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​“Stop being such a
pussy, David” Mandy said through clenched teeth. “I’m not going to
wait for you all day like last time!”

“Not so loud,” David scanned the lift line to
see if anyone had heard her. “I’m doing the best I can.”

“Your best isn’t good enough. Not for thirty
degrees, sunshine, and fresh powder. How often do we get days like
this, David? Man-up or go back to the lodge.”

“Would you please lower your voice?”

“I’ll stop ridiculing you when you find your
balls and get down the mountain faster than the toddlers that are
lapping you.”

David heard chuckling from behind them in the
line, several men trying to stifle laughter. They were getting
looks from the people in front of them, too, head shakes and
pitiful stares. David shifted in his ski’s and shuffled forward,
sliding through fresh snow, and getting ever closer to the lift at
the front of the line.

“I’m not kidding,” Mandy looked out across
the mountain, avoiding eye contact with her husband, “if I get to
the bottom of that first dip and you aren’t right behind me, I’m
moving on. See you when I see you.”

David said nothing this time, realizing that
any response he gave only fired her up more. That’s how she was.
Even in the heart of the Rocky Mountains she burned hot;
emotionally, physically.

It was warm for 9,000 feet, and Mandy had her
ski jacket zipped down to the bottom of her sternum. In the
cloudless sunlight it was easy to see the straps of her suspenders
running taut across her braless breasts, the soft white flesh
pushing out in all directions under the pull of the black fabric.
It occurred to David that the only part of her tits you couldn’t
see were the nipples, hiding feebly under the suspender straps.

It made him feel weak, being belittled that
way while she dressed so flagrantly. He knew the men behind them,
the ones chuckling, had gotten their eye-full. They had
repositioned in line so as to see over David’s shoulders and
directly at the free show that was his wife’s tits. More than once,
he’d seen Mandy’s eyes drift towards where they stood…looking up
and over, hiding a playful smirk.

“Aren’t you cold?” he asked. They made a
final scoot to the head of the line, waiting for the lift chair to
scoop them up.

“Worry less about my tits and more about
skiing, David,” she rolled her eyes. “I can assure you there are
other men on this mountain who’d love to take me skiing.”

The insult cut into his stomach like a hot
knife, and he opened his mouth to argue, but suddenly the lift
chair was at his thighs, cupping him, taking them both up and
away.

The morning air was cold, but the bright blue
sky made it more than bearable. The lift chair ascended the
mountain, a constant hum on the line as they flew above the white
slopes running beneath their dangling skis. They traveled into the
shadow of an Evergreen grove, the temperature dropping with a
sudden immediacy.

David looked at Mandy to see if she’d zip up
for warmth. Instead, she reached into the pocket of her jacket and
produced a small, metal flask. Unscrewing the lid, she tilted her
head back and drank deep. Mandy wiped her lips and handed it to her
husband.

“Liquid courage,” she smirked, “you need all
the help you can get.”

When they reached the top, they were able to
dismount without any major collisions; on the previous run David
had lost control of his left ski and ran directly into her. That’s
when the bad mood had started. There was no way in hell he would
chance running into her again, opting to ski off the side of the
mountain before chancing it in her direction.

They maneuvered over to where the run
started; a vast hill, powdered and sparkling in the sun. All about
them other skiers and snowboarders roamed, adjusting equipment, or
waiting for friends. Others wasted no time at all, pushing off and
starting a quick descent down the mountain.

David and Mandy stood side by side, staring
down the slope. It ran at a smooth incline and opened into a vast,
mostly flat field that eventually dipped down a hill even steeper
than the one they were looking down.

“Are you ready?” she asked, buckling the
helmet under her pointed chin.

David watched his wife in the blinding
whiteness that surrounded them. The dryness of the air made her
lips poutier than usual, redder. They pursed together; tender and
luscious, pinching just for a moment when she turned her skis
downhill.

David caught a fleeting glimpse of her
exposed tummy and tits just before she set off; sifting through
fresh snow at the crest of the hill and catching speed as she shot
downward. Her slender frame cut wide turns in the hillside, powder
spraying high and even from under the edge of her skis. The image
of his wife grew small, shrinking against the scale of the
mountain, drifting further from where David hesitated at the top of
the run.

“Just go,” he told himself. “It’s not that
steep. Just go. Go now!”

But his skis stalled; two long noses jutting
out over the edge. In his mind he could already hear her yelling,
making fun of him in the cruelest way she could. She knew he hated
it, the skiing. The cold. The isolation of being the only one on
the mountain who didn’t know how to properly get down. Last year,
on the last day of the season, he’d fallen on a green run, and it
had taken him nearly ten minutes just to get his ski back on. All
the while, countless men women and children speeding by him.

Mandy reached the bottom of the first hill
and coasted into the wide, white field. She hooked left towards the
tree line on the far side, familiar now with the order of
operations when she was forced to wait for David. He saw her pull
over, remove the helmet, and look up at him. Even from as far away
as David was, he could make out the motion of Mandy’s golden head
of hair shaking back and forth. Her disembodied voice seemed to be
at his ear, telling him not to “take all fucking day”, and to stop
being a little “beta pussy.”

David clenched his jaw and moved closer to
the edge. He looked down the side; its steep intimidation scowled
back. He glanced at Mandy further down; she stood with her weight
on one hip, ski poles in the snow, arms crossed over her exposed
chest.

Deciding to take his chances with the
mountain, David began his descent.

And at first, it went really well for
him.

He was able to make a smooth turn to the
right, shifting his weight into his uphill leg and coasting in a
wide U. As he completed the turn, he felt that familiar kick of
speed, pushing him sudden and urgent towards the bottom. For a
moment he thought he caught a glimpse of Mandy by the trees, no
longer angry and fidgeting, but watching in sincere, earnest
hope.

David switched the weight to his downhill ski
and started to cut a straighter line towards the base of the hill.
His speed picked up with sudden urgency, and so did the needle-thin
panic that accompanied it. He tried shifting back to the uphill
ski, hoping to slow his momentum and begin a wide turn, but his
core was weak and untrained, and the ski kicked out to his side –
leaving the ground entirely – and then he was on one foot,
spinning.

He saw blue sky. The green of treetops. The
infinite white of snow.

And then he was on his back, his breath a
dull pain in his chest. He sucked air hard and sudden, his
shoulders barking a distant pain.

David sat up. On both sides of him skiers and
snowboards feinted past, the whoosh of their boards spraying
snow in all directions. He looked back to where he’d come from, the
high and looming hill, and then to the bottom where his wife
waited. He was officially half-way down. He was almost there.

Mandy did not look happy.

In his first futile attempt to stand up,
David realized that he’d lost his left ski. It lay splayed in the
snow a few feet away, and other skiers were actively dodging it.
Using one of his poles, he was able to hook the wayward ski and
drag it closer, getting it up and out of the way of other
skiers.

Put your ski on, he told himself.
Don’t make it a big thing. Put the fucking ski on and get down
the hill.

David dropped the ski in the snow, but it
wanted to slide down the hill, steep as it was. He remembered a tip
from his first lesson and laid it perpendicular to the grade,
stopping its downward ascent but placing it at a difficult angle
for a ski boot to lock into.

As he pushed down with his heel to lock the
boot, he slipped, falling once more to the cold earth.

Mandy put her helmet on and started to gather
her poles. She was leaving.

Get up and put your fucking ski on you
idiot! NOW!

On his feet, David placed the ski on its side
again, this time closer to where he stood. Leaning all his weight
into his right foot, he lifted his ski boot high and slammed it
into the bindings. Instead of locking into place, his heel slid
out, missing the bindings altogether.

Fuck – fuck - FUCK!

As he continued to fidget, David saw Mandy
glance up one last time, shake her head, and continue down the
mountain. No sooner had she gone than his boot found its way into
the bindings with a soft click. He was in. He had the skis
attached to his feet.

Now you just gotta get going again. And
don’t you dare fall!

David took a deep breath, preparing to resume
his descent.

“Try leaning forward,” came a voice from
beside him. “You’re too far back. Harder to control that way.”

David turned over his right shoulder and saw
a man standing a pole’s length away, a bright red swath against the
vivid white backdrop of the mountain. His pants and jacket matched
in their fiery brilliance. He wore no helmet, only a pair of
ordinary sunglasses shielding his dark eyes from the sun’s
reflection against the snow. A black man with a smooth, defined
jawline. When he smiled, his face seemed kind; devoid of the
impatience that David associated with winter sports.

“Lean into your boots,” the stranger
continued, “hinge at the hips but stay tall.”

“I’ll try to remember that,” David said,
nodding.

“If you’d like, I can show you. I’ll ski down
and wait for you at the bottom. Just follow my trail.”

“That’s kind of you to offer,” David managed
a thankful smile, “but I don’t want to hold you up…I’m pretty bad.
Could be up here for a while if you know what I mean.”

“Nonsense,” the kind black man shrugged him
off, “it’s no trouble for me. I’ll go slow. Watch my turns and use
the path I make. OK?”

Without waiting for a response, the crimson
skier slipped past David and began a measured, patient descent down
the rest of the hill. He carved wide, perfect turns with the slow
brilliance of a comet in a white sky. As he made his way down, he
called back to David on the center of the slope, offering tips and
advice on how best to follow in his tracks.

When it was David’s turn to go down, he felt
none of the usual anxiety that came with being watched. There was
something calming in the voice of the dark stranger, something
confident about the colors he adorned. When he spoke, David
listened. When he encouraged, David believed he could.

And he did.

“That’s it man!” the man called from the
bottom. “Just like that! Wide curves! It’s OK if you go faster,
it’s easier that way. Yes! Like that! You got it man!”

The smile on David’s face shone brighter than
the sun bearing down on them by the time he skidded to a stop
beside the crimson stranger. Breathless with the trill of it, he
tried to thank the man, only to erupt into a coughing fit.

“Not bad at all,” the man clapped him on the
shoulder. “Just needed a little confidence.”

“I guess so,” David exhaled, grinning ear to
ear. “That was…fun. Thank you.”

“It’s nothing, really. Happy to see you get
the hang of it.”

David’s brow came to the man’s shoulder and
looking up at him now with the panic of the slope behind him, he
noticed for the first time how good-looking the man was. Younger,
maybe mid-twenties, with rich, full lips and high ebony
cheekbones.

“I’m David by the way,” he offered his gloved
hand
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