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I dedicate this book to my daughter, Jules, who inspired me when she travelled to the Dolomite Mountains in Italy to snowboard for a week during her break from college. Keep shredding Jules! Stay brave, stay independent, stay free, and always enjoy life. 

To all the free-minded snow leopards like her with adventure in their hearts, keep carving it, and to those clumsy two footed skiers in our path, make way for the boarders. Just kidding, all who love POW are equal and powerful. 

Love to you Jules! 

Love to all! 

Send it!
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C

alista Fincastle shuffled in line to the ski lift while patiently waiting her turn. Looking down, she shifted in her snowboard bindings. They were tight, but not too tight, just the way she liked them. The light dazzled that day, but in a strange way. Everything seemed to glisten as if wet even though dry. As she raised her goggles to scan the mountain in all its glory, she felt overwhelmed, her breath catching in her throat as she muttered to herself.

“Bad idea, Cal. This is a bad idea.”

She sighed, nervous, at the spires soaring skyward like knives thrusting up through the earth, snow-covered, and with clouds hovering near a misty peak. 

“It is the largest mountain in existence,” said a baritone voice behind her.

Turning, she looked up to see a very tall person with no arms wearing a cheap mask over the face, like the kind held in place by a rubber band on Halloween. Looking down, she saw long feet with toes at the end. They were as long as skis and the mask looked like the moon but with lips, real lips, thick and moist like a woman’s. 

“I thought Everest was the largest,” Calista countered.

“No. This is the largest. Everest is the tallest, but this mountain is the largest in all creation.”

Spider legs shivered up her spine. Looking past this person, she asked, “What happened to everyone in line behind us?” Her ears also told her the whirring lift motors had stopped. 

“They left,” the person replied. “Scared, no doubt. They are smart. They know when it’s the wrong day to ski the mountain.”

“Why is it the wrong day?”

“Because I am here.”

Shaking her head in disbelief, she scoffed, “And just who are you?”

“I am the mountain’s caretaker.”

She smirked. “Yeah, right.” Turning back around, she added over her shoulder, “The mountain’s biggest jerk in existence if you ask me!”

The lift motors started whirring again. The people who had been in front of her were gone. One of the lift’s operators, annoyed by her lack of attention, gestured for her to hurry, to move forward to catch the next chair. Instead, she looked back. The caretaker was still there. No others were in line behind. Taking off her glove, she reached for the mask to peel it away. She was just starting to lift it off to see beneath when . . . 

A sudden lurch jarred her awake. Looking around, confused, she was no longer in the line. Instead, she was in a lift chair bumping along up the mountain. She tried to remember how she got in the chair, but couldn’t. The jagged peaks seemed to be rising below her. She flinched when one soared to her left, disappearing into clouds high above. The runs below glistened, wide and packed full of fine powder, blowing little clouds everywhere, all bordered between towering pines shining in the sun.

At the top it was snowing. Excited, she jumped from the chair and boarded to the edge, scrunching to a stop. There, looking down, she saw fellow boarders and skiers meandering down the piste. Scooping up a handful of snow, she admired how dry and light the white stuff was. With a puff, she blew it away. Then, she set her goggles, put in her earbuds, hit play for Midnight City by M83, and jumped.

“Yeah, shred it!” yelled a fellow boarder on her right. Then another to her left shouted, “Send it!” pumping his fists in air.

She felt it. She was sending it. This was the best run of her life. She passed people like they were streaks. All were cheering. 

Then a boarder did something different. He yelled something she couldn’t understand. She was going too fast. His arms were over his head, rapidly crossing and uncrossing. Another did the same. Then she understood. They were telling her to stop. But why she couldn’t figure. It was all clear ahead until ... the end. 

The mountain’s rocky edge hit her hard. Tumbling, she could see herself hurling away from the mountain, but not in air. She was in space, dark space. And ahead was the moon looming larger and brighter. 

The music in her ears stopped, replaced by a nagging mechanical voice. “Please charge phone. Please charge phone.”
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WITH A GASP, HER BLUE eyes snapped open. Sitting up in bed, she held her head, remembering the dream, and wanting, but not wanting to go back to sleep. Snatching out her earbuds, she looked for her phone charger to plug in.

Still feeling kind of spooky as she left her hotel room, she found Lys and Sparks waiting in the grand hall near the hotel’s expansive front entrance. As usual, Lys stuck out like a neon sign wearing a bright white onesie snowsuit with pink and blue stripes on the legs and arms and pink snowflakes peppered everywhere else. Unlike her, Calista and Sparks considered themselves real snowboarders – red jacket for Sparks, turquoise for Calista, grey snowpants for both. 

“Cal!” waved Sparks, gaining her attention. “Where did you find this place?” Pointing around at the luxurious pastel-colored chairs among ornate Doric columns soaring high into a vaulted ceiling, she added, “This is so sick. I hope their runs are as good. I may even come back to this place.”

“When you become a millionaire,” mocked Lys rolling her eyes. “Did you see the menu? The only thing I can afford is a hotdog.”

Calista sighed. “Well, Lys, I guess we’ll all be eating hotdogs then. I saw the menu too.”

“It’s ridiculous,” chimed Sparks. 

A man dressed in one of the hotel’s smart, well-pressed uniforms, a green jacket over white pants, walked to the front doors to look outside. Spotting what he was looking for, he turned around to shout at everyone in the hall, “Fincastle! Party Fincastle! Your carriage is ready!”

Calista raised her hand. “I’m Calista Fincastle. We’re party Fincastle.”

“You got that right,” said Lys, touching fingers with Calista and Sparks. “We are the party here to party.”

Outside, mouths dropped. Excited, Calista clapped. “So, what do you think?”

The hotel man, smiling, swung open the gate to an ornately decorated sleigh. Glittering garland, red and gold, wrapped completely around. Jingly-jangly bells and bright balls of every color hung down. 

“Oh, look at the horse-ee!” shrieked Lys, and ran over to a brown-colored beauty. “Oh my God, he’s a Standardbred. I love Standardbreds.”

The driver, a tightly bundled man with long beard and mustache, adjusted his bottleneck glasses before clearing his throat. “You know your horses, young lady. Yes, he’s a Standardbred. His name is Snoozy because he sometimes stops unexpectedly to take a little nap leaving guests and me stranded. Hopefully, that won’t happen today.”

“Aw, that’s so cute.”

“That’s lazy,” sneered Sparks. “Is this how we’re getting to the lifts or is this a joy ride? I came to shred!”

“It’s both,” said Calista. “We’re going to the lifts in style, my treat.”

After everybody climbed in, the hotel man spread a red and green blanket across their legs ... and tucked. It was the tucking that caused all of them to look at each other, incredulous.

“I don’t know about you Cal, but this is getting me aroused,” whispered Sparks. “Do we tip him?”

Next came two waiters in bright white aprons holding golden trays over their shoulders.

“What the ...” exclaimed Sparks in disbelief as the waiters pulled out tiny trays built into the sleigh. On them, one waiter placed piping hot mugs of hot chocolate topped with whip cream and grated white chocolate. Beside them, the other waiter set down plates of hot sticky cinnamon buns.

“Jesus, Cal!” blurted Lys. “I can’t believe this!”

“This is so sick,” added Sparks as she sunk her teeth into a bun and hummed.

As the sleigh swished along, Lys, so excited, spoke more with her hands than her voice. “I swear Cal, I’ve lived in Virginia all my life. I never knew this place existed. Where are we again? We’re definitely not in Tydewater anymore. The menu said the place is called George’s, but you called it something else when we got here last night. I was so out of it. This is so great! Woo!”

“The restaurant is called George’s. The resort is Skyline. It’s been here in Dry Springs since George Washington’s time. I guess that’s where they got the restaurant’s name. It’s known for its hot springs.”

“How did you find this place?” asked Sparks.

“It’s lame, but from my dad. He came here for a law enforcement conference. He showed me some brochures of their winter activities. It looked cool. We’ve got a two-week break. I thought it would be a release after organic chemistry.”

“Oh yeah!” piped Sparks in the middle of drinking her hot chocolate. With whip cream still on her nose, she added, “That class almost killed me!”

“Me too,” nodded Calista.

“I don’t see why you two take all those hard classes. I mean the goal is to get a degree, not torture yourself to death while doing it. Take the easy way. Then when you’re done decide what you want to do and just do it.”

“Lys, we want to be vets. You have to major in something like biology to get into veterinarian school.”

Lys rolled her eyes. “Who says? The vet police?” After taking a bite of her bun, she continued, “And you shouldn’t be complaining Sparks. You create your own drama.”

“What the heck you talkin’ about Lys? You better watch it.”

“I’m talking about you spending more time in the gym than studying, and you’re always going off to West Virginia to board. Who in their right mind goes to West Virginia?”

“The right mind that gets into X-games in Colorado! That’s who! You can’t show your talent if you’re not out there doing it.”

“She’s right, Lys,” Calista nodded. “She’s going to the games for heaven’s sakes!” She raised her hands and gave a loud whoop. “Look, everybody has their own goals. Sparks has hers, I have mine —”

“And just what are your goals?” interrupted Sparks still agitated.

Rolling her eyes first, knowing Sparks was addressing her, Lys replied, “Look, I’m not delusional like you two. I aim for the basics – a pretty man and a bar close by.”

Welcoming a distraction before World War III broke out, Calista pointed. “Look! The lifts. We’re here. Let’s do this! Whoo-hoo!”

For the whole day, they boarded, only taking breaks for hotdogs and free tea. Spirts soared high with lots of high-fives and fist-bumps. Calista was finally able to master her turns, learning to carve in the sickest way under Spark’s close instruction. She even did the one and only jump on the course built by her, Sparks, and a few guys more than willing to help out. By day’s end, all were tired and spent.

At the top, Calista said, “Okay, guys, we’re the last ones on top. We own this mountain! This is our next to the last run, skip the last.”

Lys looked confused. “That means there’s never a last run, right?”

“Exactly, Lys. Never for boarders. We don’t believe in never or last. Group hug!” 

They hugged, they cheered, celebrating their first big day of winter vacation.
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THE NEXT DAY, ALL OF them awoke to splitting headaches. A foggy grog had taken hold and wasn’t likely to melt away anytime soon. Calista and Sparks had been hanging their heads between their knees when Lys found them. The hotel’s broad front deck buzzed like a bee-hive of activity — kids running up and down, parents shouting orders, and skiers and snow boarders loading onto shuttles while skis clacked against one another.

They were sitting in deck chairs when Lys teased, “Oh, come on you wimps! Get up! It’s like you’ve never drank before.”

“How do you do it?” asked Calista. “I feel like I’m dying.”

“I’m used to it. I have a resistance, I guess. Come on, get up! I’m hungry.”

Sparks shook her head. “Oh, no! I want nothing to do with food.”

Lys teased, “Not even warm hotdogs slathered in mustard with maybe a dollop of mayonnaise, and of course with some sour cream on the side?”

That was too much for Sparks. Jumping, she barely made it into the snow before convulsing.

Calista’s bloodshot eyes looked up. “You are so mental Lys, really screwed up in the head,” before dropping her head back down between her knees.

Eventually, they found some strength. Nothing was going to stop Sparks from hitting the runs. Boarding the lift shuttles, her and Calista left Lys behind to eat breakfast. By the time they finished one run, they were both in better moods.

Sitting near the lift at the mountain’s top with their boards sticking up beside them, Calista said, “I’m starting to feel better. How about you, Sparks?”

“A little.”

But Calista noticed something more was going on with Sparks. “You sure? You don’t seem your normal self. You’re distracted. You keep staring off into the distance. You do that when you’re mad at me sometimes. What’s going on?”

Sparks shook her head. “It’s just that — Cal, I’m so sorry. You know I love you to death girl, but, it’s just, it’s just I’m going to have to bail on you.”

“Why? Because of Lys, what she said?”

“No, no.  It’s not that.”

“Then what?”

“Hey guys!” called out a familiar voice. “Lys slid in beside them and dropped. “Woo!” she said slapping snow off her gloves. “Have you been waiting for me? Sorry I took so long. I was really hungry. I decided to splurge. You know me. What the heck.”

Silence followed. Looking around and seeing the hanging heads, Lys scolded, “Oh, come on you two! You can’t still be hungover.”

“That’s not it, Lys,” replied Calista.

Lys rolled her eyes and looked at Sparks. “This is about what I said, isn’t it Sparky? Look, I know I’m a pain. I get it. I was only fooling around. I didn’t think you would really throw up. Come on! We’ve been best friends since the day I broke your rattle. I’m sorry, okay?” She nuzzled her head against Sparks’ arm and rubbed. “You know I can’t stop some things from coming out. I don’t know where they come from. They just fall out and explode like little word bombs before I know it.”

Smiling, Sparks raised her head. “That’s not it either Lys, but it’s good to hear you apologize.”

“She’s bailing,” said Calista as Sparks wrapped her arms around Lys to give her a hug. “This place isn’t good enough.”

Lys’ reaction was the same as Calista’s — disbelief on her face.

“I don’t get it,” she began arguing. “What’s wrong with this place? There’s snow, a mountain, some good-looking guys, gals for you. What more do you want?”

“You know what Sparks?” added Calista, “I wasn’t planning on staying here the whole two weeks. I can only afford a few days here for all of us, and then I was going to look for something cheaper.”

“Like where?”

“I don’t know. Maybe Snowshoe? You like it there, right?”

Sparks was about to answer when Lys cut her off. “I still don’t understand what’s so wrong with this place.”

Sparks shook her head. “Look, I want to be with you guys, okay, but I was really looking forward to some serious boarding. I’ve got to work on my skills.”

“We promised to stick,” stressed Calista. “I get that you want something more than this but we promised to stick together this vacation.”

Lys threw up her hands. “Where is better? What the heck more is there Sparky? Why can’t you serious board here?” 

“Lys,” Calista interrupted, pointing down the mountain. “I know what she’s talking about. This is a bunny hill for Sparks.”

“That’s right,” Sparks nodded. “You get it. That’s exactly what this is. There’s no challenge.”

“It’s a challenge for me,” cried Lys. “I stayed on the board yesterday for a full seven seconds. It’s darn challenging.”

“I haven’t seen you fall once,” Sparks pointed at Calista. “This place can’t be a challenge for you either.”

Calista closed her eyes, thinking. When she opened them, she scooched forward. “Okay, hear me out. I have an idea. Here’s what I think could satisfy everybody.” Pointing at Sparks, she continued, “I think I know a place where you and me can get more than we can handle —” 

“Speak for yourself Cal,” Sparks teased. “I can handle a lot. Where are you thinking?”

“The Dolomites. Can you handle them?”

Sparks eyes grew wide. “Whaaat? Are you kidding? The Dolomites?”

“Yeah. My dad and mom took me there when I was little when we lived in the UK. I have some great memories of it. I’m always checking it out, thinking one day I’ll visit on my own. Kicking back there with my two best friends would be so awesome, a one-of-a-kind lifetime trip. I got some money saved. It’ll be worth the expense of being poor the rest of my life. Plus, it has the best pow in Europe.”

“What’s pow?” asked Lys, confused. “I swear you guys have your own little language going on. Stop it!”

“Powder, powdered snow,” replied Sparks and then scooped a handful of icy white stuff. “See this. This ain’t pow. This is pathetic. This is snow shot out of a snow-gun. It’s manufactured snow, Lys – fake snow.”

Lys rolled her eyes. “Snow is snow, isn’t it? Does it matter where it came from? The sky or a gun thingy, it is still snow, right?”

Sparks was shaking her head. “You don’t get it.”

“She would if she saw it, if she rode it,” offered Calista. “She’d be hooked after the Dolomites.”

Lys teased, “But does this place have serious boarding for Sparky?”

“Oh, yeah,” Calista nodded.

“Yeah, it does,” agreed Sparks biting your lower lip. “I’ve met a couple riders on the circuit who talked about it. They said if the snow is good, the Dolomites can’t be beat. And the snow is usually good this time of year. They have everything there, all the courses with halfpipes, boxes, rails, everything. They got the parks. Yeah, the Dolomites, I hear you!”

Lys’ eyes darted back and forth between her friends as they seemed to be on a path going somewhere she had never heard of.

“No, no. Wait!” cried Lys. “What’s in all this for me? It sounds scary. Where is this Dolomite place? It sounds like a cave. Maybe you won’t die there, but I’m sure I will. I’m just learning to stand up on this thing. It hates me!” She slapped her board.

Calista smiled. “It’s in Italy.”

“Yeah, in the Dolomite mountains,” added Sparks. 

“Look Lys, it has something for each of us. For Sparks, it’s got the best snow-boarding in the world, for me boarding and nostalgia, and for you, it has the best food you’ve ever tasted, the best alcohol, tons of good-looking Italian guys, and no hotdogs. They don’t believe in hotdogs there, just pasta.” 

“Really?” grinned Lys. “I love pasta.”

“Really,” nodded Sparks.

Lys threw up her arms. “Then what are we sitting here for? No more hotdogs! Let’s go to the Dolomites!”
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To corvara IN ​BADIA
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“I really hate travelling,” complained Lys. “It’s so annoying.”

S

parks laughed. “It’s only annoying when you’re going someplace that sucks. We aren’t.”

“Yeah, Lys.” Calista gestured outside the bus window. “Look at all that. Look at that snow, the trees, the mountains – it’s all worth it. It’s beautiful. We’ve got nothing like this back home.”

“Trees are trees, dirt is dirt, and rocks are rocks no matter where you go guys. I’m just tired of feeling frumpy all the time wearing all these clothes. It’s so cold.” Looking over her shoulder, she nodded to two older women in the back of the bus and whispered. “And those bag ladies back there, they keep watching me. What is their problem?”

Calista shook her head. “You’re paranoid, Lys. They’re not looking at you. They’re just minding their own business. They live here. They work at one of the resorts. They’re maids.”

“I wouldn’t be complaining,” added Sparks throwing a wave and smile to the two women. “If it wasn’t for them, we’d still be all huddled and shaking under that tiny little bus shelter.”

Lys crossed her arms. “That was all so stupid. That’s what I’m talking about. Three hours carrying thirty-five-pound snowboards and backpacks ... I’ve never been so tired! For hours we walked up and down that city or whatever we were in —”

“Bressanone,” chimed Sparks.

“Yeah, whatever, and there we find only one person in all of Italy who knows how to get to this little town we’re going to. And the bus in the station — oh my God! the garage as they call it – did you see the scowl on that guy’s face when I said ‘station’? It’s like I insulted him. They didn’t even have our bus number. How were we supposed to know we had to take another bus first to get to another bus? Don’t you think he could have told us we would need to switch buses? I swear. I thought he was messing with us when that other bus dropped us off in the middle of nowhere. I mean, look at us. He knew we weren’t from around here. We could have froze to death.”

“But we didn’t,” countered Calista in the calmest voice she could muster. “We only had to wait an hour and a half.”

“Yeah, and why is that? – because the first bus went right past us, didn’t pick us up, and then drove across that bridge to the other bus shelter. Why couldn’t it have just picked us up? I mean the other people at that shelter were going to the same place we are. Why did we have to cross the bridge to the other shelter? I think the bus driver knew we were foreigners and was discriminating against us.”

Calista had been shaking her head. “It doesn’t matter now, Lys. The two wonderful ladies came to our rescue, told us we needed to go across the bridge, and now we’re on the 460 line to Corvara.”

Glancing at the two ladies, Calista laughed when one of them twirled her finger near her ear and pointed at Lys. Nodding, Calista twirled back.



––––––––
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“WOW!” EXCLAIMED SPARKS. “I love it!”

Before them stood the picturesque hotel Fortuna, where they would be staying for the next week. The ground floor, built of course rubble-masonry, looked ancient compared to the second and third floors showing thick exposed beams of dark wood with matching wall planks. Two short decks with rails jutted out from the upper floors.

“It’s quaint, isn’t it?” asked Calista. “Just like I remember. Like out of one of those old movies. It hasn’t changed a bit.”

Lys scrunched her nose. “It looks old – really, really old. Is that what you mean by quaint? I could probably walk over there and take that wall apart with my bare hands. Look how loose those stones are. It’s like a wooden house put on top of a stone house like an afterthought. Are we in what they call the old country?”

“Jeez Lys!” cried Sparks. “Can you give the negativity a rest? This is a chalet.”

“Oooh! Excuse me! A chalet. I’m just asking a question. I’m not trying to be negative, but hey, give me something to work with here.”

The sound of a door sliding open raised their heads. A long-haired man in his early twenties Calista estimated stepped out onto one of the decks dressed only in briefs.

Smoking a cigarette, he rested his elbows on the rail and began slurring nearly every word out of his mouth as he looked down at them. 

“Hi there! My name is Sven, Sven Arson. Sven Arson is Norwegian. I see you girls are North American from your jackets. Very nice. We party a lot here. You like to party? Come on up. We can party. One or all of you can be my girlfriend.” Then he puckered and smacked a kiss at each of them.

“What the —?" Sparks murmured, looking at Calista in disbelief. “Was he here too the last time you were here?”

Calista laughed. “No, fortunately. We had a yodeler though who came out to yodel every morning, but no Sven.” To Sven, she lied, “Sorry. Sven, is it? But I’m gay. So, I can’t be your girlfriend, and I’m not really into partying.”

Taking Calista’s cue, Sparks nodded. “Oh, yeah, me too! I’m gay too. Sorry Mr. Sven. Men gross me out. Nothing personal.”

Lys rolled her eyes, saying under her breath, “You’re not gay Cal. I know Sparks is, but you’re not. What’s so bad about him? He’s kind of cute. Come on, give him a chance. I have a feeling he’s the type of guy that grows on you.”

Sparks shuddered, imagining a million Svens popping up like pimples on her skin. “Oh, God, Lys! That’s the most terrifying thing you’ve ever said.”

As Calista and Sparks hurried to the chalet’s front entrance dragging their boards, Lys threw a wink and wave at Sven. “See you soon, sugar. Love your briefs. I love a good party.”  

Calista snickered as Lys entered behind them. “I can’t believe you sometimes Lys. You think every guy is cute. Did you see that guy? He was smug. He was smarmy ... all at the same time. I don’t think I’ve ever seen that in a guy.”

“Well, you have now,” said Sparks. “Sleaze to the max.”

“What are you doing?” asked Lys as she watched her friends searching through their backpacks.

“Passports,” replied Sparks. “We have to show them to check in.”

There was no line at what served as a front desk, an artsy colorful collage of actual snow skis pressed into a neat pile together.

“Oh, I used to love this desk!” squealed Calista. “It’s so much smaller though than I remember. I tried to pull one of the skis out one time, but I couldn’t. They’re all glued together.”

“I can see that,” nodded Lys. “It’s an attractive nuisance, I guess. Kids are always attracted to nuisances.”

Sparks rolled her eyes as Lys slapped the little bell sitting on the desk.

Looking around, a pang of nostalgia brought floods of memories to Calista. It seemed to her that nothing had changed since she was a child. Everything looked so familiar. Except for being smaller, it was still as cozy and warm as she remembered. 

Ancient wooden skis and poles still hung from a wall beside the wide stone fireplace. They had been special to the owner, she remembered. Her father had told her so. From another wall hung a painting of a tall snow-capped mountain dwarfing a rustic chalet in its foreground. 

One wall though, one covered in photographs from top to bottom, end to end, aroused her curiosity enough to skip over. As she scanned them, sometimes stopping at one to look beneath at the others behind, Lys and Sparks joined her.

“Wow, a lot of people have come through here,” noted Sparks.

Lys nodded, spotting something curious in Calista’s behavior. “What are you looking for Cal? You’re flipping through too fast to see anything.”

“A picture of me and my mom. I remember my dad lifting me up to tac the photo on this wall. We had just taken it. It was right around here somewhere.” She pointed. “It has to be underneath one of these in this area.” All three began flipping through photos.

After a few seconds, Lys asked, “Hey! Was it in black and white?”

With quick fingers, Calista took down the picture Lys had found.

“That’s it. Yeah, this is it! Good eyes, Lys.”

Lys threw out an arm and hugged her. “Look at you, so little. You’re wearing that friendship bracelet I made for you before you left. It’s on the outside of your coat.” 

“Yeah, it is.” Staring at the picture took Calista back. For a moment, she felt a pull, the wanting to be there again, standing in front of her mother, both dressed in their matching snowsuits, pom-pom beanies and her mother’s arms holding her tight. She could almost feel them.    

“I remember both of you back then,” said Sparks. “I always liked your mom’s smile. She was always smiling.”

“She was a happy person,” added Lys. “She made other people happy. I remember she turned a banana into a dolphin once with a grape in its mouth. I remember I wouldn’t eat it because I thought I’d hurt it. It rotted in my room.”

They all laughed.

“Buongiorno! Buongiorno!” greeted a portly woman as she emerged from a darkly lit hallway. She was wiping her hands with a towel as if she had been in the kitchen.

Turning, Sparks and Calista returned the same Italian greeting while Lys waved and said, “Hi.”

Nodding, the woman pointed at them. “Ah, one English. Are you all British?”

Calista shook her head. “No, we’re Virginians. We’re all from Virginia.”

The woman had put on her glasses and was looking at a computer monitor to check reservations. Upon hearing Calista say she was from Virginia, she looked up, blinked twice wide-eyed, and then shrieked, “Ah, little Calista! My little Calista! My little flower!”

Running, she nearly tackled Calista to the floor trying to give her a big power hug. 

“Wow, Cal!” exclaimed Sparks. “You must have made an impression when you were here.”

“No. We talked on the phone when I made the reservation. I told her I had been here before. She remembered me and my parents. She knew I was coming. Let me introduce you to one of my favorite people in all of Italy. This is Mamma Tessa Bianchi.”

After all the introductions, some past reminiscing, crying and picture taking, Mamma Tessa ordered everyone to call her Mamma as they checked in. 

As they signed the register, Mamma Tessa yelled, “Francesco! Francesco! ...” 

From the limited Italian Calista knew after two years of study in high school, she understood Tessa was calling her husband to come up to carry their bags upstairs. Everyone offered to take their own, not wanting to burden her husband, but Tessa insisted. 

A thin man with gaunt facial features appeared. He wore a dirty apron and was still wiping his hands on it. In Italian, she pointed and ordered him to take their packs and boards upstairs. However, when he saw the cases containing their boards, he pointed and said a word neither Calista nor Sparks understood well. 

As he and Tessa argued loudly, Sparks looked at Calista and speculated, “Tavole? Doesn’t that mean board?”

“No. It means planks. I think he’s calling us plankers, and he’s not happy about it.”

“What’s a planker?”

Lys cut in. “It’s obvious, isn’t it? He doesn’t like snowboarders.”

“You know, I think your right, Lys. And he’s refusing to carry our boards up to the room.”

After hearing Tessa yell, “Idiota, chiudi la bocca,” and her husband reply, “Non metterti a rompere!” Calista knew she had to interject.

Hands up, she shouted, “Arresto! Arresto!”

She sighed relief when they stopped. Being as diplomatic as she knew how to, she brokered an agreement in her best broken Italian. Francesco would carry their packs, and they would carry their boards. It seemed fair. Tessa finally agreed, but continued to shout at Francesco as they climbed the stairs. 

Upon reaching the room, Francesco turned out to be quite the gentleman. He became as charming as the room, filled with three beds, two of them bunk beds. Calista felt snug almost immediately, smiling wide as she imbibed the heavy doily-decor topped with vases of fragrant flowers. To each of his new guests, Francesco presented a flower as he pointed out the room’s adorable features. He even apologized about the fracas downstairs and offered to help them unpack, but politely they refused. Then he parted a set of wide curtains.

“Oh Jeez!” cried Sparks.

“Look at it! It’s beautiful!” Calista gushed, running to help Francesco open the glass-paned French doors and hop onto the deck outside.

Lys’ eyes widened, reflecting in them a towering snow-covered mountain. “Now that deserves a wow and a half, maybe two wows. It’s so close. I didn’t even notice it when we got here. How could I not see that?” In the foreground, gondolas and chair lifts operated only a short walk away. “Now that’s a mountain. Does it have a name?”

Calista nodded. “Yeah. It’s Mount Sassongher. Look at it! It looks just like a picture, just like I remember.” She thrust out her hands. “And it’s right here, almost in our room. We can see all of it anytime we want. Parts of it light up at night as I remember. I loved going to sleep watching it.”

Lys was squinting and biting her lower lip. “I thought we were going to the Dolomites.” 

Calista yelled while slapping Lys’ jacket. “We are in the Dolomites silly! Mount Sassongher is part of it. As a matter of fact, Corvara is in the heart of Badia where some of the best skiing and boarding is in the world. It’s called the pearl of the Dolomites.”

“Precisamente!” shouted Francesco raising his hands. “Corvara! Cuore delle Dolomiti!”

Raising their hands, Sparks and Calista repeated after him. As everyone laughed and celebrated, Lys whispered to Calista. “What did he say?”

“Corvara, heart of the Dolomites.”

Lys nodded. “I think it sounds better in Italian.”

Francesco was heading to the door to leave when Calista thought of something. In Italian, she asked, “Francesco, can we get to Sellaronda from here?”

“Of course. Take lifts up to the Piz Boè. From there your planks of wood will take you to the villages of Arabba, Val Gardena, and Val di Fassa, if they do not break first and you freeze to death. Be sure to go clockwise, or you can go counter-clockwise, whichever you prefer. Clockwise is better, I think.”

It was obvious Francesco had a heightened sensitivity to snowboards. Why he disliked them so much Calista didn’t know and didn’t want to know. She had to nearly shove him out the door until she promised to him everyone would be careful and not go so fast because the planks of wood in his opinion break too easy. 

“Whew!” she cried leaning against the door after turning the lock.

“What is with that guy?” asked Sparks.

“He’s alright. I think he’s just worried for us. Maybe a friend of his had a bad fall or something on a snowboard.” 

Lys had started to unpack and was claiming one of the nicer looking dressers. While folding some shirts, she chuckled. “You know I think Mamma and Papa have some serious problems. What was it that you yelled at them Cal?”

Calista was sniffing her yellow rose and enjoying the room. “I just told them to stop. Isn’t this so nice? I love this room.”

“What were they saying? They were really going at it.”

“Oh, she called him an idiot and to shut up, and then he replied to her to stop busting his balls.”

“Oh! I like that.”

“You would,” snickered Sparks while inspecting her unpacked board. 

After sticking her tongue out at Sparks, Lys begged, “Cal, you’ve got to teach me how to say that. That’ll be my new thing when people get on my nerves here.” After glaring at Sparks, she added, “These people here, they don’t speak English, so I need something to defend myself with when they get out of line. ‘Don’t bust my balls.’ I like that. That’s what I want to say.”

Calista shook her head, looking as if she was thinking about it, but really wasn’t. Nostalgia continued to fill her spirit. However, after a few moments she sighed. “Well, it’s against my better judgement, but ... well, I’m in a good mood, so okay.” 

Eventually, Lys mastered the phrase along with some others including Francesco’s. It was nearly two o’clock when they finished.

Sparks grabbed her coat. “Hey guys. Let’s hit it. Just a few runs to get our boards used to the new snow.”

“I’m in,” replied Cal grabbing her layers.

Lys had jumped into the top bunk and was leafing through one of the many brochures she had picked up at the front desk. 

“You guys go ahead. I’ll see you later.” 

“No,” shouted Calista. “We stay together.” 

“Look Cal, I’m beat. After walking up and down that town, dragging our boards, dealing with that weasel at the train station, and then those bag ladies, and don’t forget that never-ending plane flight, I’m sorry, but I’m done. I want to chill, and I don’t mean on top of some cold mountain. Besides, you two are the serious boarders, or plankers as they say here. I can barely stand up on the thing. So, go! You two Bettys enjoy! We have a week together. I’ll go tomorrow.”

“Well,” started Calista, “yeah, we can do that. Yeah, we can do that tomorrow, but not the next day.” 

“What do you mean?”

Calista looked at Sparks. “I mean we all can’t be together the day after tomorrow. I was going to tell both of you on the mountain. You see I bought two Super Ski Passes for Sellaronda the day after tomorrow. Sparks and I are going to do it if she’s got the courage. I knew you wouldn’t want to go Lys.”

Sparks narrowed her eyes. “That’s what you were asking Francesco about, wasn’t it? What’s Sellaronda? I’ve never heard of it, and why would you think I would lack the courage to do anything?”

Calista pointed at Sparks, poking the air as she spoke. “You said you wanted to do some serious boarding. Well, Sparky, I’ve got some kick-ass to lay on you.”

Sparks stiffened as if offended before leaning in. “Don’t you be going and calling me Sparky. Lys does it enough. I don’t need you doing it.”

As they closed distance, both of them now pointing at one another, Calista teased, “I’m throwing down.”

“What’chu got, Cal? Whatever it is, bring it!”

“The Sellaronda. It’s a 42-kilometer village to village merry-go-round – a marathon. It’s full of lifts, cable-cars, downhill runs, all linked by winding trails in woods, powdered snow so deep no one will ever find you when you fall in, and peaks so tall they’ll suck the breath right out of your lungs. I say I can do it faster than you. So, Sparky, you game?”  

“Oh, yeah! Oh yeah, and when I beat your butt Cal, you’ll never say Sparky to me again. Is that understood?”

Smiling wide, Calista thrust out her hand to shake on it. Taking it, both shouted, “Done!”

Lys crossed her arms. “So, when are you two doing this? And yeah, thanks for not inviting me. It sounds horrible. I knew you two would dump me.” 

“We’re not dumping you,” insisted Calista. “Our tickets are for day after tomorrow. We start at 9 a.m. So, we’ll do a few runs today, more tomorrow, and after Sellaronda, we’ll work on you being able to stand on your board longer than ten seconds. In between, we can party. That’s your job tonight, Lys. You’re the party planner. Find us something.” 

Lys squealed while holding out her arms. “That’s what I’m talking about! You guys go do your thing and I’ll scope things out.”

Sparks opened the door. “Sounds good Lys. Text us where you’ll be. We’ll meet you.”



It was their last run. Blazing down the Gran Risa, one of the most advanced and fastest runs on the mountain, they cheered, grabbing hands and holding them high as they slid onto main street, Corvara. Calista winced, feeling fatigue in her quads. She was quick though to not let Sparks see her discomfort. 

“Oh my God,” cried Sparks scrunching to a stop. That was hands down the best pow I’ve ever boarded. And those moguls, they were wretched!” 

As Calista removed her helmet, a light from behind them caught her eye. “Look at that!”

Sparks turned to see the moon hovering beyond and to the left of Mt. Sassongher. “Wow, talk about going large. I didn’t notice it before. It must have been in back of us coming down the whole time. I don’t think I’ve ever seen the moon that big. It must be a really clear night.”

“Isn’t it called a super moon or something like that?”

Sparks shrugged. As they picked up their boards to start walking, Calista checked her phone.

“Where’s Lys?” asked Sparks. “She still at the hotel?”

“No. I think she’s at some ski hut. I can’t tell if that’s the name of the place or what.” After some texting back and forth, Calista added, “Oh, she’s at a place called, ‘Gil Sfere di Ottone.”

“Doesn’t that mean the sphere or the spheres something? What’s ottone?”

Calista nodded. “Yeah, spheres, and I think ottone means brass.”

“The Brass spheres?”

“Or balls, maybe – a ski hut called The Brass Balls.”

Sparks burst into laughter, coughing after. “Oh, that’s so Lys. I gotta see this place. If she found it, it’s definitely called Brass Balls.”

Laughing, Calista nodded. “Yeah, that’s our Lys.”

[image: ]

IT DIDN’T TAKE THEM long to find the path to The Brass Balls bar and restaurant. Nestled in a stand of trees not far from the gondolas, signs pointed them along the way. Outside, it looked like a standard wooden ski hut with sharp angled sloping roofs, an expansive heated deck for outside diners, and, of course, the wonderful aroma of good food feeding the air.

Sparks breathed in deep. “Oh my God! I think I smell steak grilling. God that smells good. I’m starving.”

“Me too.” Calista was texting. “Okay, I got Lys. She’s going to meet us on the deck.” Cal pointed to racks to store their boards.

“This is so sick,” said Sparks. “Everywhere we’ve been these racks are filled with skis, skis, and more skis. I hardly ever see another board. Look, do you see another board?”

“Plankers aren’t very popular around here, remember? Have you forgotten Francesco?”

Sparks laughed. “Well, to hell with Francesco and them. I’m proud to be a planker.” Holding up her arms, she screamed to no one in particular. “I’m a planker! You hear that everybody? Deal with it!”

Lys met them as they stepped on deck. She wasn’t wearing a coat, but instead a thick turtleneck sweater with jeans. 

After hugs, Calista looked around at the tables with diners outside, all of them with no jackets. “Wow, it’s so warm up here! Where is that heat coming from?”

Lys pointed to high-polished brass pillars topped with brass globes cracked open at the top. From them, fire was flickering with waves of visible heat. 

“Oh!” exclaimed Sparks. “So those are the brass balls?”

“Yes and no,” replied Lys. “Wait until you see inside. Come on! We’ve got a table.”

After stepping inside, Lys began clapping and jumping up and down as her friends’ mouths dropped open after looking up. 

“Isn’t it wild?”

“Dang!” cried Sparks. “That is shock, man. It spreads across the whole restaurant up there.”

“It’s freaky. Look!” Calista pointed at what appeared to be a hovering, blazing, bronze sun. Orbiting around it, nine brass spheres slowly moved, mimicking the planets and rotating at different rates on their axes. “How are they attached? I don’t see anything. What keeps them up there?”

Lys shoved white 3D glasses into their hands. “Here, put these on. Everything changes.”

“Oh, wow!” cried Sparks. 

“Look at Earth,” Calista pointed. “It’s not all brass anymore. You can see Africa and Europe.” She jabbed the air. “Look, look at the little red dot. It’s pulsating. It’s us in the Dolomites.”

“Cool! Look at Mars!” pointed Sparks. “I think there’s little green people running around up there. That’s so funny.”

“I like Venus,” said Lys pointing. “Look. Couple after couple will come up kissing. If you kiss in the bar, they’ll take your picture and put it up there. Keep watching and you’ll see Sven and me. I can look at this all night. Every planet has something. It’s so cool!”

“Sven?” Calista asked wide-eyed. “Is that what you meant by ‘we’ve got a table’? Sven is part of ‘we’?” 

“Yeah.” She pointed. “There’s my cutie guy. I enlisted him to help me find a great place to party. He knows the town inside out. I found out he lived here for a while before moving to Norway.”

While going to their table, Lys pointed out that they had to check their jackets. 

“Five dollars!” shouted Sparks. “Are you kidding? It costs five dollars just to hang up my jacket?”

Calista pointed to rows and rows of thick jackets packed tight on hangers in one corner of the restaurant. “Look, there’s even a guy there handing out tickets.”

“Just do it,” cried Lys. “It’s hot in here and those are the rules.”

“Since when do you care about rules,” Sparks barked before taking off her jacket. Looking at the young man standing behind the small ticket podium, she warned him she better get it back before handing it over. She wouldn’t leave until she saw where he put it.

Their table was small, just a round spindly thing with four chairs around it. Sven stood, nearly falling over but catching himself, as they approached while holding up a tall mug of beer as if to salute them.

“Hello Ladies!” he slurred. “My name is Sven, Sven Arson. Sven Arson is Norwegian.” Then he smacked air kisses at each of them.

Sparks sighed, irritated. “We know who you are Sven. We met this morning, remember?”

Calista laughed. “Don’t you see what’s going on here Sparks? Lys. Him. I guess annoying attracts annoying.”

“Like it’s meant to be,” Sparks teased and kissed Lys on the cheek.

Lys stuck out her tongue. “You two are annoying.” 

There was a constant baseline chatter in the restaurant. They had barely sat down when a bell rung. Sven and Lys stood with mugs held high and shouting with the rest of the bar, “Glory to Ukraine!”

A group of men at a large round table arose and shouted back in Italian, “Glory to Italy!”

Sitting back down, Sven explained to the still sitting and bewildered Calista and Sparks. 

“That table over there has Ukrainians. Ukrainians love to ski, and they know where the best skiing is. That is why they come here. Sven Arson appreciates them. They are good fighters. They know freedom. They are honorable. So, when the bell tolls, it means someone has bought them a round of drinks, and we celebrate, of course.”

“Of course,” nodded Sparks.

Sven pointed to the long ornate wooden bar where waiters picked up drinks and ferried them with quick feet to tables. “I have ordered drinks for you. Lys told me what you like. They come soon. White wine for you copper-head lady and pilsner for you Sparky Spark.”

“Calista, my name is Calista.”

“And mine is just Sparks, not Sparky, and especially not Sparky Spark.”

Sven attempted to slur out Calista’s name, but failed. After a second attempt, he gave up, waved a hand, and said “copper lady.”

They chatted about their day. Of course, boarding on the mountain dominated for Calista and Sparks. They were talking about tomorrow when a waiter arrived. He had straight black hair with tattoos covering each arm. Holding a tray of drinks, he put a pitcher of beer on the table and a tall bottle of white wine with glasses.

“Ciao. Sono Elio.” 

“That means his name is Elio,” translated Lys. “He said ‘Hi, I’m Elio.’ See, I’m learning Italian.” 

Calista raised her hand, “Good for you Lys,” and then high-fived her. 

As Elio pulled the cork and poured wine into glasses for Lys and Calista, Sven placed a folded wad of euros into Elio’s white apron. 

“Elio, these are my friends.” Hugging Lys, he continued. “This one is my girlfriend.”

“Does anyone want anything to eat?” Elio asked.

Lys had already grabbed menus and put them on the table. Calista and Sparks were perusing them with salivating eyes, pointing out to each other which of the dishes looked good.   

“I want steak,” said Sparks. “I smelled it outside. I see it on the menu, but I don’t know which one is good. I want what I smelled outside.”

“Ah!” exclaimed Elio understanding her. His recommendation made her mouth water – salmoriglio sauce spooned over flank steak grilled Sicilian style with grilled veggies and a side of pasta. Calista almost ordered the same, but instead went with something she had always wanted to try – the steak pizzaiola with a side of pasta and salad. Everything it seemed came with a side of pasta and salad, and that was fine with both of them because they were starving.

“Sven! Sven!”

Another waiter across the room was waving at Sven. Getting up, Sven nodded and looked down at them.

“Listen to Sven Arson. We have to go now. There is better table.”

Calista hadn’t noticed until she started walking that there was a low half wall separating them from a dance floor on the other side, and a karaoke stage. The tables along the walls were like booths, much quieter, with padded seats, and cozy.

Elio followed them carrying their drinks. After settling in, he explained karaoke and dancing start at 9 pm. He was about to leave when Sven grabbed his forearm.

“Sven Arson has a best friend. This, my brother Elio, is Sven Arson’s best friend. We grew up together here, right in Corvara. Tell them Elio. Sit with us!”

Shaking his head, Elio called out and motioned to another waiter. After handing him a piece of paper with their orders and to rush it, he turned back to Sven.

“Yes, Sven and I are best of friends. Sven, you know I’m very busy. Why do you do this?”

“Oh, just give us a few minutes Elio. Please. One of these pretty ladies may fall in love with you.”

Like Calista and Sparks, Elio rolled his eyes. “So, Lys says you are here to snowboard. Have you been in the mountains yet?”

“Oh, yeah!” Calista and Sparks cried, and then blurted out everything they had done in their first few hours in the snow.

As they spoke, a small but perceptible rumbling began to pulsate throughout the restaurant. Noticing how the vibrations formed expanding rings in the wine of her glass, Calista pointed.

Like a madman, Sven looked at Elio and yelled. “Set your watch! Set your watch!”

Elio was wearing a large-faced watch. “My minute hand is on the one.” 

Sven checked his own and confirmed the same.

“What was that?” asked Calista.

“Was it an avalanche up the mountain?” Sparks added.

Elio nodded. “Probably.”

“No!” shouted Sven. “It wasn’t any of that.” He poked the air at Elio. “You know that the rock has slid open to let the Princess out onto the Lake.”

With an incredulous look at Sven then Lys, Sparks said to Lys, “I think your new friend here, Lys, has had enough. He didn’t make much sense before, but now, he’s not making any sense at all. What’s this jibber-jabber?”

Sven held out his hands begging Elio. “Tell them Elio! Tell them about the Princess. Tell them I’m not crazy.”

Elio smiled. “He’s talking about one of the old legends around here. Whenever there is a small quake around this time of year, some think a Princess comes out onto a lake somewhere high up in the mountains to weep.”

“For ten minutes!” Sven interrupted. “After the rock opens, she will sail the lake for ten minutes. If she is on the lake right now, we will feel another quake when my watch reaches three. That’s when the rock closes.” He held out his watch, pointing at the three, for everyone to see and then grabbed Elio’s to compare to his own.

“Elio! Elio!”

At the bar, a well-dressed slightly overweight man, looking irritated, gestured to Elio to come to him.

Elio hung his head and sighed. “That is my father. He wants to chew me out. I’ll be back later with your orders.”

Lys asked Sven to tell them more about the Princess, but Sven refused, saying that Elio had to tell them. When Calista saw a man jump onto the karaoke stage and start setting things up, she went over to ask if there was a list of songs. She was surprised when he handed her an 8 x 11 plastic card with all the songs and a grease pencil. At the table, everyone starting marking up which songs they would sing.

Their food arrived as they were trying to remember toons to a few of the songs. As Elio distributed the food, he pointed at his watch to Sven. The minute hand had just reached three.

Disappointed, Sven held up his arms. “It must not be the Princess.”

But then, the rumbling began again. In awe, everyone’s mouths dropped open.

“Okay, okay,” said Sparks hesitating a moment before returning to stabbing her food as if famished. “I gotta know now. Tell me about this Princess thing. Spill Mr. Best Friend Elio.”

“Elio! Elio!” yelled Elio’s father.

Elio sighed again. “I have to go. Sorry. Sven you tell them. You know the story as well as I do. Plus, you’re an astrophysicist. You can explain the moon’s power.”      

Responding to an even louder call, Elio ran away. Sparks and Calista, however, couldn’t take their eyes off of Sven.

Spark’s face was twisted in disbelief. “Did he just say what I think he said? Did he say you’re an astrophysicist?”

Sven nodded.

“I don’t think so Mr. Sven. I don’t believe that. Sven Arson ain’t no astrophysicist.”

“I agree,” nodded Calista. “There’s just no way.”

Prideful, Sven raised his chin. “It is true. Sven Arson is astrophysicist whether you believe or not.”

“It is true,” said Lys leaning in. “He is an astrophysicist. He first started out in astronomy, and then moved on to selenology before deciding on astrophysics. He’s been called the youngest and brightest in his field. He published a leading paper on moon geology and how subterranean anomalies within its crust actually have geological affects here on earth. And now, he’s here to find a location in the Dolomites to place a new antenna array. It’s a collaboration between Norway, the Netherlands, and Italy.”  

Calista and Sparks looked at one another in disbelief again and then back at Lys. “Lys,” started Sparks, “did you read a dictionary or something today? I’ve never heard you speak so many big words. Sel-sel-ology or whatever you said. I didn’t know you had it in you.”

Sven wrapped his arms around Lys and hugged. “Sven Arson knows there’s lots of stuff in my little Lys, unknown and mysterious. Sven Arson shall spend his lifetime learning it all.”

Calista happened to look up at the Venus orb in the ceiling just as Sven and Lys started kissing. There, she saw them kissing again, obviously from earlier.

People around them were still talking about the earthquakes. A man at one of the tables mentioned a Princess in a boat.

Looking at Sven, Calista asked, “So, are you going to tell us the story of the Princess? Some people are talking about it.”

Sven closed his eyes for a moment and sighed before leaning forward on his elbows.

“Fine, lovely ladies. Sven Arson shall regal you with a bedtime story. It is a cute little tale. Sven Arson, like many in this area, learned it growing up. If it happened in any capacity, it happened here, in the mountains. It is an old folktale that has become legend. There are many versions, but mine is the most accurate because mine is from oral histories handed down, such as from my mother. So, let Sven Arson begin. Once upon a time, His Gracious Lord, Baron Joseph von Meran ruled over the lands known as Tyrol. He was beloved, generous and known for his forward thinking. There, he served dutifully in the armies under his Holy Roman Emperor, King Frederick. Together, they worked to develop the city of Merano which exists to this day not far from here. Back then, there was no Corvara. My mother said the little village in that time was called Sella.”
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