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Spontaneity, Self-Discovery, and Slowing Down

The Beginning
One year, the Great South Bay froze over for the first time in years. When it started to melt, the current pushed chunks of frozen bay up onto the shore, creating massive mountains of slick blue ice. One day after school, my mom took us to see them. They were everything a seven-year-old’s imagination could ask for: enormous piles of slippery blue and white, just asking to be climbed on. I clambered towards the top until my fingers went numb, the wind trying its best to convince me to give up and go back to the car. Nothing could stop me, though; in my mind, I was on top of Mount Everest.

Once, we got enough rain to flood the public park next to my house, and then the temperature dropped out of nowhere and the whole park froze solid. All the neighborhood kids slid around on in their snow boots, not daring to get too close to the trees after one of us ended up knee-deep in freezing water. I pretended to be a fairy princess, gliding between the trees and imagining that I would grow up to be as graceful as I felt at that moment.

In my sophomore year of college, we woke up at 5:30am to go skating at sunrise on a frozen river. My friends zoomed ahead, jumping over fallen logs while I cautiously tottered along behind them, wishing they would stop to admire the view so I would have time to catch up. It was my first time on ice skates since high school. I remember how beautiful it looked as the sun attempted to summit the surrounding mountains and push through the lingering clouds. As the morning crept in, the world went from black darkness to the muted gray of a new day.


Sometimes I think about that morning on the frozen Vermont river. I couldn't tell you where we were, how we got there or even how long we were out on the river, but for some reason it remains my favorite memory of that year. I dreamt about finding that river again and bringing the friends who couldn't make it the first time. Everyone should have an opportunity to experience a truly beautiful place; I wanted to share this one with everyone I knew.

Escape
I was on the phone with my mom the other day:


“Wait, who do you live with?”


“Elise. She's the one with the bright blue hair.”


You would think this is more than enough information to figure out who my roommate is, but when three people in your friend group all have blue hair, things can get confusing. There are also five people with names that start with the letter E, four of which are five letters long. I suppose I understand why my mom has so much trouble remembering who all of my friends are.


One afternoon, four of the five E-names sat atop barstools, debating what could be done on an unseasonably warm Saturday in January. Ellen had to go teach snowboarding and was not excited about it. Erin and Catherine (not an E-name, but we still like her) were planning on going cross country skiing, but decided it was too warm. Elise, the one with the short blue hair and an endless collection of flannel shirts, reminded me of how sad it was that I was a terrible ice skater.


“Did you not play hockey when you were little?”


“Well, I didn't grow up in Vermont like you.”


“Fair. You need to let me teach you how to skate backwards, though.”


After a few minutes of research on our phones, we weren't hopeful. There was a women's hockey game at the college rink, and someone had reserved the rink in town for a private event. I suggested that we go look for a frozen pond to skate on. Elise gave me the same look she gives when I make a questionable fashion decision. As usual, she was right. There was no way anything would be frozen enough to skate on, but I refused to let that stop my plans for a grand Saturday afternoon adventure. A half hour later, Elise, Erin, Catherine and I climbed into my mint-green Subaru (Albert) and we set off in search of ice.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~


“I used to run on these roads. Turn left at that stop sign.”


Elise grew up in Middlebury, which makes her a great person to take on adventures. She knows the roads better than any GPS, and my smartphone doesn't tell entertaining stories about finding and collecting hubcaps on the side of the road during cross country practice. As my car begrudgingly crested a hill, I thought about what it would be like to grow up in a place like this. Even in the winter, when all the trees are skeletal and the only color for miles is the gray-brown of snow mixed with dirt, Vermont has some of the most beautiful scenery I've ever seen. The sun decided to briefly peek out from behind the clouds to bathe the mountains in warm yellow light. I wondered if Vermont's beauty was something that you got used to after living here for twenty years. Before I had the chance to ask, though, the car radio finally found a station that wasn't static and we jumped into a rousing and very loud sing-along to blink-182's All the Small Things. Maybe some questions are better left unanswered.


Our first stop was a frozen pond. I came to a screeching stop in the middle of the road. “Well. Good thing there wasn't anyone behind you,” Elise grumbled as she dug under the seat to find her phone, which had flown off her lap during my enthusiastic halt. This was it. I was so excited to have found my very first outdoor skating pond of the season. I practically skipped to the pond with my slightly less excited roommate trailing behind. My spirits were much brighter than the gross clouds above my head, but not for long. As dead grass turned into dead reeds, we got a better view of the pond.


“That looks... very not frozen.”


“It looks vaguely frozen?”


“Please don't step on that. I do not want to come rescue you”


I didn't heed this warning until I heard the ice crack under my boots. Then, I turned around as fast as I could and slid haphazardly back towards the reeds. We did not skate on that ice.


Our other stops were all as unsuccessful as the first. A few places were technically frozen, but we didn't feel confident that it could support the weight of a large rock, never mind a full-sized human. The “Caution: Icy Roads Ahead” sign mocked us, but we saw a hawk (and scared it away when I slammed on the brakes to get a better view) and some beautiful mountain landscapes. Our adventure also brought us across the bridge to New York, where we slid down the boat ramp at the old fort, looking across the disappointingly thawed lake and feeling so far away from homework and friend drama and anything that wasn't the present moment. 

Skating Lessons

It's the year 1572. Dutch soldiers are fighting to liberate themselves from Spanish control. Trapped by a frozen sea near Amsterdam, the Dutch protect their ships from invading Spanish soldiers by chopping up the ice around the ships, creating a moat around the fleet. The Spanish begin to retreat, but out of nowhere Dutch soldiers come racing towards them at impossible speeds. How are they moving so quickly? There's no time to think, though. They have muskets and they seem very willing to use them. They run (skate?) circles around their enemies, stopping only to fire their muskets and move on. After a few short moments of fighting, the sea is silent again. There's no sign of struggle other than a few thin lines on the ice where Dutch soldiers skated by.


I honestly have no idea if the fight was as intense as I made it sound, but I like to think it was pretty sweet. Prior to this epic battle, most ice skates were made from the leg bones of large animals attached to the bottom of travelers' shoes, and they needed sticks to propel themselves because the blades were smooth rather than sharpened. It sounds like cross-country skiing, just with shorter skis and on ice instead of snow. Everything changed when the Dutch realized that they could move much faster on steel blades. With a sharpened edge, skaters could ditch their cumbersome poles and move by pushing off with their feet, allowing soldiers to carry guns and travelers to transport more of whatever it is they want to transport. Ice skating has obviously advanced a ton since its early days as a Scandinavian method of war & transportation, but the idea is still the same. Using two blades strapped to your feet, you can move forwards and backwards, do fun spins, and if you're really talented, leap into the air. I'm still working on the forwards and backwards part. 


A line of students wobble at one end of the rink. In the middle stand our fearless leaders, the masters who more or less emerged from the womb with skates on their feet. They watch as we 'glide' to the other end of the rink, occasionally calling out to tell someone to bend their knees more or keep their shoulders back. We are the Spanish soldiers, clunky and slow, and they are the Dutch, skating around us effortlessly and shooting us with advice instead of bullets. At the end of the lesson, some of us skate around to practice what we learned that day. I ask my friend Brenna, an annoyingly fast learner, for advice on my one-footed glides.


“You really have to get comfortable just hanging out on an edge,” she says, demonstrating as I watch her feet intently. I am not comfortable hanging out on an edge. I'm trying, though. I've got a long way to go before I can wield that musket and chase the Spanish out. 
~~~~~~~~~

“GUYS. I FIGURE SKATED SO HARD I SAW GOD!!”


Catherine was very entertained by my abbreviated version of the history of figure skating. One day at lunch, I recounted to her and Elise what I had learned the night before. I told them about the Spanish and the Dutch, and about strapping bones to the bottom of boots. I also told them about my favorite historical figure skating figure: Lydwina of Schiedam. She’s the patron saint of figure skating (apparently that exists) and she is probably the last thing you’d expect from a patron saint. In the winter of 1395, Lydwina went out for what she assumed would be a normal, pleasant skate on a frozen canal. Wow, was she wrong. Upon colliding with another skater, she fell, broke a rib, and was never the same again. She never recovered, suffered from bizarre muscle spasms, and basically went crazy. She had visions from God and lost control of her limbs. How she became the patron saint of skating is beyond my knowledge. 
Noodles

Have you ever eaten so many noodles that your pants ripped? I have. Well, I’m sure the noodles weren’t entirely at fault (the pants were already starting to wear thin after many wears and washes), but the timing was fairly comedic. After finishing a bowl of Vietnamese noodles that was bigger than my face, I got in the car to head home. As my left leg swung up towards the passenger seat, I felt a breeze on my thigh. Rest in peace, JC Penney jeans. You will be missed.


It was a fitting end to an excellent day. We had just come from my favorite place in the world, the Burlington kitchen supply store. Elise was surprised that I had never been there before, so naturally she had to show me.


“But… you’re like the ultimate kitchen supply nerd. How have you never been here?” she wondered as I stared, wide-eyed, at the shelf dedicated entirely to kitchen knives. After watching me wander around the store for far too long, Elise and Catherine had to physically drag me away from the wall of dishware. I didn’t need an 8-piece dining set, no matter how pretty the floral pattern was. It was a funny parallel to our experience in the Vermont Flannel store.


“Wait. You’re from Vermont and you’ve never been to the Vermont Flannel Store? That’s almost offensive. We’re fixing that today.” I was not going to let Elise go another day without experiencing the wonderful softness that is the Vermont Flannel Store. We weren’t planning on stopping there on our way up to Burlington, but once we learned that Elise had never been there, we planned a pit stop.


Our plan for the day was simple: to get off campus. It was a resounding success. We wandered around Burlington, fought the urge to buy all the flannel, and ate noodles at the cheapest and most delicious Vietnamese restaurant in Vermont. I wish every day was like this one, but I’ll have to be content with replaying it in my head forwards and backwards when I need a happy memory.

Swahili for ‘Goat Turds’
There are a lot of things in the world that I’m fairly decent at. I can fold paper cranes, drive a car, speak German, and cook scrambled eggs on both gas & electric stoves. There are also infinitely more things that I am awful at. To name a few, I am terrible at being sick, Gin Rummy, and making decisions.


Brennan knocked once on the table to indicate the end of the round. I groaned, sniffled, and took a swig of my lemon tea with honey. In my hand I had a three-card straight, an ace, and three pairs. This would have been a great hand in poker, but in Gin Rummy, the straight was the only thing that counted as ‘good’. When the play got back to Brennan, we put our cards on the table and added up points. Brennan: 2. Will: 12. Emily: 53. I proudly declared that I was winning.


“Emily, you do realize that the point of the game is to get as few points as possible, don’t you?” Will laughed at me as he shuffled the cards. 


“Yes. And I’m winning.” I smiled, daring him to challenge me. He dealt another round of cards, shaking his head and silently judging me.


Card games had become our Friday tradition. (Well, this was only our second week, but we liked to call it a tradition) We had decided that there was nothing more important that spending our Friday afternoons playing card games in the dining hall until they kicked us out. It’s not that we didn’t have things to do, but at that point in time, homework and responsibilities were not our priorities. We drank tea. We learned that the word for ‘clubs’ in Swahili translates literally to ‘goat turds’ (Thanks, Brennan’s J term class). We laughed at how frighteningly awful I was at Gin Rummy.


I wish I could say I was exaggerating how bad I was for the purposes of humor, but I’m not. Once, nine out of the ten cards in my hand were clubs, but I still had 21 points in my hand. There was also the time I had a seven-card straight, but it was unsuited, which is useless in Gin Rummy. There was no pressure to be good, though. It would not affect my GPA or make me a less marketable employee. The only thing that mattered was the fact that we were playing the game.

Tea Time

My friend group may have a very diverse set of interests, but we can all agree on one thing: tea is one of the best discoveries that man has made. Elise and I end nearly every night with a cup of tea. I’m strongly considering paying 37 € in shipping for a bag of my favorite tea from Germany. Ellen has a desk drawer full of tea. Needless to say, we have a lot of tea parties. Sometimes we plan them (“Tea tonight after work?” “God yes, I’ll be back at 8”), but most of the time it’s unplanned. Ellen knocks on our door to ask about our plans for break, then Sofia comes over with her knitting and brings Erin along. Catherine shows up, and suddenly we’re out of chairs and clean mugs. 

Nights like this are the reason I have a quote wall. The wall space next to my desk is covered in pink sticky notes with quotes including “true friends carry each others’ beans” and “I think underwear and soup are equally exciting!” My memory is terrible. Sometimes I forget to eat lunch, and I constantly thank the Internet for reminding me when my friends’ birthdays are coming up. The quote wall is my memory of these nights, of the hilarious things that my friends say that will remind me of the nights we spent just enjoying being in the same room. Nights like this are my favorite nights.
An Epiphany
I've lost count of the number of people who have asked me, “so, why ice skating?” when I tell them I signed up for figure skating lessons and spend my weekends staring longingly at ponds that are not frozen. Up until very recently, my answer was some variation of “oh, I don't know. It seems like fun? I just... want to be good at it I guess.”


My answer has finally changed. While at dinner with Brennan, the Gin Rummy wizard, she asked me the inevitable question, but unlike so many others, she probed further.


“Tell me what you're writing about,” she asked, tuning out the buzz of the dining hall to really listen to what I had to say. I explained my idea: I had been on ice skating adventures before, but I was always too busy thinking about what my feet were doing to admire the trees.


“Well that's it, isn't it?” She leaned back in her chair, warming her hands on her second or third mug of tea or decaf coffee, I couldn't tell anymore. She went on when she realized I didn't share her epiphany.


“You're going skating because you never felt proficient enough to look at the trees. It's the perfect metaphor for your college career.”


Oh my god. Brennan was right. This is the story of me learning how to stop and look at the trees.
