone up to West Point to watch the big Army-Navy game with a Brazilian friend. My mom and her two younger sisters were the daughters of Polish immigrants. They worked in Manhattan. Their brother was killed in the second world war. The military was in their blood. For several years, the sisters made an annual trek to the big Army-Navy game, where they each dreamed of meeting a handsome soldier. Mom was the only one to marry a military man, though. As a young woman, I often heard her say, ‘Be careful what you wish for.’ Back then I’d never dreamed she was referring to my father.


“Years later she told me that she’d never really gotten to know Dad before he’d swept her off her feet and they got married and moved to Brazil. ‘I missed my mother and my family so much,’ she’d said. ‘But I thought I was doing what I was supposed to do.’”


As I relayed that story, I briefly thought how much I’d missed my family too, for so many years. Like my mom, I’d also done what I’d had to do. I too had left my home and everything I knew in order to survive.


“She married my father to have a better life,” I explained to the investigator.


“‘Frederic was so charming and so worldly,’ she’d told me, ‘I was swept off my feet.’” My mother had been very naïve. Her life before Dad had been mundane. She’d accepted whatever demands he made of her because he provided an opulent lifestyle beyond her wildest dreams. She wouldn’t learn until later that my father harbored a lot of secrets.


In addition to his charismatic charm, my father had a brutal Machiavellian streak. I related another childhood memory to the investigator. One day when I was seven I was sitting on the patio watching Loro munch on a fresh orange on his perch. The family macaw squawked and trilled happily. Mom was inside at the mahogany sideboard, admiring her prized Meissen tea set, which had just been cleaned by our housekeeper Celia in preparation for Mom’s afternoon bridge game. Sunlight reflected through the multi-faceted antique Schonbek crystal chandelier in our dining room, sending colored sparks of light dancing across the ceiling and walls as a gentle breeze stirred through the open patio doors.


Dad stormed into the room, shouting. I watched as Mom froze when he stood menacingly close to her. Though he towered over her, she showed no outward sign of fear. Torn between wanting to rush in to distract him and hoping to remain unnoticed, I stood as still as I could, praying things wouldn’t escalate as they often did.


“He’s lazy,” my father shouted, referring to my brother Chris. “I’m sick of it! I’ve asked him a million times to do something constructive but all he does is sit around and watch that damn television. He’s fat. He’s lazy. He has no friends. No ambition. What’s wrong with that kid?”


“Chris is going through a phase, Fred.” Mom tried to placate my incensed father. “He’ll be a teenager soon. He’ll outgrow this. You’ll see.” Mom was always quick to defend my brother and me. She did her best to keep Chris and me safe from my father’s hair-trigger temper. Anything from a glass placed on a table without a coaster to a pair of badly ironed boxer shorts could set him off. If he was drinking, we were all even more cautious. Hoping to put an end to yet another of my father’s escalating rants, Mom turned to walk into the kitchen.


My father picked up the teapot she’d been admiring.


“I won’t put up with this disrespect. No one listens to me. Everyone walks away. I’ve had enough.” Dad flung the teapot through the air. I watched helplessly as it shattered against the opposite wall, just a few feet from Mom’s head.


“No!” my mother shouted in dismay.


Smirking, Dad lifted the shiny silver tea tray above his head then hurled its contents across the room. The gold-rimmed floral coffee pot, creamer, and sugar bowl shattered next to the destroyed teapot. My mother fell to her knees, tears streaming. She stared at my father, shock coloring her pretty features. My father stared back then turned and strode into his office.


“Get a handle on your son, or I will,” he called back. The door slammed shut as his parting shot echoed behind him.





CHAPTER THREE


WHEN I LOOKED up at Ms. Mezarobba, her expression was grim. She cast her eyes downward, as if embarrassed for me. Shortly after the teapot incident, Mom decided that Chris should go to boarding school in the US. My brother was just twelve years old, and the decision took a great toll on both him and our mother. Mom wanted to keep Chris safe from our father’s brutality, but Chris didn’t understand her decision and resented it. He believed he’d been sent away. He never allowed her or anyone else to get close to him again. Chris had never been very affectionate toward me, except for that the night of the burglary when we were alone and scared. He was distant, a loner, but he was my brother and I loved him and wanted his approval. I missed him after he left, but I accepted my parents’ decision. Kids had little to no say in what happened to them then.


“So, you grew up alone?” Ms. Mezarobba asked.


“Well, we had lots of servants. They were my friends at home.” I felt embarrassed by this revelation and I rushed on, hoping to convey that my life wasn’t all bad. I had attended a Brazilian kindergarten, then spent the rest of my grammar-school years at a prestigious American Catholic school. I had both American and Brazilian friends. My best friendships were those cultivated at the riding club, which was largely populated by wealthy Brazilians and where I spent most of my free time. Because I moved between two worlds, I often felt like an interloper in each one.


“My closest and most trusted companions were my horses,” I told the investigator.


“Ah yes,” Ms. Mezarobba interjected. “You wanted to be an Olympian, isn’t that right?”


I nodded. My father had been a rider as a young man. Very early on I had learned that getting the one thing I wanted most, a smile from my handsome dad, required much more than I could offer as a cute, well-behaved little girl, so at his urging I had started riding at age five. I hoped that by someday becoming a proficient equestrienne I might make him proud of me. He believed women were meant to serve men and raise families, so trying to impress him was a hard task. He expected perfection in all things. I’d only get his attention by being the best, so I rode for hours every day after school, usually with my trainer, a former army colonel who was as strict and unbending as my father. I dreamed of one day competing at the world’s biggest athletic competition, the Olympics.


After my recovery from a terrifying accident where I broke my neck jumping, I committed myself to becoming an even better rider and began to study dressage. I loved the delicate dance of becoming one with my horse as we followed a complex series of movements in a dressage event almost as much as I loved flying over the highest jumps and speeding through obstacle courses with adrenaline screaming through my veins. I also loved the times I rode “exterior"—alone outside the club grounds in the wide-open spaces away from the populated center of town. I spent hours riding trails and exploring. Riding could be dangerous and even scary. My horses weighed in at one ton or more. Any miscue or misstep could lead to disaster. Riding alone out in the undeveloped areas far away from the club was stupid, but I was fearless. I always felt safe with my horses and I always held onto the idea that I could fulfill my wildest dreams.


The Hipica Paulista was a social club too, with a massive ballroom, restaurant, bar, and pool, but I didn’t care much about that. I preferred to lie in the horses’ bedding, inhaling the comforting scents of leather, fresh hay, horse flesh, and sweat. I loved the way my horses showered me in the fine mist of their warm breath or nibbled at my ears with their soft doughy lips. I also loved how they watched over me whenever I needed a place to hide.


[image: Images]


I recall as a pre-teen getting ready for a competition, taking the steps to the ladies’ locker room two and three at a time, my excitement palpable as I opened my locker door. I reached out to quickly rip the neatly starched and pressed white dress shirt and britches from their hanger. Sucking in a breath I just as quickly drew back both hands, examining them for any stray dirt that might mar the pristine outfit. Then, more calmly and with a sense of the respect the moment deserved, I pulled the outfit down.


The locker room attendant smiled at me from the doorway to the boot room. Dona Claudia took so much pride in her work. The boot room held rack upon rack of boots shining with a mirror-like finish, stacked floor-to-ceiling on every square inch of space. Dona Claudia knew exactly where each member’s boots were stored.


“Oh, Dona Claudia, everything’s perfect. Thank you,” I exclaimed as I examined my riding outfit. She was responsible for maintaining our apparel, which was always clean, crisply pressed, and starched. Dona Claudia beamed when I held up the hanger. “Can you believe it? My first real prova. I’m so nervous.”


From the start, Dona Claudia was more to me than a locker-room attendant. By the time I was nine years old and already a few inches taller than her, she was my champion, always giving me encouragement. As I grew older she became my confidant. Her wrinkled skin was nutmeg brown, almost shiny in the sun’s light. Her cheeks were carved with deep crinkled lines that told the tale of a long and difficult life, but Dona Claudia always had a smile for me that glittered in her eyes, making me feel as if I was the most important person in her locker room. She always seemed to know the right thing to say, whether I needed encouragement in my riding or when I experienced my first romantic crush.


“What about your mother? Didn’t you share these things with her?” Ms. Mezarobba asked.


“Mom was busy with her ladies’ groups and golf and trying to be perfect for my dad. Just like me, I guess.”


I sometimes felt Dona Claudia was more of a mom to me than my own mother. Not that Mom wasn’t a good mother; her main priority was to be a good wife and a gorgeous ornament. She was stunningly beautiful. She never wore makeup, yet her eyes drew people to her like a magnet. Mom was petite, although her perfect posture made her seem taller. The top of her head rested just under my father’s chin whenever he held her in a public display of possession. Her smile was enigmatic, the left side curved a little higher than the right, giving the impression that she was holding something back. But my mother’s beauty belied her difficult childhood. She had suffered tragedies I didn’t learn about until I was well into adulthood.


As I changed out of my sundress Dona Claudia had moved back into the boot room. She returned with my gleaming riding boots held out like an offering. I gave her a quick hug and then took the boots from her, breathing in the familiar scent of leather and boot polish. I dressed quickly and sat still just long enough for Dona Claudia to sweep my hair back into a simple ponytail, then stood in front of the full-length mirror, adjusting my stock tie.


“I’ll be earning my red jacket today, you’ll see.” I beamed with pride and anticipation. The coveted red wool jacket, lined in dark satin with black velvet lapels, was the next step toward achieving my goal, and to rising in the riding world ranks to officially become a “Junior.”


As all riders do before a competition, I walked the course before mounting up. I’d already memorized the positioning, timing, and strides needed to successfully jump each obstacle. There was a time limit, but Estrella was fast. I wasn’t worried. My big concern was the combination jump. Estrella had refused to jump a few days earlier. Something had scared her. Horses were like people; once something made them nervous, you had to work hard to help them get over it. We trusted one another. I rarely had to use my crop or spurs, and I didn’t like to, anyway. All I could do was reassure her that I loved and trusted her. She weighed in at just under a ton, so if I miscalculated by even a few inches leading to a jump, the outcome could be catastrophic. I made my way out of the ring and past the spectator section to the paddock where the grooms stood with the horses. With a quick boost up from my groom João, I mounted and rode into the practice ring for a warmup. A few moments later I heard my name echo over the loud speakers. “Karen Raborg riding Estrella.”


Trotting to the judges’ booth, I squared my shoulders and bowed my head, holding my riding crop out in a sweeping arc in the traditional show of respect.


After a few seconds I sat up, turned the reins and as the starting bell clanged, we were off.


As we sailed over the first two verticals my confidence soared too. Ahead was the triple combination, two verticals and an oxer, the most difficult set of obstacles. I adjusted Estrella’s stride. Once we made it past these, we would be home free.


It turned out to be a terrible first show for us both. I had been over-confident and even cocky.


I ended up in a muddy puddle of water. Humiliation colored my cheeks and mud splattered my pristine white uniform as the bell clanged a final time, signaling our elimination from the competition. I was devastated. I looked up just in time to see my father, disgust and disappointment coloring his face, as he turned to leave the stands.





CHAPTER FOUR


“YOU MUST HAVE been very disappointed,” Ms. Mezarobba said. She uttered a murmur of sympathy.


“I was mortified. Estrella had trotted over to the paddock, where she was collected by João. I was so embarrassed I ran away from the arena. I wasn’t thinking. I just wanted to be alone.”


“But you went back to riding, didn’t you?” Ms. Mezarobba asked.


“Yes. Eventually I got over it. I wanted to prove myself to my father. I earned my red jacket later that year.”


“It sounds like you had a tumultuous relationship with your father.” It was more statement than question.


“My father was charming, but a lot of strange things happened during my childhood.” I bit my lip, hesitant. “He seemed like a loving father at times, but also like a complete stranger at others.”


“Can you give me an example?”


I must have look confused at all the inquiry into my childhood. I was with the Commission to testify about what had happened to my husband Rick and me.


“I’d like to have as complete a background picture of your life as possible. It could help us determine what really happened to you and Rick,” Ms. Mezarobba explained.


I nodded. Another puzzling memory arose in my mind.


I was in my father’s blue Galaxy 500. Dad careened through the narrow tree-lined streets of a quiet Paulista neighborhood, dodging parked cars and oncoming traffic with the skill of a veteran race car driver, after picking me up from school. I was seven years old.


Mom hung onto the front passenger-seat armrest with one hand, her other hand braced against the dashboard. Oddly, she had barely said a word when they’d picked me up. My father had zoomed away as I just got my door shut.


But I wasn’t alone in the back seat. A figure was slumped, bleeding and unmoving, on the cream-colored leather seat beside me. A brown tarp covered the still form.


“Here’s a lesson for you, Karen. Always be observant. Watch everything. See everything,” my father yelled as he drove.


I didn’t understand what was going on. Who was this man? What did the still body of a young man lying in the back seat of my father’s car have to do with me being observant? What was he doing in our car? I lowered my eyes at the puzzling memory. Over time, though, I did learn to watch every gesture, every expression, every movement. When my father was involved, anything could happen.


Dad banged his fist on the steering wheel as the car came to a screeching halt at a clogged intersection. I gasped as the body rolled onto the floor in front of me. My father quickly reached back over his seat and pulled the tarp that had slid down back over the young man’s face, but not before I caught a glimpse of the bloody wound on the man’s right temple and the tiny bubbles of pink froth at his lips.


“He just stepped off the curb right in front of me,” my father said. “I never even saw him. I wasn’t observant.”


My mother’s head jerked toward my father as he mumbled those words. She stared open-mouthed at him. She seemed surprised and afraid.


A few minutes later, Dad hurriedly pulled the young man out of the car at the empty side entrance of the Pronto Socorro, a first aid clinic. I didn’t know what to think or say as my father pulled away from the emergency center, leaving the young man at the curb. Dad kept repeating his admonitions about being observant. His mantra stuck with me. I’ll never forget that poor young man, nor the look of abject fear on my mother’s face.


“Do you remember when that happened?” Ms. Mezarobba’s voice was grave. “The time of year, where you were?”


I thought for a moment. “I was wearing a short-sleeved school uniform and my black patent-leather Mary Janes, so it must have been during the warm weather months.”


Ms. Mezarobba covered the mic with her palm as she scribbled quick notes and dates on her pad. “I’ll research these approximate dates to see if I can locate any unexplained bodies or injured young white men left at any hospital near the American school or the family home.” She turned her notebook toward me so that I could see the words she’d written, Verão and Summer 1959, 1960.


Ms. Mezarobba tipped her chin and pointed her pen at me, indicating that I should continue.


“Shortly after that we moved to the US. We lived in New York for about a year.”


Ms. Mezarobba raised an eyebrow. “Wait. You lived there? Or were you on vacation? Visiting family?”


I shook my head. “No. We left Brazil. It was very sudden, and it wasn’t a vacation. We lived at the Plaza Hotel for a few months and then at the Gramercy Park Hotel before we moved into a beautiful townhouse in Greenwich Village. It was during the Brazilian revolution, in 1963.”


Ms. Mezarobba frowned. “What about your father’s job? He could leave just like that?”


Ms. Mezarobba’s reaction seemed abrupt and it surprised me. I’d been just nine at the time, and I’d watched so many of my friends come and go throughout grade school that it seemed normal for us to leave too. It had seemed normal to me at the time, but now the investigator’s question had me wondering.”


Ms. Mezarobba paused as if considering something. “Did any of the other American executives your father worked with leave as well, afraid perhaps of what the revolution could mean for them?”


I shook my head. “None of the other families left. It was just us. And we left before the revolution began, so maybe it had nothing to do with that at all. I don’t know. Those two events just seem stuck in my memory.”


As I spoke, Ms. Mezarobba jotted more notes on her pad.


“You mean no one else left even though it was a dangerous time for Americans to be in Brazil?”


“I guess so. I never asked questions. ‘Children should be seen and not heard’ was our family motto.”


As a child I’d never wondered where the money we lived on had come from. We traveled first class on huge ocean liners; we spent three months a year in the Hamptons during Brazil’s winters, and three months a year on Brazilian beaches during its summers. One of those summer vacations always stuck out in my childhood memories. We were returning to the city from South Hampton and stopped at an impressive Park Avenue high-rise, where we were all ushered to a penthouse apartment where my father and the apartment owner—a “shoe salesman,” my father told us in the elevator—had some things to discuss. My mom, my brother, and I sat uneasily in the massive living room as my dad and the stranger spoke in hushed tones for about thirty minutes, before he graciously ushered us out. That visit was never mentioned again.


Thinking back to that visit reminded me of a rare day I’d spent in New York with my dad a few days later, and I related that event as well. “The two of us never went anywhere alone together, so this one day was especially memorable. But it was also very strange. My father told me we were going to visit a friend of his from ‘the war.’ He’d never mentioned any war before, but I knew better than to ask questions. Mom seemed apprehensive that I was going out with Dad, but he always had the last word, so off we went.”


Rather than hail a cab as we always did in New York, we rode on a city bus. My father was usually a snappy dresser. But on this day, he looked unusually casual, like an ordinary man riding the bus to work. This was a first for me, but my father seemed oddly comfortable as we settled into the blue plastic seats and made our way to a part of New York I’d never seen before. Everything there looked grimy and old. I remember beggars on the sidewalk, and women dressed in very short dresses. My father took my hand as he quickly led me past them and all the garish and noisy storefronts.


We turned into a building, where we walked up several flights of stairs. I couldn’t help but notice the grimy floors and the mingling odors of cooking and grease. When we reached a door marked with a round brass plaque imprinted with 6B, my father looked down at me.


“My friend Hank was shot in the war,” he said. “It’s not good. He’s got something called gangrene and it smells pretty bad. He can’t walk or leave his house, so I’m here to give him an injection to help him with the infection and the pain. He’ll probably be too embarrassed to meet you, so you just wait in the living room while I talk to him. It’ll only take a few minutes, then we’ll go get ice cream, okay?”


Too mystified and afraid to speak, I just nodded.


The smell in the apartment was putrid. My father turned the small TV on loud and I sat on the edge of a ratty old couch, not wanting to move or touch anything. Everything was covered in a greasy film of dust. The furnishings were shabby and old. There was no artwork, no colorful magazines or knickknacks to break up the dull drab room. The smell was pervasive and made me very uneasy. I listened hard but heard only a low soft murmur coming from the other room. The entire time we were in that dark apartment I was uneasy. The smell of rot was overpowering. I couldn’t wait to leave. At the same time, I felt like I was sharing a special secret with my dad and that made me feel important. I was scared, but in an indefinably exciting way.


“Dad wasn’t in the other room more than a few minutes. When he came out, he quickly took my hand and we left. He took me to an ice cream parlor and then to FAO Schwartz, where I picked out a stuffed elephant, and then we headed home. We never mentioned that day again. We returned to Brazil shortly after that, in 1964.”


Ms. Mezarobba appeared intrigued by the memory. “You never heard the man in the apartment speak? Or any other sounds?”


I shook my head. Much later I would wonder what she’d meant when she’d asked me about “other sounds.”


“Your father never explained who the man was, or why you’d never met him before?”


“I’d overheard the name Hank Krebbs once or twice but had never seen or met him, and never heard about him again.” I shrugged. “I was a kid. I wasn’t encouraged to ask questions.” I sat quietly for a few moments, then continued. “I remember feeling scared at the time, but more than anything I wanted to spend time with my dad, so I didn’t say anything that might rock the boat.” Many years later, after I’d learned so many unknown things about my father, the thought often crossed my mind that maybe he’d gone there to kill his friend.





CHAPTER FIVE


“IT SEEMS SO strange,” Ms. Mezarobba mused when I’d finished telling her about that day in New York. “Your father wasn’t working, yet you continued with what many might say was an extravagant lifestyle in expensive hotels, and none of the other executives left the country when you did. It doesn’t make sense.”


I nodded in agreement. Years later I’d learned about the numbered bank account my parents had had in Switzerland, but back then I was naïve about my family’s finances.


[image: Images]


As she scribbled notes on her pad, Ms. Mezarobba asked if we’d ever had any interactions with the Brazilian police.


“I remember one time . . .” I paused briefly as I closed my eyes, seeing another chaotic image of my childhood. “We had just returned from a trip to the States. We often brought back ‘contraband’ for friends and family. I’d bring records, makeup, and jeans and things for my friends and cousins. My dad always brought back cigarettes and scotch, and my mom brought things like perfume or furs. No one liked to buy those things in Brazil because they were so expensive.”


“Yes. There was a 300 percent import duty at the time, wasn’t there?” Ms. Mezarobba asked. “How did you get through customs?”


“We always had a despachante. Everyone did, right?”


“Most Brazilians couldn’t travel like you and your family did several times a year,” Ms. Mezarobba countered. “They couldn’t afford a despachante to get them through customs with contraband. That would be very difficult, and it was illegal.”


My face flushed. For a moment, I felt naïve and a little intimidated. But that was the way it had always been for us when we traveled. First class, despachantes. I was pretty sure everyone else we knew did the same things we did.


Ms. Mezarobba nodded, indicating I should continue.


“We had just gotten back to Brazil and I was sleeping in the next day when I heard my father leaving for work. He was outside on the driveway. Then I heard men’s voices speaking. That was odd, and I briefly wondered who they could be. Then my dad came back inside and two men came with him.”


“Who were they?”


“My dad said they were police, but they didn’t look like it to me. The men were dressed in rumpled suits, not uniforms, but they were intimidating. They made me and my mom get up and asked us to get all the things we’d brought from the States for family and friends. We made a pile of everything.”


“What did they do next?”


“They said they were from the alfandega. Customs. And that they were taking it all.”


“They took those things?” Ms. Mezarobba said.


“Yes. And then it got scarier. They made my father go with them. They told us that they were just taking Dad for a ride, and that we were to stay home and not go anywhere or call anyone. My mom and I were afraid. We waited for hours for Dad to return. Mom was very nervous but tried not to show it. She was always trying to protect me.


“Later, I overheard my parents talking. Dad told Mom that the men had made him empty all the cash in his bank account, and then they dropped him off way up in Morumbi. He had to walk a long way to get back.”
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