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			In One Tick Stopped the Clock, Jennifer Crystal courageously shares her journey through chronic illnesses, including Epstein Barr virus, multiple tick-borne diseases, and the challenges of being a long-hauler of COVID-19. With raw honesty and vulnerability, Jennifer sheds light on the struggles of seeking validation and understanding in a world where complex health conditions are often misunderstood. This memoir is a powerful testament to resilience, advocacy, and the unwavering spirit of those who continue to fight for recognition and empathy in the face of chronic illness. 

			—Laura M. MacNeill, M.B.A., CEO of Global Lyme Alliance

			One Tick Stopped the Clock is a deeply moving journey of illness and redemption. Jennifer Crystal writes with clarity and insight, offering an essential read not just for anyone struggling with Lyme disease and its co-infections, but for the millions of people living with chronic illnesses who have had to overcome doubt and dismissal to find healing. Hers is an engaging and wise voice that brings to light the experiences of so many who remain unheard and unseen. 

			—Laurie Edwards, M.F.A., author of Life Disrupted and In the Kingdom of the Sick

			One Tick Stopped the Clock is a cautionary tale of what could go wrong in modern medicine. Jennifer Crystal demonstrates how patients must often be proactive to be heard and healed, particularly when cases don’t fit into a neat diagnostic box. Jennifer’s story is, ultimately, a celebration of collaborative care that will serve as inspiration, both to patients seeking answers and to providers helping their patients achieve optimal health. 

			—Leana Wen, M.D., author of When Doctors Don’t Listen and Lifelines

			Jennifer Crystal is a beautiful writer, and she employs her simple yet lyrical prose to chronicle, through her individual story, the  journey of long Lyme and tick-borne disease patients, writ large. From her eight years of misdiagnosis to her remission to searing relapse to a newfound balance, she journeys through the kingdom of the sick and emerges with the wisdom to seize life, nonetheless. This deeply felt narrative of illness and redemption offers an insider’s understanding of the chronic Lyme journey and clear explanations of what such patients need to know to navigate the minefield themselves. Many patients have written books about their struggles with Lyme disease, but if you read just one—read this. 

			—Pamela Weintraub, author of Cure Unknown and senior editor at Aeon

			Jennifer Crystal’s story brings to light the often invisible world of chronic illness, drawing back the curtain on the lived patient experience. She showcases the damage that can be done when doctors don’t take a proper history and carefully listen to a patient’s narrative, and the health that can be restored when they do.

			—Richard I. Horowitz, M.D., author of Why Can’t I Get Better? Solving the Mystery of Lyme & Chronic Disease and How Can I Get Better? An Action Plan for Treating Resistant Lyme & Chronic Disease

			Jennifer Crystal’s story of mismanaged Lyme disease is infuriating, poignant, and all too common. Denial and ignorance thwarted her at every turn. When medicine could not offer help, it framed her symptoms as psychosomatic. Tick-borne illness afflicts more than a half million people yearly. Tests and treatments are known to fail often. And yet—at the doctor-patient level—people like Jennifer are dismissed, their pain manifestly compounded. Bravo for telling this wrenching story so well and in a way that supports tens of thousands of Lyme patients. 

			—Mary Beth Pfeiffer, Investigative Journalist, author of Lyme: The First Epidemic of Climate Change

			In One Tick Stopped the Clock, Jennifer Crystal invites us into her ongoing story of navigating tick-borne illness and other chronic health conditions that are poorly understood and therefore often  dismissed by the healthcare establishment. Her moving and achingly honest account sheds light on the frustration, invalidation, and exhaustion that so many patients face when their symptoms don’t fit neatly into diagnostic algorithms and are ignored, or worse, chalked up to being “all in your head.” Her story is a reminder to all patients to trust themselves and speak out, and a reminder to medical providers to listen well and never stop learning.

			—Annie Brewster, M.D., Founder and Executive Director, Health Story Collaborative; Assistant Professor, Harvard Medical School; author of The Healing Power of Storytelling

			A heartfelt memoir of one woman’s courageous, convoluted, and ultimately redeeming journey through chronic illness.

			—Steven Phillips, M.D., best-selling co-author of Chronic: The Hidden Cause of the Autoimmune Pandemic and How to Get Healthy Again 

			Anyone seeking to unravel the mystery of chronic illness should read this book. With raw honesty and vulnerability, Jennifer Crystal paints an intimate portrait of the physical, emotional, and mental challenges she faced every day. Readers are not only given a glimpse into the depths of her struggles, but also witness the incredible resilience and unwavering determination that propels her forward. This book is a beacon of hope. Prepare to be inspired, moved, and educated by this beautiful memoir.

			—Dana Parish, best-selling co-author of Chronic: The Hidden Cause of the Autoimmune Pandemic and How to Get Healthy Again 

			Jennifer Crystal is an exceptional writer, a grand storyteller, sharing her personal, and sometimes horrific experience through the land of medical misdiagnosis, missed diagnoses, missed treatment opportunities and more during her chronic Lyme journey toward wellness. The reader is invited to join her in trying to solve the mysterious symptoms that it took eight long years to uncover. We feel the same sinking feeling in our stomachs when she realizes  she will never return to who she was before tick-borne illness, in effect, life interrupted. Yet, like so much of our human story, she finds a way to not only survive, to continue, but to thrive, despite chronic illness. Hers is a story for our times—and beyond. As a colleague also with chronic illness notes in the book, “Your story is not just for Lyme patients. Anyone who’s experienced trauma can learn from it.” So can you.

			—Ed O’Malley, Ph.D., Fellow, American Academy of Sleep Medicine 

			Jennifer Crystal explores the dysfunction of the medical system in dealing with those living with chronic illness—the blaming, the gaslighting, the denial. Her inspirational story offers hope to those looking to redefine their lives after a long illness.

			—Kris Newby, author of Bitten and senior producer of Under Our Skin

			Jennifer Crystal relates eloquently and with disarming forthrightness her decades-long descent into and eventual recovery from complex tick-borne illness. Her memoir demonstrates that with determination, an alliance with an equally determined health care practitioner and the support of family and friends, it is possible to regain relative wellness and lead a meaningful, successful, and happy life.  Like others before her, such as Polly Murray and Ally Hilfiger, her inspiring and beautifully written work illuminates a path that others can follow.  

			—Kenneth B. Liegner, M.D., author of Coping with Lyme Disease: A Practical Guide to Dealing with Diagnosis and Treatment 

			One Tick Stopped the Clock powerfully illustrates how Lyme disease can derail a person’s life, as well as the herculean effort it takes to get back on track. At 25, Jennifer Crystal had just snagged her dream job as a ski instructor, when out of the blue, her health went downhill fast. Unable to manage on her own, she landed back in her childhood bedroom, feeling hopeless and broken. This beautifully written memoir chronicles how she ultimately regained her health—no mean feat in a world that typically denies the  reality of “long-haul” Lyme disease—and found new dreams to replace those previously ripped away from her. An informative and inspiring read.

			—Dorothy Kupcha Leland, President of LymeDisease.org, co-author of When Your Child Has Lyme Disease: A Parent’s Survival Guide and Finding Resilience: A Teen’s Journey Through Lyme Disease

			Jennifer Crystal’s meticulously detailed journey of her Lyme disease depicts the stories within the story of malpractice, prejudice, and ignorance visited upon long-haul patients by the disease care establishment, friends, and even family. Jennifer’s heroic struggles, and the emergence of exceptional people, will inspire and guide many in the ME/CFS, EBV, and now long COVID communities.

			—Alan Bachers, Ph.D., Director, Neurofeedback Foundation

			A riveting story of a gifted young woman sinking into a chronic disabling illness. Jennifer’s path to recovery and return to work as a writer are heartwarming.

			—Daniel Cameron, M.D., author of Inside Lyme

			Jennifer was a patient of mine for the better part of 15 years. Her dedication to the field, her time allotted to her own titanic struggle, and her ultimate success are all documented in her book. It is a moving story of one woman’s grit and resolve in battling this insidious illness. Jennifer is an erudite and interesting writer as she narrates her personal struggle with this illness. She has also devoted a significant amount of time and energy in being a force in the Lyme community network. This book stands out as a testament to Jennifer’s persistence and courage in her struggle to overcome the forces both personal and medical that were aligned against her. For those interested in this field this is a must-read memoir. Knowing Jennifer personally after these many years I am proud to acknowledge a supportive role in her return to health under normal daily life. This is a remarkable book and should be read by anyone  interested in knowing more about tick-borne disease and its effect on the individual.

			—Bernard Raxlen, M.D., author of Lyme Disease: Medical Myopia and the Hidden Global Pandemic
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			Author’s Note

		


			The events in this memoir are based on my own memories, as well as conversations with people involved, journal entries, medical files, emails, and notes. Opinions are my own, as is the story I tell; someone in the narrative might have different memories or feelings about shared experiences. Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect privacy, while others have been purposefully not changed per the person’s request. Scientific information is either presented as it was explained to me by a medical professional, or it is cited. Certain excerpts or similar versions of anecdotes described here have been previously mentioned in blog posts for Global Lyme Alliance and lymedisease.org. Ten percent of the royalties earned from sales of this book will be donated to Global Lyme Alliance. 

		


		


			For the patients who need to be heard.

			 I believe you.

		


		


			Introduction

		


			When I started writing this book, the world had never heard of COVID-19. Words like “long hauler” and “immuno-compromised” were not part of the general lexicon. Those living in “the kingdom of the well,” as author Susan Sontag once put it, had never experienced quarantine. 

			The other half, those living in “the kingdom of the sick,” i had long been halted due to illness. They were all too familiar with persistent symptoms that were often dismissed as psychosomatic. They knew what it was like for an illness to affect individuals differently, and for it to sometimes drag on longer than it was “supposed” to, with researchers debating why. 

			Over time, research and understanding of conditions like Myalgic Encephalomyelitis/Chronic Fatigue Syndrome (ME/CFS), fibromyalgia, Epstein-Barr virus, and Lyme disease have improved somewhat, but too many patients with illnesses that don’t fit into simple diagnostic and treatment boxes are still unheard. Literacy is growing but often echoes in the chambers of the ill. Despite 476,000 new cases of Lyme disease in the U.S. each year—more than HIV and breast cancer combinedii—many people still don’t understand the nuances of tick-borne disease, at least not beyond its early, acute manifestations. And that number pales in comparison to the 50 million Americans suffering from autoimmune diseases.iii These people either sink into an isolated  existence of perpetual illness, or struggle to keep up with daily life while worrying that a flare-up could send them back to “lock-down” at a moment’s notice.

			In January 2021, The New York Times Magazine published an article titled “What if You Never Get Better From Covid-19?”iv  Fellow Lyme disease patients sent it to me in frustration. “We haven’t gotten better either,” they exclaimed. “We have similar symptoms. Why is everyone talking about COVID long haulers when we’ve been suffering for years?”

			As a long hauler of both COVID-19 and tick-borne disease, I understand that frustration. I also think it’s precisely this attention on long-haul COVID that may finally shed light on—and bring credibility to—other persistent, complex illnesses.

			For years before I was diagnosed with chronic Epstein Barr virus and multiple tick-borne illnesses, I fought just for people to believe that I was sick. Then, once I was properly diagnosed, I fought for understanding from people who did not believe in my diagnosis—as if a documented physical disease is simply an opinion or mystical power one can choose to believe in or not. Conversely, when I developed COVID-19 symptoms in March 2020, no one questioned whether I actually had the virus, despite a (false) negative test. No one said, “Oh, you must have something else” or, “It must just all be in your head.” They knew my shortness of breath, dry cough, low-grade fever, and loss of taste and smell unequivocally meant COVID-19. When the positive antibody test came back that June, it was simply confirmation of what my doctors, friends, and family already knew to be true. 

			For the four months that I had acute COVID-19 and in the years that I’ve wrestled residual symptoms, I have only had to fight to get well, not to be believed. What a difference this validation has made! But I’ve been one of the lucky ones. Many COVID long haulers experience the dismissal that other chronic illness patients have suffered for years. The voices of those who don’t fit a cookie-cutter medical mold, who have been sidelined, categorized, mislabeled, or hushed deserve to be heard. It’s especially important to elevate the narratives of illnesses that are not in the forefront of the news, conditions that were around for years before the pandemic and will be for years to come. Illnesses that have no vaccines or herd  immunity. Illnesses that, like HIV/AIDS before them, are steeped in misunderstanding and controversy. Illnesses against which, like COVID-19, we can take preventive measures, but to which we are all still prone. 

			This is my story.

			

			
				
						i	 Sontag, Susan. Illness as Metaphor. New York: Vintage Books, 1977 (3).


						ii	 www.globallymealliance.org


						iii	 https://autoimmune.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/1-in-5-Brochure.pdf


						iv	 https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/21/magazine/covid-aftereffects.html


				

			
		



		
		


			Part I

		


		


			Prologue

			1997

		


			My sandals squeaked in the soft sand as I made my way across the beach toward the water-skiing cove. Water-skiing was my favorite activity at the Maine sleepaway camp I attended as a camper and a counselor for ten summers. As a child, I raced across the beach to be the first to pick out skis and a lifejacket. As a nineteen-year-old counselor charged with driving the ski boat, I walked quickly and purposefully, knowing I had less than an hour to safely pull five campers around our area of the lake. I passed the canoeing, swimming, and sailing areas, walking about an eighth of a mile to the end of the sandy shore. A group of campers was already there, squabbling over equipment. When they saw me coming, they dropped the skis in the sand, shouting, “Can I go first? Can I go first?”

			“You ladies work out the order while I get the boat,” I instructed. “And remember…” 

			“…Not even your pinkie toe in the water until another counselor gets here,” they chorused.

			The camp’s Boston Whaler, already worn and loved when I’d learned to ski behind it at age eleven, was moored at a dock 150 yards offshore. To get to it, I had to walk along a path in the woods that ran perpendicular to the shore. The water-skiing area marked a distinct line between the sunny, sandy beach and the shaded woods. 

			I never wore bug spray at camp. I spent all my time on or in the lake, so I thought I was immune to the bugs that hovered around  land activities. The only insects I worried about were mosquitoes, and they left with the humidity at the beginning of the summer. I was only concerned with dangers I could see. Besides minor scratches and the occasional stubbed toe, I didn’t think about the implications of walking the ski boat path several times a day. It didn’t occur to me that the woods were a thick nesting ground for animals and the bugs they host. 

			After a few minutes walking through brush and leaves that tickled my legs, I reached the dock. My sandals slapped against the faded boards, and I could hear the water lapping gently underneath. I waved at the campers back on shore, then knelt to undo the cleat knot that tied the boat to the dock. I unwound the faded yellow rope, twisting it around my hand as I leapt from the dock to the boat’s bow. I walked to the stern to check the gas tanks. Satisfied, I sat down on the old wooden bench behind the steering wheel and turned the key. The boat roared to life. I heard the familiar beep-beep that meant everything was in working order. 

			“That’s the sound I like to hear!” I said as I put the throttle in reverse and carefully maneuvered the boat away from the dock, turning toward the wider part of the lake to make a couple test runs. I revved the boat as if I were pulling a skier, a motion I could have done in my sleep. I loved that time alone in the boat, the wind whipping through my ponytail as I gunned the engine, the sun warming my face. As I slowed the boat to a stop, I closed my eyes for just a second, relishing the moment of stillness. I was totally in my element, tanned and healthy, filled with energy and the invincibility of youth. 

			As I opened my eyes and turned the boat, I happened to glance down at my right arm as it guided the steering wheel. Splattered across my forearm was a blotchy red rash. I stopped the boat and peered closer. The rash was a series of red dots that ran from my wrist halfway to my elbow. Past my outstretched arm, I could see the campers on shore, jumping up and down and waving to me to come get them already. I restarted the boat, deciding to focus on the task at hand and show the rash to the camp nurse later. 

			 “Does it itch?” she asked when I presented it to her at lunch time. 

			“No.”

			
			

			The nurse that summer was from England, an R.N. who had treated patients on two continents. She was well-versed in the basic first aid issues that often arose at camp, but not aware of problems more endemic to the area, which at the time weren’t high on anyone’s radar. She ran her fingers over the rash. “It’s not raised or anything. Does it hurt?”

			“No.”

			“Well then, I wouldn’t worry about it. We’re at camp. It’s probably from your sleeping bag or something. Let’s just watch it for a few days and see what happens.”

			A few days later the rash faded. I didn’t give it another thought.

		


		
		


			Chapter 1

			2003

		


			The warm Colorado sun kissed my cheeks as my boyfriend Jim and I loaded onto a chairlift. I raised my goggles and closed my eyes, tilting my face toward the rays. “Nothing like a suntan in February.” 

			The chairlift rose over a back bowl, a wide, open area where ski trails are so spacious that they’re really just suggested “zones.” The skiers below our lift were specks on a canvas of white that stretched for miles in every direction. 

			“Can’t beat that Colorado blue sky either,” Jim replied. 

			“Seriously, there should be a crayon called Ski Sky Blue.”

			The sky was the piercing cerulean of flawless Murano glass, unmarred by a single cloud. I thought of my friends back East, waking up to New York smog, or shivering against biting New England cold. I took a deep breath and smiled. 

			I’d always felt I could breathe easier in Rocky Mountain air, despite its high altitude. Growing up in Connecticut, I’d ski instructed locally on weekends in high school and had skied out West on family vacations. I couldn’t wait to move to Colorado after college to spend a winter ski instructing in the Rockies. 

			I graduated from college on skis. Actually, to be fair, I was in a sled pulled by a ski patroller; the rest of my class was on skis, but we all came down the mountain in caps and gowns to celebrate our 2001 mid-year commencement in Vermont. A sign waiting at the bottom read: “Some were born to walk. Others were born to ski.” 

			
			

			I was on crutches with crampons attached to the bottoms so I wouldn’t slip on the snow and ice. Just a few weeks earlier, while interviewing for a ski instructing position out West, I’d torn the anterior cruciate ligament (ACL) in my left knee. Sailing over a ridge at too high a speed, I’d landed in an unexpected mogul field. Moguls, also known as “the bumps,” require a certain speed and finesse to conquer effectively. You have to start slowly, survey the field from the top, and pick a line of moguls to ski through. If you keep your ski tips pointed downhill, you can simply bounce off the sides of each bump, until you hit the last one in your line. It takes leg strength, good timing, and a real command of your equipment to successfully ski a whole mogul line.

			The day of my interview, I never made it past the first bump. Wholly unprepared for what was waiting over that smooth ledge, I tried to skid to a stop when I saw the field below me, but it was too late. I crashed into the side of a mogul. My lower left leg slammed forward while my torso fell back, pulling my thigh with it. My knee could not sustain that kind of split and gave way with a sickening snap.

			The injury put me out for the rest of the ski season and shattered my plans to ski instruct after graduation. I was set on moving to Colorado, though. I packed up my green Jeep, covered in stickers that read “Ski today, work tomorrow” and “Ski like a girl,” and drove 1500 miles west. I cheered at the prospect of adventure and exploration when my beloved Rocky Mountains at last came into view. I decided to look for a job off the hill that would still allow me to be part of the ski culture I craved. Years of camp counseling, and a lifetime of listening to my mother and stepfather talk at the dinner table about lesson plans, pointed me toward teaching. I became a third-grade assistant teacher, and then high school English teacher in Boulder, finding great joy in creating lesson plans, re-discovering favorite books, and bonding with students. 

			When I wasn’t teaching, I was working overtime on leg lifts and hamstring curls, on exercises with red elastic pulleys tied to the foot of my dresser, trying to get myself as strong as the skiers all around me. It took two years for my knee to heal. Eventually I was able to ski as hard as I once had, to bounce through mogul fields again, but it took much longer than expected. 

			
			

			As Jim and I rode the chairlift to the top of the bowl, I patted the trusty knee brace hidden under my ski pants. “Two years ago, I never could have imagined I’d be out here.” 

			Jim was taking me to a part of the mountain I’d never explored, a backcountry area accessible only on foot. After dismounting the chairlift, we glided to the outer limits of the authorized ski area. Flat areas, either on the top of trails or connecting them, are technically called “catwalks,” or “the flats” in skier lingo. It’s important to skate as fast as possible, like a cross-country racer, to gain momentum when heading into the flats. If you don’t have enough speed to make it all the way across, you risk slowing to a stop, and it’s nearly impossible to regain forward motion from there. Then it’s endless shuffling along, dragging yourself by your poles, trying to walk with big boards strapped to your feet. 

			Jim and I used our poles to get ourselves going faster, faster, faster. Some people curl into a tuck, hunching over like downhill racers to bomb across the flats, but I always preferred slipping into a steady glide. I pushed off on my left ski, glided as far as possible, pressed my poles into the snow to help me along, then pushed off on my right ski. Glide, pole, back to the left. As we skated across the ridge, I sensed that all at once everything was working in sync: my skis, my poles, the mountain, the air, my breathing. 

			I followed Jim along the catwalk, past the area where we’d spent countless hours tree skiing. We wove among groups of skiers trying to decide if they wanted to brave the trees, but the packs dwindled the farther we skated. Eventually it was just the two of us, gliding, poling, breathing. Without slowing my pace, I reached for the mouthpiece of the pack that carried water on my back. I was glad I had it to help keep me going. I also wondered what would happen if—when—I had to pee. 

			The flats thinned as we passed the last bowl. “This looks good,” I shouted. If we dropped down to our right, there was a whole area of fresh snow waiting for our tracks.

			“Nah, keep going,” Jim called back without turning his head. I took another long sip of water. I could already feel sweat pooling in my armpits. Finally, several minutes later, Jim skidded to a stop below a crag. Snow covered only part of the rocks, dripping over them like melted frosting. “We’re here!” he announced triumphantly.

			
			

			I opened the pit zips on my jacket. “You brought me all the way out here for rocks?”

			“No, silly. This is where we climb”—Jim pointed above the crag, where I could just make out the glaring white of untouched powder—“to heaven on earth.” 

			“Up over these rocks?”

			“Up over these rocks. After that, it’s just straight uphill on snow. If we stick by those trees up there, the snow will be more packed, and it’ll be easier to walk.” Jim pointed to the few scraggly evergreens that had managed to survive at 11,000 feet.

			I gulped. Nevertheless, when Jim crouched down, I reluctantly straddled his shoulders. He straightened, lifted me by the underside of my thighs like an ice skater, and hoisted me up so that I was essentially hugging the base of the crag. I felt my left boot thunk hard on Jim’s arm as I tried to swing my legs toward the rock. “Sorry, sorry!” 

			“You’re good.” He held me as I worked to steady my boots. I engaged every muscle in my arms and legs to scurry up and over the crag, landing on top with a belly flop. The bottom of my jacket scrunched up around my bellybutton. Cold, wet slush pressed against my stomach. I turned my face to the side so as not to get a mouthful of snow. 

			“Nice!” Jim cheered. “Now scoot yourself around so you’re facing me, and I’ll hand you the gear.”

			Jim handed me our skis and poles. I planted everything in the snow so it would stay put and out of the way while Jim climbed up. He instructed me to lay flat on the top of the crag with my arms reaching out towards him. I was reminded of lifeguard training at summer camp, lying flat on a wooden dock to secure my own weight while pulling someone else to safety. I dug the front of my ski boots into the snow, just as I used to dig my feet into the dock, concentrating on keeping my weight on the bottom half of my body. I reached for Jim’s hands. Grasping them, he planted his feet on the rock so fast that I was only carrying his full weight for a second. I placed his hands on the top of the snowy rock, my hands over them, just as I’d secured tired swimmers’ hands on the dock. 

			“I’ve got it,” he said. “You can let go.” 

			
			

			I pulled my hands away and scooched backwards to give Jim room to land. As soon as he did, he clapped his gloves together. “Okay, let’s hike up! I’ll carry the skis. You take the poles.” 

			Slowly we made our way up the hill, keeping close to the trees, which grew sparser the higher we climbed. The ascent was akin to walking up a sledding hill, though the climb was much higher and sweatier. I kept the water backpack mouthpiece between my lips, so that my pace became huff, puff, gulp, step. At last, we reached the summit. Jim placed our skis in the snow, and I planted our poles next to them. We sat down with a gentle thump. The powder cushioned me like a fluffy cotton pillow. 

			“Feel how soft it is?” Jim asked. “This snow has been piling up all season, just waiting for us.” We were above tree line, the only living things in a sea of white that glowed against the intense blue sky. “Just think,” Jim added, “Next winter we’ll be able to come out here all the time!” 

			I had decided not to renew my teaching contract for the following school year, so that I could finally fulfill my lifelong dream of ski instructing for a season. I loved teaching, but I felt I was living on the periphery of the life I had truly sought out West. My students couldn’t understand why I was leaving them. For weeks I’d vacillated about the decision, feeling like a mother who was about to abandon her children. I wasn’t ready to be a mother, though, certainly not literally but not really even figuratively. I’d moved 1500 miles away from home to do what I loved to do: ski. Time seemed to be running short to fulfill that dream. I thought, It’s not like I can drop everything and become a ski bum ten years from now, wherever I might be, probably working and married with kids. 

			Jim was also a teacher, in a town closer to the mountains. We’d met on a chairlift. A friend and I were gliding into a quadruple chairlift line when a tall, broad-shouldered guy slid in next to us. “Single?” he’d asked. This is the term skiers use when they’re wondering if you have a single spot open in your group to share a chair ride.

			I was feeling sassy that day, high from an exhilarating morning on the slopes, so I’d replied, “Why yes, actually, I am.” 

			Jim had skied with us that whole morning, and then asked for my phone number. I never thought he’d call, but he did, the very  next day, and before I knew it, the random guy I’d met on the chairlift had become my boyfriend. While he wasn’t the reason I was moving to the mountains, being geographically closer to him was going to be a bonus. We each planned to spend one more year in Colorado. I had a dream of someday becoming a professor, and I hoped that after our final ski season out West, Jim and I would make the leap to graduate school together.

			I scanned the glistening panorama below us and turned to Jim. “You’re right, this is heaven on earth.”

			He shook his head and jumped to his feet. “Not quite yet.” He clicked into his skis. I stood up to put mine on too, holding onto Jim for balance. Once we were ready, we grabbed our poles and pushed off straight across the top of the hill. Suddenly, Jim dropped down to his right and made a wide, arcing turn. “This is it!” he shouted. “Drop in! Don’t use your poles. Just lean back and enjoy the ride!”

			Nervously, I pointed my skis downhill. I’d never been in powder that deep, and I wasn’t sure I knew how to ski it. Back East, I’d learned to lean as far forward as possible, carving sharp turns on the edges of my skis. Days of soft powder in the Rockies had reversed that thinking, teaching me to lean back and let the snow guide me, but it had never been so deep or soft that I hadn’t needed my poles to help carve turns. 

			I pushed off and immediately started giggling. I was afraid I’d sink in all that powder, but my skis just glided right through it like I was skiing in a cloud. I attempted to carve a turn but realized that wasn’t necessary. All I had to do was lean a little bit in one direction or the other, and my skis simply drifted. My poles dangled at my sides. 

			“This is so cool!” I squealed. “I’m floating! No, I’m FLYING!”  I shouted and laughed all the way down, wishing the ride would never end. 

			If I had known how quickly it would, I might have insisted that the hands of time be stopped.

		


		
		


			Chapter 2

		


			Three months later, I wearily pulled into a motor lodge somewhere in Pennsylvania. I don’t remember the name of the motel, or the town in Pennsylvania it was in. It was supposed to be a forgotten resting point, not the place where my quarter-life crisis would officially begin. I’d been driving for three days. After finishing the school year, I was heading to Maine for my tenth summer at camp, now as a Head Counselor and water-skiing director. I’d spend the summer there and then return to Colorado to ski instruct for the winter. I was supposed to make the cross-country trek with Jim. Instead, I’d driven straight across the Midwest by myself, accompanied only by swaying corn fields, enormous freight trucks that made my Jeep look like an ant, and the occasional cow on the side of the road. Finally, I pulled into the motel parking lot and stumbled into the main office to book a room.

			On my twenty-fifth birthday in early May, Jim and I had toasted “To us!” Days later, he’d suddenly announced his “feelings had changed.” No amount of arguing or protesting could get him to explain or reconsider. Just when I thought we were getting more serious, he walked out of my life as quickly as he’d skied into it. 

			“He’s a schmuck,” my hometown best friend Sharon told me over the phone as I lugged my bags into the motel room in Pennsylvania, grumbling to her about the recent breakup. “He doesn’t deserve you.”

			
			

			Cradling the phone with my chin so I could use both hands to double lock the door, I said, “I get that, rationally. I just never expected this to happen. This wasn’t part of the plan.”

			“But you’re still going to spend a season in the mountains,” Sharon reminded me. “That’s been your dream since we were kids and you’re about to live it. You don’t need him.”

			I dropped my keys on the bureau and sat down on the bed. The room was dusty and dark, with heavy maroon curtains that matched the worn bedspread. The stagnant air was thick with stale air freshener, the carpeting so dank that I kept my flip flops on. 

			 “You’re a strong person,” Sharon said. “You always come out the other side, just like with your knee. You’ll be at camp soon, and this will all be behind you.” 

			I felt better for a moment, picturing the camp’s crystal-clear lake that had welcomed me home for ten summers. I couldn’t wait to be nestled among the pines on the shore, laughing with friends I’d known since we were campers ourselves.

			Despite the happy visual, I was suddenly overcome with fatigue. Laying back on the thin pillows, I muttered to Sharon, “Thanks for talking. I’m going to rest for a bit.” I hung up and closed my eyes.

			Bouts of low energy were not unusual for me. Like most twenty-somethings, I often sacrificed sleep for the sake of spending time with friends, hitting the slopes, or staying up until the wee hours grading papers. I seemed to get sick more often than my peers, but my body was young, and I could generally count on it to rebound when I pushed it too hard. Whenever sleep pleaded with me, I simply ignored it and relied on adrenaline to kick in and keep me going. 

			What was alarming that night in Pennsylvania was that nothing kicked in. It was as if someone had hit the off button and my whole system shut down. I lay in the darkening room, sensing the sun setting outside the thick curtains. After an hour or so, my stomach grumbled, but I couldn’t bring myself to get up. I fumbled for the phone on the nightstand and ordered a heaping plate of undercooked, overpriced room service pasta. I ate it in bed, staring at cheap paintings of mountains, the standard artwork of motel rooms across America.

			
			

			After dinner, I changed into a pair of raggedy boxer shorts and a tee shirt and climbed into bed for real. When I was driving that day, I’d promised myself I’d go for a run around the motel parking lot the next morning, since I felt like a slug from sitting in the car for so long. As I set my alarm, however, I wasn’t even sure I’d be able to get up at 7:00 a.m. I set the alarm for 10:00 a.m. Then I turned out the light.

			But I didn’t fall asleep. As I closed my eyes, I felt the familiar sensation of a low blood sugar reaction coming on. Even though I’d just eaten, I was once again starving, the hunger gnawing like a hollow space that ran from the center of my head to the pit of my stomach. “I just finished a huge dinner,” I groaned aloud. “Can’t I please sleep?” My body ignored my plea, responding instead with a racing heart, sweaty palms, and a dizziness that would have made me pass out had I not been lying down. 

			 These blood sugar crashes had been coming on at nonsensical times for six years. The first occurred at camp in 1997, the same summer I’d found the strange red rash on my arm. I had just walked into the dining hall for lunch. The room held rows of long wooden tables and benches. As I sat down at the head of a table in the center row, the room started spinning. Everything became blurry. I could hear the din of the campers but couldn’t make out what they were saying. Through hazy vision I discerned their worried faces. Quickly, I rose from the table, and just as quickly, my gelatin knees gave out. 

			With the help of the camp nurse, I made my way to the adjacent counselor’s room and sank down on a tattered couch. My heart raced. With clammy hands, I tried to wipe the sweat off my brow. Black splotches danced menacingly in front of my eyes. As the room started to grow dark, the nurse put a dry plastic spoon in my mouth. I tasted the succulent juice of perfectly ripened blueberries mixed with sweet syrup. 

			Within moments, the shaking subsided. Sensation returned to my lips, my cheeks, and finally my appendages. Everything in the room started to come into focus; blurred images morphed back into smiling faces and concerned eyes. 

			The nurse propped my head on a pillow and handed me a glass of orange juice and some crackers with peanut butter. “You had  a low blood sugar reaction,” she said. “You should get tested for diabetes.”

			Tests later showed I was not diabetic, but I was hypoglycemic, a condition I’d never heard of before that summer. I learned if a person with hypoglycemia doesn’t eat at regular intervals, their blood sugar can drop dangerously below 70 milligrams per deciliter of blood, causing the symptoms I experienced.i I didn’t understand why I would suddenly develop this condition at camp, where I ate well and took better care of my body than I did the rest of the year. No one seemed too concerned with the answer. I was told to simply keep little snacks on hand, and to make sure I ate regular meals. 

			The low blood sugar reaction I experienced in the Pennsylvania motel room, six years after the first one in 1997, was similar to the crashes I’d felt so many times before. I got out of bed and shuffled in the dark to reach my bags, scrounging up a package of cookies from the bottom of my purse. I ate them quickly, not even bothering to get a glass of water to wash them down, and got back into bed. Within minutes I felt better and finally drifted into a deep sleep.

			When the alarm went off the next morning, I felt like I’d been sleeping for only an hour, two at most. But when I peeked out from under the covers, I saw that the clock glowed 10:03. I rubbed my eyes. My body felt like lead. 

			I would have drifted right back to sleep, had I not happened to swallow as I turned my head against the pillow. The pain in my throat suddenly had me wide awake. I sat up and swallowed again. Maybe I was just lying in a funny position, I thought. Maybe there are still pieces of cookie stuck in my throat. I swallowed a few more times. No, it was definitely a sore throat. Instinctively, I reached up and felt the sides of my neck; my glands were swollen, too. Great. Now what? I needed to get to Connecticut to visit with my family before I was due to arrive at camp in less than a week. I didn’t have time to be sick.

			I plodded to the bathroom. My face was pale, the skin around my brown eyes puffy and framed with dark circles. I splashed cold water on my face. You’re sick. Just get back into bed, sleep,  and drive tomorrow. The rational side of me contemplated this idea for about three seconds. Then the go-go-go, do-do-do side of me took over, as it always did, and tucked prudence under the covers without me. 

			I threw on a cotton sundress, gathered my long dark hair into a messy bun, and hit the road before I could rethink my plan. I drove with all the windows open and the music blaring, sucking on a lollipop as a sort of two-in-one remedy for my throbbing throat and mounting fatigue. This worked until halfway across the New Jersey turnpike, when exhaustion threatened to take over the way it had the night before. 

			It was 2:30 in the afternoon. Undoubtedly, I had a fever. But you’re just a few hours from Connecticut. You can’t stop now. I did permit myself to stop at a rest area, but instead of using the place for reasons its name would suggest, I simply bought some fake energy in the form of a soda and a chocolate ice cream cone. 

			When I at last trudged up the stone walkway to my mother and stepfather’s house, I was bordering on delirium. 

			“Jen’s home!” my mom called out as she pushed open the
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