Late Blooming Adventure

The Adventure of redeeming my misspent youth moved into full swing when my kids left home and I became truly single, free to do all those things I’d dreamed of since embarking on motherhood at 20. I’m still young enough to do all those things. Right?   My mind, after all, has a body of its own.

Applying appropriate gusto to the task, I decided to take up skiing in my 40’s when an athletic new companion with a passion for the sport offered to teach me.  I lived in Chicago then so my courage was buoyed by the lack of  “Ski Chicago” media campaigns. I was more intimidated by the notion of what a 40-year-old ski bunny should wear on the slopes to disguise (1) her age and (2) her inexperience.

It was immediately clear during my first lesson that I would disguise neither.  But it didn’t matter.  Survival became my focus the moment I donned the rental boots, grasped those poles and attempted to jam my toes into the clips.  Fortunately, no one timed me on the assembly portion of the day. 

Sliding to the beginners’ slope went surprisingly well.  Even my first trip down the slope was uneventful. The term ‘down’ in this context is a euphemism since the grade of the slope is not discernible to the naked eye. 

My moment of truth arrived at the tow rope.  At 5’9” I am undeniably adult and without a child to mask my true reason for being at this humble level of expertise.  So, the image I tried to cultivate is that of an experienced skier using the slope as a warm-up.  Of course, I still clung to my rental poles like they’d hold me up.  And, I remained enough of a mother to be keenly aware of the risk I posed to the small children around me. 

Confident, nonetheless, in my innate agility, I used the wait in line to study tow rope technique.  Stand in line, squat, grasp the rope and allow it to pull you to the top. 

As my turn came, I managed to slide into place surprised at the precarious nature of this simple step up to bat.  But I made it.  Heart pounding like a punch press, I lowered my body to reach the rope at its two-foot pre-school height.  I realized I was waiting too long to grasp my destiny when the sawed-off hooligan behind me started screaming obscenities.  

So I clenched my left fist around the rope while holding my poles in my right hand.  The initial power surge threw me off at first, but my balance saved me and soon I was sailing along just fine -- until the little stuffed sausage in front of me lost control.  It crumbled at my feet, whining and waving lethal sticks on its limbs.  I, of course, struggled to maintain anything – my balance, my poles, my DIGNITY.  All was lost as I swung under the rope to the left, past the gears and off into the icy puddle even the tiny skiers had managed to avoid.  Soaked and beached like a frozen Moby Dick, I was relieved.  Now, with all decorum lost, I could tackle this sport in earnest. 

Skiing was --  all downhill for me after that.  I spent the winter building my skills and rewarding my efforts in luscious evening warm-ups with my gorgeous instructor.  My confidence grew with each weekend at the safe, suburban ski park where it all began.  I even dove in and bought my own equipment. 

Then my friend suggested we do some REAL skiing.  Real skiing?  I was happy with the phony slogging around I was doing right there.  But the lure of the Canadian Rockies overcame my survival instincts and I said, ‘Sure.”  Yea, this was REAL adventure.  Whistler in March (spring skiing – What’s the difference?). 

We rendezvoused at the Vancouver airport and headed for the idyllic European style cabin he had reserved for us near the resort town.  I was sure nothing could be better than this.  Breath-taking scenery right outside our little living room – fire ablaze and all.  The idea of staying right there had great appeal.  But for my passionate friend, this darling cabin on the mountain stream was just a weigh station between marathon ski days.  Next morning, we were off to the slopes.

(pause – lighting change-mood change)

Now, we all know the Canadian Rockies are nothing like Chicago. Whistler redefined the term ‘slope’ for me.  It even redefined the term ‘bunny slope.’  This is where skiing moved beyond the physical to an exercise in overcoming terror.

Gentleman that he was, my friend stayed with me that first day – encouraging me to push my envelope of fear.   So I did.  We rode the lift to a bunny slope at the top of the mountain. (Yes, I’d successfully graduated out of tow rope) Whatever happened, I knew I’d just have to get down the mountain, and I all I needed was the “pizza” move.  I had perfected the art of locking my legs in a “V” to lurch in utter control at cold molasses speed down the side of any slope I’d encountered in the Midwest US of A.

We skied without incident down a couple levels on the mountain and I was finding the bliss of REAL skiing.  We even stopped to get our photo taken by a French sportif. By this time, I’d invested in all the right clothes to look like a real skier. I was truly relaxing into the joy of the international ambiance and nature’s awesome beauty.   I was living my dreams!  Then it started to snow—wet, slippery, spring snow.

We began working our way down the mountain…once again, the toddlers were passing me.   But my dignity was the least of my worries.  This was a real mountain.  This was REAL skiing.  And I was NOT a real skier.  I was a bunny in wolf’s clothing, and no one was fooled.   

My friend sensed my genuine fear and started to urge me down, literally inch by inch. Falling snow reduced visibility.   The runs were crowded with others doing the same.   I felt pushed to the edge of true danger, frustrated by my lack of skill and genuinely frozen with terror.  I stopped.

So, here I was high atop one of Mother Nature’s most exquisite creations…in the company of one of her most exquisite creatures and I just couldn’t go any farther.  I didn’t care who was looking, I let the tears come and with them my frustration.  Frozen tears rolled down my cheeks dragging black mascara with them as I furiously  -- and repeatedly --  stabbed my poles into the deep snow alongside the ski run.  My friend was speechless.  What’s a guy to do when his date falls apart at the top of a mountain?

Once I got the fury out of my system and accepted that the only way down was on my own steam, I made it as far as the top chair lift.  Imagine my thrill when I saw the sign (in French) that told me I could ride the chair lift DOWN the mountain as well as up. I felt saved, and I sent my grateful friend down the mountain on his own, assuring him that I’d be fine and we could meet at the warming house.

No sooner did he leave than they shut down the chair lift.  Now I was in real trouble.  Well, it was still daylight and the snow had stopped.  Emotional exhaustion had consumed my judgment, so I set out to conquer the mountain -- pizza style. 

A short distance and several falls later I accepted the fact that I would not ski down this mountain.  Okay, “I’ll WALK down the mountain!” I thought.  How simple! It’s only a couple miles – straight down.  But, hey, I’m far more agile in my naked ski boots.

Giddy with the thrill of my discovery, I took off my skis and started down.  REAL skiers were swooshing past me, some asking about my condition, others jeering.  The walk started to look awfully long just as a sweet young woman who looked like she knew what she was doing glided deftly to my side.  She asked me why I was walking and I confided to her that I was way over my head here.  “Well,” she offered, “you can probably get down the mountain lots faster if you just slide on your butt.” 

“Hey,” I said. “That’s a great idea!” and thanked her as she flew off. I might even meet my friend on time. 

My frozen brain filled with images of hot Irish coffee and the huge circular fireplace in the warming house.  Over my head I hoisted my poles in one hand, my skis in the other; sat down in the snow and scooted on my butt ‘til the momentum picked up.  Pretty soon I was sailing down the mountain past the beginning skiers, then past the intermediates.  Before I could say slalom, I was hurtling down the mountain, like an overturned beetle in the wrong eco-system.  REAL Skiers were racing to catch up with me.  Some were yelling instructions that I supposed would help me stop – if only I could have heard them.  But, my heart was hammering in my ears and surrender was not a choice.  

The scene of my bereft children at my memorial service flashed before my eyes – closed casket.   My poor, despondent friend is trying to explain to my two sons how he lost me on the side of the mountain and how the ski patrol found me in a tangled, bloody heap at the base of a huge pine tree.  “Last I saw her, she was in line for the chair lift,” he’s mumbling.  “I donno what happened.”   

As I visualized the wake of my demise, a monumental, snow-covered rock appeared in my path.  Well, this is it, I thought, and I hit the rock at top speed.  Splunk!

It’s times like this I’m grateful for my genetic padding.  Had I been in control of my flight, I might have hit the rock face first.  ‘Turns out that rock was just the brake I needed.  Once I shook off the drift I’d buried myself in, I realized nothing was broken…not even my skis.  I hadn’t even lost a glove, and I noticed two nearby skiers had stopped to watch the scene, their mouths agape.   

This kind pair promised to take a message to the ski patrol…and they told me to stay put.  They didn’t have to tell me that; I was more than ready to be rescued.  And, rescued I was.  Within 20 minutes, a fine young man on a snowmobile pulled up to my rock and invited me onto the back of his machine.  

“Put your arms around me,” he instructed with authority.  No problem.  I wrapped that boy in both arms and both legs, allowing him to take charge of my skis, my poles and my person.  I was not about to let go of this kid until we were on flat ground.  And, soon we were.

There at the bottom of the mountain, night falling around him, stood my dear friend trying to disguise his worry.  As he peeled my limbs off my young rescuer, my friend babbled about how he’d heard there was a woman stranded on the mountain and prayed it wasn’t me…but he was glad I was safe.   Me too.   We ambled in our ski boots to the warming house.  And, over the most wonderful ever steaming cup of Irish coffee, my friend and I selected the ski lesson I would take the next day.  
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