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Snowing was not the word. Dumping it or flogging it down, perhaps.

Whatever the correct terminology was, within the few moments since I had disappeared off into the trees, a near-clear sky had clouded over completely. Soft white flakes the size of my thumbnail were tumbling down thickly. Already they were forming little mounds on my shoulders that cascaded down my front as I struggled as usual with my gloves and ski sticks. Visibility was now alarmingly limited.

Only just a little earlier, as I had come round the last bend, I had gazed down, with some relief, on the pretty view of the village of wooden chalets surrounding the simple church, its copper cupola reflecting the last of the sun, which had still been just visible across the valley before it disappeared behind Mont Blanc. I had been looking forward to unsnapping my skis outside the Café de la Poste, propping them up in the little rack beside the woodpile, loosening the fastenings on my boots and clomping through the door, up to the bar - a cowboy in thermal waterproofs. Before long, after a certain amount of whooshing and  shooshing from the steam-powered machine beneath the great Art Nouveau mirror, the ever-cheerful Jimmy would slide a steaming glass cup of vin chaud down le zinc, the pitted metal top of the bar. Relaxing on a stool, I would take the time to inhale the delicious aromas of cinnamon, orange, cloves and red wine.

Unfortunately, due to my unavoidable pit stop, I was still halfway up a mountain in a blizzard. I could scarcely see the end of my skis and my companions not at all. To add to my woes, it was fast getting dark.

A combination of the altitude, the cold, one too many fizzy drinks and the vicious bumps of a particularly alarming mogul field, which I had absolutely hated and should in no way have allowed myself to be conned into attempting, meant that once back on the regular piste it had been necessary to answer a rather urgent call of nature. With the quietest of hisses my friends, imagining, I think, that I was going my own way, had headed on down the hill as I shot off into the woods that fringed the path. Had they waited for me, they would have quite rapidly realised that all was not in fact well. The dull thump of human being into a very solid, rather spiky pine tree, had been accompanied by a clattering of skiing equipment and a particularly choice, really quite satisfying, series of obscenities that had actually gone some way to making the pulsing bump on my forehead feel rather better. This minor accident had, unfortunately, done nothing to relieve the pressing reason for my departure from the not so straight and rather narrow path.

Skis, and rather more particularly their bindings, are contrary bits of kit. They are more than happy to part company with your boots when you are travelling at speeds in excess of fifty miles an hour downhill, abandoning you mid-mountain before hurtling off either down a ravine or into the softer body parts of any other skiing casualty in  the vicinity. However, when you’re lying with one leg up a tree and the other seemingly straight out behind you, will they budge? Er, no.

Finally, after a great deal of huffing and puffing, which caused steam to come out in little spurts from the top of my jacket, I managed to extricate myself and rather dizzily stand up. At which point I promptly sank to mid-thigh in a snowdrift. There was, however, absolutely no time whatsoever to reposition myself. A most unseemly flurry of hat, gloves, goggles, sunglasses, clips, zips and fasteners followed before my mission could be accomplished. Some few minutes later I reappeared from the trees on all fours, much relieved, a ski in each hand, my poles trailing behind me. By the time I had got myself reassembled it was snowing really hard.

Still, I was very much in one piece and operational - except that my goggles had fogged up - but then, when didn’t they? Now all I had to do was get myself to the bottom of the mountain and into the eminently more suitable environs of the Café de la Poste. The only significant impediment to my plan was that, and I hardly liked to admit it to myself, I had never actually skied this side of the mountain before and had next to no idea how to negotiate my way back down into the resort. Visions of a fifteen-mile walk in the rain lower down the valley wearing ski boots and being splashed by the headlights of non-stopping traffic, or being picked up by a merciless taxi driver who charged only in multiples of one hundred Euros, made me groan almost as loudly as I had when I’d inadvertently slapped my goggles back on to my forehead and its Quasimodoian lump.

Well, I thought to myself, the only way is down.

Whistling, fairly cheerfully, I pushed off. Within a few yards I was covered from head to toe in thick fresh snow. How I used to laugh when I saw people coming down the  mountain resembling mobile snowmen. How ridiculous they appeared! Glancing round, I prepared myself for a good old giggle at all the serious skiers looking perfectly ludicrous. My desire to laugh was unfortunately disappointed. There was nobody else covered from head to toe in snow. In fact, there was nobody else.

Burrowing into my sleeve I finally got hold of my watch. Blimey, it was past five o’clock - not surprising then that it was beginning to get dark and the mountain was now deserted. Whistling a little more loudly and a little more cheerfully, I carved some fairly tidy turns down to the next corner. It was a shame really that there was no one around to admire them.

Idly wondering how you went about building an igloo, I skied down another narrow path whose uphill side was thickly wooded and whose downhill side was - as far as I could see in the thickly falling snow - a precipice. Splintering away from the strangely geometric, frozen wall to my right, a chunk of ice fell across the mountain path. Somehow, despite the increasing precariousness of my position, I felt annoyed by the way it had spilled out, spoiling the polished neatness of the piste. Puffs of snow spray, diamond dust in the dying of the day, scorched my cheeks and blurred my already rather watery eyes. The next few hundred metres, which I covered without incident, enjoying in a funny way the solitude of the mountain, brought me to a T-junction. There was a signpost with arrows pointing in both directions, but as they only indicated the names of the pistes, always, it seemed to me, drawn from mysterious sources in the French Alps, I was none the wiser. How much more sensible it would have been, how much easier my choice, if one of them had read ‘Very easy route to the bottom’ or ‘Café de la Poste’ and the other pointing in the opposite direction something like ‘Nightmare black run’  or ‘Treacherous winding path along ravine’. No, instead there was a wooden cut-out of a blue chamois pointing one way, and a picture of a startled-looking Alpine rabbit on  raquettes pointing the other. Cursing my decision to have folded my piste map into a rather effective paper dart rather late on in the café the night before, I wearily inspected my several dozen pockets for a coin to toss. Eventually, I located a one Euro piece - from Belgium, I noticed in passing. The Queen of the Belgians had a rather pleased-with-herself look, I thought, as I flicked the yellow piece out of my gloved hand. Bet she had never been stuck up a mountain all on her own miles from anywhere, left to fend for herself as the night drew in, the temperatures plunged and the woods began to stir. My Euro coin disappeared into a snowdrift.

By now it was really snowing thickly and it was not even possible to see the glimmer of the lights of the village, which should have been twinkling below me in a most welcoming fashion. This, I did realise, was bad news. I had been hoping to be able to orient myself by them. A decision had to be made quickly, and I knew from bitter experience that once I had chosen one path or the other there was no going back. I would have preferred to end up in Switzerland rather than walk back up the hill.

Eventually I decided to turn left for no better reason than that the slope seemed to be a little less steep. As happened at the end of most of my days skiing, self-preservation kicked in. No longer was I flush with adrenalin, excited to be up here in the mountains breathing the fresh air and thrilling at the wind in my remaining hair. Now all I really wanted to do was to get to the bottom without twisting, tearing, stretching or breaking any part of myself. And then I wanted only to rid myself of the ridiculous contraptions  strapped to my feet as quickly as I realistically could, and put them as far out of sight as possible. On my return to the village I would always feel rather like a sailor hitting dry land after an extended trip out at sea - a little giddy at first, but then confidently aware of the fact that perfectly flat dry land was what I had been best designed for. On this particular evening I was more careful than ever. Fortunately there had been plenty of fresh snow over the last few days and this latest fall made for very easy skiing conditions. The temperature had not yet dipped much below freezing, and so far there had been none of the bone-shaking clattering that you experience trying to turn on sheet ice. For now, there was just the infinitely soft support of powder.

Some people have an innate, highly honed sense of direction which leads them unerringly to their destination.

I am not one of those people.

Normally I am just content to follow the tips of my skis but, despite this happy-go-lucky sense of adventure, that in the past had served me so well, now I was under the distinct impression that I was not on my most direct route to a vin chaud.

Below me in the gloom I could make out a circle of silvery snow surrounded nearly entirely by the darkness of trees. As I approached I could see strung high above their tops the spiky outline of a chair-lift. It was not moving, and as I reached its bottom I could see the snow beginning to stick to the panes of glass in the door of the remonteur’s little hut and to a wide, red metal shovel leaning beside it. Skiing and side-stepping around the clearing I desperately tried to find the onward route. Twice round I went, and then a third time, rather quicker as a distinct sense of panic began to gurgle up inside me for the first time. The only way out appeared to be either back up the hill the way I had come or down a single track through the trees, most  probably used by animals as they migrated over the mountains in the summer.

Gazing back up at the glowering mountain, I realised that my choice was an easy one. Sucking in a couple of lungfuls of air, I put my skis together and set off down the path. As it only measured a few inches across with deep snow on either side, attempts to steer and regulate my speed were all but impossible. I prayed that my route would not be blocked by any disorderly roots under which my skis might become embedded, my forward trajectory thereby, no doubt, catapulting me into yet another pine. Wriggling in and out of the trees, following the natural contours of the terrain, I travelled faster and faster, and the run developed into a surreal arcade game in which I had no control over the direction I took - as if I had not yet put my money in the slot.

At the very moment I thought that any hope of stopping without contact with a solid object was impossible, the slope took a slight upward turn, just enough to slow me down to a reasonable speed, and I burst out of the forest into the open; from darkness into light, or rather a growing gloom. For a thrilling moment, seeing the wide stretch of glittering snow, I believed myself to be back on a manicured piste, needing now only to sally down through the finishing arch to the adulation of the crowd, but the powder puffing around my knees made me realise that my home-coming was not going to be quite so quickly applauded. Still, the wide open space meant that this field was cultivated in the spring and summer and therefore I must now at last be at a relatively low altitude.

Sitting back on my skis, trying to lift my tips above the surface, I traced virgin tracks that, as I glanced back over my shoulder, carved themselves in thick black lines in the moonlight. So shallow was the incline that on a couple of  occasions I feared grinding to a halt. The thought of having to shovel my way through the drifts was one of the most depressing yet. Somehow though, every time I thought I was about to come to a standstill, a little dip in the ground, unseen beneath my skis, carried me on. By now, the light was so bad that the view of trees and snow below me had become entirely monochrome, a jumble of lumpy shapes and random spindly fingers of branches. It was now almost impossible to judge distances and on more than one occasion I came dangerously close to disappearing back into the forest at the edge of the field. Not having enjoyed my first experience of the woods in the dusk I stopped, backed up and tried to remain out in the open.

By now I was very tired. My thighs were burning, swollen, so it seemed, to twice their normal rather unimpressive thickness. Even though they felt like they were on fire, the rest of me suddenly felt frozen cold. Somehow the mountain air was managing to pierce the umpteen layers of vests, T-shirts, shirts and jumpers, and the sweat that had poured from me as I wrestled my way out onto the piste was now running icily down my back.

To my alarm, I recognised that the control that I had over the direction of my skis, never anything near total, was now nothing more than feeble. Each turn required immense concentration and exhausting effort, and I was forced to come to a halt every few dozen yards. My breath, deep and quick, came puffing out of my mouth in great clouds that would not have embarrassed a narrow-gauge Alpine steam engine. As I panted, leaning heavily on my ski sticks, I became aware that I was shaking not simply through physical exhaustion but also because I was beginning to get quite frightened.

Pushing images of frozen moustaches, grey-white, icy faces, and stiff motionless limbs out of my mind, I stumbled  around until my skis were again facing down towards where I imagined the village to be.

In the half-light, the surface of the mountain appeared to be tablecloth smooth but I knew this to be nothing more than a mirage. In the daylight, every contour would be clearly visible, but now I had to try and relax enough to ride any invisible bump, hillock or mogul. Leaning forward against all my natural instincts, I bent my knees a little further trying to absorb any nasty shocks with my aching legs.

Momentarily, I thought that I had skied off the edge of a cliff as my internal organs, operating on some different system of gravity to the rest of my leaden body, rose in my stomach. Several minutes later, or so it seemed, my skis came back to earth in surprising unison and I suddenly, rather fancifully imagined that I might have achieved a jump of a medal-winning distance. Instead of raising my arms in recognition of the applause of a phantom crowd, I swung myself to a halt. Feeling delighted that I was still upright, I thumped my ski sticks back into the freezing surface. As I did so, I suddenly sensed, to my alarm, that I was sliding rapidly backwards. Turning and desperately urging my skis to once again become parallel with the slope, I overcompensated and found myself lurching back down the hill like an out of control, spinning Formula Two racing car. Losing my balance I flew forwards over the front of my skis, praying in that split second that my bindings would release me. With two dull clicks, they reluctantly did so, but not before a flash of white, sodium light burst in my knee and rocketed up to explode with excruciating pain in my brain. The agony was not much soothed by the cold crystals of snow that scoured my cheeks as my face hit the ground with an audible whack and my nose burst open.

For a few seconds I lay there before realising, at one and  the same moment, that I could not move my left leg and that the strange, almost comfortingly warm, metallic taste on my tongue that then filled my mouth with a gush was my blood.

Blood.

Bloody hell.

Bloody skiing.
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Settling Back Down
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November is no time to start undertaking any kind of new enterprise. Nobody is interested. People are looking forward to Christmas with great excitement - particularly if they are under eighteen or in retail. Of course, most sensible grown-ups await the holiday’s arrival with a certain lurking sense of nausea brought on by an excess of commercialism. Christmas lights have been up in the high streets since early September, and everyone lurks in their offices, wary of the ‘Great Day’ and displaying signs of the early onset of dyspepsia at the thought of steroidal, watery turkey, carbonised chipolatas, bread sauce, and brussels sprouts of all things.

From the top of the London bus where I was slumped, I could see forward-thinking shoppers buying thoughtful presents for loved ones. No doubt they would be taking them home and keeping them prudently in the bottom of a cupboard until it was time to pull them out with pride and watch the sheer joy of the recipients as they tore back the wrapping paper to reveal their hearts’ desires. My own memories of roaring round the shops at four o’clock on the afternoon of Christmas Eve made me grimace. In a cold  sweat, I would reach for whatever sort of rubbish I could lay my hands on, confident only that whatever it was could at least be recycled by the receiver to other distant relatives until its use-by date.

Jesus, I thought, shaking my head.

Trudging back to a flat that I owned, but in which I had never spent, until just recently, a night, I pondered what it was that I might apply myself to once the ‘festive season’ was over. There was certainly no point in doing anything concerning my long-term future until the spring. All that worried me now was what I should do until then. Travels fairly far and wide over the last five years, that had taken me from the shores of the South Pacific to the slums of India, had left me a little out of practice when it came to organising my daily life into a regulated European timetable.

This time I was out of Africa, still bearing with some pride the remnants of a bush tan on my arms and legs - not that these were on display as, shivering, I put the key into the lock of the communal front door. Stumbling over piles of dusty junk mail and up the worn stairs to the second floor, pulling open the poppers of my padded jacket, I set about unlocking the several clunking and snapping locks that I had recently had fitted to the door. Once inside, various bolts shot, I collapsed onto the small sofa and gazed at where the television would have been had it not been stolen.

Discovering the shattered front door of the flat on my return from the airport had depressed me, but not as much as the discovery that the neighbour upstairs, a young civil servant who worked across the river at the Ministry of Defence, had ignored it for a whole week. Simon had an immensely annoying habit of checking his watch every couple of seconds whilst I spoke to him, as if he was in a huge rush to get back to the office and prevent World War 3. In such haste had he been that he had walked past the scene  of the intrusion for ‘oh, about seven days now - I first noticed it on the day of our audit’. When I enquired why it was that he had not thought fit to take any action, he just shrugged, as if I was barmy to think that it was anything to do with him, checked his watch again and shot down the stairs. Through a soot-smeared window I had watched him clip off down the street to the bus stop with a curious high-kneed gait.

Something about London air has a strangely anaesthetic effect on me, which meant that after I had relocked all the locks from the inside I promptly fell asleep and was only woken some time later, my head hanging over the edge of the sofa, by the peep-peep peep-peep of a newly purchased mobile phone, which flashed and vibrated and played music but was extraordinarily unhelpful when it came to making a telephone call. Unable to locate the pocket into which I had slipped it before the ringing stopped, and finding only a ‘missed call’ message when finally I laid my hands on it, I gave up, chucked it onto my coat and snoozed off again.

But it wasn’t long before some other bastard was trying to get hold of me.

‘All right, Mr R?’

Despite my grogginess I recognised the youthful salutation.

‘Hello, Matthew, how are you?’

‘Yeah, fine, mate, fine. Just chilling with a few mates, Hutchy and a whole load of other people. All good. Anyway, heard you were back. What’s occurring?’

‘Well . . .’

Matthew was one of a number of my former students who had kept in touch with me over the last five years since they and I had left a particularly pleasant school in the West Country. Although I had been on a worldwide ‘walkabout’ (in the aboriginal rather than royal sense) and they had  gone on to further studies - most of them by now having left colleges and universities - they had been assiduous in letting me know of their progress, their plans, their hopes and aspirations, which more often than not were rather more concrete than my own. Not only was I flattered that they should wish to remain friendly but I was also proud that they would often ring to ask my opinion about their next step.

Since we had left school I had decided that, as they were no longer my direct responsibility, I would refrain from passing comment about what they planned to do, but I did try to give them as much balanced information as I could. More often than not the advice that I provided was based on a number of my own disastrous decisions and their even more hopeless outcomes. Really I only hoped that they would find themselves a niche in life which would provide them with as much enjoyment and satisfaction as mine had. I had begun to realise as I approached my forties that the achievement of contentment and fulfilment was more often than not entirely serendipitous. Perhaps it was true too, however, that to an extent, it is possible to make your own luck. My counsel came at no cost of course - still, it would be nice, even if the thought was a little selfish, if some of my former students eventually became restaurateurs, bar and yacht owners, lawyers, financial wizards and finally nursing home proprietors.

On this occasion, Matthew was after advice about how he should perform at an interview for an insufferable-sounding job in financial marketing - whatever that was. As the marvellous Mr Jolly, my bank manager and intermittent friend, could testify, I was hardly well qualified to provide Matthew with any sensible suggestions. He seemed grateful enough for what I had to say, although at one stage he did snort with derision (yes, I can only describe it as  such) when I muttered something about a suit and tie.

‘Yeah, cheers for that then, mate,’ he made to end the conversation. No doubt he was off to his next exciting social engagement.

‘Okay, Matthew, look after yourself. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,’ I replied rather patly, but as the convention required.

‘Leaves me a pretty free hand then! Hey, by the way, you’ll never guess who’s sitting in my flat right now - says he wants to have a word with you.’

‘Who?’ I asked rather nervously, dreading that it might be one of the very few - fortunately very, very few - of my past students who had been so adolescently painful that I really had no desire to be in contact with them again.

There was a little giggling and a thump as the mobile telephone was chucked across the room at the other end.

‘’Ello, sir!’ Another cheerful voice greeted me.

‘Jimmy?’

It always amazed me that despite the time that had passed and the growing up that had been done, by these youngsters at least, I always seemed to be able to recognise a voice or face and, even more astonishingly, remember a name.

All very Mr Chips, I am sure.

‘Hi, hi, sir! How are you doing?’

‘Fine, thanks, fine! Good to hear from you.’

‘Yeah, yeah, yeah, totally! Cool, sir.’

I was about to suggest to him that he need not be quite so formal when I remembered an episode that had taken place when I was first stepping out as a teacher. One of my former students had returned to show off his long hair, his fancy pack of cigarettes and his alcoholic breath. Grinning he had approached me as I stood, feeling bored, on ‘dinner duty’ in the cafeteria. He wasn’t a bad lad, although it always did surprise me that the pupils most likely to return to their  Alma Mater were invariably the ones who had complained most about the pettier aspects of school life, and who had forever been telling me how much they were looking forward to leaving.

‘All right, sir?’ he had said.

‘Fine, thanks, but you don’t really have to keep on calling me “sir”!’

‘So what should I call you then?’

‘Oh, I don’t mind, you can call me what you want . . .’

Young I was, and inexperienced.

‘Okay, then, baldy.’ He had grinned and the sniggers had echoed across the steaming hot plates.

So now if Jimmy wished to remain on the formal side then perhaps it was no bad thing.

‘You’re back from the mountains then, Jimmy? How’s it all been going?’

‘Yeah, cool, cool, thanks, yeah, yeah, yeah, totally cool.’

‘Cool then?’

Jimmy, in a flurry of enthusiasm, did not notice the irony.

‘Yeah, yeah, yeah. So you’ve been off and away then, sir?’

Only then did it strike me that I had not spoken to Jimmy since the day we had left school. It felt like yesterday. So much common experience shared in the past meant that it was pleasantly easy to pick up where we had left off.

‘Yes, I have been around and about a bit,’ I laughed. In the five years since I had sold my home near Taunton complete with its rather Luddite, circular-dial telephone, information technology had developed so astonishingly that I was now finding a laptop and a mobile phone almost indispensable. So easy was the spreading of gossip worldwide that I had managed to keep abreast of everybody’s developments and they of mine even if I had not seen or spoken to them in person.

Young Jimmy had decided against setting off down the fairly well-worn path from school into higher education, deciding instead that the funds that this would require would be much more wisely invested in seeing something of the world. His girlfriend and he had ‘done’ South-East Asia but the social pressures of life on the Koh San Road and a three-times-a-day diet of Pad Thai had meant that they had finally parted company - she in the direction of a commune in southern India and the arms of an apparently extremely hirsute German with a degree in packaging, he to go and look up some of his friends who were doing a season in the Alps. They were inevitably ‘cool, yeah, pretty cool’.

‘So where are you living then, Jimmy?’

‘Oh, just crashing at some mates’ for the moment trying to earn some dosh so I can get back up the mountains. Should be heading out there again in a couple of weeks.’ I could hear the eagerness in his voice. ‘Gonna be amazing.’

‘Great. Sounds like you’re pretty happy with things then?’

Just slightly, very slightly, I noticed a strange wistful note of something that might, perhaps, have resembled envy in my voice.

‘Yes, I am, thanks. How about you, sir? What your plans then?’

Happily, before I had the chance to break into another bravura performance of bluster, he went on.

‘Know what, sir? Know what you should do? You should come on out. There’s going to be quite a few of us out this season. It’s a place called Mont St Bernard. You ever heard of it? No? It’s great. Going to be a blast. Loadsa skiing, boarding whatever. I’m going to get into parascending and that. Nightlife is excellent! Loads of pulling and drinking er, I mean, après-ski, know what I mean?’ He laughed. ‘Yeah, yeah. Go on! You should, you know; it will be a laugh, seriously, mate.’

‘Yes, I’m sure it will. But I’m a bit old for all that sort of thing . . . anyway, I’ve got to get a few things sorted out here.’

‘Oh, yeah? Like what kind of stuff?’ he asked laughing.

Oh, the perspicacity of youth.

‘No, anyway, I really do reckon I’m a bit old for all that now, don’t you?’ After all, I was bloody nearly forty.

‘No way, rubbish. How old are you now? Bet you’re not even fifty yet. You’re younger than my dad and he still skis. Don’t be such an old fart, sir.’

‘Go for it - you’re only young once,’ I heard a voice holler from somewhere in the background.

‘Yeah, yeah, go on. Might never get the chance to do it again, sir.’

True.

How very true.
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The Only Way Is Up
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Startled snowflakes were swept into the Café de la Poste as the front door swung open to allow yet more revellers over the threshold one busy evening in early January, several weeks after my arrival in Mont St Bernard. As the sparkling crystals were snuffed out by the unexpected warmth with which they were greeted, so the customers’ cheeks glowed evermore rosy as they clustered around the brass and ceramic beer pumps. For now, the atmosphere was cheerful and relaxed. The period that described itself as après-ski more often than not slipped into that all-important part of the French day: Aperitifs, or ‘L’Apéro’ as it was more fondly known. It was generally a quiet time. Only later did things become a little more excitable. After a few weeks in Mont St Bernard I was beginning to feel the rhythm of the days.

Most people, having enjoyed their skiing, were now feeling the benefits of the clear mountain air and the warm sunshine, and had built up healthy appetites. Before long the small bar would be filled with jostling skiers, the separate groups easy to discern at the high round tables. In the corner furthest from the front door, under an enamelled  shield advertising a particularly treacly type of Belgian beer brewed by some extremely cheerful, chubby-faced monks, sat the pisteurs, the piste-bashers, bearded and leathery. They were today’s equivalent of the woodsmen who had inhabited the mountains before the arrival of the chair-lift and the chocolat chaud. Unlike the rest of the clientele, these men, and they were all men, were just about to begin their work. Not that this in any way diminished their enthusiasm for the little balloon glasses of pastis, which shone, jaundiced, in the light of the electric-candle lamps that sat on each table. Soon they would leave in the direction of Chez Patrice, where they would consume quantities of one of the eponymous owner’s heartier dishes, perhaps une daube - tender lumps of beef nearly as large as their fists stewed in a rich sauce of wine, carrots and onions - served up alongside huge bowls of shiny tagliatelle. All this of course would be washed down by quantities of La Mondeuse, the light red wine of the Savoy, poured into glazed brown pitchers from a petrol-pump arrangement on the wall by the door to the kitchen. Later, filling their flasks with one of the numerous  eau-de-vie, brewed locally and, as far as I knew, totally illegally, they would head for their vast piste-bashing machines, start them with a roar of black diesel smoke and zoom almost vertically up the mountains. Here they would drive around at an incredible speed at angles that defied mathematics until dawn rose, upon which they would return to the bar of the Café de la Poste for coffee and the obligatory petit blanc, a sharp glass of cold white wine. Gruff always, friendly more often than not, they had all come over to shake our hands that evening, and once again I admired the way that they looked so effortlessly the part: their salopettes, warm, hand-knitted pullovers smelling powerfully of hand-rolled-cigarette smoke and sweat, their jerkins, scuffed leather boots, their gloves moulded to their  hands, were all worn as a second skin, a birthright. The comparison with the outfits of the couples and families sitting at the other tables was almost comic.

Most of the tourists, all here from Saturday to Saturday, would not have looked more uncomfortable or out of place had they arrived in the bar dressed as scuba divers, guards at Buckingham Palace or ginger-haired Scotsmen in kilts. Actually there were a few ginger-bewigged Scotsmen in kilts drunk in one corner but they were avoided by the assembled company, including the normally all-embracingly affable Jimmy. The other punters, as we saisonniers patronisingly referred to them, were kitted out in clothes that had either been hired or bought at short notice. For the main part, their outfits were too bright, too light and, in a certain number of cases, worryingly tight. The visitors were joined occasionally by one of the numerous ski instructors, who were usually found grouped around a pinball machine. This pinging, whizzing, flashing and whirring contraption sat next to the impressively 1970s jukebox that provided the ‘sounds’ until the dismal disc jockey turned up with his cardboard boxes, turntables and appalling taste.

Like the pisteurs, the ski instructors dressed the part but their outfits were better cut and altogether more stylish. Their professional duties over, they hovered around the younger female section of the patrons, chatting up, often in appalling English, any or all of the girls.

As usual, at the heel of the bar, which they had colonised at the beginning of the season, sat a group of young people who, even with the best, most laid-back, liberal, let it all hang out, smart-huh-who-cares-about-smart will in the world, was one of the scruffiest, hairiest, sloppiest, shaggiest and possibly most unhygienic collection of youngsters it had ever been my mixed fortune to meet. When I had come in they had greeted me with all kinds of bizarre hand and arm movements  which included quite a lot of snapping, shaking, bobbing and jerking, and cries of Yo dude, how’s it going?


Laughing, I had responded with some complicated hand gesture of my own, which made it look to any uninitiated observer that I was about to go off and answer the telephone. They were a good bunch really.

Soon the instructors left on their way to a réunion, which seemed to take place at least weekly and which seemed to involve gargantuan quantities of food and unnerving amounts of bonhomie. My next-door neighbour, the farmer’s wife, had promised me some more rabbit ragoût and before long I would be heading back up the hill, to warm my hands at her wood-burning Petit Godin, to eat sumptuously and listen to yet more tallish tales from her husband.

Occasionally, of course, the Russians would appear. Then the atmosphere would change perceptibly - not for the better.

More than once, sitting in the bar, I had remembered, not without a wry smile, the reasons behind my decision to make my way to the little ski station of Mont St Bernard, halfway down La Vallée Profonde between the villages of Issy and L’Abbas.

 



Old fart!

After the call had finished, I had laughed at Jimmy’s well-meant rudeness.

Old, indeed.

Honestly, young people today.

Although I had not really been piqued by Jimmy’s jibes about my age, it had set me thinking about all the sporting ventures in which, in a few years’ time, I would certainly be too decrepit to take part. Not by nature particularly thrill-seeking or risk-taking, I did carry, as we all do, a few trophies of moments of attempted sporting derring-do, a  sort of catalogue of the competitions and combats we have undertaken over the course of the years. My left knee still continued to make a noise like a firecracker every time I flexed it fully, a reminder of a particularly hectic netball competition in Devon; my right shoulder still bore the hazy brown mark of a graze picked up as a result of a fall from a particularly belligerent donkey somewhere in Spain; there is a large dint in my right shin after an unsuccessful exit from a dugout canoe in the Solomon Islands, and across the bridge of my nose there will forever be a small scar that I acquired aged eight from a drinking fountain during a particularly hard-fought water-spitting competition against a rival school on a trip to the Tower of London.

Thankfully, I have never chosen to undertake any of the more obviously dangerous sports. My parents, keen equestrians, had between them broken, twisted, snapped or generally mistreated nearly all the various components that make up the human body. One brother had retired from parachute jumping, an experience that would leave him pale and mildly shaking every time he was asked to recount it. Wishing to keep his feet more firmly on the floor, he had taken up marathon running. Thus, he annually ran the risk of being run down by tens of thousands of people all dressed in varyingly ludicrous outfits, ranging from the rather slower knight in suit of armour and pantomime horse to the speedier but no less absurd long distance runner. One of my closer friends had undergone a fortunately fairly short-lived fascination with bare knuckle fighting. He had not joined a club or organisation and just seemed to pursue his interest whenever the mood took him - often fairly late on weekend evenings.

No, I had always been much too sensible to undertake any of these sports. Apart from anything else, they all scared the living daylights out of me.

All, that is, except skiing.

Shortly after I had spoken to Jimmy, I had taken my sanity in both hands and dragged it down to the local supermarket somewhere in the infernal maze that is South London. As I was trawling up and down the narrow, slightly threatening aisles banging my knees on my little wire basket and dodging overloaded mothers, I smiled at the memory of my various trips to the mountains. It must have been something like eight years since I had last seen snow, apart from some seedy, sooty slush that had once fallen by mistake in London one May. Previously, though, I had tried to go skiing at least once a year anywhere I could - France, Italy, Spain, Austria, even Scotland. Perfectly aware of the pointless, expensive, painful and above all self-indulgent nature of the sport, I had been hooked from the very first time I had tried it.

Forlornly scratching at the ice on the inside of a deep-freeze with my one free hand and supporting myself with the other, I wondered what on earth to do. Jimmy, with all the best of intentions, had stirred up something of a turmoil within me. After five or six years ‘on the road’, I knew that now, finally, it was time to settle down. I couldn’t just keep travelling around the world. Could I?

Still, I was absolutely right to think that November was really not a suitable time to get a new career off the ground, and it would only be for a couple of months - a ski season wasn’t very long, was it? I would be back in early spring and could then really get going with . . . things. Considering the various choices open to me, I became painfully aware of the fact that I had lost sensation in the fingertips of my right hand. Looking at them I could see that the tips had turned white. If I carried on like this it would not be long before the skin began to necrotise, blackening and then falling off like some leprous growth. Gripping my  hand by the wrist, in true 1950s monster-movie fashion, I held it up to my face with mock horror to the genuine alarm of various passers-by.

Oh, dear! This tendency to over-sensationalise the most humdrum of occurrences was a sign, I knew, that I was badly bored with my present lot in life.

Leaning forward a little more, I looked into the deep-freeze to see what it was that I had been idly scratching in the frost on the inside of the vegetable compartment to the increasing consternation of some shoppers who were loading their trolley with industrial quantities of ‘Da Mamma’s Lovely Pizza’. Briefly smiling at them, which caused them to look even more appalled and bustle away, I went back to inspecting the frosty runes, hoping that I might there find some answers to my quandary. Down in the oracle of the freezer I saw that just by a large packet of broccoli florets I had carved through the ice the broad curve of the letter ‘S’ - a sweep of parallel skis through powder snow, an ‘S’ for Skiing, Snow, Sun . . . and who knew what else?

And, yes, it was also most definitely, most symbolically, an‘S’ for ‘Sod It’.

Time to get packing - again.

Not that I had anywhere near as much stuff as Guy, another former student and friend of Jimmy who was also heading to Mont St Bernard for the season and had offered me a lift. Mind you, he was - and this was how he liked to describe himself - a pretty ‘gnarly boarder and freeskier’ which meant, as far as I could understand in the weird patois-cum-dialect that he had assumed since he had left school, that he was pretty good. It also meant that his car, a sort of poor man’s hot rod, was absolutely loaded to the gunnels. Piled on the roof was every sort of possible sliding appliance: skis, long, short, fat and thin, were heaped upon  a variety of snowboards and surfboards, all in their own special zip-up bags. Attached to the ends of the roof rack on either side of the car were dangling two mini-skis, about a foot long, like two ostentatious dangly earrings.

‘So, is this your lot then?’ asked Guy, attempting to be as undismissive as possible as he squeezed my small plain hold-all into a last corner of the back of the car. ‘You’ll be getting all your gear out there then? New shit for the season, yeah?’ he said as we set off.

‘Yeah . . .’ I supposed. I hadn’t really thought about my wardrobe apart from buying a woolly jumper and a pair of pretty comfortable boots. (I had been cold ever since I got back from Africa.) Clothing, even in my most influenceable periods, all of them under the age of thirty, has only ever been of practical use to me: warding off the cold or protecting my fragile self from prying, possibly slightly amused, eyes. I was only slightly less astonished by the prices of ‘designer’ clothes than I was by the fervent, burning desire people had to own them. Apart from feeling deeply shocked about the inequities between the profits of the vendors and the remuneration of the manufacturers, I could not find any part of me that was at all moved by the subject of fashion. Skiers, though, and more particularly snowboarders, were, I knew, more concerned than anybody to get just the right thing. Not having the heart to disappoint my fellow traveller, I muttered something about giving it some thought.

‘Cool, cool.’ Guy grinned as we lurched out onto the M25 in a thoroughly under-25 fashion, before changing the subject to one that left me even more bereft of interest. ‘So, you been doing quite a lot of working out then? Which gym do you use when you’re in London?’

‘What?’

Visiting a gym seemed to be a very distant concept. Actually, I couldn’t really remember having visited one since I  owned those little plimsolls with elastic sides - and that must have been before I could tie my shoelaces for myself. Of course, I hadn’t had any problem performing that particular task for years. (Well, at least since the morning of the Thursday before last following an impromptu farewell celebration at my brother’s place which had involved several bottles of something called Rakia from Bulgaria.)
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