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Part 1: The Blue House

As a child, my body was something extraordinary. I marveled at it, played with it, tested it; I compared its shapes 
and textures against tree bark, rocks, grass, sand, and anything else that I could wash it in. I abused it, scarred it 
– various experiments created wounds that I still carry – when I wanted to be a bmx racer, when I wanted to see 
how high the tree went, how deep the lake really was, when I believed, truly, that I could fly and tested my theory 
in front of my terrified parents at my seventh birthday party. 

Even when I did, finally, admit to the existence of gravity, my body still flew. I admired its strangeness – every 
day, it had grown into something else – like magic. I tried to stay awake, to catch it mid-change. My days consist-
ed of tearing off my clothes and racing out into the woods and gravel yards behind our house, coming back after 
dark with leaves in my hair, thorns and scabs and dirt in every tangled space. My body did everything. 

My sense of self, my awareness of being didn’t come from my mother or father who were very happy to let me 
run wild as long as I ate and kept my blue Easter dress on during family events and pictures. In lieu of being 
dressed, I turned to the one constant structure in my life for guidance about my body – my house and the yard 
behind it. It was a blue ranch style house with a forest and a mulberry bush, a basement full of holes, and big 
windows with tiny hallways.
 
I adored that house. It’s still alive, still throbbing with memories and possibility. I still remember the feel of the 
carpet, the holes in the couch that my mother covered with white sheets, the mismatched cupboards and plates 
and dishes that my mother collected one by one every time we went shopping. Behind the house was several 
acres of land that no one owned. We shared it with a building contractor who employed my father and who lived 
next door. There were dozens of oak trees with chests wider than I was long – big, sweeping grandfather trees 
with holes and knots and secret places. They were secret forests and in them, my sister and I could control the 
wind and the leaves – the two most interesting and important things in our small world. 

I had no idea that the foundation was crumbling, that there was mold growing in the basement, or that the holes 
in the walls embarrassed my father to the point that he had stopped coming home. When he did come home, he 
spent his nights hunched over his drawing desk, sketching out plans for a dream house, the perfect house. My 
father was a master architect. I grew up building castles beneath his desk. He worked for the big money, building 
mansions with pools and man-made lakes perched dramatically over cliffs, houses for their boats and houses for 
their help; imported marble from Italy, wings with so many hallways that I would get lost at work sites and he 
would have to find me. 

This house, our big house, was going to be his masterpiece. It would be beautiful – granite countertops, cherry 
hard wood floors, a library, a hot tub, a pool, delicate stone work, and a sitting window where he promised I 
could read all day if I wanted to. He was going to make it happen with nothing, “borrowing” the tiles and wood 
and countertops of wealthier clients who threw away their excess. A mismatched dream that would be realized 
one rock at a time.

Last year, alone, there were 15.1 million cosmetic surgery procedures both elective and 
reconstructive. The five most common were: breast augmentation, nose reshaping, eye-

lid surgery, liposuction, and facelift. 

“Beauty for me is fundamental. It’s the door. 
It’s the entry to many things – for work, for everything…
I intend to do more surgery. 
Because women are never satisfied. 
Women always want perfection…”

My body stopped doing around the same time that my blue house stopped being enough. Rather than a home, a 
space for action, it became an object – a means to define and calculate value – appraised and documented, every 
crack and hole and uneven edge noticed and marked. 

Depreciated.

During the divorce, we had to decide who kept what. And the realtors recommended paint and new tile and 
carpet, new windows, better drapes, backsplashes – and we did. Because it has to sell and it has to be beautiful to 
sell.

Women as objects – homes as equity. Buy/sell. Lines on a board dictating who has and who gets what. It’s a very 
easy way to calculate value. There are things that people want in a house – specific lines and shapes, symmetry, a 
certain style and quality that makes it desirable. 

There is more to the value of a house than its aesthetics, though. Its value can be adjusted based on things like 
“charm,” “location,” “education,” and “community.” But the basic measures of worth and desire remain the same. 
A good house has large, open spaces, big windows, a symmetrical exterior. It will have an island in the kitchen, 
hard wood floors throughout, the walls will be painted white to reflect light and give the illusion of a larger space; 
there will be iron work on the stairs, few hallways, at least three bedrooms (one master and two guest) and 2.5 
baths. It must be elegant and yet slightly rustic – a house that tries, but not too hard.

Your house does not do things – it is something and as the something that houses you, it determines your value; 
you are another object to be bought and held, a sign that all is right and that you have a right, now, to be happy. 
A house is not a home – it is an investment, a temple of potential gain standing tall against the world.



“The poor have a right to be 
beautiful too…”

Amy insists on a proper home; the one that Marky had purchased prior to their engagement was too small, too 
narrow, too basic. Look at everything that needs to be updated, she tells me. Wedding gifts consume an entire 
bedroom - box after box of pans and china and mixers and wine glasses and beautifully odd iron and ceramic 
trinkets. I’m not even unpacking, she says. Once we get back from the honeymoon, we’ll figure it out. 

Amy reveals her strategy to me several days before the wedding. No carbs, no sugar – nothing but chicken and 
steamed vegetables. 

Dudes, you have to eat something. 

And I’ve been wearing shabby clothes, really loose things. I haven’t done my hair or my make up for about two 
weeks. When they see me on Saturday in that dress, everyone is going to be like “damn…” Marky won’t be able to 
take his eyes off of me. He’s going to be like “damn, I’m marrying that!”

She tells me about another tradition. In this tradition, several family members will carry around a dead lamb on 
a platter. They will harass people at the reception with it. The only way to make it go away is to throw money at it. 

For the house, Amy reminds me. The better one.

Part II: Amy’s Wedding

My sister undresses in front of me. Her chest is massive. There are circular scars running around and through 
each breast. Still swollen, months later, like balloons full of sand, it worries me. What do you think? She asks. 
Marky got them for me. 

Mark O’Brien is my sister’s fiancé and soon to be husband. His parents are both from Macedonia. There are sev-
eral very important traditions, my sister explains, that must be followed. 

The first of these traditions involves Mark’s godfather purchasing her. On the day of her wedding, a crowd will 
appear and begin singing and dancing in the street. The neighbor will come out and begin dancing as well. My 
brothers will be dancing in the circle, passing a bottle of Jack through the crowd. Mark’s godfather will then ap-
proach the house. In his hand will be a bundle of ones and fives and twenties collected from the crowd which he 
will present to our father. As per tradition, our father will count the money, nod his head when he determines it 
is enough, and allow Mark’s godfather to sweep Amy off her feet and carry her to the waiting limo.

_____________

The aspen leaves are changing and the world slips into gold. Dirt trails masked in quivering leaves and light that 
radiates from every angle. Human beings can’t fly – I know that. But we can get close. Working with gravity, get-
ting high and then, letting it work its magic, pulling bodies down steepening fields of snow and mud, on skis or 
on wheels; every line is made and then, disappears into time. 

I made the move to Crested Butte, CO four years ago. I haven’t looked back. I traded in a fashion-forward fo-
hawk for a pink ski helmet, skinny jeans for blue mountain bike shorts; I rediscovered and reopened most of the 
wounds from my youth. Three surgeries, four broken bones, torn ligaments, concussions. Playing in the moun-
tains is a kind of fire; it inspires and it burns. There is metal in my leg, someone else’s tendon in my knee. The 
pain, like a hot iron, predicts the weather. Every surgery, every injury, every recovery, is mandatory. Necessary. 
How else will I move through the world? 

“In 2013 alone, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) approved several new plas-
tic surgery devices and produces, including two form-stable silicone gel breast implants 

and a hyaluronic acid facial filler designed to treat mid-face volume loss… For the 
first time, ASPS is reporting on two highly talked about procedures that are on the rise 

in the U.S. -- buttock augmentation with fat grafting and neck lifts. Last year, nearly 
10,000 buttock augmentations with fat grafting were performed, an increase of 16 per-
cent from 2012. With the neck being one of the first areas to show one’s age, neck lifts 
are becoming increasingly popular, with more than 55,000 procedures performed last 

year, up 6 percent from 2012.”



“If you’re single and ugly, you won’t get a boyfriend. If you’re fat, overweight at a party, they’re 
only going to look at the skinny, pretty, perfect women. Not the chubby one. She’s gonna be all 

alone, and is going to go home alone.” 

The nurse has given me too much morphine, and I struggle to breathe and think at the same time. My husband 
claps his hands in front of me. Stay awake, he says. Keep talking, he says. The pain in my left leg is like a wave 
that keeps swallowing me whole. I try to imagine clouds, that the pain is clouds and is drifting away, that the sky 
is clear.

I remember the sound – like a bat against concrete when my leg hit the rock. I had enough time midair to realize 
that I was much higher than I thought I was. Then there was a handsome man in dreads carrying me up the hill 
and into the back of a pickup truck that took off down the mountain. My foot, dislocated along with the other 
bones in my leg, shifted like jelly under my skin.

The surgeon watches over me. He goes over the details of the surgery. Several screws, plates…It will never be 
quite the same, it will never look quite the same, but it will be just as strong as it was before. Over the coming 
months, I learn how to walk again. There are small victories – the swelling becomes less, slowly my thighs begin 
to build again. I gain back the weight I lost while my body was recovering. I admire its ability to heal itself, its 
resilience, its magnificence. Battered and broken, it still triumphs and finds ways to move through 
the world. 

Dr. Griggs tells me that I should be jumping off cliffs again in no time. Just make sure you have a better landing, 
he notes.

Walking becomes running becomes skiing becomes biking. Everything. Nothing else matters. 

Part III: Body Love

My father is designing our home in Crested Butte. The plans go back and forth. He insists on 2500 sq. feet. We 
insist on 1700. He wants the best, the works. We demand value. It doesn’t matter if the master is up or down or 
even there. It doesn’t matter if the countertops are granite or if there is a stone façade in the front. It just needs to 
be open. I hate boxes. I try to explain that we don’t spend that much time inside anyway. The only thing that he is 
allowed to spend excessive money on? Windows, I tell him. We need windows everywhere. 

“[My goal is to] use the mountains and the outdoors to connect people to their own magnificence.” 

After a long day writing, I watch the trailer for a new ski film – Pretty Faces. It’s the first of its kind – the first and 
only ski film dedicated to female athletes, young and old, professional and amateur, who are pushing the bound-
aries of the sport. The athletes are all beautiful and weathered. The sun leaves marks across their faces, spots, 
wrinkles. Every one carries scars, like fantastic puzzles etched across their bodies, strange and beautiful things 
that tell stories and keep memories. There is triumph and there are setbacks, moments in which we are less than 
brilliant and less than capable. There are many mistakes. A reviewer calls the film “raw” and celebrates its daring 
to “showcase women who aren’t made up and edited to all hell.” There’s nothing that really describes the smell or 
look of a human body after a week hiking and skiing in the mountains. “That’s something,” he comments during 
the Q/A, “that ski films and ad campaigns just don’t show.”

To see beyond the rhetoric and to embrace a marketing path, a body, that is unexpected… 

The wilderness is a refuge. In all the ways it scarred and damaged, in all that it took, it also created opportunities, 
space, the ability to move, to fly. There were entire worlds without walls or rooms, I learned. Places that stretched 
up and out infinitely, and there were people at home here, in these desperate and dangerous places. They ran wild 
and naked, redefining their value based solely on their strength, the conviction of their spirits – not what their 
bodies were but what they did, how they moved - thighs were meant to propel a body forward, arms to lift, abs to 
stabilize.

________________

My mother hunts for the next plant, the next drug, the next big craze – youth in a bottle, reshaping the body she 
had before us and sacrificed to us. 

Isn’t it amazing? She asks. It even comes with its own drinking mug. This stuff right here, in the green packets, it 
will help you lose weight and build lean muscles.

It tastes terrible.

Well, you get used to it. After a while, your day just isn’t complete without it.

A plastic rebirth. My sister plans her next elective procedures. She shows, with pride, the new engagement ring 
Mark bought for her. He didn’t think the last one was big enough for a girl like me, she says. 

The morning of the wedding, Amy insists on each of us having our makeup done by a professional. While getting 
my face airbrushed, Amy tells the artist that I don’t need much. She’s just a mountain hillbilly. She’ll probably just 
wash it off, anyway. 

What is sold as beautiful…houses that look the right way, 
my father tells me, one day over the phone while arguing about the 
house plans. Look rich, he says. Even if you aren’t. Just look rich. 

If you look the part, you can have and do anything.



The mountains take more than they give; every time, they take a piece of you and you become a bit less of you, a 
bit more of something greater.

I remember the holes in the wall like the holes in a tree – big and open arms. I remember my skin and the way it 
bent and shifted to make room for my bones and my muscles. I remember the feeling of grass and dirt and wind. 

I remember my sister and I making leaves dance and being sure that we had caused it. 

When did my body become collateral? When did it become property – something to be owned, to be bought and 
sold? When did it stop doing?

I remember building castles under my father’s desk. 

I remember a line from my mentor’s last book, my favorite book, The Vertical Interrogation of Strangers. Some-
thing about writing because we cannot paint, something about a home that moves with us, everything that we 
love etched into our skin - something precious to hold and remember against the world.

I look out across a jagged skyline. I touch myself and explore every unknown place, the new bumps and divots 
where the screws are, the long cuts and distorted edges, all the places where the sun made a mark. My body 
changes and keeps changing; it’s extraordinary in all the ways it moves. 

I don’t want to grow up. I don’t want a house. My body is home.


