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Clamor and Buzz
I v e r  A r n e g A r d

Phil’s Cessna sailed across Lake Iksgiza, carving a perfect triangle of rip-
ples behind him. As he accelerated, the engine whined to a higher pitch and 
the plane lifted off the water. From the deck of the cabin, Rita and I watched 
him circle, lock in on our location, and head straight for us. We were close 
enough to see his devilish grin when the plane lurched upward, shaking the 
spruce around us.
 As the hum of the engine faded to silence it was hard to imagine that Phil 
would be eighty miles away, back in Fairbanks and civilization, in less than an 
hour, leaving us alone in a place that hadn’t been changed by anything but geol-
ogy in the last million years. It would take a week to hike out of there, through 
the alder tangles, permafrost swamps, and silt-filled rivers of Interior Alaska: a 
wilderness so vast that airplanes, radios, even portable stoves seemed not only 
out-of-place but somehow irreverent.
 Blocked from the insulatory effects of the ocean by the Alaska Range—the 
highest mountain chain in North America—the Interior received the most 
brutal temperatures on Earth. During winter months sixty below was not un-
common and in the summer the mercury spiked toward triple digits, endowing 
that part of Alaska with the world’s greatest annual temperature swing.
 I’d traveled and lived all over but that was the place I liked best. The scale 
was beyond comprehension. In Alaska distances were wider, everything larger. 
The mass had its own gravity, its own pull on time. 
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 My girlfriend, Rita, and I had come to clear land and build wind turbines 
for her dad. We’d also come to find whatever perspective that huge, empty place 
could offer, hoping to set things right in our lives again. It had been Rita’s idea, 
a probationary period until August when we’d decide if our relationship was 
worth salvaging.
 Her father, Phil, was convinced that society as we know it was about to 
unravel thanks to oil depletion, the subsequent energy crises, and looming re-
source wars. Before Phil had indoctrinated me with his doomsday sermons, I’d 
been much happier. Ignorance really was bliss. Adam and Eve were expelled 
from paradise for eating a forbidden fruit. The apple in question was plucked, 
not surprisingly, from the tree of knowledge. 
 If he was right about the future, Phil and his family would be safe living 
off the land out there, forty miles from the nearest gravel road. And if he was 
wrong, he’d have one of the most secluded cabin retreats imaginable. 
 For religious reasons, apocalyptic paranoia, low self-esteem or misanthropic 
sensibilities, Alaska was a magnet for survivalists. Phil had a wood burning 
stove, solar paneling, and a five-hundred gallon storage tank for fuel. Over the 
years, he’d flown in every kind of tool, first aid kit, and survival gear imaginable. 
He shot moose from his front porch. Last summer Phil bought his own saw-
mill and bulldozer and floated them a hundred miles down the Tanana. A few 
months later he used the dozer to pull the sawmill over twenty miles of snow 
and ice to the lake. Now, as we cleared land for additional cabins and wind 
turbines, we’d take the trees we cut and mill them into lumber ourselves. 
 Phil could fix anything. It’s no wonder Arctic Technical Services, his self-
made company specializing in energy ratings for homes and businesses, was so 
lucrative. 
 Before leaving us alone on the lake, he’d walked me around the cabin, point-
ing out anything of importance. “Here’s the generator,” he said, kicking a small 
lawnmower-size engine sitting amidst tools in the corner of the cabin. “Use it 
to recharge the main battery when you run low. But always use it outside, with 
an extension chord running into the house. If you turn it on in here the cabin’ll 
fill with exhaust and you’ll poison yourself.”

•
The plumes of certain peacocks have a singular purpose: attracting mates. Oth-
erwise useless, their feathers take a lot of energy to grow and mostly either 
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slow them down or get in the way. They’re status symbols. Biological bling. It 
reminds me of guys I knew shoveling tar and gravel on a D.C. road crew. As 
soon as we clocked off, they put their gold chains back on. Some could barely 
pay their rent, even lived in souped up cars, yet always maintained the illusion 
of virility and wealth. 
 “What did you do this weekend?” I’d ask Larry as we patched holes in the 
asphalt.
 “Shit,” he’d say. “I put on my chains. Cruised up and down Georgetown. 
Bitches be watching.”
 The first thing that impressed me about Rita was how unimpressed she was 
by those kinds of things. She’d grown up in Fox, Alaska, without indoor plumb-
ing. Since she could walk, she’d hauled water through deep snow, fifty below or 
not. She liked fishing more than I did and didn’t mind getting messy when it 
came to cleaning or gutting her catch. Like me, she was a private person with a 
past she kept locked away. Rita had a long flow of coffee-colored hair, a round 
face with high cheekbones and almond-shaped eyes. She was muscular—a true 
tomboy—but with a graceful, feminine side. Playful and funny, Rita was rare as 
any bling I’d ever seen.
 I first met her at The Pub, an on-campus bar at the University of Alaska 
Fairbanks, where I was finishing my master's. Like many at UAF she was an 
older student, twenty-five at the time, who’d already done a lot with her life 
before going back to school. She was a world traveler, a licensed massage thera-
pist and an experienced firefighter. But I figured she was out of my league, so I 
didn’t make a move.
 I’d come to Alaska for freedom and adventure, the chance to live off the 
land, and for various idealistic mantras I’d borrowed from the pages of Jack 
London and Robert Service. Growing up in Virginia, I’d spent all my time 
tramping through the woods behind my house, wandering until lost, then find-
ing my way home again. I went to Montana for college. It seemed like the wild-
est place left in the lower forty eight. After graduation, I loaded my truck with 
a few belongings and set out for Alaska. My entire life I’d been headed that way, 
pushing west and north toward the map’s dwindling blank spots. 
 My first year up north I lived alone in a remote cabin south of the Alaska 
Range. With a subsistence license I could hunt or harvest anything. Salmon, 
moose, caribou, ptarmigan. I’d never known that kind of freedom until then 
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and I haven’t known it since.
 But it taught me that I was no hermit.
 I loved periods of solitude but I also loved people. As much as I hated to ad-
mit it, I was lonely in the bush. And I’d always dreamt of becoming a writer. So 
I moved to a one-room cabin outside of Fairbanks and enrolled in the creative 
writing program at the University of Alaska. 
 Three years later, after earning my master's, I realized I wanted to keep 
teaching at the college level, which required a PhD. And there were no pro-
grams in Alaska. At the time I thought I could live anywhere as long as I had 
a rewarding job, teaching and writing. And five dark winters—the mercury 
hovering below zero for months at a time—had persuaded me that maybe I 
could live outside Alaska again. So I applied to a few doctoral programs. They 
were mostly back east, and Ohio University, a solid department offering the 
most funding, was my top choice.

•
Since the earth orbits elliptically, the sun is anywhere from 92 to 94 million 
miles away throughout the course of a year. Everything on earth is born of solar 
energy and solar energy is always escaping back into space, filtering through 
our atmosphere, which stalls enough warmth for life as we know it to pro-
ceed. Plants, trees, fossil fuels. All are batteries for solar energy. Some older and 
denser than others. And we need the sun as much, if not more than anything 
else. We draw nutrients from it. The best way to load up on vitamin D is to 
catch some rays. This is hard to do half the year if you live at high latitudes.
 If you’re truly in love with the Last Frontier, it’s the most dysfunctional, 
brutal relationship imaginable. One you can never free yourself from no matter 
how much it kicks your ass, leaves you out in the cold, or drives you to drink. 
No one I’ve met who’s been there over twenty years is what I’d call stable. In 
Alaska I’ve known more people on anti-depressants than anywhere else I’ve 
lived. Each winter I’d watch at least one of my friends lose their grip and either 
move away, check themselves in, or end up in jail.
 As winter drags on, your mental and sometimes physical health heads south. 
Through isolation, the mind numbing cold, and months of darkness you fight 
to keep a fingernail grip on sanity. Sure, methods and devices have been in-
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vented to help people cope. I borrowed a light box from a friend one winter. It 
was incredible, like plugging in the sun. Nice and bright, it even radiated heat. 
I kept it on my desk, shining directly on my face while I worked, until one day 
I read the fine print about the dangers of skin cancer and possible damage to 
the retina or cornea. I gave it back after that and decided to take my chances 
with depression.
 Slowly up north, sunlight bleeds back into the landscape and by March the 
days and nights are as balanced as anywhere else on earth. Ironically, that’s 
when insanity reaches its fevered pitch. You’ve heard of March madness? 
Spring fever? Multiply those by ten. The sun’s out and temperatures are rising, 
but there’s still tons of snow on the ground. And it’ll take months to melt. Ev-
ery instinct screams, Get out, get moving. Start preparing for next fall. But you’re 
trapped. And five months of winter have already rattled your nerves. There’s a 
reason March has the highest rate of suicide in Alaska. Sometimes a premature 
thaw makes it seem like spring’ll come early. Then the mercury drops as sud-
denly as it climbed and it snows two more feet. That’s when the shotgun comes 
off the rack. Barrel in mouth, toe on trigger.
 But then, finally, something magical happens. There’s no other word for it. 
Sooner or later summer swings open, as if on hinges, and life explodes. Bears 
step out, dazed, rubbing winter from their eyes as clouds of geese swim over-
head, sucked up into the sky. Everywhere buds burst from branches and sprouts 
overtake retreating snow. Suddenly it’s May and the sun only dips below the 
horizon a few hours a night. You’re neon. Electrified. Glowing and buzzing, no 
matter how low you sank last winter, you’re riding equally as high. And you’ve 
never felt so alive. There’s a frenetic energy humming through the air waves. It’s 
dangerous at times, full of mania and delusion.

•
I’d just finished my term at the University of Alaska when my acceptance letter 
from Ohio came in the mail. I remember feeling something, but not joy. Not 
despair either. Ambivalence, I guess—I didn’t know what to do. So I called the 
number at the bottom of the letter and talked to Dr. Bloomfield, the depart-
ment’s academic advisor. A friendly voice, she made the program sound appeal-
ing. A tight group, she said, the professors just dying to work with students. 
They had an excellent job placement record and had chosen only four of us out 
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of a hundred and thirty applicants. 
 It seemed like they wanted me. And after spending months applying to 
programs and a small fortune on application fees I figured I might as well fol-
low through. Alaska wasn’t going anywhere and I could always come back for 
summers. So I’d give Ohio a shot, though I’d never stop wondering whether I’d 
made the right decision about leaving. 
 I liked to write and teach but had never considered myself a scholar. I’d 
worked on road crews and construction crews, as a farm and ranch hand, a log-
ger, and a carpenter. All my life I’d been torn between the blue collar culture 
and academia. A part of two worlds, but never fully belonging to either.
 It kept me up at night. Sometimes till dawn. I’d always been an insomniac 
but never that bad. I grew antsy. Restless beyond belief. The voices in my head 
kept whispering, Let go. Just let go.
 And one day I did.
 I started tilting the bottle. Every night I had a party at my cabin. And bon-
fires. I burned everything. Each morning I’d find someone passed out on my 
couch. Until I burned that, too. I ended up burning all my furniture. And a grill 
with a propane tank that someone had brought over. They say the tank made 
fireworks for an hour. But I was blacked out.
 I had a job. I moved lumber and cinder blocks at Plant Kingdom, a local 
greenhouse. They paid me under the table and I got to pick my own hours. 
I’d drive to work whenever I woke up, haul beams and blocks, and bask in the 
leftover buzz of last night’s bender. When I’d nearly sweat it all out, or started 
feeling sober, I’d clock off, stop by the liquor store, and head home. After build-
ing another fire, I’d crank Waylon Jennings, and start boozing again. Sometimes 
I’d call friends to come over. Sometimes I’d drink alone. It didn’t matter much 
to me. 
 It sounds pathetic, I know. But there was something liberating about it. No 
restraint. No caution or self control. Letting go was total freedom. 
 Somewhere in the middle of that binge I looked Rita’s number up in the 
book and asked her to meet me for a drink at the Golden Eagle. We hooked 
up right away and started boozing together. We both had a little money saved 
and I talked her into hitting the road with me. One last hurrah before leaving 
Alaska. I never got around to telling Plant Kingdom I wouldn’t be working 
anymore but I’m sure they figured it out.
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 Rita and I headed south and pitched my tent along Resurrection Creek, 
outside of Seward. That first night we hitched into town and pulled up two 
stools at the Yukon Bar. Hobo Jim, an Alaskan favorite and local balladeer, who 
played everything from Dylan to Irish drinking songs to his own originals, was 
strumming his guitar and crooning up on stage. 
 All smiles, Rita and I drank Budweisers and listened to the music. When 
Jim finished his first set, I turned to her. “What’s your favorite song?” I said.
 She didn’t have to think about it. “Lay, Lady, Lay.” 
 I nodded and took a drink. “That’s a great song.”
 Rita laughed. “If you’re really the one, he’ll play it tonight.”
 “And if he doesn’t?”
 She shrugged.
 I knew he played some Dylan but I wasn’t betting on my chances until Jim 
got back up on stage, hit an A chord, a C, and a G, and went right into the first 
verse: Lay, Lady, Lay. Lay across my big brass bed. I took Rita’s hand, and led her 
out on the floor. Cheek to cheek, we danced for hours. After leaving the bar we 
walked down along the ocean. The sun had dropped behind the mountains but 
the high snow fields still reflected its crimson glow. As the beer wore off I was 
feeling sick. Not from drinking but the thought of leaving all this behind. And 
a stunning woman I was just now getting to know. We made love back at camp 
and Rita fell asleep on my chest while I stared at the ceiling of the tent until 
the first light of morning streamed through the canvas.

•
We’d only gone out a few weeks when Rita decided to move with me to Ohio. 
It was a gamble, but even now I don’t regret it. We were impulsive, riding that 
certain buzz only high octane adrenaline can fuel. And it was now or never—
our only chance to know whether or not it could work.
 The first and most important thing Ohio taught me was that I couldn’t 
live just anywhere. Regardless of a career or any other reason. Don’t get me 
wrong, Athens was nice. A colonial style town with brick streets and old granite 
churches, it was beyond quaint. 
 Quaint just wasn’t my thing. 
 Though I decided to stick it out until I finished my degree—partly because 
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I’d started it but mostly because I feared failure—I would spend each summer 
in Alaska until I could return. I’d look for a teaching job up there when I was 
finished, but if not, I was moving back regardless. I had to live somewhere in, or 
near, the wild. In the lower forty eight there were only islands of wilderness left, 
surrounded by cities and their sprawl. But in Alaska the few cities—Anchorage, 
Fairbanks, Juneau—were themselves islands amidst the last great beyond.

•
It was after that first year in Athens that Rita and I returned to Alaska to work 
on the compound. Phil had offered us jobs on the lake, and plane tickets back 
to Ohio in September. I couldn’t pass up the chance to live in the boonies again. 
This time not alone, but with a beautiful woman. Besides, Rita and I were on 
the rocks and needed one last chance to make it work. We hadn’t had sex in 
months. In fact, since October our sex life had been all but nonexistent.
 Still, we quickly fell into our own rhythm in the bush. We’d haul lumber 
all day and eat dinner overlooking the lake. At night we’d swim. Or fish. Iks-
giza was full of northern pike, marauding the reeds near shore and preying on 
careless frogs. Some pike grew so big they’d rip unsuspecting ducks from the 
surface and pull them into the depths. Around midnight, Rita and I took turns 
reading to each other on the deck. Each night we fell asleep to the tremolo of 
loons, echoing throughout the hills around the lake. 
 Sometimes we’d take a day off work to hike. Rita, an excellent shot, would 
strap the .44 to her belt. One afternoon we came across fresh grizzly tracks in 
the mud and the hair on my neck stiffened, a ripple of goose flesh washing over 
my scalp. The Blackfeet Indians thought the gods sent down bears to humble 
man. And I believed it. As previous encounters flashed across the back wall of 
my mind, Rita smiled nervously and fingered the trigger of her pistol.
 From time to time, Phil dropped off salmon or moose meat, some canned 
food, flour and butter. But we didn’t need him to. Under the midnight sun we 
grew tomatoes the size of softballs. We survived off berries we picked, wild 
mushrooms we gathered and fish we caught. We’d figured out every way to 
cook pike. Fish fillet, fish chowder, fish tacos, poached fish. On and on.

•
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According to evolution, our closest living relatives are chimps and bonobos. 
We’re cousins, you could say, sharing common grandparents. We actually share 
more than 98 percent of our genetic profile. We are as similar, if not more so, 
than dogs and foxes. Even sexually these primates are human-like. Especially 
bonobos. They have sex all the time. And they’re the only other species in the 
world to engage in face-to-face copulation. Until recently it was thought to be 
something unique to literate human beings, something explorers and coloniz-
ers had to teach the savages of the New World, hence the term missionary style. 
 Bonobos never tire of coitus, enjoying one of the most active sex lives of any 
animal. As it turns out, they’re the most benevolent primates, thriving in self-
made, matriarchal societies where conflicts are resolved without animosity or 
violence.
 Alone in the wilderness with my girlfriend, we should’ve been fucking like 
rabbits. 
 Like bonobos.
 How important is sex in a relationship? I never put much stock in it, but it 
seemed that if two people loved each other and were physically able, they’d have 
sex on some sort of regular basis. In previous relationships, sex had remained 
steady for longer than a year, the time Rita and I’d been going out. Months ago 
I’d talked to various friends, asked how often they had sex, and even those in 
the longest of relationships still engaged three or four times a week. 
 I couldn’t figure out what was wrong. When I’d lived alone in the bush, I’d
fantasized about having someone with me, how that would make it all perfect. 
In fact all my life I’d dreamt of this, or a version of it: alone in the woods with 
a woman I loved. 
 And, ironically, I couldn’t touch her. Lately something always held me back. 
It seemed incestuous, as if our relationship had shifted and we were more like 
brother and sister than anything else.
 My puritanical upbringing probably didn’t help. We’ve all heard of Latin 
lovers or the incredible romance of the French, but no one ever talks about the 
great Norwegian lover. Raised by staunch, Lutheran parents from the Midwest, 
I grew up ashamed of sex in a lot of ways. I’d always been afraid to tell girl-
friends what I wanted, what they could do, specifically, to please me. Too proud 
and embarrassed to be shown proper technique, sex for me had always been 
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awkward. Mechanical at best. But the bigger problem I’d later learn was that 
those insecurities manifested themselves in all other aspects of my relation-
ships. 
 Still, it wasn’t really an issue out on the lake. We might as well have been the 
last two people on earth. Rita and I worked side by side, gathered and cooked 
food together, laughed out loud at our own stupid jokes. We were happy. And 
why wouldn’t we be? On Iksgiza all our problems could be put on hold. And 
what did I know? Sex could’ve had nothing to do with it. Still, it wasn’t any-
thing I could put my finger on, just a gut feeling that things weren’t right. And 
if I lost Rita, I’d be losing not only the most loyal girlfriend, but my best friend. 
 That summer felt different from any other. It was too much like fall: brisk 
and ominous, rolling fast and undeterred back toward winter. I remember the 
last time I swam in the lake. It was only August but the water was colder than 
I’d ever felt, the air above sharp and jagged with autumn. I wasn’t ready to go 
back to Ohio. And if I was miserable there, how could I make someone like 
Rita happy? 
 The thought of going it alone was daunting. But that last year, after the ini-
tial excitement of moving together and the mystery of a new relationship wore 
off, Rita and I hit the skids. We almost broke up a number of times that first 
year in Ohio and if we hadn’t been living together, sharing a car, and splitting 
all of our bills, there’s no doubt we would have. Still, though it was tumultuous, 
we spoke a common language and experience that got us through most of the 
time. Though ultimately it wasn’t enough. And looking back I see now that part 
of me was so scared to leave Alaska I had to bring someone with me. 
 And that’s not fair. No basis for a relationship. I was a ridiculous man and 
always had been: my life, a reliable blueprint for what not to do. 
 A year into our relationship, I found myself on summer break, buzzing up 
logs for Rita’s dad. One morning I let the chainsaw die to give my arms a rest, 
sat on a stump and listened to the wind in the trees. I put faith in possibilities: 
a firm believer in elves and trolls and tiny people who lived under rocks. On the 
Indonesian island of Flores, mythology and folklore have always allowed for 
elf-like creatures who ate anything, from rats to elephants, and spoke in inde-
cipherable murmurs. In 2004 paleoanthropologists, who happened to be exca-
vating a cave on that island, unearthed a previously unidentified creature. The 
skeleton was only three feet long and carbon dating proved it a mere 12,000 
years old. Until then it was thought that Homo sapiens had been the only kind 
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of humans on the planet for more than twice as long, and certainly no one had 
conceived of a creature like this ever inhabiting the earth. Scientists called it 
Homo floresiensis, but affectionately nicknamed the strange specimen, “the Hob-
bit.”
 The problem with both evolutionism and creationism is that neither side 
takes into account the oral traditions of native cultures. Is it so hard to conceive 
that there is some truth, if not a lot of truth, in mythology? Anything’s possible. 
I believed that. I also believed in magic, and God, and Love. But I couldn’t 
trust in my relationship with Rita working any longer. Maybe out in the bush 
where it was all so simple. We were alone, the wilderness vividly indifferent. But 
back on the grid everything would turn upside down. Social networks, degrees, 
deadlines, and the need to make money would complicate and corrupt matters. 
No amount of sacrifice or compromise could repair this. Somewhere between 
Lay, Lady, Lay and Athens, Ohio, Rita and I had lost what little intimacy and 
affection we’d had and I didn’t know why.
  I’d spent that summer distracting myself, concerned with felling trees, up-
rooting stumps, and laying foundation. If you dig below organic matter around 
Lake Iksgiza you’ll find sandy soil. That soil is actually silt, excavated by glaciers 
throughout the eons, and blown over time in such trace amounts it’s invisible 
to the naked eye. Still, maybe a millimeter has accumulated every century un-
til—voila—the surrounding hills materialized. Thirty million years later. Give 
or take. All that time to create a few low hills. Maybe my problems weren’t as 
big as I thought. My life would never amount to a flash in the pan of humanity, 
which was itself a blip on the radar screen of geology. If you took the five bil-
lion year lifespan of the earth so far, and shrank it to a twenty-four hour period, 
humans would occupy only the second half of the last minute of that day. Thirty 
seconds. Well past 11:59 p.m.
 I’d been in denial too long. Humor and perspective were shields against 
depression but lately despair was creeping past my defenses. For a moment 
I remembered Phil’s warning and pictured running the generator inside the 
cabin. I saw myself shutting the windows, pulling closed the door. Sitting down 
and gazing out at the lake as I slipped from consciousness. 
 Shaking my head, I started the chainsaw again.

•



c i m a r r o n  r e v i e w   49

Our last day on Iksgiza, before flying back to Fairbanks, I started coming un-
glued. All summer I’d only spoken to either Rita or Phil and in a few weeks I’d 
be lecturing in front of twenty five students while they daydreamed about keg 
stands and toga parties. This lake would be locked in ice, the surrounding hills 
so silent you could hear snow falling. And I’d be gone. Instead of sleeping ten 
hours a night, as I had on the lake all summer, I’d stare at my ceiling till dawn, 
and stumble through days in a trance hardly resembling consciousness. 
 From past experience I knew that tomorrow the clamor and buzz of Fair-
banks would rush at me with a dizzying pitch. We’d been so removed in the 
bush that summer that any word from the outside was irrelevant and sounded 
more like fiction than reportage. The first time Phil dropped off supplies he 
brought news of a gunfight two days earlier in Manley: the nearest village, a 
settlement of eighty people, where the sheriff had been wounded, two locals 
killed. A mere forty miles away and it seemed like something from a Louis 
L’Amour novel. Later, after returning to town for good, we’d hear of Israel 
bombing Lebanon while the war in Iraq raged on. About heat waves and 
drought. A power outage in St Louis causing residents to die of exposure. 
 And we’d wonder why we ever left the woods. Why people built houses that 
turned to ovens without electricity.

•
Now that it’s August the world is tilting upright again, the northern latitudes 
wobbling away from the sun, and deeper into the shadow of the earth. For the 
first time in months it’s not light out at midnight. Not even dusk. It’s dark, 
and when the northern lights aren’t shimmering, the stars are out again. More 
stars, in fact, than any night sky I’ve ever seen. And it’s not hard to believe that 
each galaxy is home to billions of suns, the universe itself billions of galaxies 
strong. More stars than grains of sand across all the beaches on Earth. Lots of 
stars. Lots of sand. Lots of fish in the sea. But that was no consolation now. 
No amount of humor or putting-it-in-perspective was any comfort. My one 
life was all I had and it may as well last an eternity, vast and empty as space. 
I’d grown apart from a woman I loved and it wasn’t the kind of pain I could 
shrug off.
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 Maybe I was too picky. I’d wanted things perfect. With school. With where 
I lived. With Rita. Was it just a lesson I hadn’t yet learned? That you can never 
have it exactly how you want it. A lesson that would become painfully relevant 
as I grew older, weaker, more vulnerable? 
 Maybe I had too strict a sense of logic and still considered everything black 
or white, functional or dysfunctional. All my life I’d seen nature and society as 
opposites. 
 Good and bad. My childhood home was a violent place and as the youngest 
of five, when things got ugly, my only defense was to run. And I did. Into the 
seemingly endless woods behind our house. It was my sanctuary, the ultimate 
equalizer where there were no sides, no right or wrong, expectations or punish-
ments. And I grew up feeling safe there. 
 Now I’m thirty and nothing’s changed. I still run to the woods every chance 
I get.
 A year after Rita and I would say good-bye, I’d meet a woman who’d teach 
me, for the first time, to open up. I’d tell her things I’d never told anyone and 
realize too late that that was something Rita and I had never done. So much 
she’d never shared with me and so much I’d hidden from her. I’d learn that sex 
was about honesty, trust, and overcoming shame: a beautiful, complex equation, 
the physicality of which was its smallest, most insignificant variable. 
 But first, long before any of that, Phil would fly Rita and me back to Fair-
banks where we both knew what had to happen. 
 Before returning to Ohio alone, I’d tell Phil to keep his money, shoulder my 
pack and stick my thumb out on the Alcan. It would prove the loneliest trip 
of my life. Over the next two weeks time would grow watery and inconsistent. 
Entire mountain ranges reeling by in a blur while I rolled through small towns 
in slow motion. I’d stumble drunk through the streets of Whitehorse; a man 
with a scar below his left eye would try to rob me in Grand Prairie; I’d lose 
my appetite altogether, shed twenty pounds of optimism and hope, and in the 
mountains north of Jasper walk through sleet and hail. I’d wonder endlessly 
why two people who loved each other so much couldn’t make it work. Or if 
I’d made the biggest mistake of my life, and somewhere outside of Cranbrook, 
British Columbia, I’d hear something inside me snap.
 West of Big Timber, Montana, an old, bearded man would steer a rusted 
Chevy to the side of the road and ask me where I was headed.
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 Ohio, I would say.
 The man would laugh, thinking I was joking.
 And I’d let him.


