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Learning to Fly 
FROM I NJ U RY TO PR EGN A NC Y TO T H AT DA M N ROC K , 

N AV IG AT I NG A N I M PER FEC T WOR L D ON T WO W H EEL S

BY KRISTA L ANGLOIS
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O n November 1, 2015, I posted the first-ever picture 
of me on a mountain bike on social media. For the 

caption, I wrote: “You know the old saying: When life hands 
you a broken mirror smashed over your face, buy a mountain 
bike.”  
 Two weeks earlier, on a rainy Monday night, I’d gone to 
a hot yoga class for the first time in years. Eighty-something 
minutes into a ninety-minute class, the teacher plugged 
in a strand of Christmas lights and  instructed us to move 
into  wheel pose.  Three rows of sweaty humans laid on our 
backs. We planted our hands and feet on the floor and pushed 
into backbends. I tried to breathe deeply. 
 Then from across the room, I heard a yell—“No!” Or 
maybe, “Oh, God!” I don’t remember. My senses couldn’t reg-
ister what was happening. I thought maybe I was fainting, or 
that the room was collapsing and the Christmas lights were 
tilting down on me. In reality, a fifteen-foot floor-to-ceiling 
mirror had come unglued from the wall and was falling, slow-
ly at first but with gathering speed, the way a felled tree gains 
momentum before it crashes to the forest floor. The mirror 
broke over two other people in its path, but the bulk of its 
force landed on me. The glass shattered over my body.  
 The next thing I knew, I was lifting myself from a pile of 
shards like a sea monster emerging from the ocean’s depths. I 
couldn’t see through the blood pouring down my face.
 Paramedics arrived. When they ripped off the towel a 
friend had wrapped around my head to stem the bleeding, I 
glimpsed a dozen scantily clad women huddling among pools 
of blood while firefighters scooped up broken glass with snow 
shovels. There was an ambulance ride. At the ER, a doctor 
stitched up a three-inch gash in my forehead and I tried to lie 
still while tears leaked from my eyes. The next day I stayed in 
bed and cried some more. 
 A week later I roused myself to hike beneath Sleeping 
Ute Mountain, a prominent peak that rises from the desert 
in southwestern Colorado where I live. Two weeks later, I 
bought my first mountain bike.  
 It was a hardtail 29er, a rental being sold at the end of 
the season. I paid $500 for it. I knew nothing about mountain 
bikes except that I had taken a borrowed one for a spin once 
and had felt an incomparable freedom, flying over waves of 
dry earth the way birds ride currents of air. On my new bike, 
I rode in running tights and an old helmet and told myself I 

wouldn’t spend any more money on this sport.  
 But I did. I bought gloves one week, a new helmet the 
next. I took my first good fall, flying over the handlebars on 
a tight curve, then looking around and dusting myself off, re-
lieved no one had seen. I got up and kept riding. I fell again, 
and again. When I wasn’t riding, I went to a salon and had 
bangs cut to cover the scar that was so prominent on my fore-
head people compared me to Harry Potter.
 It was supposed to be a compliment, but I’d never read 
Harry Potter. To me, the scar simply made me look old, like I 
had a permanent furrow carved between my brows. Friends 
kept asking, Are you going to write about this? and I balked. 
What would I write, an essay for a yoga magazine about how 
the scar had helped me see my inner beauty? Friends also 
gently inquired whether I’d seen a therapist to process the 
trauma. Also no. It was a freak accident. What more was there 
to say?
 It turns out there was a lot more to say. A facial scar from 
a yoga injury is about the most privileged—and absurd—
kind of scar you can have, but in a culture where women have 
been sold the idea that our worth is rooted in our beauty, it 
was nonetheless a source of insecurity. Every time I looked 
in the mirror, it reminded me of the other scars I bear from 
three decades of being female, some of which are visible, 
most of which are not. 
 So instead of going to therapy, I got on my bike. I nar-
rowed my eyes and stared down that motherfucking rock 
that I couldn’t get over and willed myself to get over it. I 
bought clipless pedals that allowed no room for excuses, and, 
with a small settlement from the accident, I traded my bike 
for a Specialized Rhyme Comp that cost more than my first 
car. And then I started training. 

It was day five of a seven-day bikepacking trip. I was climb-
ing. I would never not be climbing. The rugged four-wheel-
drive road carved into a redrock cliff would never end. We’d 
already crossed the long, flat Paradox Valley, stinking hot 
and littered with old uranium mines. We’d crested several 
mountain passes half-buried in snow. We’d crossed rush-
ing rivers, outrun lightning storms, been pelted with hail, 
squished through mud, fixed bent derailleurs, taken wrong 
turns. We’d covered nearly 200 miles and pushed our bodies 
past the point where they wanted to give up and make for 

Instead of going to therapy, 
I got on my bike.
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the nearest highway. And now we were here. Or rather, I was 
here. The seven friends I was traveling with had disappeared 
from view and I was struggling alone at the back, cursing my 
way up a thousand-foot incline. Fuck this, I thought, with each 
pedal rotation. Fuck. This. But I kept grinding uphill. 
 For a while, I focused on a cut in the rock that seemed 
to mark the top of the road, the place where it leveled into a 
plateau and where I imagined my friends would be waiting. 
But when I got there, totally spent, it revealed itself to be only 
the halfway point. I considered throwing my bike off the cliff, 
but instead I clipped back in. Fuck. This.
 When I finally reached the true high point, my friends 
were there, helmets strewn in the dirt, eating beef jerky and 
dried mangos with the sweat already dry on their faces. They 
cheered when I approached. I cringed. Their cheering was like 
an elementary school participation medal, acknowledgement 
that I did the thing even if I came in last. I flashed them a 
smile and found a juniper tree to sit under and kept my sun-
glasses on so no one could see that I was crying, quite sud-
denly and for no reason I could explain. Maybe it was just a 
physical release. Or maybe it was the fact that I’d been train-
ing for the trip all summer and still spent every day staring at 
my friends’ backs as they pedaled out of sight.
 The friends on this trip were from Colorado, and Colo-
rado is like Mecca for masochistic, super-fit people who like 
the outdoors. The particular corner of Colorado where I live 
is renowned for its biking, and at least once a week when I’m 
panting up a steep hill or in the midst of the embarrassing 
slow-fall that happens when you can’t unclip from your ped-
als fast enough, a professional athlete—or someone who has 
a day job but could be a professional athlete—zooms past me 
in a blur of dust. 
 As soon as they’re out of sight, though, my smile fades. 
I will never be that good. And when I take off my helmet, my 
bangs stick straight up like Cameron Diaz’s in There’s Some-
thing About Mary and my scar is impossible to hide. 
 Sitting in the shade, I studied my legs. They’ve always 

been long and tan, and no matter how self-conscious I’ve 
been about the rest of my body, I’ve loved them. Now, my 
shins looked like they’d gone through a meat grinder. I had a 
vicious sock-tan line, and my knees were scabbed and lumpy. 
My forearms were no better, eggy with scar tissue and bruis-
es. It was like the rest of my body had decided to match my 
face, as if the very essence of my physical self was daring me 
to keep going, to shed prettiness and softness and replace it 
with something tough and resilient.  
 Except I didn’t feel tough and resilient. I bought a moun-
tain bike because of the joy I’d felt flying through the desert. 
But with all the pushing myself and judging myself and try-
ing to keep up, I’d forgotten what that joy felt like. 

The thing that caused me to remember came unexpectedly, 
while sitting on a toilet staring in disbelief at a drug-store 
pregnancy test I’d been carting around with the rest of my 
belongings for years. The hilltop crying jag and utter exhaus-
tion suddenly made sense: I was pregnant! Now, instead of 
beating myself up for being at the back of the pack, I felt inor-
dinately proud that I did the thing at all. 
 In the early months of my pregnancy, it didn’t occur to 
me to stop biking. Most of the time, my body was no longer 
my own, overtaken by another life that made me feel nau-
seous or crampy or exhausted or simply uncertain about what 
the future held. About whether I’d have to give up kayaking 
and wilderness trips and leaving the house on a whim to ped-
al down a sage-scented trail under a dome of sky. When I was 
biking, though, my body felt like my own again, even if be-
ing pregnant changed how I approached the sport. Instead 
of conquering hills or technical features with a steely resolve 
that bordered on anger, I went at my own pace and felt no 
shame in walking any section where I might fall. I got softer, 
and it didn’t feel like a bad thing. 
 By the time I was five months pregnant, the only trails I 
felt comfortable riding were unmarked ones in a high-eleva-
tion canyon near our house, trails so flat and gentle they’re 
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not even identified as mountain bike routes in this bike-
crazed region. As far as I could tell, the only other person 
who biked there was an old guy who lived in a cabin at the 
mouth of the canyon. He rode a janky single speed and was so 
confident in the mellow terrain that the one time I glimpsed 
him, he wasn’t wearing a helmet. I didn’t care. It was Novem-
ber and the air carried the first bite of winter and the smell 
that my tires released as they rolled over sun-dappled spruce 
needles was sublime.
 Around six months, I quit mountain biking out of ne-
cessity. Waddling around on foot was hard enough. But my 
husband still went biking with our friends, and I won’t lie and 
say I wasn’t jealous. Once, when we were all camped outside 
Moab, I stayed at the campsite with a mom and her toddler 
while the rest of the crew hopped on their bikes and pedaled 
away. The baby was having a tough day, and as she wailed into 
the still desert air, I told myself that this was what I signed up 
for: a campsite littered with plastic toys, a baby who doesn’t 
want to nap, a partner who got to have fun while I stayed 
behind. It felt like an unimaginable loss of freedom. 
 That night I tossed and turned, listening to the wind rat-
tle the rabbitbrush, watching the moon arc across the sky.

When my daughter Josephine was born in April, none of 
that mattered. If having her meant never biking again, that 
was okay with me. And having your lady bits ripped open 
and sewn back up doesn’t exactly foster the desire to mount 
a crotch-height metal object and ride it down a bumpy trail 
anyway. So Jo and I spent a lot of time on the couch, or walk-
ing ever so gingerly around the neighborhood, each step like 
climbing a mountain. That was enough. For a while. 
 Twelve weeks later, house-sitting in California, I craved 
more. Peeing no longer felt like an epic adventure, my bike 
clothes fit again, and Josephine liked her dad well enough to 
hang out with him for a couple hours without me. 
 There was a trail not far away that ended at a beach on 
the Pacific, and one evening, just after the summer solstice, I 
left Jesse and Jo there, changed into my chamois, and got on 
my bike for the first time in six months. It was, as they say, 
like riding a bike. Except better. If you think you’ve felt true 
freedom before having a kid, wait until you have a helpless, 
fragile human who depends on you 24 hours a day and then 
you get to be away from that human, alone, for two whole 
hours.
 The ride started with a long climb through eucalyptus 
forest and scrubby hills. Then it crested a volcanic peak. And 
suddenly, spread out below me was the Pacific Ocean, huge 
and shimmering and catching the light of a summer evening 
sky. The next three miles were all downhill—singletrack that 

swooped through long, golden grasses, each turn bringing 
new views of the sea. There was no one else on the trail. As I 
picked up speed, I was filled with a giddy kind of happiness 
that was entirely different from the quiet happiness of snug-
gling with a baby. It was a childlike happiness, like being a 
kid just before the street lights come on, pumping your legs 
and coasting down a hill in the lush summer air, the glow of 
houses becoming a blur, the bike tires a blur, the pavement a 
blur, everything vague and unimportant except this—fear-
lessness, freedom, flying. 
 A few months earlier, I’d watched a film about Jon Wil-
son, a mountain biker in Vermont who lost his leg to can-
cer. He continued biking without a prosthetic, the stump of 
his left leg gripping the saddle, his right leg pumping double 
time. His balance and strength blew my mind. But there was 
one scene—a montage of him trying to get over the same 
rock again and again, trying and failing but each time get-
ting a little closer until he finally made it—when I realized 
the film wasn’t a celebration of Jon’s athleticism. It was about 
why we bike—any of us. “If I don’t ride a bike, I will lose my 
mind,” Jon said. “The simple answer is it brings me joy, but 
it’s more complicated than that…That frustration, that anx-
iety, that insecurity can build in me and I have to channel it 
through my mountain bike. There’s this release. I can kind of 
feel it through my handlebars.” 
 When my childhood best friend with cystic fibrosis got 
a double lung transplant at age 31, after a decade of being 
so crippled by illness that she couldn’t walk across the house 
without a tank of oxygen, the first thing she did upon recov-
ery was buy a bicycle. When another friend was rendered 
paraplegic after a climbing accident, she bought a hand cycle 
and began training for a grueling race called the Iron Horse. 
Then she rode Utah’s 100-mile White Rim Trail.
 That evening in California, I let go of the brakes and 
thought of those friends. I thought of Jon Wilson, whom 
I’ve never met. I thought of the old guy back home who rides 
without a helmet, and the kids I’ve met in remote villages to 
whom a bike represents absolute freedom. I can’t put myself 
inside anyone else’s head, but I imagine we all feel the same 
when we’re soaring down a trail or along an empty road some 
evening when the light is golden and trees are flashing by. In 
those moments, we’re free from whatever defines us the rest 
of the time. We aren’t pregnant women or senior citizens or 
people with organ transplants. We aren’t people with one leg 
that works or no legs that work, or any manner of scars, visi-
ble or not. We’re simply humans doing our best to navigate an 
imperfect world, and this is as close as we’ll come to flying.  
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