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theStupidQuestion
It all started on a fall bike ride. My friend Steven, an ER doctor in 
Hanover, New Hampshire, asked a dumb question. Did I want to join his group on a backcountry 
ski trip to British Columbia in February?

The group had reserved a week at Ice Creek Lodge, a helicopter-accessed shelter on the western 
edge of Valhalla Provincial Park, in the Selkirk Mountains. Most of the details had already been 
worked out. Our guide was Evan Stevens, an American expat with enough experience to earn chief 
examiner status with the Association of Canadian Mountain Guides. The trip would be fully catered, 
with a cook preparing all our meals. We’d ski tour for seven days in the famous Kootenay coldsmoke.

Of course I wanted to go.
The harder question was this: Did I, as a parent of three kids between the ages of ten and 

one, have any business going away for ten days to pursue my dreams of big mountains and 
deep powder? I struggled with that question for two weeks. Naturally, I talked it over with my 
wife, Kate. She didn’t say no. (I’ll leave it at that.) And Steven needed cash to hold my spot. 
Remembering an old koan from a college roommate, I decided it was better to regret something I 
had done than to regret something I hadn’t. I was in.

Fast forward to February and the timing for this adventure is turning out to 
be really bad. Okay, horrible. Our seven-year-old son, Brian, disclosed to us in January that he was 
being severely bullied in school, and it was evident from his behavior that he’d been traumatized. 
He demanded that I stay home. We immediately addressed the bullying, and deciding that he was 
now safe at school, so I choose not to cancel my trip. But as I pack the car to pick up Steven and 
drive to the airport, Brian runs outside barefoot through the snow and locks himself in the vehicle. 
It takes nearly all my emotional and physical strength to carry him, literally kicking and screaming, 
back inside. I say a sheepish goodbye to Kate, who looks at me with pure hatred.
 That anguish doesn’t disappear when the helicopter touches down on a narrow perch above Ice 
Creek Lodge, but the snow-cloaked spruces make my home in Vermont seem on another planet. By 
intentionally secluding myself in a place with no cell phone reception, and weak wi-fi, I’ve made 
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when maybe he shouldn’t.



it easy to ignore my family. At the same time, I get an ominous sense that the self-indulgent joy of 
this ski adventure will always be marked with an asterisk in my mind, a footnote in my personal 
annals, that it came at the expense of abandoning the most important people in my life at a time 
when they needed me most. 

 The lodge sits just below treeline, at the foot of three major avalanche drainages. Thankfully, 
the building is shielded from danger by a ring of boulders the size of two-story houses. We arrive 
at the end of an impressive storm cycle that’s kept the alpine terrain off limits for weeks, dumping 
meters upon meters of snow. The weather pattern is looking favorable for settling the snowpack 
and affording good visibility of the jagged, rocky spires of the Valhallas. We prepare ourselves for 

long walks through thousands of acres of steep terrain at treeline and above—no heli-drops here—
and dream of zig-zagging our way up over notches between cliffs and taking in panoramic alpine 
views before releasing all that energy down the other side. 

On day one, we do a short ski tour in the dense trees above the lodge and huddle in the cold 
to discuss best-practices for finding and digging out companions caught in an avalanche. The sky 
is low and seems to squeeze flurries out of the air as if airborne frozen pixie dust is just a chronic 
condition in this world. At sunrise the following day we learn that isn’t true. The environment 
suddenly feels less claustrophobic as the soft morning light reveals the high peaks and ridges. 
Nearby Mount Urd glows like a hoary tusk sticking out of the tundra. Our group of 10 gapes in 
awe at the scale and beauty of our temporary home, feeling lucky to have blue skies above.

Each day follows a wonderfully monotonous schedule. Coffee by 6:30, breakfast at 7:00, outside 
with skins and skis on by 8:00. Tour all day up cols, down alpine bowls and slide paths, and 
through old-growth evergreens. Make thousands of weightless turns in dry, thigh-deep powder—
more in one week than I’d normally get in an entire season in Vermont. Hobble back to the lodge 
by 5:00 for appetizers and West Coast IPAs. A family-style dinner—with entrees like pulled pork, 
chicken curry, and fajitas—at 7:00. In bed by 9:00. Amazingly, the quality of the skiing crescendos 
on our final day, as if our guide is saving the best for last, when we bootpack to a few summits in 
the bright sunshine and slash ski-movie turns for thousands of uninterrupted vertical feet.

 I’m not sure there’s a right answer to that question I asked myself before committing to this trip. 
Should I be here? My stomach says no. All week, I’m plagued by nervous indigestion. But my ego 
isn’t so circumspect. I’m feeling stronger every day, skiing with more confidence, gathering up clips 
for the highlight reel of my life. I’m a skier, godammit, and this is what skiers do—if they’re lucky. 

And yet, it was extremely difficult for my family while I was gone. 
Brian didn’t want to go to school. Our toddler slept poorly. My parents tried to help out, but 
grandparents are sometimes just another form of children. I didn’t exactly come home to a hero’s 
welcome. In fact, Kate barely spoke to me for a few days. I’m grateful I have an outlet like skiing 
to replenish my patience and remind me that existence is more than paying daycare bills, doing 
laundry, and nagging kids to get dressed on time. This may sound bad, but for me the privilege of 
raising kids isn’t enough of a gift by itself—I need my own time for unbridled adventure and fun. 
You probably do too.  

Looking back on it now, the trip taught me an important lesson: If I’m going to inconvenience 
my loved ones so I can go shred powder in the wilderness, I’d better make that trip damn special. I 
won’t be leaving for any 10-day solo vacations anytime soon, but this one was so good it will make 
that wait a little easier. 
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