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Dedication

To my father, who taught me how to ski,

and to my husband, who taught me how to fly.





Epigraph

THE SEEDS of all our thoughtlessly accomplished deeds have quietly accumulated in a dark and hidden treasury—the subsoil, so to speak, of our life of consciousness. And it is as though a thread of destiny that we had long been spinning had slowly entangled us without our knowing, and now, by some accident, were suddenly jerked taut. We discover that we are trapped in an inescapable net into which we have thoughtlessly delivered ourselves. We are implicated in an adventure of unknown proportions. And even if we meet it with self-confidence and the best of faith, it will inevitably prove to be something very different, very much more complicated, dangerous, and difficult, than we expect. Since we permitted it to escape us in its entirety, it cannot but astonish us now in its details.

—HEINRICH ZIMMER, THE KING AND THE CORPSE











INTRODUCTION: The First Crack

I WAS ON ALL FOURS in a gravel parking lot, cowering like a wounded dog. My knees were planted firmly in the dirt, my tail was tucked, and little bits of rock and sharp scree dug into the palms of my hands. Scattered around me was all of my gear, lying facedown where I’d flung it. My skis and poles were huddled together like shell-shocked soldiers, and my backpack lay still, totally lifeless. My helmet was to my right. It rolled gently from side to side, mocking me from the cheap seats. This had not been part of the plan.

My breath began to hitch. Two or three sharp inhales before everything inside me came pouring out in a wet, choppy howl. The sound ripped through the air with force, tearing it right down the middle.

I was three months into a year-long adventure, a ski-based Blizzard of Oz I’d dreamed up in an effort to prove, once and for all, that I was worth my salt and then some. So imagine my surprise when I found myself here—not on top of a mountain but at the bottom, in the parking lot, wailing at the world in anger and frustration.

Tears slipped down my cheeks, and thin strands of drool ran over my lips and chin. I watched a whole river of snot as it dripped from my face to the small patch of gravel in front of me, and I saw the earth do the work it was made to do—soak everything up. For better or worse, it absorbed it all. A few wisps of my hair blew around in the wind, sticking to my cheeks and lips for a brief moment before taking off once again. I wondered if the threads of my discomfort would do the same, if the humiliation of not being able to man up on that particular day could be soaked up or blown away. I hoped it would.

Everything around me was shrapnel, chewed up and spit out just like I’d been that day. Thick splinters of rock and fragmented stone had been cast off the mountains and crushed into a fine chalky powder, ground down by tire chains and the tread of four-wheel drives. This was a place for the rugged. This was Arthur’s Pass, in the Southern Alps of New Zealand, and there I was on my hands and knees, a stance that, unless you’re an MMA fighter in the midst of a ground and pound, does not suggest rugged.

And if I wanted anything in life, it was to be that: the unflinching, capable-of-withstanding kind of rugged. I wanted to be seen as the person who marched into the arena, and I wanted to be known as the one who remained on my feet, or in this case, on my skis. I wanted proof I could go it alone, proof that I was man enough, strong enough, and finally good enough. Hence the very goal I had created for myself—five continents, 4 million vertical feet of skiing, chasing winter around the world with what most people were calling “a huge set of balls.” But alas, there I was, three months in, staring straight down at the dirt. This had not been part of the plan.

“Get up,” I told myself. “Get up.” The scorn was thick on my tongue.

I may have been naive going into all of this, but not naive enough to think I could get through ten months of solo globetrotting without a few lousy days in the mix. This wasn’t my first time at the rodeo. I’d traveled to far-flung places, I’d been to foreign countries before. I had a decent grasp of what form and flavor of shit might come flying my way. On top of that, I’d spent a fair bit of time thinking about the demands of this particular trip. I knew there would be missed flights and frustrated cabdrivers. I knew I would stay in hotel rooms whose bedspreads could light up an episode of CSI: Miami. I understood what would be required of my body—I was sure to lose toenails and gain thigh. I knew the skin on my nose and cheeks would chap, dry, and peel off. My clothes would stink. I would stink.

I also knew I would lose things. Little bits of my gear were sure to be strewn and scattered all over the world. Sunglasses would be the first to go, they always are, but guidebooks, plug converters, and underwear, the pairs I would hand-wash in hotel sinks and leave hanging in dank little washrooms, they would go too.

I was good with all that. In some strange way, I looked forward to it. Every grand adventure is better with a few war stories, a badge or two of honor for the victor. But perhaps that’s what I was most naive about. All of the above were mere mishaps, trite challenges, and situations in which I could easily prove my bravado and maintain a sense of control. It was the latter that hadn’t occurred to me: the possibility that I might lose exactly that—control—especially in the way I was losing it now. It was a conundrum that even the strongest piece of duct tape couldn’t solve, and let me tell you, I packed a fair bit of duct tape in the event of conundrums.

There were two other cars in the parking lot, and unless they were hiding, terrified of interrupting a woman in the throes of an adult temper tantrum, there were no people. No humans to see me or hear me, thank God. This was not an example of “playing it cool,” which, on a side note, is something my best friend Alix believes is my greatest strength. I dreaded being caught like this, in a place where my emotions had pushed me down and pinned me to the ground; if I was going to flail about in a pool of self-humiliation, I much preferred to do it alone.

Get. Up.

I wiped my nose with the back of my hand and reached for the dinged-up trailer hitch of my rental car. I pulled myself to standing and fished the car keys out of my pocket. I lifted the back gate of the car and slouched down on the bumper. My calves trembled as I unbuckled my ski boots and pulled each of them off. I looked down at the worn buckles, little bits of paint and enamel missing from the edges. I watched as the boots slipped out of my hand and I heard them hit the ground, crunching against the gravel, little rocks scraping at their outer shells.

I took a breath and shook my head.

“Get your shit together, Jagger,” I said.

There would be no emotional coup today. I wouldn’t allow it. Instead, I did what I always did. I did what strong people do. I whipped up a speech—a scolding, disguised as a pep talk. Something to cut me down to size and get me back on track.

I’m three months in, I’m already behind, and I feel like I’m splintering in two. That can’t happen. This trip isn’t about cracking open. This isn’t about getting to know my worst and my weakest. This is about my best and my bravest. Get up.

The lecture worked like a charm. But what I didn’t know at the time was that becoming one’s best and being one’s bravest involves cracking open. It means shattering most, if not all, of ourselves. If I had known that, if I had any inkling this journey was going to involve my ego and a sledgehammer, I would have stayed just where I was. Because who chooses to walk into a mess like that? Who brings in a wrecking ball when the load-bearing walls are still, you know, bearing loads? No one. We wait until we’re broken, we wait until our lives are a crumbling mess, before we examine ourselves, before we look in the mirror. No one ups and changes a close-to-perfect life.

The late afternoon sun cut through the air, revealing layers of dust that hung from the sky in thick slabs. Spring was encroaching. I could smell it, warm wood expanding in the heat. On the edge of the parking lot, giant beech trees stood at attention, wearing moss-colored jackets. I looked down at all of my gear strewn about on the ground. The answer was simple: I would clean it all up and move on. I would sleep it off and start skiing again in the morning. Somewhere different. Somewhere that wasn’t a shit show. I would keep going, and I would ignore the crack that had started to run straight down my load-bearing beam.

I gathered everything up, threw it in the back of the car, and climbed in. I sat for a few minutes and looked out at the mountains. Arthur’s Pass is one of the highest vertebrae of the South Island’s mountainous spine, a rocky divide between east and west. Far below the surface there are two tectonic plates, whose sole purpose seems to be forcing themselves upon one another, pushing and twisting in order to form a craggy artery that, quite literally, splits the South Island in two. The Maori once used this very place as a hunting route, a path from the calm shores and rolling plains of the east to the unruly hem of the Tasman Sea in the west, from one side of a place to another.

Perhaps I shouldn’t have been surprised to find myself there. Perhaps it was the perfect place for the first fracture to form in my carefully built facade. It was, after all, a place where glaciers and deeply gorged rivers have worked for eons to expose the marrow, a place where land is literally being carved from the bone. If it hadn’t been for the blindfold my ego had firmly wrapped around my face, perhaps I would have seen it all coming.

I started the engine, pulled out of the lot, and made my way onto a small dirt road. This whole skiing-around-the-world thing—it was as going to be a hell of a lot harder than I originally thought.





PART ONE

THE TIP OF THE ICEBERG

She puts on her armor, mounts her modern-day steed, leaves loved ones behind, and goes in search of the golden treasure.

—MAUREEN MURDOCK, THE HEROINE’S JOURNEY
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A BLUE TIN SIGN AND A BOX OF RIBBONS

ALTHOUGH CONSIDERED a major north-south artery, Highway 99 is better described as a small Canadian throughway. It winds north from the US border before vanishing into the depths of British Columbia. Drive halfway up the curvy two-laner, and you’ll find yourself in Whistler, a resort town tucked into the Coast mountain range.

Naturally, Whistler’s a bit of a showboat. A series of glaciers sit sparkling at her crown, and a national park runs down her back like a thick sheet of hair. It would be easy to mistake her as a love child, the result of some torrid affair between a place like Chamonix and a rugged Canadian lumberjack. She has a rough kind of beauty, but there’s also a refinement, the kind that lets you know she won’t be staying the night. Oh, who’s kidding who? Enough Aussies live there now that you can count on her staying the night.

Many people recognize Whistler by name, but not many know she boasts two gargantuan mountains, Whistler and Blackcomb. She is beyond compare, a giant snowy behemoth, and a place of true Canadian glory. In fact, the only thing that could be more Canadian or more majestic would be Celine Dion and Justin Bieber coming together for a three-night commitment at one of the casinos near Niagara Falls, which, upon the arrival of “Biebon,” would suddenly turn into a cascade of tawny maple syrup.

In 1989 my parents purchased a cabin in Whistler. I was eight years old, and lucky as shit. The cabin was a two-hour drive from our house in Vancouver, and we went there most weekends. It was a habit I kept through to adulthood, the mountains calling me north each winter through my early twenties.

Every Friday I would leave work, walk the few blocks from my apartment to the bus terminal, and hop on the express bound for Whistler. Once there, I loaded onto a local bus that dropped me off on a road just above my parents’ cabin. I used to stand on the road and watch the bus drive away, its lights getting dimmer and dimmer until finally I was left in the dark, nothing but my own breath hanging in the air, and a gazillion stars up above me. I’d stand in the stillness, questions about what came next in my life on pause, expectations frozen, if only for a few minutes.

I savored that moment on the road, when there was nothing around but me. It was solace, a temporary reprieve from my fixation on what came after this and then after that, from my single-minded focus on ticking the boxes of life’s to-do list.

One Friday in February of 2009, the scene was no different. I escaped up to Whistler and lingered outside as the bus pulled away. A small amount of boredom had crept into my life of late. I was content, happy with everything I had and everything I’d done, but it still wasn’t enough. My life had begun to feel like a collection of kindling, and I wanted big blocks of wood, and giant sparks to go with them.

My entire life to date had been spent doing one thing and one thing only—chasing after goals in dogged pursuit of accomplishment. At twenty-five, after years of darting from one goal to the next in a blur of box-ticking and brisk achievement, I’d already checked off many of the biggest boxes: I’d sailed through multiple academic requirements, and my passport was covered in stamps. I’d run in multiple marathons and a handful of triathlons. I had a good job in sales and marketing, I’d bought a big-city condo with money of my own, filled it with all the right things, and with the cash left over, I’d made my first investments. My life was a laser-focused blaze of efficiency and execution designed around being able to answer the question “What’s next?”—one that I spat out on a regular occasion and worked hard to answer with in-your-face boldness. It was a truly obsessive quest.

That night, I couldn’t shake a niggling sense of dissatisfaction, the idea that I was missing something, that what was next was something more, bigger, better, and different from what I had now. I tilted my head to the sky. A rush of air moved across my face, and goose bumps rose up on my skin. I felt huge flakes of snow land on my cheeks and eyelashes, and watched as thousands of lace doilies fell from the sky. The stars were in hiding, and my predictions from earlier that afternoon had been right—the sheets of rain in Vancouver had traveled north and turned into snow. A lot of it.

Thick confetti slammed into the mountains all night long, and when I woke up the next morning, I could barely believe my eyes. Everything in sight was covered in a deep, downy layer of snow, and in a rare trifecta of perfection, especially for Whistler, it was also sunny and bone-bitingly cold. I drank my coffee, made a plan to meet a few friends, and watched as tiny snow crystals floated through the air like fairy dust. I knew we were in for an epic day of skiing.

With blue skies cracking open above us and a knee-deep carpet of snow under our skis, we opted for the Whistler side of the resort. More specifically, we hit up an area of the mountain dominated by two fast-moving chairlifts, Symphony and Harmony. From the lift we could see three massive bowls of untouched powder beneath us, each filled to the brim.

All morning, and well into the afternoon, we skied those bowls until we hit their gutters, arriving at the bottom of each run completely and utterly spent. Once there, we loaded back onto the lifts and did it again. We skied hard all day long—harder than hard. My legs were throbbing, lactic acid spread from my quads to my calves, and then finally down into my feet and my tiny little toes. It was a euphoric mix—I was fully awake but completely exhausted. I wanted the feeling to last.

Each chairlift ride was a blessing, ten minutes of badly needed rest and recovery. I collapsed onto one of them in the late afternoon and leaned back. My feet dangled below me, and my head came to a rest on the back of the chair. I looked up into the sky and inhaled deeply, releasing the air as my cheeks turned up in a smile.

And then, right there, perhaps because of all that fairy dust, I was struck with a grand idea, a bolt straight out of the shining blue sky. It was the answer to “What’s next?” and the perfect box for me to strike a giant check through. Or perhaps, more accurately, it was exactly what was needed to fan all the flames.

I immediately announced my idea.

“I’m gonna do this,” I said with confidence. “I’m going to quit my job and ski around the world.” I felt a shiver move up my right arm.

Silence hung heavy in the air. Other than some light panting, leftover breath from our last run, there was no response.

A few moments passed, and the silence was replaced with a light snickering sound. Then chuckles. Then full snorting.

“Good one, Jagger,” said one of the guys. “Now that’s what I call a fucking pipe dream!”

“Yeah! What’s stopping you?” added my friend Scott before crumpling forward in laughter.

Eventually they all chimed in, each taking turns to shoot down what was a truly absurd and, apparently, comical idea.

“Don’t you think you’re a little young to retire?” one of them said.

“You’re a good skier, Jagger. But you’re not that good.”

“Sounds nice, but remember that little thing you’ve got called a mortgage?”

It was enough to snuff out the small flame, and it didn’t take long for my own voice to chime in.

They’re right. I laughed, shaking my head from side to side. What the fuck am I thinking? I’ve done big goals, but that’s a little much.

As we approached the top of the lift, a blue tin sign caught my eye:

RAISE RESTRAINING DEVICE

Another shiver. This one started at the base of my spine and moved up through my body, causing my shoulders to shudder.

I’d seen the sign before, thousands of times. It’s posted at the top of every lift in the resort—but this time something was different, something about it made me pause. I looked back at it one more time:

RAISE RESTRAINING DEVICE

What’s holding me back? I asked myself. What’s my restraining device? My job? My mortgage? I can figure out what to do with those things.

The match was lit. All I had to do now was drop it.

A series of questions instantly spun through my head: How long would this take? How much would it cost? What about plane tickets? I think I’m going to do this. Am I actually going to do this?

I was onto something, and I knew it. These kinds of bolts from the blue weren’t new to me. “What’s next?” was a question that lived on the tip of my tongue. I knew how to recognize answers as they came flying toward me, and I knew what to do with them the moment they arrived.

I got home that afternoon and Googled “round the world flights.” Seventeen months later, I was at the boarding gate. I was going to follow winter around the world, and I was going to try to ski 4 million vertical feet in the time I was gone.1

Chasing winter around the globe with some pie-in-the-sky goal attached to the end made perfect sense to me. This was just the latest in a lifetime pursuit of blue ribbons, evidence of which can be found inside a white banker’s box, one that sits in the guest room of my childhood home.
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MY PARENTS HAVE LIVED in the same house for thirty-three years. I was a blond, adorably fat two-year-old when we moved in. The house is on a gorgeous tree-lined street in Vancouver. Cherry, birch, and maple trees bend from one side of the street to the other, creating a beautiful tunnel of leaves and flickering light. There are only a handful of evergreens in the neighborhood, and two of them sit on my parents’ front lawn. If this were a fairy tale, and some might argue it is, those two trees would be the gate, the entrance into the world in which I grew up.

The guest room is by far my favorite room in the house. I love the light yellow paint on the walls and the cream-colored sheets my mom makes the bed with. I love the big windows that look out over the backyard, and the bright, clean light that pours in and tells me I’m home. I love the small white desk and the photo of my dad that sits on top of it. But out of everything in that room, the closet takes the cake. Every time I go back for a visit, I walk upstairs and head straight to that closet, because in my mind it’s our family museum.

The closet is brimming with objects. First, there is a fine collection of hats: cowboy hats from my family’s brief stint in the Wild West, a top hat from a costume party, and a large, wide-brimmed sun hat. There’s also a rack full of dresses. Some are ladies in waiting, sitting patiently, wondering when their era is set to return. The others, like my sister’s aubergine-colored prom dress, simply serve as a beautiful reminder of some great occasion in the past. On the floor, there are a handful of dusty and dated shoes, well worn from whatever decade they walked into and out of. And on a rack above the shoes is the banker’s box. It’s been sitting in that closet for seventeen years.

Most people would call it a memory chest, albeit a bit of a flimsy one, but to me it’s a box full of proof. Inside, there’s some faded memorabilia from my childhood, a scattering of small trinkets and tchotchkes, bundles of gossipy letters, and a handful of photos from the days of Fuji film. Mostly, though, the box is home to one thing: prize ribbons, a lot of them. And that’s where the proof part comes in.

Given the sheer volume of ribbons, it would be easy to assume I was a competitive child, that my little elementary ego lived and died on the results of semiannual egg-and-spoon races. But assumptions can be tricky; they don’t always tell the truth. What the box of ribbons really tells me is that somewhere deep inside myself, I thought that if I just kept showing up and crossing finish lines, there was a chance I would finally be seen. That one day, fingers crossed, I would become the person I’d always wanted to become, the one I was supposed to be, bound to be—another exemplary Jagger. That’s what the whole box was about after all—proving that I could be just as good as the others, that I was one of them, that I could both fit in and stand out.

Next to the banker’s box is a collection of something else—a small, disorganized stack of newspaper clippings and magazine articles beginning to yellow, curling ever so slightly at the corners. The stories in the clippings are about a woman who broke a world record. Each article chronicles her journey of skiing more vertical feet in one year than any other person. Each article provides a written account of her doing the extraordinary, achieving what many would call an impossible dream. That woman is me. I suppose an argument could be made that this achievement was yet another ribbon, final proof that I became the kind of Jagger people expected, but that would be mostly in name. What I really did was become someone else entirely.
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GROWING UP GOAT AND A RED PILLBOX HAT

I RECENTLY read a fable called The Roar of Awakening. I wept when I read it because the story, like any good story, rolled to the center of things. Or, at the very least, it rolled to the center of my things.

It was about a baby tiger cub who had been adopted by a herd of goats. Like all animals, goats have a particular way of succeeding, expectations about what it means to be an exemplary goat. And because our baby cub believed he was a goat, he worked hard to be the best little billy possible. He ate like a goat, and talked like a goat, and spent his days doing all sorts of goaty things.

One day, an older tiger came upon the herd, and spotted the cub nibbling away on some grass.

“What on earth are you doing?” he roared. He grabbed the cub by the scruff of the neck and dragged him to a nearby pond. “Look!” he said, pointing down at the reflection. “You’re not a goat. You’re a tiger!”

The young tiger stared at the water and grew uneasy. He looked just like the older tiger. But I’m a goat, he thought to himself. I’m a goat.

Exasperated, the older tiger pulled the youngster back to the field. He killed one of the goats, tore off a piece of its flesh, and forced it into the mouth of the young cub. The older tiger watched as the youngster hesitantly gnawed on the meat. The cub slowly chewed, and then he chewed some more. Eventually, and much to his surprise, he licked his chops and growled in satisfaction. He stretched his front paws, and then, feeling his true nature for the very first time, he felt a strange noise bursting forth from his throat. It was the triumphant roar of a tiger.

I was raised by a herd of goats. I think a lot of us are. We’re all surrounded by expectations. They might be different, but they’re expectations nonetheless, inherited ways of doing and being, scripts for how and what we’re supposed to accomplish, for who we’re supposed to become.

I’ve been told that my script was pretty easy, and I have to agree. I had it good. My little goat herd was kind, and life within it was comfortable. As Paul Simon put it, I was born at the right time, and, I would add, to the right people, in the right neighborhood, with the right opportunities for goaty success.

My potential was clear and the path straightforward. What I was bound to do and who I was bound to become was obvious. I would eat from a well-manicured lawn, I would bleat in a moderate but conservative-leaning tone, and I would build a life that looked similar to the one my parents had built. It was set to include some great things, like a house, a marriage, and a gaggle of children who would spend their days bouncing up and down on a bright orange Sundance trampoline. There was an expectation of achievement and a built-in sense of abundance to match. Most people would call that a win-win.

Although the rules around this life weren’t openly discussed, I am certain of their existence. They were woven into every thread of my family’s DNA. I learned about this on the day I was born.

It was December, and the year was 1980. My three older siblings were brought to the hospital to meet the newest addition to the family, a healthy eight-pounder named Steph. My eldest brother Charlie expressed the keenest interest. He stepped in really close to get a good view, his hands resting on the edge of my pink baby blanket. After a short while he turned to face my parents and sighed. “She has a lot of rules to learn,” he said with consternation.

I’ve heard my mother tell this story dozens of times, and each time she is beaming with pride. She would never play favorites, but my hunch has always been that she loves Charlie the most. Charlie who knows the rules. Charlie who follows the rules. Charlie whose brain is made of mostly pragmatic gray matter.

The other bits and bobs about my life, the school I went to, the games of kick-the-can we played in the lane, the conversations at our dinner table each night, were idyllic. It was the best of times. And if worst of times happened, I don’t have a recollection of them. I was as happy as can be, living the kind of life that most people would beg, borrow, and steal for. I donned my woolly little goat cap with pride. I ate from the sweetest, greenest grass. I was exactly like the tiger cub.

Looking back there were some signs, small clues along the way that suggested I might not be the Jagger I thought I was. The first was the fact that, as hard as I tried, I could not curl my tongue. Every Jagger I knew could curl their tongue . . . and whistle. I couldn’t whistle either.

It must be the cleft of my palate, I told myself in earnest, or perhaps the roof of my mouth.

Some evidence, though, was much harder to deny, like the words spoken by my own mother.

“Where did you come from?” she’d say, a mix of bewilderment and concern moving through her eyes.

She asked me this question a lot. It was a regular response to something I’d said or done.

She asked it when she found me sitting in my bedroom reading a copy of Not Without My Daughter. I was nine, and apparently quite curious about what could go wrong in Iran.

She asked it again when I told her I’d booked a ticket and would be traveling on my own through Equatorial Africa.

“Five months,” I said. “I’ll be gone for five months.”

She must have asked the question a thousand times over, but it didn’t matter. I didn’t pause. Not once did I stop to reflect, to ask myself, Right . . . where do I come from? I never did this, because unfortunately I do have something in common with goats—I’m headstrong, I’m willful, and I’m stubborn as fuck.

Oh, and while I’m putting my cards on the table, I should also mention that I’m a Capricorn, so from an astrological perspective, I’m actually 100 percent goat. But I digress.

I ignored the evidence. I raced through life, sights set on ribbons, heart set on proving I was as good a goat as any. The clefts, the comments, and the proverbial questions, they were just things that got in my way—so, whoosh, under the carpet they went. Tiny little things swept right under the rug.

Perhaps that’s what made it so difficult to walk into the forest and never look back. Because when you add it all up—the idyllic life in the perfect herd, the tenacious little girl dead set on fitting in, and the rug so thick it could cover up a slaughtered cow—well, it just makes sense to stay put. To play it safe. To shoot for the targets in front of me, the ones I was expected to hit. What crazy kid (that’s a goat pun, by the way) would walk away from a life like this? What woman born into a win-win has the audacity to ask for something more? I sure as hell didn’t know any.
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MY MOTHER GREW UP in the home of an accountant, and my father under the roof of an engineer. Both of their lives were framed in good sense, with black-and-white matting placed perfectly around the edges. But of course there is always more to a picture than what has been set and mounted for us to see.

They met in the tenth grade. My father was hooked the moment he spotted her, a dark-haired Shirley MacLaine in her heyday walking through the hallways of Magee Secondary School. Between the freckles and the amply filled sweater set, any young man with a grain of common sense would have been. On their first date, they went to the Queen Elizabeth Theatre to see the Chad Mitchell Trio. My mom wore a gray dress, with red shoes and a matching pillbox hat. My parents have been inseparable ever since.

My granny used to tell stories of how cheeky my mother had been as a child. “Oh, she was naughty. Always getting into trouble,” she would say before relaying her favorite stories about my mom’s ill behavior. The time my mother convinced her younger sister to stick candy-shaped hearts so far up her nose that medical dislodging was required. Or the time my mom came downstairs and announced she was ready for church, her hair brushed out à la Billie “Buckwheat” Thomas. I’ve always loved thinking of my mother as a young woman walking up to the boundaries of life so she could stick her tongue out in the face of it all before making a farting noise and walking away. Maybe that’s because I’ve never really met that woman, never really known that girl. Where did she come from? Where did she go?

My mother is still cheeky, but never in a way that could be interpreted as naughty or troublesome or anywhere close to breaking the rules. She was eighteen years old when she learned the difference, which, as it turned out, was a rather large one. Cheeky rarely has any actual consequences, and if there is one thing my mother knows well, it’s consequences.

My parents found out they were pregnant in the fall of 1965. They were eighteen years old, just out of high school, and their options were limited. Parental consent was required if they wanted to marry, and although they loved each other, I don’t think either of them wished to be married—not yet, not that early. Although abortion was an option, it wasn’t yet legal. A medical procedure that took place in a basement or on someone’s kitchen table, I’m sure it was deemed too risky in the hearts and minds of my young parents. So they went with the only other option remaining: my mother went to a camp for unwed girls. She gave her firstborn up for adoption, and promptly blocked the whole thing from her memory. From that point on, my mother kept her toes a safe distance from the line, and lived life well within the rules set out by . . . well, by just about anyone.

My parents got married a few years after their first child was born, and for more than two decades they kept his birth a secret. Perhaps my siblings saw it differently, but what I saw growing up was a woman who interpreted life as risk and consequence, as a contract written definitively in black-and-white terms. Although she was optimistic in general, her focus almost always narrowed in on what could go wrong, and she never looked for silver linings. That was, and still is, my father’s job.

This isn’t to say my mom isn’t joyful or fun—she is, very much so. It’s just that before she gets to the fun and enjoyment part of life, she spends a considerable amount of time losing sleep over things. Worry is her signature emotion. She wears it like other women her age wear Chanel No. 5. It has taken time, but I’ve come to understand her worry as a sign of her love. The more she frets about something or someone, the more she cares. And if this worry gives her a nosebleed, which it does on occasion, I interpret it as a sign of her complete and utter devotion. Although alarming in many ways, the sight of a white tissue in my mother’s hand, balled up and spotted with bright red blood, is also comforting to me.

My mother wasn’t my only female role model. There were other women in my life just beyond the space she occupied, but they all played a similar role. Regardless of the era in which they grew up, it seemed they were all reading from fairly traditional scripts. They knew their way around sewing machines and Cuisinarts, and they knew how to make the kind of loot bags that pleased a crowd. They packed lunches and shuttled kids to soccer games, piano lessons, and play dates. They brushed the teeth of toddlers and tucked them into bed. They made an art out of things like folding fitted sheets, something I’ve never come close to understanding how to do. These women were loyal, and they created the kinds of homes you wanted to run back to, the kinds of homes you do run back to. I can still smell the freshly baked scones, I can still hear their laugher from the kitchen as I bounce up and down on the bright green Radio Flyer inchworm. They loved and they worried.

All of this shaped my idea of what it meant to be a woman. But at the same time, the message of my generation was to dream big. We were the little girls who were told we could go on to do anything and become anyone we wanted. I found this to be confusing when I looked at the women around me, when I looked at my mother. Were they dreaming big? Were they doing anything and becoming anyone they wanted? It didn’t seem so. How was it possible for them to be holding so much love in one hand, while the other seemed so full of restraint?

My mother still has the red pillbox hat from her first date with my father. She keeps it on the top shelf of her bedroom closet, away from the panoply of hats in the guest room. That’s how I knew it was special. The other hats were hats. This hat was a crown.

When I was a little girl, I used to drag a chair through my parents’ room and over to her side of the closet. If I stood on my tippy-toes, I could just reach the top shelf. I would carefully unwrap the tissue paper, place it on the bedspread, and walk over to the mirror, hat in hand. I stood in front of that mirror many times, red pillbox hat on my head. It never quite fit. We were meant to wear different hats, she and I.

So what does a girl do when she realizes that her mother’s hat doesn’t fit on her head?

I consulted the book of unspoken rules and went straight to the section on rams. If I couldn’t be my mother, I would have to be my father—or at a very minimum, I would have to pull off a masterful imitation. And when you’re about to base your life on an imitation, it better be good. You’re going to have to overcompensate, overaccomplish, and overcompete. You’re going to have to spend your life in a quest for prize ribbons; otherwise, everyone will know you’re a fraud.

I grew up in Canada, so you’re probably thinking I went with the Rocky Mountain ram. But no, I chose the Markhor, because, well, have you ever seen one? They’re the most majestic male goat on the planet. Their horns spiral into the air, three or four times the size of Angelina’s horns in the movie Maleficent. If I was going to be a ram, and I was, I would have to go all the way. And the Markhor was all the way and then some.

So that’s what I did. I outrammed the rams. I rammed all over the place. I pushed aside the example my mother had offered, the one she served on the table with love, and I turned a blind eye to my sister—she’d been first in line for the red pillbox hat anyways, and to be honest, it looked perfect on her. I picked out a set of sturdy blinders, put them on, and marched forward. I began measuring myself against my brothers’ successes. I vied hard for my father’s attention. I developed a masculine ideal, and I put my sweet little nose to the grindstone in order to meet it. I buried everything female deep down inside, and I sank my teeth into anything and everything that would help me be seen as a ram.

I worked hard to become everything I thought my father was. I made a checklist and then started ticking each and every one of the boxes. I took my ski instructor’s course when I was sixteen years old, just like he did. I went to university, something not many women in my family had done. I made good money, and I used my horns to push my way up the corporate ladder. I owned my own place. I became a shoe connoisseur and a weekend warrior on skis. I listened to the Rolling Stones, I drank wine, and I traveled to France. I crafted a beautiful replica of my father’s life and called it my own. I accomplished. A lot.

I was desperate to prove I was one of the guys because proving that would mean no one would find out that I didn’t want the marriage and the kids and the bright orange Sundance trampoline. I wasn’t interested in scones and packed lunches. We weren’t a religious family, but I can tell you with confidence that not wanting all of this was as close as I could get to committing a cardinal sin. And for most people, sins are best kept secret.

The hardest part of this, though—the part I tried my best to ignore—was that somewhere deep inside myself, I knew I didn’t have what it took to become one of the women. I wasn’t the type of person who could pair grace with fistfuls of restraint. I wasn’t the type of person who could pair anything with restraint.

So I spent my life looking for the next big thing, the next race, the next ribbon, the next way I could prove I had worth somewhere else, somewhere other than the sewing machine. But no matter how much I did or how much I had, it was never enough. Perhaps that’s why the blue tin sign at the top of Whistler spoke to me in the way that it did that day. It was the perfect bait to lure me in. A trip around the world? Skiing 4 million feet? That was definitive evidence that I was one of the guys. That was inarguable.

What I didn’t know at the time was how much the Universe likes to dress up divine intervention as a fancy piece of blue-ribbon bait. It would be a while before I figured that part out, before I understood that what lures us into adventure is often the opposite of what will get us safely to the other side of it.
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SHIT, SEÑORA, AND A MAN WHO SINGS TO RAW FISH

I DON’T remember arriving at the airport or checking in to my flight. I assume I heaved my giant ski bag onto a weigh scale at some point, but I can’t recall doing it. I have a hazy memory of my sister filling the role of private chauffeur, providing breathing room between me and the arsenal of questions my mother’s nervous energy was spewing in my direction.

I don’t remember what I was wearing or what I ate for breakfast. I think there was orange juice involved because I have a blurry memory of spilling a little on the kitchen floor, just in front of the fridge. Had I used a blue J-cloth to wipe it up? There was always a blue J-cloth in my mother’s kitchen.

I don’t remember any of the conversations at the airport, but I do remember the moment my niece climbed into my arms. Time stopped when she wrapped herself around me, and for that brief moment we were the only two people in the world.

Each of her four-year-old limbs folded around me, and she held on as if it was the last time she was ever going to lay eyes on me, a wise woman in a sinewy thirty-five-pound body. It was hard to tell whether she was giving me a blessing or begging me not to go. I suppose it could have been either. The two of us stood there straddling the line between before and after, and it felt as though a small bridge appeared, an exit ramp. I wondered what would happen if I took this exit, if I left the life I’d been living, albeit temporarily. I worried that the road back—the one that could safely bring me home—would cease to exist. I’m not sure how my niece knew this, but I swear she did.

I don’t remember when the hug stopped, nor do I remember actually going through airport security, or boarding the plane. I have a vague recollection of a layover in the Dallas airport, but landing in Santiago, Chile, and checking into my hotel are a blank. The only thing I recall with clarity is the mushroom pizza I had for dinner, because I fucking love mushroom pizza.

And then I woke up the next morning. It was July 15, 2010.

Someone was knocking very loudly on the door of my hotel room. I rolled over and searched the bedside table for the watch I’d left there the night before. The room was pitch-black. I pressed the button on the side of my watch, and the small screen lit up. I squinted: 6:53 a.m.

Shit.

I had slept right through my six o’clock alarm.

I threw back the covers, swung my legs off the bed, and opened the door of my room. Standing in front of me was a small Chilean man. He was young, maybe twenty years old, and his dark brown eyes had a hint of panic in them.

“El coche. Su coche está aquí,” he said.

“Cinco minuto,” I said, holding up my hand to ensure I was in fact communicating the number five. “Give me five minutes.”

I gestured toward my ski bag, which he promptly grabbed. He rolled it out the door and started up the small spiral staircase. I was grateful to be spared the labor.

I turned to face the room, and my eyes immediately went to the pile of clothes resting on the back of a chair. Blue jeans, a white cotton T-shirt, a pair of pink underwear, and a neon yellow sports bra. I peeled off my pajamas and stuffed them into my suitcase, then threw on all the clothes I’d worn the day before. I brushed my teeth, swiped a stick of deodorant under each armpit, and tossed my toiletry bag into my suitcase.

While I put on my watch, I ran through a mental checklist.

Laptop, camera, wallet . . . passport.

I grabbed the remaining bags and made my way up the stairs.

A large white van was parked in front of the hotel. My ski bag had already been loaded into the back, and the driver signaled that he would take care of the rest. The door to the passenger side was wide open, and I saw three men sitting inside, all of whom were grinning kindly at me. One of the men pointed to the front seat, which was apparently all mine. I opened the door and climbed in.

“Hi. I’m Ricardo,” said one of the guys in the back of the van. “I speak English. Don’t worry, we will stop and get some breakfast.” A five o’clock shadow made Ricardo look a bit older than he was, but his rosy cheeks and eager eyes gave away his youth. He was twenty, twenty-five at the most.

“This is Hugo,” he said, the h remaining silent, as he pointed to the man with the biggest smile of the bunch. Hugo had a round face that was full of energy. His eyes were huge, he had a thin mustache, and he wore a black beanie that appeared to be covering a smooth bowling-ball head.

“He’s from Buenos Aires,” added Ricardo.

“Hola, Hugo,” I said, making sure to leave my h’s behind.

“This is Alonso,” Ricardo continued. “He works at Portillo. I think he is the aerobics instructor.” He turned to look at the man in the back of the van. “Aeróbicos, sí?” he asked.

“Uno, dos, tres, cuatro!” said Alonso before clapping his hands in the air. “Sí!”

Alonso was quite tanned, and even though it was winter he was wearing a brightly colored tracksuit, one that had a bit of a shimmer to it. A scarf was tied loosely around his neck, alongside a medium-size gold chain. He was going to freeze his ass off once we got to the mountains.

“And our driver,” said Ricardo, pointing to
































































































OEBPS/images/9780062418128_Cover.jpg
“A Wild-esque memoir of adventure and reflection.” —SELF






OEBPS/images/sb.jpg





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
)

,W/r o
W0 p
JF-py Wiy

JIEPH NGER





