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ABSTRACT

“I’d never felt part of something big before,” says the character of Helen near the end
of Imagining Alaska. Each of the protagonists in this collection of three stories and a
novella strives to become part of something they imagine is greater than themselves. For
example, in “Naked,” Veronica’s desire to be taken seriously as an artist leads her to an
affair with a painter, while the lawyer in “Sweet Country Song” projects her wish for a
change in her life onto a cowboy. Meanwhile, Agnes in “St. Agnes of the Mermaids”
struggles with her religious beliefs, and Helen in the title novella tries to forge a life for
herself as a young widow in Alaska.
The pieces are told from either the first-person or limited third-person point-of-view,
so that the reader progresses through the same act of discovery the protagonist does, until
both reach a final moment of revelation.
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Naked

I am nude. I am kneeling on a towel draped over a table. My back arches so my face
almost touches my knees. I’m very flexible that way. My belly crumples into small folds
and my breasts press against my thighs. My muscles are cramping but I don’t dare move
until Jules tells me I can. One of the few skills required of a figure model is the ability to
remain absolutely still. That and the ability to take off your clothes in front of strangers.
“Take a break,” he says finally, and I slowly uncurl. If I don’t get up every fifteen
minutes and walk around, my body goes completely numb and I can’t even feel my own
fingernail pressed into the flesh of my thigh. I know because I try this and leave a row of
indents in my skin as I look at the image of myself on the immense canvas bolted to the
wall. The Providence skyline anchors a scene of chaos. A motorcycle spins off the
freeway. A train derails. I am a huddled form in an urban park. I am a disproportionate
size yet still only half-finished. I am as large as a tree. The flat gray sky covers me and it
looks like it’s going to snow.
“What do you think?” he asks from across the room, where he’s popping a cassette
into a paint-spattered boom box. It’s punk, loud, something I don’t know yet but will
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later look for in the used-record bins at In Your Ear.
I like that I ’m in it, I think, but do not say. Jules pushes open a window, lets a breeze
in, and lights a cigarette. We’re not supposed to smoke in here but everyone does; spent
butts lie in a heap outside on the pavement where we’ve thrown them. I pull a dirty terry
robe around myself and extend my fingers to Jules, who hands me the cigarette for a drag.

I say nothing. I don’t want to comment on his art. I’m afraid I’ll sound stupid, sound
like my mother who never knows what to say when confronted with my pictures, who
thinks I am wasting my time pursuing art, considers photography a hobby, can’t even
begin to get the work of someone like Nan Goldin, who once took a self-portrait after her
boyfriend beat her. “Art should be beautiful,” my mother says. She cannot see the beauty
in a perfect black eye.

I met Jules the first day I modeled for his painting class, a couple months ago, in
September. I’d never modeled before but I thought, how hard could it be? I thought of
Bottecelli’s Venus, Delacroix’s Liberty, icons of beauty and strength who were modeled
on ordinary girls like me, suburban girls who went to private high schools and got straight
As. But the men who painted them made them immortal, ideal, something beyond
themselves and the world. They became art.
And the money was pretty good—seven dollars an hour. More than I’d make most
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other places, anyway. I wasn’t nervous until I started undressing in the bathroom and,
naked from the waist down, looking for a clean, dry place to leave my tee shirt, noticed
myself in the mirror. My body glowed pink, goose pimpled from cold; my nipples looked
obscenely perky. I felt ridiculous. I wondered about all those odalisques lying on velvet
beds as I heaped my clothes on top of the paper towel dispenser. I imagined Turkish
bathers getting in and out of tubs as I padded down the hall in bare feet telling myself this
was nothing really, this was about art, not about me. A ring of students with sketchbooks
propped on easels waited as I walked through the studio door. I took my robe off
casually, as if I were used to stripping in front of strangers—hey, no big deal—and hoped
no one noticed that I was actually shaking a little, from nerves and the chilly air. Jules
was talking to the students, ignoring me; I was just a prop, after all, and I stood there,
naked, embarrassed. But it got better after that. I got used to it.

Modeling is hard work. Taking off your clothes becomes the easy part. Your legs go
numb, your back coils into knots, you wait for it to be over, until you can move again.
After a while, you just stop thinking about it. You focus on one of the students, or you
look out the window at the neat red rows of bricks on the building across the street,
anything to stop from knowing the ache in your own body. You think of comforting
scenes from your childhood, the scent of a newly-cut Christmas tree, falling on your back
in the snow to make angels and hot chocolate afterward. Sometimes the sensation in part
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of your body doesn’t come back for days. Sometimes you get a bruise from where an arm
or leg pressed too long against the table. You almost forget how exposed you are. You
get used to being scrutinized, stared at. You tell yourself it’s not sexual. You are not a
piece of ass, you are art. There’s an unwritten rule that artists do not touch their models.
Sometimes they do though, when trying to work out a pose. But they do it politely, and
with permission. They ask: “Do you mind if I touch you?”

“I made you a resume,” my father tells me at dinner. We’re eating at Andreas Greek
restaurant, near campus on the East Side. I go there sometimes on my own to drink
coffee and maybe eat a salad because, as a sticker on the front door says, Smokers Are
Welcome.
“I know it will change, of course, as you get closer to graduation, but I think what I
have is good so far, ” My father passes me a textured ivory piece of paper over the table;
I glance at it, my life so far categorized into Education, Awards, Experience. My parents
are happy I’m in an Ivy League school, even if I am an art major. They don’t know I
model.
I’m not really interested in a nine-to-five job, but I say, “I don’t graduate for two
years.”
“That’s not so far away,” says my father. “Before you know it, you’ll be out in the
real world.”
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I try to imagine this real word, what he means. In two years I’ll have a degree, Brown
University Class of ’86, and life is vague after that. I’d like to have a photo studio in
New York, hang out in the Village, wear gauzy floral print skirts with biker boots and
look sexy and careless.
“It’s not a bad place,” my father says.
“Just don’t get married until you’re at least thirty,” said my mother. She is always
telling me that, because that was the age at which she married.

She inserts this bit of

advice even when it seems irrelevant to the conversation. I think she’s proud she went
against the grain of her day. But I can’t decide which seems more remote to me at the
moment, marriage or turning thirty.

My parents would die if they knew about Jules. How would I even begin to explain it
to them? I think about the things he does and how they define him, and feel that
knowledge brings a kind of possession. Artist, of course. Age: late thirties, maybe forty.
Rebel, intellectual. Gets coffee from Dunkin’ Donuts, not Starbucks. Listens to
alternative rock and hard core punk. Opera too. Wears a black leather jacket. Smokes
cigarettes, smokes pot. Speaks French, once lived in a town in France called
Neufchateaux. Nine castles. The romance of this becomes him. I imagine us together in
Paris, the Left Bank, drinking black coffee at some cafe, talking about art, literature, film,
music. My photographs, black and white street shots from around the world, would be
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on display at the trendiest galleries. People in the art world would know my name, and
famous people would ask me to take their portraits. Jules would be so proud of me. But
this is not how it really is.
When we began sleeping together he told me straight out that he was in this just for
fun—could I handle that? I ’m

nobaby, I told him. We went out on a da

beginning. He took me to the Black Pearl in Newport and we had clam chowder, lobster,
Chardonnay. I wore a vintage black cocktail dress with white buttons and a sweetheart
neckline. We sat by the window and watched the yachts bob in the harbor, crews getting
ready to pull them in for the summer. After dinner we smoked on the pier and threw
oyster crackers to the seagulls. Later, he told me he didn’t have the time or money to do
this anymore, and besides, someone might see us, even if we stayed out of Providence.
Now he comes to my apartment on Thayer Street, my tiny room over a clothing store
called Screaming Mimi’s, at odd times: afternoons, evenings, early mornings. A little fun
for us both. I can handle it.

Before we started sleeping together, he asked me to model for him privately. I didn’t
undress in the bathroom. He asked me to remove my clothes in the studio, in front of
him, to help him decide on a pose. I self-consciously kicked off my shoes, peeled off my
socks, pulled my shirt over my head, unhooked my bra. “Stop,” he said. “That’s it.” He
cracked two beers and gave one to me. I sat for an hour and a half in my jeans, topless,
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my ratty black bra hanging off one arm. He sketched the rips in my jeans. He even
sketched the beer cans as they accumulated. I became woozy. Charcoal images of me
were strewn all over the floor. Me, everywhere, in clear certain lines and dusty black
shadows. All my imperfections were rendered as sensual. No flaws.
I felt absolutely, perfectly beautiful.
Later, he lit a cigarette and said he’d like to paint me into a piece he was working on;
also, he’d like to have sex with me. “Not now,” he said. “When you’re not drunk.
Sometime soon.”
Yes,I said, yes. Both, anything, everything to keep feeling like I do now.

“You know he’ll never leave his wife,” says my friend Dex, working at the enlarger
next to me. “Rhymes with sex,” she said when she first introduced herself to me. I have
told her about Jules. Bragging, maybe. I expose my image for five seconds and then
slide the photo paper into a tray of developer. My friend Ray emerges in the orange glow
of the safe light. He’s bald except for a mohawk that lies across his scalp like a pelt, and
he’s wearing black eyeliner.
“He never said he would.”
“A lot of them do, you know.”
“Leave?”
“Promise to.”
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“I would never ask him to do that,” I say. But sometimes I wonder what it would be
like to be his wife, not the wife he’s deceiving but me, as his wife. To tell him all my
secrets in the dark of our bedroom. To have those terms—husband,

—apply to us,

not to him and someone else. But the terms seem vague when they refer to me, like the
years after school. Wife reminds me of a kitchen, and I try to picture myself in one.
Husband: old, responsible, a three-piece suit and briefcase.
Dex-rhymes-with-sex snaps on the fluorescent light. “Even if he did, why would you
want a guy like that?”

The crouching figure in his painting is almost finished. She looks at me with a
mocking abstract eye as Jules tells me he won’t need me to model anymore. “I would
still like to see you socially,” he says.
“Sleep with me, you mean?”
“Don’t think I’m a jerk,” he says, and kisses me on the cheek. Then he runs his
fingers along my jaw line, a tender gesture that does not lead to anything more. Anyway,
it doesn’t matter if he’s a jerk or not. The thing is, I am in love with him, but the way I
love him has more to do with me than him. I think about why I love him and the reasons
have little to do with him, who he really is, the part of him I can’t know. I love that he is
a painter, that he paints me, that he is, in certain circles, somewhat famous. That he may
be remembered after we’re both gone. I love watching him as he paints me, creates me
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with my single unblinking eye. I think of every moment we spend together as precious. I
don’t think this makes me weak, needy. Instead, I can draw strength from him,
inspiration, even. But as he’s telling me he doesn’t need me as a model, I try not to look
at the girl in the painting. I can almost see her getting up from her crouched pose and
slinking off into the city streets. “See you later,” she’d say. “I’ve got better places to be.”
But I have no idea where those places are.

A warm winter afternoon. We have just made love in my apartment. My one
window is open and I can hear the cars driving by on Thayer Street, people talking on the
pay phone on the sidewalk below. Often at night I crawl out the window to sit on the fire
escape to smoke or get high and listen to bits of conversation as they float up to me. “Do
you want a cigarette?” I murmur to Jules, but he has dozed off. He breathes deeply, eyes
gently closed, face relaxed. I feel so much tenderness for him, his messy eyebrows, the
vulnerability of his earlobe, his rough cheek. I’ve never felt this way, ever, and I know
he’s got to feel something for me, too, even if I can’t call it love. He can’t be this close to
me and feel nothing.
I want this moment.
I slip out of the sheets and get my camera, an old, manual Pentax. I want just one
picture to know this is real. I feel the little surge of power I always feel when I hold it. I
peer through the viewfinder and bring him into focus at f2.8, a shallow depth of field that
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makes his face sharp but blurs the background. It is a perfect picture. But at the click of
the shutter he opens his eyes.
“What the—”
I lower the camera.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
“Nothing, just playing.”
“I’ll bet,” he says, sitting up and grabbing for the camera.
“Stop it,” I yell. “Let go.” But he wrenches it from my hand, rips open the back and
pulls out the film, hurling it across the room. The film flutters like the tail of a comet
before the cartridge smacks against the wall.
“How dare you,” he says. “You manipulative bitch.” He means to hurt me, but I
know he might feel bad about this later and I’m glad. And I am thrilled at this show of
emotion, thrilled at being the kind of girl who could be called a bitch. Bitch bitch bitch. I
mouth the words under the covers as he puts on his goddamn jeans—as in where are
goddamn jeans—and gets the hell out.

After that I don’t hear from him for a week, so I call him, even though I’m not
supposed to. I can think of many reasons to justify this, but in the end I know it is a
pointless thing to do. I do it anyway, I can’t help myself. “Hello?” A female voice. I
hadn’t thought of what to do if she answered. I don’t say anything, I don’t even breathe.
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“Hello?” she says. I just stay on the line and listen to her on the other end, imagining her
there— she’s in the kitchen, dishwater drips from her hands, dishes with small blue
flowers dry in the rack. “Hel-lo?” I hear a T.V. in the background and try to picture the
living room, what kind of art is on the wall. Maybe Jules is there, having just gotten up
from the couch, framed in the doorway, a trail of smoke curling off the end of the
cigarette in his hand, ashes drifting to the floor as they both wait for me to say something.
“Who is this?” she says. “Who are you?”

Flecks of snow fall from a flat gray sky and melt against the window of Dunkin’
Donuts where 1 sit at a window booth and drink coffee, dirty ash tray and Janson’s
History o f Art in front of me. I have a final exam coming up and I’m only on the Rococo
period. I stare at the glossy color plate on the page, where fleshy cherubs dance among
billowing pink clouds as a gallant man pushes a lady on a swing. I look up as I turn the
page, and I notice that Jules is across the street, in line at the Avon, the artsy movie
house. I never see him out on the street like this. Instead, my views of him are always in
an interior setting—Jules in his studio, Jules on my bed. Couldn’t I go over and say hi?
Just once I’d like to be seen together, stand next to him in public, think that it could be
this way. No one could suspect anything.
A thin layer of snow coats the pavement and I leave thin footprints as I walk onto the
sidewalk. He still doesn’t see me as I cross the street. He is deep in conversation with

16
the woman next to him and I don’t realize who she is until it is almost too late. I know
that when I look back on this moment I will be left with scattered visual details—her dark
hair and muted lipstick, snowflakes melting on her dark purple wool overcoat, a small
chip in her front tooth when she speaks. “Excuse me,” I say, and brush past him as if he
were a stranger.

My mother looks out of place in my apartment, among my photography posters that
are not Ansel Adams, incense holders wafting scent in the bathroom, Indian print
fabrics flung over all the furniture. She flips through my portfolio, turning the pages too
quickly, unsure of how long to linger or where. She’s come by to check on me because
says I’ve sounded strange lately. I tell her I’ve been working hard and show her what I’ve
done lately, what she’s been spending her money on. I wait for her to say something but
she doesn’t, she just keeps turning the pages, past black and white photos of Sean’s tattoo
of his girlfriend Ebby’s name in a heart, the safety pin in Lenny’s ear, the scar on
Jasmine’s wrist from when she tried to kill herself. My mother peers at this last one,
hesitant, and I’m sure she knows that anything she says will break the thin thread of
connection between us. Please don

’task me what it means, I think.

or don 7. Finally, she closes the book and zips it up, locking the images safely away.
“Well, Veronica,” she says, “You have some interesting friends.”
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I go to his house. It may be stupid but I have to see him. I go in the afternoon when I
am sure his wife will be at work. He stands frowning in the doorway.
“What are you doing here?”
“I haven’t heard from you,” I said. “I wanted to see you. I’m sorry about the camera
and everything.”
“Don’t ever come here again,” he says. “This is my home.” He is standing on the
threshold and I know he’s not going to ask me in. I try to see past him, get a little
glimpse into his living room, but he fills the entryway.
“You haven’t called me or come over,” I say. “What was I supposed to do?”
“You’re such a child,” he says. “Go find yourself a boyfriend and just leave me
alone.” He is angry. It is the only reaction I expected. A tabby cat appears and winds
around his leg and we both stand there and watch it as my stomach twists and I finally
understand that I don’t belong here; the girl from the painting belongs in the painting, not
here threatening his home. I’ve crossed the line. There’s no love light in his eyes, there
never was. The tenderness I saw in his face was all my illusion.

With the key he loaned me months back, I let myself into the narrow brick building
that has become the center of my universe. It is an early Sunday morning, the quietest
time in the city. The door clicks shut too loud as I walk down the hall, past the bathroom
where I first undressed for him, to his studio. My heart beats quick and hard. His canvas
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dominates the room, so big, so in-my-face. I remember all the minutes and hours I
watched him make his image of me, until how he saw me became how I saw myself. I
don’t like the landscape he’s forced down around me—city streets too narrow to walk, a
building crumbling, a plane always about to crash but never hitting the ground. He told
me once it was a scene of active stagnation, but I see it as incomplete acts, events never
brought to their ultimate end. And in the midst of it all, his vision of me, a strange,
misshapen girl with one eye. Is that how he really sees me? Am I just lines and shadow?
Tits and ass? Skin over bones? Bitch, child, mistress? I don’t know.
The supplies I need are already there in the studio— a wide paintbrush and a can of
white primer. I pry the lid off the paint and dip in the brush. When I pull it out again,
paint drools of the ends and back into the can, and then all over the floor as I walk to the
canvas. I take one last look at myself—crouched, naked, longing, and finally,
ashamed—then climb the step stool and paint a wide stroke of white over his canvas. I
do it again, three more sweeps of the brush. I go back for more paint, and keep painting
until the entire top right comer is covered. I then coat the bottom right comer, and
connect the two patches in the middle. The studio is silent expect for the swish of the
bristles across the rough, oil-painted surface of the canvas, and I find a rhythm. One-twothree strokes. Dip the bmsh into the can. One-two-three. I become mesmerized
watching my crude, broad lines of paint mask his careful ones. Months of work are
obliterated by one sweep of my bmsh. I am amazed that I can cover his tracks so easily,
amazed at my power. I imagine that a great blizzard has formed over Providence,
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snowing down over all the buildings, the roads, the airplane, the whole little world he has
created. Snow falls onto my naked body and drifts around me, wet and sticky. Two more
strokes and I’m buried in an avalanche.
And everything goes white.

I leave the key on the sink in the studio. It is still early and dead quiet on the East
Side. I let myself think for a minute about what I have just done, how angry Jules will be,
but there’s nothing I can do about it now. And his anger still thrills me. I start taking
pictures in my mind to keep from thinking. The cold black iron rails of a gate. The
awkward pattern of the cobblestones on the sidewalk. Thayer Street, sad and dirty in the
thin blue light of morning. The city looks lonely in a beautiful way, and I am filled with
melancholy and joy, the way I feel when I look at a truly fine photograph of an empty
street in Paris or London or New York, all gritty and gray. I take my camera out of my
backpack and set it on the hood of a parked car. Peering through the viewfinder, I mark a
spot against a graffiti-covered cement wall: Rachel Loves Billy, TLF. No Nukes. Jesus
Saves. I stand against the wall and squint at the camera lens, a perfectly round,
shimmering dark eye. The light is rising over the store fronts across the street. In my
mind, the camera clicks. I’ve made my picture. The picture is mine.
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Sing Me a Sweet Country Song

I told him about my Bryer model horses, how I didn’t like to play with Barbie dolls,
but instead with Brenda Bryer, a real cowgirl, with flexible legs that could straddle a
horse’s back. I didn’t tell him they straddled Ken too at times, rubbing against his plastic
bump on Brenda’s bed in the Dream House. But afterward, Brenda would go off to the
stables, saddle up Gypsy, her favorite mare, and just ride away. Because Ken was no
cowboy. I could never bend his stiff legs around a horse, and he was never able to join
Brenda to ride off into the sunset. Instead, he languished by the pool with Barbie, left
behind, while Brenda was off roping the wind. Ken was more like every man I’ve met in
Washington, D.C., perfectly coiffed and attired, deeply involved in his job, worried about
money, all plastic on the outside and hollow on the inside. These men were not Brenda’s
dream, not mine, either. Yet I was dating one at that very moment, an important
corporate attorney with a brick townhouse in Georgetown with its own parking space. I
didn’t tell the man on the bar stool next to me this. And I didn’t tell him I was a lawyer
myself. I was talking too much as it was. I was nervous. His eyes were something to
write a country song about; the color of a thundercloud, I said to myself. It sounded like a
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line from a sweet country song, the one I was writing in my head about the life I really
wanted, not the one I was living. I wanted to be Brenda Bryer, but I had become more
like Corporate Barbie. Corporate Barbie in a cowgirl outfit drinking beer from the bottle
in the Last Rodeo.

I first found my way to the Last Rodeo by chance. I was driving through strip-mall
suburbia somewhere off 1-95 between D.C. and Baltimore. I was going home after
meeting with a client, not a paying one but one sent to me by another client, Roberto, who
I’d helped get a green card. After I did that, he wanted me to get green cards for all his
relatives up here from Guatemala. I said I’d try, and I didn’t bill them because they were
poor and the rest of my clients, rich Iranian doctors and Asian businessmen, more than
made up for the free work. Besides, I couldn’t say no to Roberto, who hadn’t paid me
either but did excellent mechanical work on my Camry, better than the dealer and I could
actually trust him. I met him when he called my office looking for a cheap

i m m i g r a tio n

attorney (Didn’t he see our address? We aren’t cheap.) to help him with his paperwork.
I was the newest person in the firm, so the boss sent him to me. Getting him the card was
no problem; he had skills, and he could prove a need for asylum. His relatives, however,
were another matter. I had just met Carlos, who spoke little English and whose only
skills were those to do with farm work. I said I’d see what I could do.
Roberto and Carlos lived in an out-of-the-way place north of town, and I got lost
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trying to find my way back to the trusty ribbon of Beltway that would swing me around to
Bethesda, where I would exit onto Wisconsin Ave. and head into northwest D.C. I tried
to read my map by faint glow of my car’s dome light, and drive at the same time.
Everything looked familiar—the strip malls with a big anchor store, a Sears maybe, or a
Home Depot; the side roads jutting off the four lane pike into quiet neighborhood streets
lined with lights—but I wasn’t certain of where I was. I had just reached for my cell
phone when I passed a big blue neon sign blinking LAST RODEO, encircled in a lasso
thrown by a neon cowboy. At that same instant I developed a craving for a double
martini. Hell, I thought, swinging a U-turn. Why not. I’ll get a drink and directions at
the same time. That’s real time management, piggybacking tasks.
I walked in past the bouncer, who did not bother to card me.
Everyone stared when I stepped through the swinging doors, in that small-town way I
would have expected had I been in a small town. Then I realized I was wearing my full
blown conservative lawyer attire: navy blue suit with a skirt just above the knee, not too
short, navy calfskin pumps, matching Coach bag. I made my way over to the bar, acting
as if I owned the place even though I felt very much like a fool, and ordered a martini.
“Dry.”
I watched the bartender, who was wearing a big white Stetson, free pour gin into a
highball glass.
“Excuse me,” I said. “Don’t you have any martini glasses?”
“Sorry.”
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“A Bud Light, then. I’ll pay for the gin.”
The bartender set a sweating bottle in front of me while I glanced sideways up and
down the bar. People were still watching me, though they had become more subtle about
it, casting small looks my way as if I wouldn’t notice. Thank God I smoke, even though
smoking is definitely out in my circle. I just can’t seem to quit, though, and besides, it
gives me something to do at moments like this.
Three beers later, I found myself at the kareoke machine with two women in acidwashed jeans singing “The Night the Lights Went Out in Georgia.” I didn’t care.
Nobody there knew me. I could be anyone I wanted to.
By the time I sobered up and got home it was two a.m. Mark, my boyfriend, was in
my bed. We don’t live together, but he has a key to my place, a two bedroom in Adams
Morgan.
“Where have you been?”
“Baltimore,” I said. “Client dinner.”
“Pretty late for that,” he said, stretching his arm from under the covers to rub my leg.
“I stopped for a drink,” I said.
“I tried beeping you,” he said.
“I left it in the car.”
“Well never mind,” he said. “You’re here now.” He pushed his palm against the
back of my knee, causing it to buckle so that I sat down on the bed. Immediately Mark’s
hands were under my skirt. I let him. He knew my body well and treated it that way.
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There was no act of discovery in his touch. Everything was as a hundred times before.
But Mark was a good lover, beyond merely competent in sex, as in everything else. I
wasn’t complaining.

The next morning Mark was up as usual at six a.m., brewing coffee and eating two
Weatabix with skim milk and honey before going to the gym. I had to be up myself, but
after three hours of sleep and too much alcohol the night before, I couldn’t face the
morning just yet. Mark probably hadn’t had much sleep either, but he was more
disciplined than I. I pulled up the covers and switched on the clock radio. NPR. I
listened to Nina Tottenberg for a few minutes, then scanned down the dial until I hit a
country station.
Mark walked into the room in boxer shorts and a tee shirt. He surveyed the side of
my closet where he kept extra clothes. “Why are you listening to that redneck music?”
“It turns me on,” I said. Joking.
He turned away from the closet, glanced at the clock. “You feel like a quickie?”
I didn’t answer, hoping he was kidding. I turned the radio back to NPR.
“Ken Starr is a jackass,” Mark muttered, pulling on an Oxford shirt. But I knew he
was jealous of this more powerful, more famous man. I thought should say something to
make Mark feel important, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it.
“Will you get me some coffee?” I asked, but was ignored, just as I ignored his
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request for a quickie.
“Pm working late tonight,” he said. “You can come to my place if you want.” He
knotted his tie in front of the full-length mirror. I tried to picture him in a cowboy hat.

Somehow, the Last Rodeo became a habit. I started going there on some Saturday
nights, when Mark was busy with work-related functions, that’s what he called them. “I
have a function tonight.” Having my own function of sorts made me feel like I had my
own life, my own world far removed from him.
I wasn’t looking to meet anyone in particular there, I don’t think I was. I did get in
with a regular crowd—Jeni, who wore lacy shirts and had the hots for Bob, who was in
the military; Michelle, who was from a small town in Vermont and sang so well at
kareoke that we all said she should go to Nashville; Jim, who drank only water and
danced almost every dance with any girl who was willing. I enjoyed hanging out with my
new friends, fending off weekend cowboys in expensive snake skin boots, Garth Brooks
shirts and of course, big ol’ cowboy hats. They really thought they were hot stuff, just
because they made enough money to afford all the gear. Some of them, I swear, even
tried to walk bow-legged, as if they’d spent the week riding the range instead of sitting in
an ergonomically-correct chair talking into a speaker phone. Still, guys pretending to be
cowboys was more appealing to me than guys pretending to be Very Important.
So one night when I saw a sandy-haired man glance at me from time to time from the
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bar over to my table, I thought little of it. Still, there was something about him that made
me glance back. He wasn’t wearing a hat, I remember. He had a trimmed mustache, a
touch of five o’ clock shadow. But what caught my eye the most were his boots, scuffed,
worn brown leather with dark creases on the instep and inside calf, as if they had pressed
for long hours against a stirrup.
I went to the bar for a drink. I stood next to him as I ordered.
“Can I get that for you?” he said.
“Why?”
“Because you’re the best-dressed lady here,” he said. “I mean, best-dressed woman.”
It was true. I had ditched my lawyer clothes in favor of casual wear, but I still looked
like, well, a lawyer wearing casual wear, L.L. Bean and J. Crew pretending to be country.
Faux white trash, Mark called it. He knew about my little outings, that was what he
called them.
“I usually wear cowboy boots,” I said.
“I’ll bet you look good in them,” he said.
I had nothing to say to that. The bartender set my drink on the bar and Randy made a
motion with his finger, put it on my tab. “And another Wild Turkey and Coke,” he said.
So he wasn’t a regular; the bartender knew everyone’s drink.
“Do you come here often?” Randy asked, and I almost started to laugh, because no
guy I knew would seriously try to use that line. But he looked serious, so I said,
“Sometimes.”
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“Not enough that you dress like everybody else,” he said.
“What do you mean by that?”
“Nothing. It’s a compliment.”
“How?”
“It’s just most of the women here look like they’re going to the fairgrounds. But you
look like—” he paused and pulled a cigarette from a pack in his shirt, “ a supermodel.”
Well that was it. I knew I didn’t look like any supermodel. “Thanks for the beer,” I
said.
“Hey wait,” he said. “I just meant that you looked very nice. That’s all.”
“And you,” I said, “don’t look a thing like Garth Brooks.”

He told me about Wide Open Sky, that was how he actually started to get to me. I
thought at first it was just a flirt thing. But then he started to talk horses. Sky was a
mustang the color of rain, steady, sure-footed, handsome, trustworthy, just the way a
horse should be; just the way a man should be, I thought, and gazed into Randy’s steady
gray eyes as he described a cattle drive across the plains, how one night the cattle spooked
and Sky kept them from all running off a cliff like a herd of buffalo plunging to their
deaths because they were too stupid or too scared or maybe just too stubborn to keep from
running into the inevitable.
“He was the best horse I ever had,” he said, leaning on the bar, lighting a cigarette
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from a silver lighter. His voice was low and serious, like Marshall Dillon’s in
Gunsmoke, asserting in hardened tones, after the gunfire and the galloping hoof beats
fade out, that he’s the first man they look for, the last they want to meet. Along with
country music, I had also started to listen to Gunsmoke reruns late at night on the public
radio station, imagining myself way out west on the frontier, imagining myself with a
man with a voice like a hot wind through a dry gulch. In my country song, that’s how I’d
describe it, and Randy had a voice like that. And calloused hands that showed he really
worked. And when he pulled me away from the bar and close to him for the two-step, I
pressed my chin to his shoulder and could smell tobacco, saddle leather, horse’s sweat,
timothy hay, prairie dust.
We danced to a song about a rodeo man who was tom between riding bulls and going
back home to the woman he loved. I’d heard the song before. Funny thing, I always
wanted him to choose the bulls over the woman. Randy didn’t ride bulls. He said it was
for people with too much time on their hands and a death wish, and cows were for eating,
not riding. He said he’d stick to horses, which were dangerous enough. And he told me
he was from a town called Sandy Butte. Sandy Butte, Wyoming. Cattle ranching family.
Been there forever. Middle of nowhere. “It’s at the dead end of a dirt road. “Two bars,
two churches, one gas station.” The music was loud, but he just whispered into my ear.
He told me about the ranch house he grew up in, the one his grandfather built and raised
kids in, would raise his own kids in one day. I could picture those children, freckled
faced sons with sunburnt skin who would grow up to be rodeo stars, good in the saddle
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and respectful to women. They would gather around a big oak table at night for dinner,
dirty from work but wearing clean shirts. I’d put out the food and we’d all bow our heads
before eating.
He asked about my hometown, my job, what I wanted from life. But what was there
to tell? I was raised in suburban Maryland. I make a ton of money. As for what I want
from life—that’s a question I can’t even answer for myself, although I’m pretty sure it’s
nothing that I can find in the East. I want the life I’d imagined for myself as a little girl
and crazy about horses, when the biggest dream I could imagine was a pony of my own
for Christmas, when I still thought that if I wished hard enough for something, it would
come true. I’d whisper secrets into the chipped plastic ears of Gypsy at night, before
putting her to bed into her apple-crate stable. On car trips, I’d imagine a horse running
beside the car, leaping over fences, hedges, any obstacle its path. And I was on its bare
back, clutching the mane, going wherever it took me.
My family wasn’t poor, but we weren’t quite in this horse-owning category. “Get a
good job,” my father always said, “and you can have all the horses you want.” I can
afford a horse now, but the childhood goal was lost somewhere in law school, or maybe
later when I got a job and fashioned a life without horses. Dreams change, and that’s not
always a bad thing. Anyway, chasing foxes through northern Virginia with a bunch of
suburban gentry doesn’t seem the same as riding a half-wild mustang alone across the
plains.
I told Randy simply that I was in government. When we went back to the bar to
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smoke a cigarette and get another beer, I asked him what he was doing in D.C.
And he said, in a straightforward way, “I’m here to bring some semen home for my
boss’s mare.”
“Oh.”
“She’s going into season in two days,” he said.
“I see.”
“There’s a champ stud in Potomac who’s going to sire her foal,” he said.
“Tell me about the first horse you ever rode,” I said, to change the subject.
“Blossom,” he said, suddenly looking at me intently, smiling, but looking serious too.
He took my hand in a casual kind of way. “An old, sway-back pinto pony named
Blossom. But I was too young to remember her.”
If he had asked, I would have told him the first time I rode a horse must have been
when my father put a quarter in the metal buckskin pony outside the Five and Dime. Its
legs were stretched out in a permanent flying gallop, and I clutched the horn and pressed
my knees to the plastic saddle, blocked out the cars in the parking lot, people walking by,
my father’s protective hand on my back. Later, my parents consented to riding lessons,
and once a week I’d trot around a ring in an English saddle on a bored pony while an
equally bored instructor called out commands. I never went faster than a canter, and I
never got to go outside the ring.
“Tell me more about Sandy Butte,” I said.
“Not much to say,” he said.
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He then proceeded to kiss each one of my fingers separately. He kissed them as if he
had never done such a thing before.
“Make something up,” I said. Say anything, just keep talking. Talk to me in
cowboy.
And he told me what I wanted to hear about the West. Big sky. Long, straight roads.
Space. Relentless wind. And then he told me what I wanted to hear about myself. I had
a pretty mouth. I was the best dancer in the place.
And then he asked me to come back to his motel.
I let myself believe everything he said. I let him take me to his motel off the Beltway
that night. I watched the headlights of the rental car swing around the parking lot and rest
on the door of his room. He got out of the car, walked through the beam, and opened my
door for me. He took my hand.
Inside, instead of getting right down to it, he scanned the radio for a country station,
and he sang along off-key and cracked a can of beer he had sitting on ice in the bathtub.
Then he grabbed me to dance, and swung me too hard and I fell back onto the bed and he
straddled me and kissed my chin. I laughed. I was drunk. Not that I didn’t know what I
was doing.
“I need to be real careful around women like you,” he said.
I was all his, after that, even though I’m still not sure what he meant. If it was a line
it sounded good to me then, like something I wanted to believe. I felt like I could have
loved him, almost, given half a chance, for all that he was, or for all I wanted him to be.
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“Honey, we don’t have to do anything you don’t want,” he said.
As if I would come to a Motel 6 with a man for conversation and cuddling.
As if I could just walk away, now.
I fell asleep under the stars he painted for me on the cracked, water-stained ceiling.

The first time I rode Western was on a thoroughbred hunter. For one summer in
college I was a stable hand for a wealthy Potomac family, a job that mainly involved
shoveling steaming pats of manure into a wheelbarrow. But I was also allowed to ride the
horses, encouraged to do so, in fact, to exercise them, even though I wasn’t such a great
rider. I bought a Western saddle second hand for a hundred dollars, and tried it out on
Eager Return, one of the quieter of the bunch. He took the saddle fine. The leather cinch
was frayed, but I fixed it with some baling twine. I thought it would hold, and we set off
across a fallow com field, the horse all snorty and spry, me looking, I’m sure, like a fool
in my black leather English-style riding boots and jodhpurs, trying to be Annie Oakley. It
was a humid summer afternoon; turkey vultures swung through the sky scanning for road
kill and the high sun beat down on us. I sat back in the saddle, held the reins in my left
hand, and sucked in the smell of parched earth and dried com stalks. I nudged the horse
into a canter, and felt his shoulders pushing beneath my knee, heard the one-two-three
beat of his hooves as we loped down a furrow, watched the bob of his neck as he
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stretched out and pulled in. I gave him his head, and he broke into a full, free gallop,
running just

because he wanted to, forgetting I was on his back. It was just me and the

horse and the high yellow sun, going somewhere fast. I forgot myself, too, with the hot
wind across my face and the horse moving beneath me, taking me with him. Then the
saddle began to slip sideways across his belly, and I was falling. I managed to kick one
foot free of the stirrup, but the other stuck, and I was dragged for what seemed like a mile
across the hard earth before the cinch finally broke free, leaving me in the stubble com,
face in the dirt. Unconscious.

When I woke up in Randy’s hotel room, it felt like coming out of that black out in the
cornfield. I didn’t know at first how I’d gotten there, and then I remembered my moment
of exhilaration before falling. I saw all the things I hadn’t noticed the night before: the
thick orange-plaid drapes, the greasy carpet, the generic chair and table with an ashtray,
his tattered gray duffel on the floor. My bra on the oak veneer dresser. I closed my eyes
again, trying to get back to unconsciousness. “Come with me,” I could almost hear him
whisper. “Come back to Wyoming. I’ve never met a woman like you before.” He didn’t
say these things, of course, only in my mind, in that dust-choked Marshall Dillon voice
that reverberated inside me. What he did instead was get up, pull on yesterday’s tee shirt
and jeans, and go outside to get coffee from the reception desk. I lay under the covers,
smelled the musty smells of last night, and listened to the cars on the Beltway.
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Everyone was going to work. I should have been with them. Instead, I imagined how
I’d walk into the office one day and announce that I was quitting, moving to a town with a
population of five hundred and two bars, two churches, one gas station, in the middle of
nowhere. No one would believe me. They’d ask me why I would do such a thing. For a
man, I’d tell them. A man who has ridden a horse across an open prairie. A man who has
driven cattle to a slaughterhouse, been that close to death and taken responsibility for it.
A man who knows what’s real. A man who walked straight out of a sweet country song,
the corniest, sappiest, most sentimental one of all.

After he paid the clerk, he walked me out to his rental car. He opened my door,
hitched his jeans up, looked past me to some middle distance, and said, “Well, where can
I take you to? I’ve got a plane to catch.”
I told him if he took me to my car, which was still in the parking lot of the Last
Rodeo, that would be just fine. Just fine. I stared hard out the windshield when he
pulled up and switched off the ignition. I read the sign of the store across the street over
and over to myself: All Furniture on Sale. Sofa Beds. Dining Sets. Luv Seats.
“Well then,” I said. “I guess I’ll see you.”
“You might,” he said.
“Goodbye.”
“See you.”
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“Have a nice flight,” I said.
There’s a Gunsmoke episode in which a woman the Marshall rescues from some
predicament or another suggests that they marry. A pause, and then Dillon says in an
embarrassed voice, “I’d make a poor husband,” couching the rejection by delineating his
own inadequacies, because he was telling the truth. The Marshall always told the truth.
“Thank you Marshall,” the woman says. “Thank you for putting it that way.” So maybe
that’s what Randy was trying to be like when he said, “Look, I’m awful shy about asking
for phone numbers, so let me give you mine. Look me up if you ever make it out West,”
and scribbled his number on a matchbook.
I knew it was only a gesture. I took the number, anyway. Then I pulled out my
business card, tucked it into his shirt pocket. “Drop me a postcard,” I said. “And good
luck with your mare.”

“Do you ever think about living someplace else?” I asked Mark a few days later. I
had stopped going to the Last Rodeo, out of guilt, mostly, and was trying to spend more
time with him. We were having a late dinner at his place, which I cooked myself.
“Like Cleveland Park, or someplace closer to downtown?” Mark had been living
here for the past fifteen years, even since moving down from New England.
“No, I mean like in another part of the country.”
He thought for a moment and poured me more Cabernet. “Maybe New York,” he
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said. “If the right opportunity came along.”
I wiped a lipstick print off the rim of my glass. Mark went on talking about job
opportunities in New York. For both of us. I smiled and nodded and reminded myself
that what had attracted him to me was his ambition.
“No,” I finally interrupted. “Like out West. North Dakota, Montana.”
Mark looked at me as if I had suggested a move to the moon.
“Yee haw,” he said.

I was trying to forget about Randy, just let him stay a mystery along with the prairie
and the fierce beauty of ribby wild horses, but today, a month after it all happened, I got a
postcard of a wide main street fronted by a few low buildings, a truck parked by the
sidewalk. Greetings from Antelope Springs stretches across the top.
On the back is written neatly: No postcards o f Sandy Butte. This is the closest town
that has them. Clover is with foal. Weather very warm here but not as hot as D. C.
—Randy. No return address.
I tack it to my bulletin board in my office, among yellow post-it notes, a picture of
Mark, a take-out menu from Taste of Thai. Behind the town on the postcard I could see a
stretch of sky, high white clouds drifting on a breeze. Here, it’s a sweltering, not-theheat-but-the-humidity D.C. day and construction workers yelled obscenities at me as I
walked to work. Mark got invited to a private party where he will be sitting at a table
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with two senators. I am trying to get out of going with him. And Carlos’s green card
application was denied and it hardly seems worth it to try again, although I will. Life had
been going on as usual for me. I didn’t expect Randy to send me a postcard. I know it
was just a one-night stand.
But still.
I think when he said to me, “We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to,” well, I
think he may have actually meant it. I think of his neat blonde mustache, how he smelled
like a hayloft, the way his cheek scratched my fingers, and afterward: how he told me
about sleeping outside wrapped up tight in a blanket, the night sky like an embrace from
heaven. “How could you not believe in God, after seeing all those stars?” he had said. I
had never had a man talk about God that way to me. With Mark, God was an intellectual
exercise, a concept to be discussed, like foreign policy or a good deal on a new car, not a
presence that overwhelmed you in a moment of awe.
I think that the greasy curtains of Randy’s hotel room and the condom wrapper on the
floor said nothing about him, but said everything about me, the way I was just looking for
some kind of excuse to leave Mark, to leave this town. The way I wanted to be close to a
world more wild than mine and to hear about mustangs with tangled manes and flinty
hooves that spark the rocks of a dry wash. The way I wanted to walk right into a
Gunsmoke episode but was unwilling to leave the familiar until the longing became just
too strong, so strong that looking at a postcard now of a dinky little town in the middle of
nowhere makes me so sad and restless that I know I can’t stay here even a day longer. I
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can go there. It can wait, but I can’t. I can go there now, make my life the sweet country
song I want it to be. Right now.
I grab my purse and briefcase, the second more from habit than need, get my car from
the parking garage, and head out of the city to the Beltway, and then off the Beltway on I270, thick with traffic although it is not rush hour, and then onto 1-70. Now it’s just a
straight shot through the panhandle of Maryland, past the strip malls to the dairy farms
and the patchwork fields and the low and loping mountains of the East. I have nothing
packed. The radio is set to a country station and I feel like the heroine of a country song,
one where she’s got a full tank of gas, a destination, and that’s all.
The landscape blurs by my window, and in the median between the east- and west
bound lanes a phantom buckskin runs. I’m on its back, a cowgirl hanging on tight.
Prairie grass rustles under its hooves and we both look straight ahead, not glancing back
and not caring to. The sun is high as we race across the plain to where the horizon is
steady and sure. The sky is clear, we know our direction, and everything is wide open.
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St. Agnes of the Mermaids

Three girls were lying on their backs on the sweep of lawn outside Our Lady of the
Blessed Heart Academy, sunbathing. Their white Oxford shirt sleeves were rolled up to
their shoulders, and their maroon-and-gray plaid skirts were hiked up to the tops of their
thighs. They had tried to hide themselves behind a tall hedge, but Agnes could see them
well from the third-story classroom where she sat and waited for class to begin. Soon,
she thought, a nun would come outside and tell them to make themselves decent. They
might get a detention. But for now, they sprawled in the sun; Agnes watched how their
pale skin shined as they dabbed blobs of lotion onto their arms and legs, and how they
pushed their hair back from their glistening foreheads and flipped through the pages of
glossy magazines.
One—a girl named Faye who was in the ninth grade with Agnes— had even taken off
her shoes and socks. How it must feel to have the old winter grass scrape your toes,
thought Agnes, and feel the cold of the ground and the warmth of the sun, both at once.
How it must feel to have white blobs of lotion growing liquidy in the warmth and rolling
down your legs.
Sister Bernadette entered the room. Agnes turned away from the window.
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“Good afternoon, Sister,” everyone said.
Sister strolled to the podium with her arms folded tightly across her chest and her lips
pressed grimly together. Her hair was black with streaks of gray; her gray eyes were
small and stem.
“Girls, let us pray,” said Sister. She removed her glasses, folded them, and set them
on her podium.
HailMary fu ll ofgrace the Lord is with thee blessed art thou among women and
blessed is the fruit o f thy womb Jesus
Agnes mouthed the words while watching the girls outside. Sure enough, a nun had
caught them, and they were following her back to the building, carrying their magazines.
Holy Mary Mother o f God pray fo r us sinners
The sun slanted through the window and was hot on her face. She closed her eyes
and saw red through her lids.
“Agnes—”
“Yes, Sister?’
“Where is Katherine?” Sister pointed with her ruler to the empty desk next to Agnes.
“I don’t know, Sister.” The truth.
“Very well. I shall mark her absent.” Sister punctuated her sentence with raps on the
podium with her ruler. Sister always carried a ruler, for the purpose of pointing or
tapping.
While Sister was frowning and writing in her notebook, Agnes noticed Katherine
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standing in the doorway, grinning. Agnes smiled; Sister saw and looked from Agnes to
Katherine. All smiles vanished. Agnes looked down at her desk and Katherine assumed
a placid expression.
“You may remove that smirk from your face and go to the office and get a late slip.
I’ve already marked you absent.”
“But Sister— ”
“Katherine, go.”
“I’m not late. You started early.”
Sister set her ruler on the podium with a deliberate motion, and turned to face
Katherine. And just looked at her. Sister was older than Baba, Agnes’s grandmother, and
had a face that was both soft to touch (Agnes had once, when she was much younger,
kissed her on the cheek.) and filled with hard wrinkles. She was hunched, shorter than
most of her pupils. But her gray staring eyes carried the weight of God, Mary, and all the
saints behind them. She never backed down from a stare.
Katherine pouted and left the room; Agnes heard the clicking of her shoes fade
quickly down the hall.
“Now, girls,” Sister turned to the class and spoke as if nothing had happened. “As
you know, this is Holy Thursday. It might be a good idea to offer the rest of this day to
Christ, who after all, offered up His own life for you.”
It had been bold of Katherine to talk like that. Agnes looked out the half-open
window again, and felt a breeze across her face. She was embarrassed, but not sure why.
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Inside, the classroom smelled of hair spray, mint gum, perfume, and formaldehyde from
the biology lab next door. But the outdoor air was ffesh and scented with mud and damp
grass. Why did Katherine do that?
Sister turned to the blackboard and was writing S I N when Katherine strode back
into the room and dropped a yellow late slip on Sister’s podium, then slide into the seat
next to Agnes.
“Bitch. Bitch. Bitch,” Katherine hissed.
“It’s only a late slip,” said Agnes.
“Bitch,” said Katherine. Then she wrote a horrible word on the cover of her
notebook. Agnes watched her form the letters.

CUNT
Agnes had only seen this word once before, from a boy who had written it then told
her what it meant. She had never seen it written down. It looked ugly on the page; yet it
was a word sure of its own power, a word without ambiguity.
“No, she isn’t that,” Katherine whispered, scribbling over it. “Nuns don’t have
those. That’s why they don’t have sex.” Agnes stared at the blackboard. Her face felt
hot.
“Now this is your last preparation class before you are confirmed,” Sister was saying.
“Remember, confirmation means accepting the full responsibility of being a member of
the Church. It is a second baptism, but this time you are making the vows instead of your
godparents. You are making the decision to be a part of the Church.”
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They had all heard this before. “Bullshit,” Katherine had said one day after class.
“We’re thirteen. We’re not allowed to make any decisions for ourselves. My parents are
making me get confirmed.”
Sister’s eyes scanned the neat rows of girls. “Does anyone have any questions?”
Katherine was drawing little flowers around that word on her notebook and Agnes’s
face burned. Nobody raised a hand.

The next morning, Katherine was not on the school bus. If Katherine did not come to
school, it meant eating lunch alone, which Agnes found so awkward that she had already
planned to spend lunch period lying on a cot in the sick room. She didn't have many
friends. Most of the other kids had gone to Holy Cross together before entering Our Lady
for high school. But Agnes and Katherine lived in another town, and had gone to
grammar and middle school together. They took the city bus to school every day.
Katherine had made friends right away, but Agnes was shy and felt awkward about
everything, including her name. All the other girls had pretty names like Faye. Why did
she have to be named after her grandmother?
At school, Agnes thought she saw someone with fluffy, curled hair wearing
Katherine’s uniform skirt hiked up short with the small hole in the side where the fabric
had started to unravel. Agnes followed her into the girls’ room. In the mirror, Agnes was
surprised to see it was in fact Katherine; from behind, she had not recognized her.
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Katherine’s hair had always been long, brown, messy, and straight—just like Agnes’s.
Nuns sometimes had trouble telling them apart. But this morning Katherine’s hair was a
mass of teased ringlets hair sprayed into immobility.
Katherine turned to Agnes. “Like it?”
“Oh,” said Agnes. In the mirror she saw her own thin, pale face framed by flat, thin
hair. She couldn’t think of a thing to say.
“Last night I put it in little braids and slept on them.” said Katherine. “This morning
I took out the braids and got this. I did it at Faye’s. I spent the night there.”
Sister Clare poked her head into the bathroom. “Girls, girls. Time for mass. Get in
line now.” She grasped Agnes by one shoulder and directed her into a line of students.
“Hurry, now.”
The halls swarmed with girls with swinging earrings, pushed-down socks and kilts
rolled up at the waist to make them shorter. Classroom by classroom, they filed through
the corridors to the chapel. They didn’t have mass every day, but this was Good Friday,
and they had to go.
Agnes tried to maneuver a seat next to Katherine, but ended up next to Sister Clare
instead. Katherine sat in front of them with that girl Faye.
Agnes stared at the back of Katherine’s head as mass began. She hardly paid
attention and muttered her prayer responses into her missal. She tried not to see
Katherine twisting her hair around her fingers, unraveling the curls and letting them
spring back into place. Katherine whispered to Faye, and Faye whispered back. Agnes
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wished Sister Clare would tell them to stop, but Sister’s eyes were closed and she was
quietly chanting the prayers along with Father Danch.
This is the

wood o f the cross on which your Savior died

Father was standing at the front of the chapel, holding up an enormous cross with the
smooth ivory body of Christ nailed to it.
This is the wood o f the cross on which your Savior died
Father asked the students to come forward for the veneration of the cross. This meant
kissing it. Agnes followed Katherine in the line of girls to the altar, where Father held the
crucifix. An altar boy clutching a white cloth stood next to him. Agnes watched
Katherine touch her lips quickly to the base of the cross, and the altar boy give it a gentle
wipe with his cloth.
Agnes was next. She looked at Christ’s bowed head and closed eyes, His
outstretched arms and smooth, clean body with the long wound down the side. She
kissed His face and feet.
Back in the pew, Agnes knelt next to Sister Clare, whose head was bowed and lips
were moving silently. Agnes strained to hear. Was she saying a general prayer, Agnes
wondered, or was she making up her own? What fine words did the nun, who had
devoted her life to God, have to say to Him? Or was she even praying at all? Did she
ever get distracted? No, nuns had the gift of pure concentration. When they were
speaking to God, that was all that mattered.
Agnes bowed her own head and prayed without moving her lips. Her prayers ran
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through her head in a line of thought going from her mind directly to Heaven. She
thanked Jesus for dying on the cross. She thanked Him for His pain, and was suddenly
filled with remorse for any suffering that His smooth, ivory body endured for her. She
thought of the taunts and betrayals and denials He had faced, and the crown of thorns, the
heavy cross, the thrusting spear. She could barely sit still, thinking about it hurt so much.
And Agnes thought of her own patron saint for whom she had been named. St.
Agnes had been stabbed in the throat by Romans because she would not give up her
maidenhood. Agnes thought about having a sword shoved into her throat, the horror and
the pain of it. But she had been told that martyrs welcomed this kind of pain, because
that suffering, that focus, brought them closer to God.
A giggle, and she and looked up. Katherine and Faye were trying to stifle their
laughter about something. Agnes burned with anger. How could they act this way? She
was glad when Sister Clare tapped them on the shoulders.
“Hush, girls. Jesus sees.”

At lunchtime Katherine said they were sitting with Faye. And they sat at a table with
a group of girls Agnes didn’t know. Katherine didn’t introduce them.
“Your hair’s so excellent,” said one of the girls to Katherine.
“Is it a perm?” asked another girl.
“No,” said Katherine. “Just temporary.”
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“You should get a perm,” said Faye.
Agnes took the bologna sandwich Baba had made out of a small plastic bag. Then
she folded the bag and slid it in her book bag to take back home. Baba said there was no
sense wasting a perfectly good plastic bag, only used once. None of the other girls had
bologna sandwiches. They had all bought their lunch in the cafeteria. Baba said there
was no sense paying outrageous sums for food when it could be made at home for a
quarter the price. None of the other girls had to reuse plastic bags. She was the only girl
she knew without parents. They had been killed in a car crash when she was eight, and
she had been raised by Baba since then. Baba said they had to scrimp and save so that
Agnes could go to a good college. Agnes pulled the tab off her can of juice and stuck in a
straw. The others girls had cans of Tab. She wished she were alone with Katherine, at
their table by the window overlooking the softball field at their old school. She tried to
act unconcerned about the party they were now discussing.
“John’s coming, maybe,” said Faye.
“Ihs e?” said Katherine.
Who is this John? thought Agnes. Katherine had never mentioned anyone named
John. Whenever they talked about boys, it was always musicians or movie stars— older,
unobtainable men, not real, actual boys.
Agnes had finished her lunch without saying a word. She stood up and collected her
books and lunch bag.
“I’ve got to run,” she said lightly, trying to be cool.
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“See you,” said Faye. Katherine looked up and smiled.

Katherine rode the bus home with Agnes, and when they got off at the same stop
Katherine said, “Let’s go to the beach.” It wasn’t a beach at all, just a strip of coarse sand
along a salt-water river near Agnes’s house, but they went there often just to talk and do
nothing. It was a secret place too— you had to push your way through a forest of cattails
to reach it and no one else was ever there.
The cattails were still hard and rough, not fluffy with seeds, and Katherine kept
grabbing the tight buds as they pushed through the thicket. When they reached the shore,
Agnes took off her shoes and dug her toes into the cold sand. She was glad to be here,
away from the confusion of school, with Katherine.
“When are you going to the party?” Agnes asked.
“Which party?” asked Katherine. She was scraping the brown fuzz off a cattail bud
with one of her fingernails.
“The one you guys were talking about at lunch.”
“Oh, that. It’s tomorrow night.” Katherine dropped the cattail and walked across the
sand to the water. “By the way, you’re invited, if you want to come.”
It wasn’t much of an invitation. She didn’t think Katherine wanted her to go. She
picked up the dropped cattail bud and flung it into the water.
“Hey—stop throwing things at me and come in,” called Katherine, who was in the
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water to her knees. Agnes let the frigid waves lap at her ankles. Translucent minnows
darted around her feet. Meanwhile, Katherine was striding deeper into the water, yanking
up her kilt so high that Agnes could see her goose pimpled thighs and the lace edging of
her underwear.
Agnes moved in a little deeper. “Remember when we used to play mermaids?” she
asked. When they were younger, this was the best place to play. They had games that
made them pretend to be seals, or shipwreck survivors, or exotic island people.
Mermaids had been her favorite game. They had to stay in the water the whole time, and
if they washed ashore, they could only lie there helplessly until a handsome prince
rescued them or the tide pulled them back.
“Oh, Agnes, that was such a long time ago.”
“I was just thinking about it,” said Agnes. She felt the icy water cut bands around
her knees, but dared herself to go in deeper.
“I have a joke,” said Katherine.
“What?”
“How are mermaids like nuns?”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s a joke. Why are mermaids like nuns?”
“I give up.”
“They don’t have cunts,” said Katherine.
“What?”
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“You know what I mean. Nuns don’t have them and mermaids don’t have them
either. Just tails.”
“Well, what do nuns have then?”
“I guess you’ll find out when you become one,” said Katherine. She laughed. “I
mean, that’s your goal, right?”
Agnes’s throat tightened and she was afraid she would cry right in front of Katherine.
She waded back to shore, where she made a show of putting on her socks and shoes.
How could Katherine think that she wanted to be a nun? And what if she did? What was
so bad about that, anyway? As she tried to brush wet sand off her feet, she heard a splash
and saw Katherine reaching for something under the surface of the water.
“Agnes— look,” said Katherine. She hauled a horseshoe crab from the water and
held it by its long tail. It hung, dripping, brown and still. She carried it to shore and put it
on its back on the sand. It waved its pale claws.
“I was just kidding,” said Katherine. Agnes bent over so Katherine couldn’t see her
face and examined the horseshoe crab. Its flat, brown eyes stared without blinking. She
grasped it by its shell and placed it on its stomach; it immediately started heaving itself
toward the water.
“So are you coming to the party?” asked Katherine halfheartedly.
“I guess so.”
“Want me to do your hair?”
“How?”
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“Curly. Like mine.”
A generous offer. “Okay.”
“Come over tomorrow morning and I’ll do it,” said Katherine.
Agnes saw the horseshoe crab had reached the water. It pushed itself into the foamy
tide, and suddenly became graceful as it propelled itself with surprising speed into the
deep part of the river.

She didn’t know what to wear to the party. At school everyone wore uniforms and
she didn’t have to worry so much about it. But even then, there were ways for the
popular girls to stand out. You needed to push your knee socks down around your
ankles. It was also important to wear your kilt as short as possible, at least above your
knees. Agnes’s kilt was long, and Baba wouldn’t hem it. Agnes had to roll it up so many
times to make it shorter that it left a thick roll around her middle.
She stared at her selection of clothes, most of which had been bought by Baba.
Finally, she settled on a pair of brown corduroy slacks, a white turtleneck with little
hearts on it, a blue sweater, and brown loafers.
She saved the hair for last. The day before, she had hung her head over Katherine’s
kitchen sink. Water flowed down her ears and across her face, and she squeezed her eyes
shut, feeling Katherine’s fingers massage her head with shampoo. When Katherine was
finished, she combed Agnes’s hair and braided it, wet, into tiny plaits. They were tight
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and they hurt, especially where they pulled the hairs at the back of her neck. Agnes rode
home on her bike with her braids waving stiffly.
Now, she tugged the rubber bands off in front of the bathroom mirror. Unraveling the
plaits, she watched her straight hair turn into a frizzy mess. She didn’t look a thing like
Katherine. But she sprayed her head with Baba’s hair spray and went downstairs.
“In heaven’s name,” saidBaba, “What have you done to yourself?”
“It’s just curls.”
“You shouldn’t even be going to a party tonight. On Holy Saturday. You should be
going to mass with me. I don’t know why I said you could go.”
Agnes felt sick. Baba was going to change her mind and not let her go to the party.
And yet, she almost hoped that Baba would say no, because then she would not have to
go, and she would have a reason to tell Katherine: “My grandmother won’t let me go.”
She heard a car horn honking outside.
“Please,” Agnes said, not sure which answer she wanted.
Baba hoisted herself up from the couch, and walked over to Agnes.
“If you want me to stay, I’ll stay,” said Agnes.
Baba took Agnes’s face in her thick, cold hands. “Go. Have a good time,” she said,
and kissed Agnes’s cheek. Agnes ran out the door and slid into the backseat of the car
with Katherine.
“Your hair looks great,” Katherine said. Her own hair was straight, and pulled back
in one long braid.
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The party was in Faye’s cellar. The only light came from a small lamp, which
someone kept turning off, and someone else kept turning back on. The music was so loud
Agnes couldn’t talk without yelling. She recognized most of the girls there as classmates.
She didn’t know any of the boys, who were clustered in one comer of the room.
“Want a beer?” Katherine handed one to Agnes. Agnes had tasted beer before. She
pulled the tab off the can and took a sip. It was foamy, bitter. Faye had appeared from
somewhere and was talking to Katherine. Even though they were right next to her, the
music was too loud to hear their conversation or to try to join in. She took another
swallow of beer and looked around the room. Katherine was deep in conversation with
Faye.
Agnes felt a tap on her arm. A boy was standing beside her, saying something she
couldn’t hear. She guessed he was asking her to dance.
She didn’t want to, but she didn’t know how to tell him no, so she followed him a
few steps into the middle of the room. She moved self-consciously to the music,
throwing her hips from side to side, waving her arms back and forth and looking straight
ahead. The boy tapped her arm again and said something.
“What?” asked Agnes.
“I said what’s your name?” he shouted.
“Agnes.”
“What?”
“Agnes.”
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“What kind of a name is that?”
“I don’t know,” Agnes said. “It’s just my name.”
“My name’s Douglas,” the boy said.
Agnes smiled and nodded. A slow song began to play, and the boy named Douglas
put his hands around her waist and pulled her toward him. His body was warm, and
droplets of sweat shone above his lip. She put one hand on his shoulder and the other on
his back. They swayed back and forth without rhythm, and he steered her around other
couples, some dancing distantly like they were, others clinging to each other, taking
advantage of the song and the opportunity to touch. One couple was kissing, and the guy
had his hand in the girl’s back pocket.
The song ended and Agnes started to pull away. But someone had put on another
record and Douglas held onto her.
“Let’s dance some more,” he said. She was a little flattered. Despite her boring
clothes and ridiculous hair, he still wanted to dance with her. He pulled her closer and
she rested her chin lightly on his shoulder, like she saw some of the other girls doing with
their boys. She saw that Katherine was standing on one side of the room, not dancing.
Someone turned out the lamp again, making the room dark.
“Keep it off,” a boy yelled. In the darkness, she could feel Douglas swaying gently,
and was aware of her own body’s every awkward movement. Her legs felt like logs and
her back was stiff.
“Relax,” Douglas whispered.
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“I am,” she said.
“Good.”
“I just don’t like this song that much.”
“Ignore it. Pretend it’s a different song.” Instead, she pretended Douglas was a
different boy—a movie star, a grown-up man who didn’t wear too much cologne or sweat
from dancing. Maybe even a man with a smooth, ivory body.
He began to rub his hands up and down her back, saying nothing. She had never been
touched by a boy this way. He moved his hands forward, across her stomach. She could
feel their warmth and trembling through her sweater. He pushed one hand higher, up to
the bottom strap of her bra. Her heart pounded and now she was sweating, too.
“Don’t,” she said.
“Sorry.” He quickly put his hands back on her waist. They danced silently until the
song ended.
“I’m tired,” she said, and pulled away. She found Katherine, who was smiling.
“You met someone,” she said. “He’s cute.”
“Yeah,” said Agnes. “His name’s Douglas.” She spent the rest of the night hanging
at the edge of Katherine’s group, trying to avoid Douglas’s stare.

As soon as she was home, Agnes shut herself in the bathroom and began filling the
tub with hot water. Baba was in bed, and the house was still. Agnes undressed and
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stared at herself in the mirror. Her body was thin and pale; her breasts were flat, and
there was still just the beginnings of hair down there.
She turned off the water and stepped into the steaming tub. Her feet and ankles grew
warm, while the rest of her body shivered. She sat. How good it was to be home, away
from the party. She didn’t have to think about anything that happened that night—about
Katherine ignoring her or Douglas’s searching hands. She would not think any more of
that.
She lay back until the water covered her shoulders and the bottom of her chin. So
peaceful. Closing her eyes, she let herself slide under. Her hair spread out, soft and
swaying. Like a mermaid’s. Mermaids feared nothing in the sea where they swam and
slept. They were both women and fish. It was true, what Katherine said—they had
nothing but tails, elegant, shimmering tails. Not human, not animal.
A zoo of mythological beasts pushed into her mind—centaurs, fauns, satyrs. They
were male beasts with male sex organs, creatures of the earth, with strong legs, hard
hooves and furred bodies. Not like mermaids.
Still underwater, she needed to breathe. She sat up all at once, gasping. Her wet hair
hung in a flat line down her spine like seaweed.

Agnes was sleepy for Easter mass the next morning, and kept trying to swallow her
yawns so Baba wouldn’t get angry. But Baba was praying the rosary, rotating the
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beads—glossy like wet, black pebbles—in her thick fingers, repeating the prayers—one
Our Father, ten Hail Marys, one Glory Be. And then again, five times in all, until her
fingers rested on the silver cross with a miniature Christ figure glued to it.

On Monday evening, Baba drove Agnes and Katherine to their pre-confirmation
interview, where would go to the rectory and Father would ask them a few simple
questions to make sure they were ready to become adult members of the Church.
“Good luck, girls,” Baba said, and waited in the car.
The rectory was a small white house that sat among squared-off hedges and dormant
flower beds. They walked up the flagstone path to the front door, and Katherine rang the
bell.
“Good evening, girls,” said Father Danch when he opened the door. He led them
down a narrow front hall to a sitting room, past a kitchen where some dishes were piled in
the sink, a newspaper lay open on the table, and a magnet of Pope John Paul II was stuck
to the refrigerator. Agnes had never been inside a rectory before. She had thought it
might be like church, but it seemed just like a regular house, except holier.
“Which of you would like to go first?” asked Father.
Agnes and Katherine looked at each other. “I will,” Katherine said. Father escorted
Katherine from the room, leaving Agnes alone. She sat herself on on a worn, red velvet
couch. She stayed very still and folded her hands on her lap and looked at an icon of the
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Virgin Mary hanging on the wall opposite the couch. Mary had a dark face and slanting,
unhappy eyes. She was pointing with a long finger to her heart, visible right through her
clothing. A dagger pierced the heart, which was surrounded by a crown of thorns and a
ring of flames.
Baba had a picture of Mary on her wall, too. But not painful, like this one. Baba’s
Mary had pale skin and soft blue eyes, and wore a wispy blue-and-white gown. The
words of a prayer floated in the clouds above her head. Agnes knew the prayer by heart
and could see in her mind each gold-lettered word.
O Maryconceived without sin pray fo r us
“Say this prayer nightly,” Baba had told Agnes when she was very young, back
before her parents had died. And Agnes still did. She continued to stare at the icon, and
thought of a time in first grade when, after Sister Louise had taught them about martyrs,
Katherine asked Agnes if she would die for her faith.
“Would you?” Agnes had asked back. Katherine had said, yes, who wouldn’t? And
Agnes said quickly yes, she would gladly be a martyr too, but inside she was afraid of
pain.
Agnes heard a door down the hall open, and a few moments later Katherine entered
the room. “Your turn. I’ll meet you outside.”
Agnes entered Father’s office. The room was small. It seemed like confession.
“Have a seat, Agnes,” said Father. “I’m just going to ask you a few questions, so
don’t be nervous,”
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Agnes smiled to show him she was not nervous, even though she was.
“What does the Trinity mean to you?” Father asked.
“The Trinity is God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit,” said Agnes.
She was relieved; that had been an easy question.
“Good. The Holy Spirit gives us grace. What do you think grace is?”
“It’s God, helping you from the inside. It’s His protection against evil.”
Father nodded and leaned back in his chair. “One last question—who are you
striving to be like, and how can the sacrament of Confirmation help you reach this goal?”
Agnes had no catechism response. She wondered if he had asked Katherine the same
question. What did she say? Agnes furrowed her brow, to show Father she was thinking.
Who did she want to be like? Someone Katherine would admire, she though. One of
Katherine’s new friends.
Or maybe a mermaid. A beautiful, sensual mermaid. Mermaids must conceive like
Mary, Agnes thought suddenly, without having sex. Did Mary have a—? Agnes stopped
her thought and started to blush. She hung her head and let her hair fall over her face, so
Father wouldn’t see her burning cheeks.
“I want to be like my patron saint, St. Agnes,” she said quickly. “She was brave and
good and stood up for what she believed. Confirmation will help me be like her because
it will increase my faith in Christ.”
And Father said, “Excellent, Agnes. You may go now.”
She was glad to go out into the cool air. Katherine was waiting on the doorstep.
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They walked down the path to the parking lot.
“How’d it go?” asked Katherine.
“Okay.”
“Did he ask you who you wanted to be like?”
“Yes.”
“He asked me that too. I said the Virgin Mary,” said Katherine. She laughed loudly,
too loudly for the night and for the garden of the rectory. “I guess that’s the last person
I’d want to be like. No sex—not even with Joseph. Can you imagine being a virgin
forever?” Agnes could easily imagine this. “What did you say?” Katherine asked.
“Oh, I just said I wanted to be like Agnes, my patron saint.”
“Good answer.”
They were approaching the car; Agnes could see Baba’s soft face illuminated by a
street lamp.
“I didn’t mean it, of course,” Agnes added. “I didn’t mean it at all.”

Agnes sat in the tub and watched the water pour out of the spout. A paring knife lay
on the side of the tub, next to the soap dish. She turned off the water and listened for
Baba’s heavy breathing down the hall.
She picked up the knife and slowly pressed its blade against the blue veins under her
skin. She pressed until she made a crease, and then let up on the knife. She did it again,
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further up her wrist, and all the way to the soft skin inside her elbow, so that she had a
track of crease marks up her arm. She submerged her arm into the water, and watched
the creases soften and return to smooth skin. And when they did, she took the knife again
and pressed it hard into her skin until she felt pain, and her whole being focused on that
one point of pain. Her mind cleared and she watched as small pricks of blood appeared
on her skin, and it seemed that it was someone else’s blood. This is how martyrs
felt—pain was joy. And no one could hurt her now, she was so close to holiness. She
dipped her arm in the water and the blood leaked away, washed away in the water like an
unanswered prayer.
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Imagining Alaska

I.

It was still dark when I backed my pickup out of my parents’ driveway and turned
onto the silent main street of Big Run, Pennsylvania. Houses sat right up at the edge of
the road, with a narrow swath of mown grass between them. Porch lights that had been
left on all night glowed like small, irregularly-placed street lamps, and in one house, the
blue light of a television flickered in an upstairs window, as if someone had fallen asleep
while watching the eleven o’clock news.
At the center of town, the drug store, hardware store, and pizza place were all closed
and dark; even the neon signs in the window of the Silver Front had been shut off. But a
flood light shone on the lawn of St. Stanislaus Byzantine Catholic Church, illuminating a
sign announcing the times of daily and Sunday masses. The church, unlike the rest of the
town, had a sturdy permanence about it, built of brick with a round Hershey-kiss dome on
!

top of the steeple. Beyond the church, the road rounded a wide bend and passed the
playground where, in morning’s gray light, I could see the faint outlines of a swing set,
seesaw, monkey bars, the chain-link backstop for the baseball field. The lanky shape of a
coonhound trotted across the field to the orange creek that ran along its edge, bubbling up
from old mine shafts. My father once told me the creek flowed to Pittsburgh, and as a
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little kid I would throw sticks and wormy crab apples into the water and imagine them
floating one hundred and fifty miles west to this city I’d never been to. The objects
would chum under the sulfur-smelling bubbles, mshing away from me in a hurry to get
out of Big Run.
This is what I was leaving, and it wasn’t much and I wasn’t sorry to leave. I drove
out of town and then out of Jefferson County, away from the coal towns and up into the
low green hills where tawny and white Guernseys, switching their tails, shuffled toward
long low bams for their morning milking. As the road swung west, the rising sun flared
orange behind me. I drove fast, and reached DuBois while the sky was still pink.
I stopped at a Sheetz, topped off my tank, and got a cup of coffee to go, plus some
food for traveling—Hershey bars, pre-made roast beef sandwiches, a six pack of RC,
yogurt cups, sliced peaches in heavy syrup to eat with a plastic spoon. I connected to Rte
80, a crooked red line that bumps over the Appalachians, and drove steadily all day,
purposefully thinking of nothing but the road ahead. I drove with the windows open and
a hot wind cut across my face. July was no time not to have an air conditioner. I bought
a water bottle at a 7-11 near Youngstown, Ohio, and dripped water over my head to cool
myself. I played the radio— country stations— loudly, and sang along to keep myself
focused. I stopped for more coffee outside Ogden, Indiana. I noted how the sun arced
from my rearview mirror over the top of the car until it fell westward in front of me and
its brassy light burned my eyes. When it finally sank, it was into cornfields. I kept
driving through the night, watching the world in my headlight beams—the broken yellow
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line, the bluegrey pavement, the quick flash of white letters on a green sign. I drove with
the window still open and the night air smelled like singed hair, as if something,
somewhere, was burning. I drove fast past houses and bams that I couldn’t see but knew
were there in the dark, just beyond the range of my vision and the sweep of my
headlights.
I drove until I almost fell asleep at the wheel and nearly drove off the road and into
the soft black Iowa night. So I pulled off at the next town, a group of trailers in a park
and the Junction Motel, a low-slung building with a neon sign that said VA N Y.
It was two a.m.
“Free coffee in the morning,” the teenage girl in the office told me as she handed me
the key.
I planned to sleep just a few hours and then be off again. But when I slipped into the
stiff white sheets I fell asleep immediately, without brushing my teeth or changing my
clothes, and I slept for fourteen hours and didn’t have any dreams to remember and woke
up as the sun was going down again. I lay in the strange bed and felt an absence until I
couldn’t stand it, and then I got up.
I opened the blinds to reveal a cluster of buildings across the street—a general store, a
gas station, a post office—muted by a drizzling rain. After splashing my face with water,
I left my room and walked outside across the parking lot to the motel office. The same
girl was there.
“Could you tell me, is there someplace to eat around here?” I asked.
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“The best places would be the next town over,” she said. “West of here. Or you
could go to Mike’s down the street. It’s got food if you ask.”
“Where’s that?”
“That way.” She pointed. “Just a few steps down that road,” she said. “You can’t
miss it.”
The road was loamy and moist with the rain, and the high roadside grasses scratched
at my knees when I stepped off to the side to get out of the way of a pickup bumping
towards me. I found the bar soon enough, just as the girl at the motel had said. When I
went inside everyone stared at me for a moment but then went back to what they were
doing. It reminded me of Big Run.
I was self-conscious, but I went right up to the bar.
“Excuse me, do you serve food?” I asked the bartender.
“Usually, yes. But not tonight,” he said. “Our cook’s sick and you wouldn’t want to
eat anything I make. We’ve got potato chips and pork rinds.”
“Two bags of potato chips, please,” I said. “And a Pabst.”
“You old enough for that?”
I nodded and dug in my pocket for my driver’s license. I had just turned twenty-one.
“You’re a ways from home.”
“Pennsylvania’s not my home,” I said.
I sat at a comer table and ate my chips and drank my beer from the can. Three
women a little older than I sat together at a table and talked and smoked. Occasionally
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one of them would laugh loudly in a carefree way. I was jealous of them; I envied their
laughter. I wondered if the bartender had noticed my wedding ring.
A guy in a black cowboy hat sat at the bar talking to the bartender; after a while he
went over to the three women and put his arms around one of them. She acted like she
didn’t like it, though it was clear she did.
“Get away,” she said.
I finished my beer and almost left, but I felt a soft buzz coming on and I didn’t want
to go back out into the rain just yet. It was coming down harder now and I could hear it
smacking against the window. “Another beer, please,” I told the bartender.
He opened the can and poured it into a glass this time.
“Can I buy that for you?” Cowboy Hat was standing at my arm.
“No thank you.”
“Can I sit with you?”
“I’m not sitting here,” I said.
“Well sorry to bother you,” he said. “I was just being friendly.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I just don’t feel like talking.”
“Hard day?”
“I just got up.”
“I see. Hard night, then.”
“It’s not like that,” I said. “I drove from Pennsylvania to here, where ever this is, in
one day.”
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“What are you running from?”
“Nothing,” I said. “I’m trying to get somewhere.”
“Well he’s sure a lucky guy, whoever he is.” He moved away to the other end of the
bar. I finished my beer and just sat there for a while, watching the T.V. behind the bar
with the sound turned down. I couldn’t even tell what show it was.
The women at the table cast me a collective glance as I left. Outside, the rain had
stopped and the night was misty and starless. The motel’s vacancy sign winked its pink
neon at me. I thought of brushing my teeth, my ratty nightshirt, a red Gideon Bible on the
nightstand. For a moment, that was all I wanted.

After a few more hours of sleep, I was ready to drive again. It was a long road ahead.
I was going to drive across the entire continent, all the way to Alaska. I was driving there
to look for a piece of my husband’s soul I think he might have left behind when he was
washed overboard on a crabbing vessel in the Bering Sea. We had been wanderers,
David and I—or rather David had been a wanderer and I had fallen in love with him and
followed along. I had been waiting for him in Washington when I got the news, and after
that I stopped living like a gypsy and moved back in with my parents in Pennsylvania. I
had no intention of going to Alaska for any reason until one day, just four months after he
died (or passed away, as my mother always said, but never could being washed into cold
water be that gentle), a letter arrived for me in a crisp white business envelope with the
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name of a law firm preprinted on the top left comer with a Fairbanks, Alaska address. It
was just one page, and seemed too brief for the weight of information it carried.
Mrs. Metcalfe, it began. And closed with some lawyer looking forward to working with
me. Very truly yours. But the middle part was what I couldn’t stop reading. A woman, a
woman in Fairbanks, Alaska, had read an account of David’s death in the local paper, and
then felt compelled to act. She wanted a part of his insurance money, not for herself but
for her son, who was also David’s. David, my passed-away husband, had a son.

It took another week of steady driving through Montana and Alberta and then up the
Alcan to reach Fairbanks. The city was a surprise to me. After miles and miles of driving
through spruce bogs punctuated by one-street towns—Burwash Landing, Teslin, Tok—I
suddenly found myself on a four-lane divided highway. I exited off the road onto S.
Cushman Street and drove past car dealerships, a laundromat, a strip mall, an armysurplus store. I stopped at the first motel I saw, the Totem Inn, where rooms were fifty
dollars a night.
I went to my room and sprawled across bed. I was exhausted, as if I had driven the
entire five thousand miles without stopping once. I tried to let it sink in that I had
finished my journey and had made it to Alaska. But the motel room, the sounds of a city
outside, made it hard to believe. This wasn’t how I had thought about Alaska. This
wasn’t how David had painted it for me. I listened for a while to cars driving by outside,
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voices and the T.V. in the next room. I sat up and turned on my own T.V. to drown out
the sounds. I watched a Gap commercial. I could have been anywhere. I had a sense not
of accomplishment but of let-down. I was at the end of the road, and the end of the road
was a motel room with yellow stains on the walls and blue shag carpeting. I was dizzy
from driving and covered in road dust. It was eleven p.m. and not dark. I closed the
blinds against the light and turned on the news. The weatherman was pointing to a
picture of Alaska. None of the rest of the United States was in the frame, just a sliver
edge of the Yukon and British Columbia. “We’ll get some light rain overnight, and the
temperature will drop,” he said. “So it’s going to get a little cold, but not cold enough for
snow. We sure don’t need any of that yet!” He chuckled at his joke and then said, “Now
let’s see what’s going on in the rest of the country.” The picture behind him changed to
show the rest of North America, with Alaska pushed to the top left of the screen. And I
saw where I was, way up here on the curve of the world, far from Pennsylvania or any
other place I could call home. Even though I had just driven up here, every mile, I
couldn’t believe how far away I was.
A radio blared from a car outside my window, a pulsing rap beat. Everything felt
wrong.

The next morning I checked out of the motel. I couldn’t fight the need to move on.
Out of habit, I took the little soaps and shampoos from the bathroom before I packed up
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my few things and stepped out of my room. I gassed up my pickup and bought an
enormous cup of coffee and some junk food—a Three Musketeers bar, beef jerky, and a
six-pack of pop.
I drove back to the road I had arrived on, the Richardson Highway, which, if I turned
right, would take me all the way back the way I had come. But I turned north, and drove
along the edge of town, over the Chena River, and then over a long hill, past a pullout for
the oil pipeline, a truck weigh station, the Northern Exposure RV Park, a spring where
people collected water in blue jugs and a sign that said Next Services 118 miles; then the
road narrowed and roughened. Occasionally, a tractor trailer drove by in the opposite
direction, and when one lumbered up behind me and shone its headlights into my
rearview mirror, I pulled over to let it pass. After less than an hour of driving the road
turned to dirt, but the dirt was hard packed and damp from rain and it gleamed in the sun
as if it were pavement. The road rose and fell over the hilly terrain, diving straight into
the bluegreen swells of mountains. It seemed I was surrounded by a million mountains
like a million waves falling in on me and I was overwhelmed.
I stopped at a pullout by a creek and got out of my truck. I needed grounding in
something small, a single tree. A small path wound along the high steep creek bank
through birch trees and I followed it until it stopped at a clearing with a ring of burnt
wood and charred stones. A faint trail, almost just the memory of a trail, led out of the
clearing on the opposite side and I followed that through thick rose hips that scraped my
bare legs with delicate thorns, and through dwarf willow stands with branches that
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whipped my arms. I wondered what might be lurking in the trees—bears, wolves? I had
no idea what was out there. But I continued on and it felt good to move my legs after
driving for so many days.
A mile or so along, I saw horizontal lines among the vertical lines of trees. Moving
closer, I saw it was a fence—no, a wall, a cabin wall, the beginnings of a log cabin, eight
spruce trees high at its highest point, too high for me to see quite over it. I climbed up the
notches at one comer, my sneakers slipping on the bark that still clung to the logs, and
saw the cabin was made of four walls of equal sides with no doors or windows. A roughhewn board to roll the logs up to their places on top of each other was propped against the
wall, as if waiting for the job to be finished. Rose hips grew thick inside the cabin, along
with two birch trees at least ten feet tall. Half-hidden in the grasses in one comer was a
pile of Bell jars, their lids rusted shut, mosses growing inside like some laboratory
experiment.
I lowered myself inside and felt as if I were in a corral. I thought of playing horses as
a girl with my best friend, Jennifer, who would loop a clothesline around my waist when I
was the horse and tie me to a tree. I would stamp my hoof and shake my mane with
displeasure. Then Jennifer would untie me and run me around and around the yard, and
later, bring me into an old shed with wide spaces between the boards and brush my body
with a hairbrush.
I stayed in that memory until I began to feel like an intruder in the cabin, then I
climbed out and made my way to the creek, which I crossed where it was shallow and the
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stones slipped under my sneakers. I crawled up the opposite bank on my hands and knees
then walked a few yards up a small rise, and when I reached the top, I was at the edge of a
treeless space, a big open bog with an occasional dead, branchless black spruce poking up
like someone had planted a stick in the ground, still held upright by its wide shallow
spread of roots.
The bog looked lush and green and inviting, like a meadow. I could almost picture
cows spread out across it, heads down and tails switching. I set out into the pasture and
discovered at once it was no such thing. The ground was wet and it sucked at my feet,
and it was not flat but covered in humps of grass-covered earth as high as my knee. They
were too unstable to walk on, so I had to walk around and over them, like the summer
camp exercise when we had to run through a double line of tires, placing a foot in the
hole of each tire.
There was no reason not to just turn back, but I didn’t. This hard work, this ache in
my legs, this cold water seeping through my sneakers, this scraping of hair grass against
my skin, satisfied me. I grunted outloud and was pleased there was no one to hear me. I
shouted—Hey!—and listened to the echo of my own voice. High small clouds and a
flash of sun above, a hill covered with spruce ahead—I could see everything worth
seeing. The bog smelled not of rank and decay, like bogs back home, but fresh, like ripe
apples. I sank to my knees in a carpet of peat; it was like sinking into a down comforter,
the ground was so yielding. I closed my eyes against the sun. I could smell everything,
hear everything, from my own breathing to my best friend’s voice. I felt, at that moment,
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that death was no longer possible, or if it was, it wasn’t something that concerned me.

When I woke I was immediately cold. The sun had not set but it had lowered itself
behind the shoulder of a hill. I heard a truck along the road in the distance. And I felt a
great pang when I had to remember all over again about David.
Sometimes thinking about David was a dull ache, a chronic kind of hurting, a
lingering throb after a beesting. But other times—and this happened always on waking,
when I had forgotten what had happened and had to remember all over again—it was an
acute pain, the sting itself, again and again. I trod through the bog like an old horse,
knowing I would be out here a long time before I reached my pickup. I shook with cold
and I thought of David falling into the sea, that coldness. I tucked my head down against
the breeze that had picked up. I tried to run but tripped over a tussock and fell into the
mud. I got up and hiked on, the ground slurping at my feet. I was tired, and sad and I
wanted to be in my truck, or better yet, between cool stiff motel room sheets in a warm
room with a T.V. for company.
After a long time I arrived back at the creek, and I picked up the trail through the
birch trees to my truck. Finally, my truck. I couldn’t wait for sleep, for warmth. But
when I fingered my pocket for my keys, I found only cloth. I checked all my pockets
twice, but the keys were gone. I had lost them. I slumped down next to the front tire,
pulled my knees up to my chest and hugged them and shivered. Though not dark, the
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light was grainy, and the sun was resting just below the horizon before it rose again. I
was cold.
Cold was all I could think about. I remembered other moments of coldness. One
time: I was 16, and had had a vicious argument with my father. I wanted to go to
Pittsburgh for the weekend with my friends, and my father said absolutely not, end of
subject. I said I was going anyway, and furthermore, I was running away. I put on my
jean jacket and stormed out of the house and started walking. My first idea was to walk
to a friend’s house, but I was embarrassed to do that. So I just walked, first down the
street, and then across a field, in case my mother came out with the car looking for me. It
was December, and the ground was hard, the furrows of the plowed field unyielding. A
mean wind whipped down the valley and right through me. I wasn’t dressed for the
weather, but I wasn't going to go home. I wandered back through town and finally found
myself at St. Stanislaus, and I thought I’d go inside to get warm. People didn’t worry
much about locking doors in Big Run, and I was sure the church would be open. But it
wasn’t. I tried all the doors, the red ones in the front with the big Christmas wreathes, the
two small white side doors for latecomers. No luck. I went back around to the front of
the church, where the creche was. Life-sized plaster figures of the Virgin and Joseph and
shepherds stood about in a thick bed of straw, as if they were real and needed all that
bedding for warmth and comfort. At least I could get out of the wind. I crept to the back
of the wooden manger, pulled straw around me. I pushed my hands between my legs and
hunched over, trying to make myself as small as possible, trying to conserve body heat.
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A real bam would have been better, with the animals radiating warmth, instead of these
cold statues, which I had always thought were beautiful but up close were shabby. Mary
needed to be repainted, Joseph was covered in hairline cracks, and one of the sheep was
missing a leg.
I stayed out all night, just to give my parents a scare, and made sure I walked back
home before the priest could find me.

The pink light of the setting-rising sun glowed over the hills as I walked south away
from my pickup. I walked for maybe ten minutes, knowing it was pointless—I wouldn’t
get anywhere—but it kept me warm and I felt as if I were doing something that would
help me get back to Fairbanks. I sang country songs to comfort myself, until I heard the
rumble of an big rig and I got scared and scooted off the road into the underbrush,
ducking down like a rabbit in the weeds. The tractor trailer rushed by. I felt it in the
ground, like an earthquake.
I went back to the road feeling foolish, and told myself that next time, I would stay
and try to wave the truck down. I had no idea what time it was, but I felt morning was
coming. I stood in the middle of the road; I was in a valley and the road curved along
high hills on both sides of me. I watched in one direction, then the other. Finally, two
glowing headlights appeared to the north, creeping along the side of the hill, then
disappearing in the trees then appearing again. I stepped off to the side and waited, and
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as it came closer I saw it was a car. I waved when it was very close, and the driver was
already slowing down.
“Do you need help?” a man asked as he leaned over and rolled down the passengerside window.
“I need a ride to Fairbanks,” I said, very apologetically.
“Well sure.”
He opened the front door from the inside and tried to clear off some of the mess in the
passenger seat, a pile of papers, some tools, a rope, an empty milk jug.
“Sorry for the mess, I wasn’t expecting company.”
He was about as old as my father, I guessed, maybe a little younger, with a round face
and a thick mustache that curved around the sides of his mouth. He wore a baseball cape
that said Seattle on it, a clean white T-shirt, and a pair of stained work pants. He said his
name was Rich, and he extended his right hand to me and I shook it, while trying to
manipulate the seatbelt.
“That don’t work,” he said. “Sorry. I’ll drive careful.”
“What time is it?”
“Four.” He pointed to a little digital clock stuck to the dashboard.
I expected him to ask me why I was standing by the roadside at four a.m. in the
middle of nowhere, but he didn’t. He drove along at fifty miles per hour. A CB radio
was plugged into the cigarette lighter and every once and a while it sputtered.
“My name’s Helen,” I said, remembering I hadn’t told him.
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“A pretty name,” he said.
“I’m from the East Coast.”
“I could tell.”
“What do you mean?” I was defensive.
“You have East Coast eyebrows.”
He rustled in his shirt pocket and pulled out a cigarette while I thought about this. I
did pluck them.
“Mind if I smoke?”
“No.”
“Want one?”
“Okay.”
He lit my cigarette with a bic lighter and then lit his own. I cracked the window to let
out the smoke.
“Where’s your husband?”
“What?”
“You’re wearing a ring.”
“He died.”
“Oh. I thought, you know, with you standing by the road. A fight or something. I’m
sorry.”
“It’s okay,” I said, something I said often to people. I didn’t know what it meant. It’s
okay to be sorry. It’s okay, we don’t have to talk about it anymore.
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“Do you live in Fairbanks?”
“Yes.”
“What part?”
“In a motel.”
“That’s expensive.”
“I’ve got money.”
“I have friends that rent cabins, if you’re interested.”
I thought of the sturdy corral of logs abandoned in the woods, the coziness of it. That
was my image of a cabin. I took the number he scrawled on the back of a business card
as he drove. The card said Richard T. Peek. Guided Hunting & Fishing. Charters.
Flight seeing.
“This you?”
“Yeah.”
“I’ve only flown twice,” I said. That was to David’s funeral and back. “I’ve never
flown in a small plane before.”
He looked at me and rubbed his mustache with one finger. “You’re missing out,” he
said. You get a whole different view of the world. I’ve seen things that no one ever gets
to see. Wolves, thousands of caribou. You don’t know how big Alaska is till you’ve
flown it. Tell you what. You call me, I’ll give you a free flight.”
“Thank you,” I said. I didn’t tell him I was afraid of flying, didn’t trust the whole
idea of it.
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We hit pavement but there were still no stores, no houses. Only one truck had passed
us. Rich crushed his cigarette in the ash tray and pulled out another.
“Me, I’ve never been married,” he said. “I lived with a lady once. We came up
together from Colorado, and went to Manley. Then winter came she said it was too cold
and left. I stayed. For the best for both of us. She wanted kids.”
I wasn’t listening to him. I was thinking of David, what it used to be like on the road
with him. When I was the passenger I’d sometimes fall asleep, even while he was
talking, because riding in the car made me sleepy and because I felt so safe with him right
there next to me. I thought back to the first time we took a trip together, after I decided I
would go anywhere at all with him if it meant we could be together and I didn’t have to
stay in Pennsylvania. After he said he didn’t want to leave without me. He usually
hitchhiked but I had a car, a ten-year -old Toyota Tercel.
“What are you going to tell your parents?” said David, as I tossed his backpack and
my two duffel bags onto the back seat.
“I’ll worry about it later.” It was the middle of summer, but already I knew I
wouldn’t be returning to school that fall.
David got in on the passenger side and pulled a handful of battered states maps out of
the glove box.
“You can drive,” he said. “I’ll navigate.”
“You never said where we were going.”
“Anywhere. Anywhere you want to.”
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That was too many choices. Given my freedom, I had no idea what to do with it. I
drove down Main Street and out of Big Run, then steered almost unconsciously to
DuBois, a few miles away.
“Let’s get a Jimmy Dog,” I said, pulling onto the fast food strip: Bob’s Big Boy, Eatn-Go, KFC, Red Lobster, and at least a dozen more.
“Golly, Helen,” said David, “you could eat here every day for a month and not eat in
the same place twice.” He was laughing. I laughed too, at the way he said Golly. He was
always using funny words like that. He never swore. Instead, he’d say things like Dang It
or Jeepers.
“My dad used to bring me here for sundaes,” I told David while we were eating our
dogs, and he looked at me in a funny way and I could tell he was thinking: small town.
“Let’s get going,” I said.
And I suddenly wanted to get the hell out of Pennsylvania more than I had ever
wanted anything, except for wanting David. I was tired of the same scenery—shabby
coal-company houses and a main streets with half the building boarded up— and the same
sulfur smell of the creek and the same droning of cicadas all summer night long.
I pulled onto Rte. 80 and hit the gas. David rolled down the window, sending loose
scraps of paper blowing around the car interior as if caught in a tornado. He put his hand
on my bare knee.
I wanted to put the state behind me, reach the border, even though that would only
bring me to Ohio. But then there’d be another border, and another, until everything
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familiar was behind me, map dots strung out like beads along the highway. We drove
into the night and the little towns in the valleys turned into pinpricks of light. We slept in
a rest area outside Youngstown, and the next morning I turned the wheel over to David.
“What next?” I asked. “How do you know where to go?”
“I don’t ever know,” he said. “I just do what feels right at the time.”
“What feels right today?”
“Rivers,” he said.
And he headed south on Route 7, which met the Ohio River and then followed it as it
curved and doubled back and defined the boundary of Ohio, separating it from West
Virginia, and then Kentucky.
We slept under a blue tarp staked out against the side of the car, and visited the river
every morning and threw rocks into its milky tea-colored water.
The river road finally petered out at Madison, Indiana, and we we forced to take small
country roads, trying to stay as close to the river as possible, through Louisville suburbs
and aimless rural roads. Then, at the southwestern tip of the state, the Ohio met the
Wabash and dove south. We followed it along the ragged edge of Kentucky, and then the
Ohio River blended into the Mississippi and we kept following it though Missouri,
Arkansas, on small roads, dirt roads, and then finally into Louisiana, where the river
stretched out across the toe of the state, poured itself into the sea, and was lost.
“Now what?” I asked David. We had been consumed for days by the river.
“We could go to Mexico,” David said.

82
“Or we could go to California,” I said.
The continent spread out before us, north and south. At that moment, with the waves
curling up onto the beach and the taste of brine in my mouth, David’s arms around me, I
believed anything was possible.
And if we had made a another choice, everything could have turned out differently.
David would still be alive, maybe we’d have a big ranch in Montana, or live in a studio
apartment in Greenwich Village, or have a life that I couldn’t even imagine at the time.
But really, I had no say in the matter. I let David make the decision. I waited on the
beach to see what he would say.
“Maybe it’s time for me to go to Alaska,” is what he said.
We were on the beach. David had built a small fire from scrap wood even though it
wasn’t cold. I was trying to balance a cook pot on the logs to boil water for coffee. He
was always talking about going to Alaska, but he always talked about a lot of things, all
equally improbable—a llama farm, becoming a wildlife photographer. I didn’t always
know when to take him seriously. But he had been to Alaska before, briefly, a few years
before. He said wanted to go back.
“I don’t know if I can do that.” I said.
“Why not?”
“Well, it’s cold. It’s far. It’s expensive. We’re out of money.”
“This is something I need to do.”
“Need to do? What does that mean?”
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“It means that if I don’t go to Alaska, I’ll regret it my whole life.”
“Is that how you make all your decisions?”
“Pretty much.”
“What about me?”
“It’s your decision.”
“What would you want me to do?”
“I can’t be your whole world,” he said simply, and walked back through the sand to
the car.

“Almost there,” Rich said, and we crested a hill and I saw a few buildings ahead of
us. He slowed and pulled into the parking lot of one of them, a truck stop, the last mark
of civilization on the northbound drive. He said he was taking me to breakfast. I told
him it wasn’t necessary.
“Don’t argue with me,” he said. “I know you must be hungry.” Several pickup
trucks and a big rig were parked outside, and several men were sitting inside. Rich led
me to a table and ordered two coffees. He waved hello to one of the men at the counter.
“Order whatever you like. It’s on me. And then we’ll see about those keys. I’ll take
care of you.”
I excused myself to go to the ladies room, where I regarded myself in the mirror. I
had a streak of mud across my forehead. I splashed my face with water and dried it with a
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paper towel. I opened the door just a bit and saw Rich’s T-shirt stretched over his broad
back. He had taken off his baseball cap and placed it on the seat next to him. He was
smoothing down his thick, short hair. I quietly walked out of the bathroom and straight to
the side door, so Rich couldn’t see me leave. The man at the counter turned to look at me
and I half-smiled. I pushed open the door, jingling a string of bells, and ran down the
steps and across the parking lot to the woods. The only man who I was ever going to let
take care of me was David.

I slunk through the woods like a fugitive, looking behind me for Rich, expecting to
hear him crashing through the trees like a bear at any moment. Eventually I made my
way my back to the road, figuring if he were to come for me, enough cars were passing by
that I would be safe. I was hungry and thirsty and in need of coffee, and I regretted a little
not having breakfast. All my money was in my truck. I hadn’t eaten for a long time and
all I could think about was food, but I had no idea how I would get any. I was walking on
the same road I had driven out on, and after several miles I made my way back to S.
Cushman Street, where I had noticed a Ford dealership. I hoped that, somehow, someone
there could help me.
I explained my problem to the woman at the counter, who told me what I really
needed was a locksmith, and she took out a phonebook and looked up locksmiths for me
and called one and explained my problem.
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“We have a girl here who says she lost her keys on the tundra and her vehicle’s
parked about thirty miles up the Elliot, at Globe Creek.”
It sounded even more ridiculous when she said it.
“He says he’s going to charge two hundred dollars to drive up and make a key for
you.”
I thought about how much I didn’t want to get into another car with a strange man. I
was tired and hungry and dizzy and I felt sick. All I wanted was my truck back, a meal,
some sleep.
“Okay,” I said.
I drank coffee in the waiting room while I waited for the locksmith. I stared at the
vending machine filled with food and thought about asking the woman at the counter if
she had anything to eat. I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I read an old issue of Good
Housekeeping, and a young man and woman came in to look at SUVs. They were both
clean-scrubbed and well-dressed and the man kept touching the woman on the small of
her back. They went out with a saleswoman for a test drive.
Then the locksmith arrived and called my name and I stood up and the room turned
fuzzy and gray and I thought I might faint. He introduced himself as Jim and I told him I
couldn’t pay him until he unlocked my truck and he said that was fine.
I got into his van, put on my seatbelt, leaned my head against the window, and
pretended to sleep all the way to back to my truck.
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After the locksmith left, having let me in my pickup and made me a key, I sat in the
front seat and counted up my money; I had three hundred dollars in crisp twenty-dollar
bills, plus a handful of crumpled ones and fives and an ashtray full of change. I had
money in a bank in Pennsylvania, too, fifty thousand dollars from an insurance policy that
David had apparently bought before he died. I hadn’t know about it, and I was surprised
when I found out because David never seemed the kind of person to think about these
practical things. I also had a few thousand dollars that he made working before he died,
and a few thousand more from a trust fund that his parents had set up hoping he’d finish
college and then do graduate work or get a professional degree. David had talked about
that, said he might like to be a veterinarian or a wildlife biologist. He was a vegetarian,
so I thought it was strange that he wanted to work on a crab boat, though I never told him
so.
I didn’t want to spend all of David’s money; I didn’t want to profit from his death. I
knew I should get a job and a place to live and stop spending money on motels. I decided
to stay the night in the Northern Exposure campground, which had a large, fake moose on
a lawn out front. I set up my tent, something I had never done without David. I sat inside
with a newspaper I had bought at a general store across the street.
I thought about what Rich had said about cabins, and flipped through the rentals
section of the classifieds. There was, in fact, a heading for Cabins, and several were
listed with various qualifiers: no h2o, southern exp., cozy, no smkng, pets OK, no dg
teams. I circled the cheapest ones and walked back to the store to make some phone
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calls.

The cabin sat off a dirt road and was built not of logs but plywood, two layers with a
foot of insulation between them. It was an A-frame construction with a roof that sloped
at a sharp angle, and it sat two feet above the ground on crisscrossed stacks of railroad
ties. A narrow, tromped down path through fire weed as tall as I was led to three front
steps and a narrow deck with wide gaps between the slats.
The front door had a thick slab of blue foam board nailed to it and it hung askew in
its frame. I opened it and stepped into a front room that was like a porch but without
windows; it was a cold room, for storage, and a buffer zone that kept the fiercest blasts
of winter air out of the main part of the cabin. Then through another door—also coated
on one side in blue foam, and brown carpeting on the other—to the main room, plywood
painted white and faded to yellow, with unidentifiable stains here and there and a long
crack along one wall where the cabin was listing to one side. I surveyed the interior:
along one wall a counter top in a faux wood design, and a sink without a spigot and a
drainpipe that emptied into a five-gallon pail beneath it; a card table and two chairs, a
metal utility shelf on which sat a box of matches and some old newspapers, an electric
space heater, a small cube-shaped refrigerator, a ladder to a loft and an old mattress. It
was two hundred dollars a month. I called the landlord from a pay phone and said I’d
take it. He told me to put a check in the mail and I could move in whenever I wanted.
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I spent another night at the campground and drove back to the cabin, my cabin now,
the next day. Unpacking my car only took about an hour, but then I spent several more
hours arranging things. I picked fireweed and put it in an empty soup can of water on the
table. I took a horse blanket from my truck and laid it out on the floor like a rug. I hung
my clothes on nails on the wall. I taped up photos of David in the loft. I sat on the floor
*

and looked around me and was satisfied with what I had done. With this cabin I now felt
more capable of doing the things I had to do. I felt calm. Because I was not a wanderer
like David. Or maybe I had just wandered too much in the past year, in a traveling that
was not from my own impulse but from a desire to follow him. I felt secure with this
home base now, ugly as it was. My things were here and it was a place I could come
home to each night.
The light shifted colors through the window but the sun did not go down. At about
three a.m. I lay some clean sheets on the mattress and pulled a blanket over me and felt
the emptiness of the bed. I imagined David there with me. I remembered perfectly his
body. His spine arching into my belly, my chin over his shoulder, one foot pushed
between his calves for warmth.

I grew up in an old coal company house that looked like all the other houses on the
street, with a narrow front porch that had a front door at either end, from when the houses
were duplexes. Some people had screened in their porches, but ours remained open and
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the flies would converge there in the summer. We hung yellow sticky tape from the
porch ceiling but that only seemed to attract them more. When my parents bought the
house—before I was bom—it was still divided in two and another family was living on
one side. They were an older, childless couple named Czycowski and instead of asking
them to leave, my parents continued to rent their rooms to them. However, one night my
father dozed off while listening to the Pirates game on the radio and dropped his cigarette
on the carpet where it smoldered. He woke to find that the Pirates were ahead three-two
in the bottom of the ninth, and that the floor was in flames. He yelled to my mother who
was in bed upstairs and she alerted the Czycowskis while he tried to put out the fire with
pitchers of water from the tap. But the flames had caught the curtains and my mother
made him leave and wait for the fire department, who had gone to put out a bam fire in
Soldier. By the time someone arrived, the entire living room and part of the kitchen was
in a blaze. The major damage, it turned out, was from the water. Everything was wet,
and everything smelled like smoke. My parents moved into my father’s house on Myers
Hill while their home got fixed up again. The Czycowskis decided to find another place
to live, and my father decided not to rent out part of the house anymore and ripped down
the central interior wall so the first floor consisted of one big living room, one big
kitchen, and a laundry room. For some reason though, he did not tear down the second
set of steps. Instead, he put up a thin wall against them which became the far wall of the
living room, so that the second front door that we never used opened onto a narrow
passageway that contained only a stairway. I never even knew it was there, not for years,
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until one day I asked where the second door led. My father said it was storage, but my
grandfather told me it led to a secret stairway that went to a place I would learn about
when I was older.
So sometimes I would peer through the dirty panes on the top half of the door, see the
faint trace of wooden steps in the dim light, and wonder where they went. And one day I
found a cigar box filled with old keys and tried each of them in the door. It was an oldfashioned keyhole and I found it was fit by a long key. I unlocked the door, stepped
inside, and closed the door behind me. The passage was dark and, closed off from the
rest of the world for so long, smelled only of the old newspaper that was pasted to the
wall. The stairs creaked just as I expected them to when I climbed them. I measured
each step carefully, testing my weight against the boards, one hand pressed against the
wall for balance. I counted my steps, nine, ten, eleven. The twelfth step brought me to
another door, which, when I tried the white porcelain handle, a sudden extravagance,
opened to reveal I was standing in our upstairs hall closet.
I walked out past the vacuum, feather duster and cleaning rags, and went downstairs
and back outside, closed the front door, locked it, and put back the key.

David and I had never had a real home together; we had always been moving, living
in some temporary place or out of the car, and later, the pickup we traded it for. We fixed
up a place to sleep in the bed of the truck, a mattress that we placed on an elevated piece
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of plywood so it was similar a futon. It was comfortable, though I knew both my parents
and David’s would have given us hell if they knew we were sleeping in a truck. But we
didn’t do that much, only sometimes when we were very broke. But when David went up
to Alaska, he made sure I had a clean, safe apartment in Bellingham, Washington, where I
was going to wait for him. We never did make it up to Alaska together. We got
sidetracked a few times, and finally, a year and a half later, David decided to go up alone
on a crabbing vessel. He knew someone who could get him a job as a deckhand and he
could make a lot of money in short time and we wouldn’t have to worry about supporting
ourselves anymore. There was no point, we decided, in my going to Alaska too, since
he’d be at sea all the time. It was winter, anyway. Instead, I’d come up later, in summer,
and we’d live in a log cabin in the woods and have a garden and grow giant vegetables.
And we were both going to take classes and finish our degrees and decide what we
wanted to do with our lives.
We’d never settled into anything permanent, and now we would never have that.
Never have our clothes hanging together in a neat row, my skirts next to his shirts, shoes
lined up neatly on the floor. We would never fall into the rhythms of a home that develop
slowly over the years, never would have that. I would never get angry at him for leaving
muddy boot prints along the yellow linoleum floor of our kitchen, never know him when
he was an old man.
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II.
I drank my second cup of coffee and flipped through the Fairbanks Daily NewsMiner that someone left on my table. I had gotten to the coffee shop early because I was
afraid I wouldn’t be able to find it and I didn’t want to be late. I was there to meet the
lawyer who had written me the letter about David’s son. In the letter, the lawyer had
asked me to call her. But I had driven to Alaska instead.
A woman wearing a suit entered and made eye contact with me and then came over to
my table.
We shook hands; she introduced herself as Pamela and she sat down.
“I’m sorry for your loss,” she said. And then, “You didn’t need to come all the way
up here.”
“I’d like to meet the boy.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea. That’s not a legal opinion, that’s just common
sense.” She was crisp, all business.
“Tell her I’d like to see him, then we can talk about money.”
“What’s his name?” I said.
“I can’t tell you that.”
“How old is he?”
“I can’t tell you anything personal about him,” she said. “Don’t worry, it happened
way before you.”
“There was no doubt in my mind,” I said carefully, “about that.”
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“Look,” she said, “you’ve got the money to hire your own lawyer. Then the two of
us—your lawyer and I— could work all this out.”
“I don’t want to hire a lawyer,” I said. “How do I know this kid’s even David’s son?”
“We could go to court and ferret out all the gory details. You wouldn’t want that,
now, would you?” Her voice had gone from businesslike, which was bad enough, to
condescending.
“I didn’t want any of this,” I said. “I didn't want my husband to die, I didn’t want to
find out he had a son in Alaska. Do you have idea what this is like for me?”
“I know it must be very difficult.”
There was no real cause to be angry, but the anger felt good. I couldn’t be angry at
David, or the fishing company, or the ocean, but I could be angry with this lawyer.
“There are times I wish I was the one who died. I wish that a lot. I’m wishing that
now.”
“Helping his son might make you feel better.”
“Meeting him would make me feel better,” I said.
“I can’t make that happen.”
“Forget it, then.”
I left and drove straight home, grateful that I had a place to drive to. I climbed up to
my loft and sat and stared at the photographs of David, looked hard at one of him dressed
up in yellow rain gear, his fishing outfit, standing on dry land in Seattle.
You bastard, I said. But without anger. I imagined him in a tangle of bodies with
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another woman that I couldn’t put a face to, kissing her neck and her breasts, entering her
and lying beside her after it was over with his arm under her neck and the taste of her on
his lips, while inside her a small life was quietly conceiving. How couldn’t he know?
Couldn’t he feel the life leave him, the new one grow? How long did he know her and
why did he leave her and did he love her? Everything you do has consequences. Didn’t
you know that? Everything you do has consequences. I wondered why she had never
told him, and realized that if she had, everything would have been different. David
wouldn’t abandon his own child. We never would have met. See what you’ve done, I
told him. Look at the mess you left.

The phone woke me the next morning. I hardly ever got phone calls, so its ringing
startling me, and I couldn’t figure out what it was for a while. I thought it was an alarm
clock, a doorbell. I stumbled down my ladder and answered it.
“Hello, um, my name is Charlotte. You spoke to my lawyer yesterday.”
“Charlotte?”
“Yes, I’m the one... with the son.”
“David’s son?” This was obvious but I was trying to collect my thoughts.
“Yes,” she said. Her voice was quiet, she was almost whispering. “I was calling to
apologize. Pamela told me you got upset and I didn’t mean for that to happen. That’s
why I didn’t even try to contact you for a long time. I didn’t know you were going to
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come up here. I didn’t want to disrupt your whole life. You’ve been through enough.”
She sounded sincere, but I didn’t know if I could trust her. Still, I tried to be nice.
“Don’t worry, it’s not your fault. And I wanted to come here, anyway. It’s okay.”
“I was wondering if we could meet somewhere, you know, talk without a lawyer.”
I had wanted so much to meet the boy that I had almost forgotten about meeting her,
as if she didn’t exist in real life, only in my imagination. I didn’t want the reality of her,
because the imaginary her was bad enough. But there she was on the other end of the
line, wanting to get together with me.
“Sure,” I said. “I’d love to.”
“The thing is,” she said, “We’re going to the Lower Forty-Eight for a few weeks to
see relatives. It’s the only time we can get away. We’re leaving the day after tomorrow
and we’re pretty busy right now. Will you still be here in September?”
“Absolutely.”
“I’m sorry we have to put this off for a while,” she said.
“That’s okay,” I said, though it wasn’t. “Call me when you get back. I’ll be here.”

August was a slow and rainy month. It rained nearly every day, a persistent drizzle
that fell from an unchanging ash-colored sky. Rain dripped from my cabin roof onto the
blue tarpaulin that had been thrown over a woodpile with slow and steady plop plop. It
blurred even further the distinction between night and day, as the whole twenty-four hour
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cycle washed out into a fuzzy gray sodden sullen mist.
The top blossoms of the fireweed spread magenta petals, and these final blossoms
meant snow was coming soon, people said. I tried to imagine flakes of snow pouring
from the sky like the rain was pouring now, looking up like I did as a child and trying to
catch snowflakes on my tongue.
Can’t prove you caught it! my best friend jeered. And I tried to show her the perfect
flake, the wisp of lace, that wonderful piece of cold sky in my mouth, but each time I
stuck out my tongue to show, the snowflake had melted. The snow usually came after a
stark November when all the autumn leaves had long been raked up and burned in heaps
in the backyard sending up thick clouds of black smoke making the whole world thick
with the scent of burning leaves—oak and maple and beech. And all the lawns were bare
and brown and expectant, waiting for snow, and the old com stalks were plowed under
and bales of hay were set out in the field for the livestock. And Thanksgiving weekend,
the opening of deer season, the hunters lined up inside the Big Run Community Center
for the pancake fry and I scurried about from the kitchen to the long rows of tables with
paper plates stacked with perfectly-formed pancakes. Taxidermed heads were mounted
on the walls—an eight-point buck, a turkey, a gray squirrel clinging to a stump. I was
always fascinated by them, their suspended wildness, so real except for their staring glass
eyes. And at the end of my shift I would walk outside into the parking lot filled with
pickup trucks with rifles hung on racks in the back, and I’d scan the sky for signs of
snow. The adults complained but I always loved it, for its purity and the possibility of a
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free day from school, for sledding down the hill off the side of the cemetery on a red
plastic disc and playing tag on snow mazes tromped down in the front yard. Sometimes
snow would hold off till December, waiting in the sky until it felt right to fall, maybe
giving us a white Christmas, and I’d look for reindeer hoof prints on the lawn, like cow or
deer, my father said, only smaller.
Winter was real in Pennsylvania, but we had all autumn to wait for it to arrive. Here,
I felt a sense of urgency watching others make preparations. My neighbors down the road
went fishing and came back with styrofoam ice chests packed with silver salmon. They
stacked up neat piles of short spruce and birch logs alongside their cabin. They canned
cloudberries and blueberries and the salmon too. They fixed the things on their house
that needed fixing, and early mornings I’d hear banging and hammering and sawing,
sounds of things getting done. They brought in potatoes and cabbages from their garden
and brought me some in a plastic shopping bag.
I felt I should be doing something myself, but I was at a loss as to just what. I had a
cord of wood under the tarp, my landlord told me, enough to last till January, and food
was readily available at the grocery store. I had no desire to make preserves or go fishing.
I had no garden. If I were at home, I’d be getting ready to go to school, still trying to
decide on a major. Here I nothing to do. I halfheartedly picked some blueberries from a
patch behind my cabin but instead of freezing them I sat on my front step and ate them
with milk and sugar. I missed the smell of burning leaves. I missed warm dark nights,
crickets singing, the sound of screen doors slamming. In Pennsylvania, it would still be
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summer. But here, by late August, the birch and aspen leaves were fading at the edges.
The snow would fall by September, or October at the latest, everybody said. There
would be no waiting. Winter was coming.

I met Charlotte in early September at Creamer’s Field, an old dairy farm that was now
a bird sanctuary. The birch and aspen leaves had turned an intense yellow, spreading over
the hills like the yellow in my

KnowMy Colors book I had as a kid. Ye

sunflower. Yellow is bumble bee. Yellow is joy. Yellow is an autumn tree. But I
wasn’t used to this one-color palette of fall. Back East we’d have browns and oranges
and deep flaming reds, and the dappled hills would reflect the variety of trees
there—oaks, maples, walnuts, beech, hickory, poplar. Here it was just spruce, aspen,
birch and some scraggly, low willows that were more shrubs than trees.
As I pulled into the parking lot, I saw hundreds of sandhill cranes spread over the old
field with their heads down, grazing like cows. Charlotte had called me the day before to
say she was back and would I like to meet her for a walk. She was waiting by a split-rail
fence at the edge of the parking lot. She was wearing a long Indian print skirt and hiking
boots, a light blue tee shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the shoulders. Her thick, dark
brown hair was pinned up in a messy bun. Her eyes were clear blue and her cheeks
flushed.
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“Charlotte?”
She held our her hand to me and I took it.
“I’m really sorry about David,” she said. “This must be awful for you.”
We started walking down a grassy path that circled the field of cranes.
“I want you to know it’s not about the money,” she said. She spoke in a wispy sort of
voice.
“Of course.”
“What I mean,” she continued, “is that I would have never gone after him for money
when he was alive. He didn’t have any when I knew him and he didn’t seem the kind to
ever have much.”
“He wasn’t,” I said, to remind her that I knew him too, and better than she did.
“But when I read about what happened, well, first I was shocked and very upset.
Then after a while it occurred to me that there would probably be a lot of insurance
money, and I thought that David would have wanted some of that to go to his son’s
future.” She looked at the ground as she spoke, walking carefully. “It wasn’t like money
was the first thing that popped into my mind.”
I didn’t like how she said

hisson. Like it was this part of her and him

never share. And who was she to say what David would have wanted? Maybe I might
know something about that too; after all, I had been his wife. I walked along and said
nothing and she was silent as well.
Then she said, “I used to come here with David.”
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“You did?”
“A few times.” I didn’t want to think it, but she looked pretty, with tendrils falling
around her face.
“Do you think I want to know that?”
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I thought you might.”
I did and I didn’t. I wanted to know all about David, what he was like before I know
him. But even that was hard to think of—David walking and talking and breathing and
experiencing life without me. Making love to someone other than me. It’s like when
you’re a child and you think that the world began when you were bom; even though you
hear about history and stories about how your parents met, you don’t really believe that
these are anything but stories for your own amusement. Imagine a world without you!
You think you are Eve.
“I don’t really know what to say to you,” she said. “I didn’t want to do this, disrupt
your life like this. But I see this as a chance for my son to go to a good college out of
state, have opportunities. The money would all go to him. I wouldn’t touch a cent of it.”
“How would you explain it to him?”
“We could say it was from a long-lost relative. Or some good investments. I think
it’s best if he goes on believing that my husband is his real father. He’s never known any
other.”
“Don’t you think he should know the truth?”
“No,” she said quietly but emphatically. “No, I don’t. What good would that do?”
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“I think David would want it.”
“I don’t.”
We were quiet again, and we turned around without consulting each other and started
back to the parking lot. A dog was running at the edge of the grass, startling the cranes.
“And anyway, I don’t think you should meet him. It wouldn’t be right.”
“I wouldn’t tell him anything.”
“I can’t trust you. Not yet. I’m sorry.”
We reached the parking lot and she stopped at an old maroon Subaru station wagon
missing half its front bumper. She leaned against the door and faced me. I could see past
her through the window. There was some junk in the back, clothes, laundry. Mudstained soccer clothes and men’s shirts.
“I just thought this would be a nice thing you could do for David’s son, in his
memory. You don’t seem materialistic. I’m sure you’re a nice person and that doing this
would make you feel better. Just think about it. I don’t mean to be rude, but it’s better if
you reach me through my lawyer, for now anyway.”
“I’ll think about it,” I said.
She got into her car and started the engine. I went to my pickup and followed her,
making the same right she did out of the parking lot. I trailed her down College Road
toward the university. She took a left at the light and I did too. I watched the back of her
head, wondering what she was listening to on the radio. I memorized her license plate:
CDF 457. The car had a bumper sticker that said, “When dog teams are outlawed only
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outlaws will have dog teams,” and one that said “Proud Parent.” It occurred to me
Charlotte was the kind of woman who might pick up her kid from school. She drove
through the next intersection, and I took a right and headed home.

That night, instead of David’s image in my mind, I saw Charlotte’s. Charlotte with
David, kissing by a field of cranes; Charlotte smiling, though I hadn’t seen her smile
once, except quick, nervous smiles with lips closed. In my half-dream she sat at the edge
of my mattress, head tilted a bit to one side, as if she were examining me as I examined
her. But she wouldn’t have looked like that six years ago. Maybe her hair was shorter.
David’s had been longer; I’d seen pictures. I imagined a younger David with shoulderlength bleached-blonde hair bending to kiss Charlotte, cupping her face in his hands, in
his wool mittens if the day were cold. I looked to the wall to the photos of David, to
remind myself of his face, but it was dark. Truly dark. Nighttime had slunk back over
the North during August and now, in September, it was here again. So instead of trying
to imagine his face, I only imagined the photographs, their careful arrangement on the
wall, the scene in each one, each small detail; the edge of fence at the comer of one, the
two people walking by in the background of another. I willed myself to enter a scene:
David sitting at a picnic table at a campground in Nebraska, the Nebraska State Forest.
“What does that mean, like, two trees?” David had joked. We’d seen nothing but prairie
all day. We were celebrating our six-month wedding anniversary and he had bough me a
rose, some Barbie doll plastic jewelry, a Whitman’s sampler box of chocolates, and a
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stuffed bear. We had asked the park ranger to take our picture and I was sitting there
wearing my Barbie necklace and clip-on earrings. David held the rose by the stem
between his teeth. A bottle of wine sat on the table. I wasn’t looking at the camera when
the shutter clicked. I was looking away at something in the distance; I don’t remember
now what it was— someone walking by, maybe, or the wind rustling the jack pines—but
it held my attention just long enough.
The ranger handed the camera back to me and I thanked him. David invited him to
join us for Ramen noodles with cheddar cheese. He declined, said his wife would have
dinner for him. And he told us that technically we shouldn’t have alcohol at the campsite,
but he wouldn’t say anything if we were discrete. We promised we wouldn’t be rowdy.
And then Charlotte, smiling face and flushed cheeks, strode into the photo from out
of nowhere and I couldn’t be in the scene anymore.

I felt like some kind of pervert sitting in a parking lot across the street from Joy
Elementary School in a Ford Tempo rental car with my hair tucked under a baseball cap
pulled low over my face. At three o’clock sharp, kids came pouring from the building.
They swung bookbags and wore little kid clothes, not in any fashion but bright and warm.
Most headed for the line of school buses at the curb, and a few walked down the sidewalk
in pairs and threes. Moms met their kids and the kids, young enough not to be
embarrassed, gave them hugs. They got into cars and drove away, off to go shopping or
back home to play. I didn’t see a brown Subaru with half the front bumper missing. I

watched until all the buses and cars drove away and the parking lot was empty. And then
I sat there for a long time looking at the playground with its brown grass and empty swing
set.
I went to every elementary school—a new one each afternoon. I felt creepy, wrong to
be doing that, but the impulse was too strong. At least I was doing something, taking
action. I couldn’t bring David back to life, I couldn’t make myself feel better about
losing him, but maybe I could see his son wander out of school one afternoon to be
picked up by his mother. And I would give him the money, I didn’t care about that. It
seemed the best thing to do with it. But I was holding back because it was the only power
I had—money in exchange for meeting the boy. I didn’t even know his name. I
wondered what he looked like, if he had brown eyes like his father, the long straight nose,
high forehead. I wondered if he had the same inclination to wander. He didn’t know
about his real father, but I would tell him. It had to be this way.

When I wasn’t snooping around elementary schools, I generally stayed in my cabin.
I didn’t have much energy to do anything else. I slept a lot and ate frozen T.V. dinners. I
couldn’t be bothered to cook, and without running water, doing dishes took me hours.
Water didn’t pour from a faucet, of course; it came from a five-gallon blue jug that I
tipped sideways on the counter. A little spigot at one end produced a weak stream of cold
water. If I wanted hot water, I had to heat it in a pot on the stove. The first time I did
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dishes, I forgot that the dishwater drained out of the sink into a bucket, and I didn’t notice
the bucket was full until it overflowed onto my bare feet. Sudsy, gray water sloshed over
the lip of the bucket as I hauled it outside and dumped it in the fireweed at the side of the
house.
It was a lot of work for the small reward of clean dishes. I began to eat from paper
plates and to use plastic utensils.
Every few days I showered at a nearby laundromat. It cost two dollars for a tenminute shower in a narrow stall with a slimy curtain. I tried not to brush my skin against
the curtain or the sides of the shower stall, and imagined I was in a big white-tiled
bathroom with a jacuzzi surrounded by windows and tropical plants and candles and
small baskets of scented heart-shaped soaps.
After my shower, I usually went to the general store next door to the laundromat and
bought a prepackaged tuna fish sandwich, a pop, and a newspaper. The store was a sturdy
log structure with a wide front porch and a heavy, winter-weight front door that opened
only with a very strong pull. Inside, pelts hung from the rafters, and I could never resist
petting them when I walked by—the red foxes with their plush rust-colored fur tipped
with black, the smaller Arctic foxes with short small ears, and the wolves with rough fur
like a German Shepherd’s. They were all tube-skinned, so that the pelt was one piece, not
split down the middle like a deer hide, and each animal was perfectly complete from its
hard short black claws to its leathery black nose and whiskers that lay flat against its
skinned-out muzzle. I wanted one, even though I’d always thought trapping was cruel. I
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checked the prices: one hundred twenty-five for a fox, two hundred for a wolf. I
imagined stretching out a red fox along my bed and sleeping with it, something so soft
rubbing up against my body, tail across my face, this once-live thing whose core was
gone with nothing but a tube of fur left over.
I let myself brush against them as I took groceries off the shelf and cradled them in
the crook of my arm. After I paid, I always checked the store’s bulletin board where notes
of all kinds were posted: Lost Dog, Firewood 4 Sale U Haul It, Skido Wanted. I was
never checking for anything in particular. Then, I usually took my bag of groceries
outside to a bench on the porch, where I read my paper and watched people pull up in
vehicles to get gas, or arrive on bikes and buy bottles of juice. It was a way to be around
others, fulfill that need that was still in me, without having to interact with anyone. I
didn’t have to talk or answer questions; every once and a while I could just look up and
smile at someone and that was enough.
I read the paper front to back, all the way to the Classifieds. I checked out real estate
prices and scanned the Want Ads, just a couple of pages of jobs I wasn’t qualified for.
One caught my eye one Thursday, though, because it was for a position at a bar just
beside the general store and laundromat. Ivory Jacks, it was called. The ad was looking
for a positive, upbeat person. I passed by the bar all the time but had never gone in,
although I had liked its square and solid presence, a sturdy building in the same style as
the general store, made of massive pale logs. Plastic sheets advertising beer specials
hung outside and flapped in the breeze. One vehicle was parked outside, a heavily-rusted
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pickup with a blue-eyed dog sitting in the bed and watching the front door. He didn’t
move when he saw me, but swished his tail as I walked by, and stretched out his nose a
little. I was hesitant about approaching strange dogs. Just a few days before, I had
reached out my hand to a shaggy dog that hung its head out a car window. The dog
panted at me and kept its ears pricked until I was right in his face, then he laid his ears flat
and snapped at me like he meant it, missing the flesh of my hand by inches, closing his
teeth together against empty air with a click. So I just walked by this dog, only saying hi
to him as I passed.
The door handle of the bar was a black metal trap, jaws closed and hung vertically,
and a ragged poster taped to the door announced a bluegrass band that weekend. Inside
was windowless and dim, one big room with some scattered tables and chairs. Race bibs
were tacked to the central ceiling beam where a dog sled was also suspended, and along
one wall hung photos of dog mushers bundled to unrecognition—nothing but two eyes
peering from under hoods and scarves—and photos of harnessed dogs caught in mid-run,
front legs extended, tongues flying to one side, eyes crazed. From over the front door, a
moose head surveyed the room with brown glass eyes. He was big and dumb and
harmless, dewlap dangling from his thick neck, broad rack of antlers wound round with
blinking Christmas lights.
To the moose’s right and mine stretched a long bar where one man sat drinking a
beer. A girl not much older than I stood talking to him behind the bar They both looked
at me when I entered.

108
“Can I help you?”
“I’m here about the job.”
“Job?”
“In the paper? Wait, I have it.” I dug in my pocket and pulled out the Want Ad page
to show her.
“Hm, Jan didn’t say anything about this. Well, I guess she was going to tell me. My
name’s Sal. I’m the bar manager. I usually know what’s going on. Have a seat.”
I sat on a barstool. Sal was tall and broad-shouldered and wore a tank top that
showed knots of muscles in her arms and neck. “Dan, do you need anything?” she said
to the man at the end of the bar, who then nodded at her.
“Just a sec,” she said to me, and got a beer from a small refrigerator, popped it open
from an opener on the wall and set it down with a rap. The man lit a cigarette and
studied an image behind the bar of a deeply tanned woman wearing a pink string bikini on
a poster that said Hawaii. “Okay, I guess I need to interview you. Want a Coke or
something?”
“Sure.”
She scooped some ice into a glass and poured me a soda from a hose. Her motions
were quick and efficient, but with a roughness that kept her from being graceful, though
her long legs and flat chest gave her a ballerina’s build.
“My name is Helen,” I said.
We shook hands across the bar.
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“Well, we can always use waitresses. But what I really need is a bartender, someone
to fill in for me so I can go to class. It’s taking me forever to finish this degree.”
She talked very fast, slicing limes as she spoke. I sat and listened with what I hoped
was an interested look, and I smiled sympathetically.
“What are you studying?”
“Rocks. Geology. How long have you been in Alaska?”
“Not long. A couple months.” This question always put me on my guard. I had
already discovered that it seemed to matter how long you’d been here. How many
winters. I’d already been called a cheechako, a greenhorn. Not in a mean way, but I did
feel that the people who said it looked down on me, just a little, for being wide-eyed and
inexperienced in the ways of the North. Just wait till winter, they said, as if I’d turn tail
and flee at the first hint of a chill. But it wasn’t as if I’d never seen snow before. It
wasn’t as if I’d never see darkness. No, but it’s different here, everybody said. Just wait.
Nobody had ever asked me how long I’d been in Pennsylvania.
“Husband in the military?” Sal asked. “No, wait. A schoolteacher?”
“He’s away. He’s in Seattle. It’s temporary.” I didn’t want to go into it.
“Do you like it here?”
Liking the place or not didn’t seem to matter. I wasn’t here to enjoy myself. But I
was trying to present a positive, upbeat image. “Oh, yes, I love it,” I said.
“I’ve been here four years. I have five dogs. I’m going to get more dogs and run the
Yukon Quest someday soon. Do you want to meet my leader?”

110
“Um, sure.”
She led me outside to the rusty pickup. The dog in the back immediately jumped up
and put his paws on the edge of the truck bed. He was what back East we would call a
mutt—shaggy, black and white with some brown around his ears, which tried to stand up
straight but flopped over at the tips. Sal said he was an Alaskan husky. She scratched the
underside of his neck and he licked her face.
“This is Gandalf. Yes, yes, that’s my good boy.”
I stood next to Sal, at eye level with Gandalf, who tried to lick my face as well. I
scratched his chest.
“His father is from Reddington’s kennel. He’s an awesome dog.”
I didn’t know who Reddington was, and I didn’t know what the Yukon Quest was
either. Before I could ask, a car pulled up and a man and woman got out. They were
young, students, maybe. They were dressed in jeans and flannel shirts over T-shirts,
hiking boots.
“Hey, guys,” said Sal. “Let’s go,” she said to me.
We went back inside—practically ran, she moved so fast—and she led me behind the
bar.
“A Miller and a Scotch and soda,” said the man.
“Can you get that?” Sal asked me.
“Sure.” I had a big smile on my face, trying to be friendly, but it was taking a lot of
effort. I scanned the shelf behind me for Scotch, and reached up for a bottle of Johnny
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Walker.
“No, no,” Sal said, not hiding her impatience. “Right here, in the well. On the shelf s
the more expensive stuff. Only use that if they ask. And charge fifty cents more. A
dollar more for Crown.”
I poured out a measure of Scotch in a silver jigger and dumped it into the glass Sal
handed me. I looked around me for soda.
“In the hose.”
I pressed the button that said SODA on the hose and filled up the glass.
“You forgot ice.”
“Oh, sorry.” I scooped ice into another glass, and tried to pour the drink I had just
made into the new glass.
“No, no, no, just make a new one.” She took the drink from me and handed me a new
glass. “She’s training,” she told the man. “I hope you’re not in a big hurry.” I smiled at
him and remeasured the Scotch, poured the soda. Then I grabbed a pint glass and poured
a Miller from the tap. It foamed and sputtered.
“Like this,” Sal said, showing me how to tilt the glass and pushing the tap open full
throttle. “Six dollars,” she said to the man.
He placed a five and two ones on the bar and took his drinks to a table where the
woman was waiting. Sal rang the sale up and handed me a dollar.
“Here, your first tip. You’ve never done this before, have you?”
“I served food at my school’s dining hall,” I said. “And I used to work the pancake
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fry in my town.”
“Not quite the same. But you seem smart and my dog liked you. You can have this
job if you want it. The most important thing is that you’re reliable. I need to be able to
count on you.”
“I’m reliable,” I said. I hadn’t expected to be offered the job, and I wasn’t sure I
wanted it. I wasn’t outgoing like Sal; I couldn’t be cheerful all the time when I was
feeling so blue. I didn’t want to deal with strange men sitting at the bar watching me. I
liked Sal, though. She radiated a kind of maniacal energy and had not stopped moving
since I had come in. I watched her wipe down the bar, put six more bottles of Bud in the
refrigerator, restock the napkin tray, all while keeping up a running conversation with
both me and the man at the end of the bar. I watched the muscle bands in her shoulders
and realized it had been a long time since I had been in the company of another woman
my own age.
“Can I think about it?” I said.
“You think you can do better?” I thought she was angry, but she laughed. “That’s
okay. Here, have a drink.” She pushed my mistake Scotch and soda at me, and I sipped
it. I looked at the Want Ads again. This seemed my best option but I couldn’t bring
myself to say yes. I gulped down my drink and headed out, thanking Sal for her time.
“Come back and see me,” she said.
“I will.”
I left, giving Gandalf another pat as I walked by.
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I called Ivory Jacks later and told Sal I didn’t want the job, thanks. I didn’t think I
had the energy for it. I seemed to be tired all the time and some days, many days, I didn’t
get out of bed until noon or later. I was having trouble sleeping, even though the light
had shifted from long days back to nights that seemed somewhat normal. But there was
no graceful transition; it was happening too fast—we were losing seven minutes of light
a day. When I did fall asleep I had dreams of David and I didn’t want to wake up. I’d lie
in bed and linger in the dreams until there was nothing left of them. My best dream was
the one where we met for the first time. I would recreate the scene in my mind down to
the smallest detail as I was trying to fall asleep, and sometimes I could turn the memory
into a dream that I could live in all night.
The summer I met David, two summers before he died, I was working at a drug store
in Big Run. My world was very small, but I was trying to make it larger. As I grew
older, its parameters expanded block by block, mile by mile. I went to elementary school
just two streets over from my house; middle school was on the other side of town. And
when I entered high school, I had to take a bus to the next big town, Reynoldsville. For
college, I went to Penn State at the DuBois campus, ten miles away, but I was trying to
get transferred to the main campus in State College, a few hours east. I hadn’t gotten out
of Pennsylvania, but I was moving in that direction, a little farther each time. And so I
was frustrated to find myself spending the summer working in my hometown, sleeping at
night in the bedroom I had slept in for most of nineteen years, but I knew it was going to
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be the last summer I would ever spend in Big Run, no matter what.
After work, I’d go up to the fairgrounds and hang out with friends from high school,
sit around the empty bam that still held the scent of livestock and straw, and drink Pabst
Blue Ribbon, maybe smoke pot if anyone had some. And if Jeff or Buddy or Jenna were
with us we’d take one of their cars and go to DuBois for a movie.
I don’t know what brought David to this nothing town, but I think, before I even
knew he existed, he was the reason I lifted my head up from my People magazine every
time the string of bells jingled as someone walked into Smyers Drug. But it was always
just some kid from town buying a soft-serve ice cream, or some retired guy on his daily
walk to get a paper. So I’d ring up the sale and get another magazine from the rack and
read it while sitting on a stool behind the counter, trying to keep cool in the breeze from a
small metal-bladed fan that whirred in the open window, blowing in hot air from the
street and fluttering the long ribbon of white receipt paper that curved out of the cash
register.
I usually knew everyone who came in, or if I didn’t, I could tell if they were from Big
Run or not. Sometimes a few out-of-towners would pass through on their way to
somewhere else. But even if they weren’t from Big Run, they were usually from
someplace nearby, from a town just like it only bigger, a town with rows of company
houses stacked along the side of a hill, a brick manufacturing factory downtown, maybe a
car dealership or a strip mall. When the people who came into the store were from places
like this, I could always tell. I couldn’t say exactly how I knew—when you see the same
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things every day you don’t notice the details of what makes them similar; you only notice
when something comes along that’s different.
So when this boy came in wearing hiking boots and an Amnesty International tee
shirt and a backpack hung over one shoulder that was covered in patches from other
countries, I noticed.
First off, he smiled and said hello, and then, “Is it okay if I put my pack here?” as he
leaned it against the side of the counter. I said it was fine and I watched him from behind
my magazine.
It was a perfect moment, or it had become that. It doesn’t matter which. I can call it
love at first sight. I can say I knew right off he was the man that was going to get me out
of here. But I want to get it right. I want to remember things clearly, as they really
happened. Did I smile first when he came in? Did he see me watching him and looking
at the patches on his pack? Ireland, Italy were sewn on the top flap. I looked back to
him. He moved quickly, with focus. He was not very tall and he was thin, and his hair
chin-length and damp, as if he had just taken a shower. He collected groceries and put
them in one of the shopping baskets that no one ever used because no one ever bought
that many groceries at Smyers when it was cheaper to go to Shop n’ Save in DuBois. His
face was sunburnt. I remember he asked me something about milk, did I have any small
containers of milk?
“We usually do,” I said. “But we’re out. We’re waiting on a delivery.”
“I love a half pint of milk in the morning,” he said.
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He lined up the groceries on the counter. Four packs of Ramen noodles, a loaf of
whole wheat bread, ajar of peanut butter, a three-pack of grape juice boxes.
“Wait,” I said, and went to the dairy case and took out a half-gallon of milk, opened
it, and poured out a large styrofoam coffee cup full. I set it down on the counter. “I need
to have an open milk for the coffee, anyway,” I said. “No charge for that.”
He thanked me and drank the milk, then paid for his groceries with crumpled onedollar bills and change from his pocket.
“Do you want a bag for that?”
“I’ll just put it in here,” he said, and opened the pack and pushed the groceries inside.
And then he hoisted the pack onto his shoulders, thanked me again, and left. I watched
him walk down Main Street until he took a left turn, which I knew would take him to the
playground and baseball field. I wondered why he was going that way. I tried to go back
to my magazine, but I was filled with restlessness. I wanted to got to Ireland or Italy. I
tore the styrofoam cup into small pieces and made myself a soft-serve swirl cone and read
the Ann Landers column in the DuBois Post. I wanted to be someone who went places.

After he died, I mended all his clothes. I was good at sewing. My mother had taught
me, because her mother had taught her, because, my mother said, they were too poor to
buy clothes. My parents were not rich, but certainly not too poor to buy clothes;
however, it seemed a point of honor for my mother to make them if she could, and she
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passed that skill to me when I was a child and still thought it was fun. She had me first
making puppets, button eyes sewn to an old sock of my father’s, a spring of yellow yam
hair. Later I made pot holders and tea cozies in the shape of hens and dish towels that I
donated to sell at the church Christmas bazaar. When I got older I made skirts and
dresses, copying the fashions of my friends, who got to buy their clothes at the Gap,
which my mother said was a waste of money.
So now, I reattached buttons, mended frayed edges of cuffs, patched jeans holes with
soft flannel fabric. When I finished, I folded them all and put them back in their duffel
bag.
And then I made a pair of child’s mittens. I imagined the small hands of David’s son
sliding into the soft polarfleece, how embarrassed he’d be by the narrow sash that held
them together and looped through the arms and across the back of his jacket so he
wouldn’t lose them. If I knew his name I could stitch it across the back of the mittens’
hands. Instead, in contrasting fabric I quilted on an R and L, for right and left.
Then I arranged through the lawyer to meet with Charlotte again, and Charlotte
suggested Ivory Jacks, the same place I had applied for a job. “Maybe we should have a
drink together,” she said.
We drank our first one without saying much. We watched people enter and leave
through the door with the trap for a handle, and listened to someone play Led Zeppelin
songs on the jukebox. And then I placed the mittens on the table.
“These are for David’s son,” I said.
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“That’s sweet of you,” she said, hardly looking at them, just slipping them into the
pocket of her jacket that was draped over the back of her chair. “But no more gifts,
please.”
“What about the money?” I said. “Wouldn’t that be a gift?”
“That’s different,” she said.
After a pause, I asked, “Why didn’t you tell David you were pregnant?” I tried to
sound non-confrontational, inquiring, curious.
“He was gone.”
“Gone where?’
“We had broken up. He’d left here. I didn’t know where he was at. He didn’t need
to know, anyway.”
“Don’t you think he had a right to know?”
“I was already involved with my husband—my future husband—when I met David.
My husband was away. David was a fling. I didn’t love him. I didn’t want to marry him.
What can I say? I was young, your age. It was just something that happened and my
husband forgave me, married me, and took the baby as his own.”
Sal brought us two more drinks and set them on two cocktail napkins.
“My husband and I have another son,” Charlotte added. “He’s two and a half.”
“Are you sure David didn’t know?”
“Positive. I didn’t know myself until I called it off because my finance was coming
home. I don’t know how happy David would have been about a baby, anyway. He was
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only about twenty-one.”
“Where did David go when he left?” I knew that he had been to Alaska, but I didn’t
remember all the chronology.
“He said he was going to Australia. I don’t know if he made it.”
“He didn’t,” I said. “Not to my knowledge. But I guess there’s a lot I don’t know.”
“You knew him,” she said. “I’m sure you knew him better than anyone.”
But I wasn’t sure. I couldn’t believe there were things, large things, I still didn’t
know about David. Large spaces of time I couldn’t fill in with any detail.
“I didn’t even really know what he had done during his first visit to Alaska until I met
you,” I said. “He just talked about wanting to go back, make some money fishing, then
live in a log cabin for a year like Thoreau. But more Thoreau than Thoreau. We would
grow our own food, he said, to really appreciate the nourishment it gave to our bodies.
He said the cold would make us appreciate warmth. And darkness, he said, would make
us never take the light for granted.”
“That sounds like David,” Charlotte said. “Except he didn’t like to stay in one place
for too long. He was like a train, watching the scenery whip by. I’m more like the people
by the tracks that stand and wave. I stay put.”
I thought about what she had said. “I used to stay put,” I said. “Then I met David and
I followed him. I guess I was like a caboose. Tagging along.”
Charlotte looked at me and smiled. “A caboose.”
We both laughed a little. I almost started to like her. I waved to Sal for more drinks.
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She brought two shooters of something—on the house, she said—and we drank them and
then had tequila sunrises.
“You must have been changing him,” Charlotte said, “to make him even consider
staying in one place for a year. I couldn’t have had that effect on him.”
I didn’t say anything. I let her acknowledge that I was more important to David than
she had been. I encouraged it.
“He was younger then,” I said.
“Still, we weren’t soulmates,” she said. “Please don’t worry about him and me. It
was a long time ago.”
Charlotte was acting sweet, generous toward me. I could see what David might have
seen in her, her quiet ways, soft voice, pretty blue eyes.
“David was my first,” I said.
“First what?”
“First everything. First love. First lover.”
“First lover? Really?” said Charlotte.
“I was raised Catholic,” I said, trying to explain. “I believed it.”
“Don’t you anymore?”
“No.”
“Because David died?”
“No. I gave up on it way before that.”
“Did you get married in a church?”
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“Sort of. The Chapel of Love in Las Vegas.” This could have been funny another
time but all my good memories of him were clouded now. We had found it hilarious
when it happened—me, a pseudo-atheist-lapsed-Catholic, and David, a New-AgeBuddhist-pagan, getting married at the tackiest, most unspiritual, unholy of places. It
wasn’t that we didn’t take getting married seriously. But I, for one, didn’t care for the
white dress, bridesmaids, multi-tiered cake, chicken-dinner reception, and a deejay
playing golden oldies and polka music, all the older relatives dancing the night away.
I hadn’t always felt that way. As a child I had played Getting Married with Jennifer,
alternating who was the bride and who was the groom. The bride wore a white sheet for a
dress and a lace table runner for a train; the groom got my father’s old clip-on bow tie.
We’d exchange vows in front of Father Ferland, my stuffed bear, and, if I were the bride,
Jennifer would lift my cotton handkerchief veil and kiss me lightly on the lips. I dreamed
of a wedding when I couldn’t conceive of the idea of a husband. Once the husband
appeared, I felt I didn’t need the wedding anymore. The Chapel of Love would do me
fine.
“What was that like?” asked Charlotte. “Was it romantic?”
“In a way,” I said. “There were a whole bunch of other couples waiting behind us.
This couple we just met were our witnesses, and we were theirs. It was so unromantic
that it was romantic. We spent our wedding night in the desert.”
“It sounds beautiful,” Charlotte said. Then, “It’s late. I need to go.”
“You okay to drive?”
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“Yeah.”
I wasn’t, and I went to the bar for a Coke. Sal started talking to me but I was thinking
of my wedding, the minister’s raspy voice, the pervasive smell of lilies, David smoothing
down his borrowed blazer, my white sequined gown bought at a garage sale in Cheyenne.
Our wedding night in the desert. The air was cold. I had never seen so many stars. I was
afraid of rattlesnakes and tarantulas. I remembered making love in our zipped-together
sleeping bags, our bodies sliding against the nylon. Waking up and reaching for him and
finding him gone, because he had taken a hike into the desert alone. Making coffee and
drinking it by myself while I waited for him to come back. Fighting about it later.
I only half-listened to Sal until I heard her say, “Her husband comes in here
sometimes. I don’t think she knows about it.”
“Charlotte’s husband?”
“Sure. B.J. Ziegler. He’s a musher. A good one.”

I held onto that information for a week, turning it over and over in my mind,
wondering what to do with it. With the name, I easily found an address; they lived north
of town on Murphy Dome Road. I felt as if I possessed a great power just by knowing
this, and because Charlotte didn’t know I knew. I chose to do nothing for a time,
imagining various scenarios. I decided both Charlotte and B.J. probably had jobs; maybe
she worked part time, most likely in the mornings after her son went to school. But she
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had a two-year-old, too. Was he in preschool? Daycare? Maybe she didn’t work. But
she still had to do errands and things. I had a feeling this would also happen in the
morning. Maybe she left around ten, her husband, earlier.
I bought a detailed map of Fairbanks from the land management office downtown and
brought it home and unrolled on the floor. My little section of the world spread out
before me in green, blue, purple, and white, crossed by brown contour lines, red road
lines, and broken black lines that were winter trails. I found my own cabin, a purple
square on a dirt road in the Goldstream Valley. I put my fingertip on the square and
drove down the dirt road onto Goldstream Road, and moved my finger west to Murphy
Dome, which ran across a ridge and up a low hump of a mountain. David’s son lived
somewhere on that road, at house number 2351, a small purple speck on a patch of green
between wide contour lines.
I took my pickup down the road and found the mailbox—black numbers and the
name Ziegler handpainted on the side. A dirt driveway disappeared into a grove of
aspens and I couldn’t see the house. I turned around and drove back past the driveway
and down the road for a mile, then pulled off onto a side road, parked, and started back
down the road, ready to dodge into the trees if I saw a car approaching.
The house sat on a hill and faced south toward a clearing, a sweep of snow-covered
ground with a swing set and small portable basketball hoop over a patch of dirt. It was
made of large logs, like Ivory Jacks and the general store, with a red tin roof, small
windows, a row of solar panels along the south side. A few outbuildings huddled at the
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edge of the clearing, and around them sat neat piles of unidentifiable objects, some
covered with frost and some cloaked with blue tarps. Nobody seemed to be home. No
cars in the drive, only a truck with a dogbox, a big wooden box on the back with little
doors to dog-sized compartments along the side. I made my way around the perimeter of
the yard, still staying in the trees, looking for a shadow across the window, listening for
voices, an opening door.
Then suddenly, an explosion of barks. A million dogs were barking at me. I couldn’t
see them but they were there, somewhere behind the house. I turned and ran back down
the drive and kept running until the barking stopped. I felt stupid, criminal. This would
accomplish nothing. There had to be another way.

That Friday night I put on a pair of jeans, a nice shirt, and lipstick, and headed to
Ivory Jacks. Sal had told me B.J. usually came by on Fridays.
The bar was nearly empty when I came in. Sal poured me a rum and Coke and
wouldn’t let me pay for it.
“Just tell me why you’re interested in B.J.”
‘If s a long story,” I said.
“Oh, c’mon.”
“Can’t.”
“Does it have to do with his wife? Are you checking up on him? Did she ask you to
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do this?”
“No, nothing like that.” I decided that the rumors she could start might be worse than
the truth. “I’m interested in dog mushing,” I said.
That seemed to satisfy her. “Cool,” she said. “He’s one of the best.”
At about nine o’clock people started coming in and sitting at tables, ordering pitchers
of Alaskan Amber and Bud Lite.
I watched people play darts, pick out songs on the jukebox, and drink beer from mugs
that Sal kept cold in the refrigerator. One couple was slow dancing by the jukebox, even
to the fast songs. The guy whispered into the girl’s as they danced. I couldn’t watch. I
turned back to the bar but felt a tap on my shoulder.
“Dance?” It was a guy I hadn’t seen before, younger than I was, maybe nineteen, tall,
thin, wearing tight jeans and heavy black boots. I hesitated. “Please,” he said. There
wasn’t really a dance floor, just a small space free of tables, and this is where he led me. I
don’t remember what was on the jukebox, but it was a fast song, and we danced swing
style. He spun me and had me spin him and I could tell right away he was an excellent
dancer.
“Where’d you learn to dance?” I asked after the song was finished.
“Circle,” he said.
“I don’t know it.”
“Northwest of here, about a hundred miles. Just a little town.”
“Do people dance there a lot?” I asked, picturing a village huddled in the middle of
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nowhere, villagers fighting against the cold by dancing.
“No,” he said. “I learned from a video.”
“No way.”
“There’s not a lot else to do there,” he said.
He went to the jukebox and scanned the selections. He pressed two quarters into my
hand. “You pick,” he said. And then, “Do you know

?”

“The show, you mean?”
He nodded, then burst into a frenzy of dance, boots pounding against the wooden
floor, arms at his sides. I looked around but no one else was watching. He tightened his
face with concentration and beads of sweat formed on his forehead. There was no music,
only the beating of his feet. For the finale, he fell to the floor in a split, then leapt back up
to face me, proud.
“You should go to New York,” I said.
“I want to,” he said, “after I save up some money.”
“What do you do?”
“Mining. I work for my dad. We’ve lived in Circle twelve years.”
“Well, I guess you’ll be sorry to leave,” I said.
“No,” he said. “I’ll be glad to get out.”
“But it’s Alaska,” I said, thinking of how David spoke of it as a wonderland, a magic
place.
“Sometimes Alaska is just a place where you live,” he said, and headed off to the bar

127
for some water. I followed because I needed to talk to Sal.
“Where’s B.J.?” I asked her.
“He doesn’t usually even get here till close to midnight.”
Two drinks had made me tired. Sal was energetic as ever, drinking something from a
plastic cup, pouring bar snacks into baskets, skewering olives onto small plastic swords
and handing them to a woman drinking a martini.
“You might have told me that,” I said.
“I didn’t know it was so important,” Sal said. “Why don’t you go outside and say hi
to Gandalf,” she said, and passed me some hot dog buns over the counter.
I went outside. It was dark, and thermometer on the side of the building read twenty
degrees. I looked up for the northern lights, which I still had not seen, but the sky was
overcast. I patted Gandalf and fed him the buns.
As I was doing, this a truck pulled into the space next to me, a pickup with a dogbox.
I looked for eyes peering out at me but the compartments were empty.
“Watch your fingers, there’s a wolverine in there,” said a man as he got out of the cab
of the truck.
I instinctively jerked back.
“Just kidding,” he said, slamming the truck door shut and heading inside. He was tall
and he moved quickly. He held the door for me as I went in. He went straight to the bar
and I went back to my table, where I had a glass of melted ice cubes and some crumpled
napkins. The dancing couple had stopped dancing and were now playing darts. The girl
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was drunk and kept hitting the wall with her darts.
Wolverine Man walked toward me and I expected him to walk right by, but he
stopped at my table and set down two drinks, a beer and a rum and Coke.
“Sal said this is what you were drinking,” he said. “Mind if I sit down?”
If not for the mention of Sal’s name, I would have told him, politely, no thanks, but
instead I said, “Sure.”
He pulled up a chair and sat, resting one foot against the seat of the chair next to him.
He balanced his beer bottle on his knee.
“Sal tells me you’re interested in mushing,” he said.
He spoke slowly and his movements were deliberate as he drank his beer, but I
sensed a quiet energy beneath his surface that I thought could show itself in moments of
great intensity. His hair was light brown, almost reddish, shaggy with no noticeable part,
longish in the back, trimmed over the forehead; his eyes were a bright pale blue, like a
Siberian husky’s.
“So what’s the deal, you want to run the Iditarod or something?” The tone was
mocking, accusatory.
“What if I did?’ I said.
“I’d tell you to forget it.”
“Why?”
“You spend every cent you have so you can spend two weeks killing yourself. And
then for some reason, when it’s over, you want to do it again. Get out now before you’re
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hooked.”

I woke the next morning morning to the sound of dripping water. Water dripping
through a pipe, or a small creek, pronounced as my grandfather said it, crik. The sound
drifted through my cracked window, and I pulled on my sneakers and a jean jacket and
went out to investigate. Two inches of snow lay across the ground and clumped on the
boughs of the spruce trees. And I felt as I always did after a snowfall, a rush of joy, a
desire to go sledding, get a Christmas tree. But here it was only late September. All the
leaves hadn’t even fallen from the trees, but now the those that still clung to branches
were covered in snow. The sun was bright and it was not cold, and I thought the dripping
sound might be the snow melting drop by drop from the trees, from my roof, down the
drainspout to the water barrels. But the sound was louder than small drops, and it came
from someplace high. I looked up and saw a raven perched on the top of a spruce tree.
He parted his beak and out came the water drop sounds, even though it didn’t sound like a
noise a bird would make:

glop glop. It was as if water were falling in silver

from his beak, pearls of water held in his mouth like a stone and then crushed to produced
this sound glop glop. I walked closer towards him and he cocked his head at me, staring
at me with an anthracite eye, then twisting his head to regard me with the other eye. I
walked closer, fascinated by this bird that was so much larger than the crows we had back
East. I came too close, however, and he raised himself up, spread his wings and flapped

130
three times with a sound like the snap of clean laundry, then was off above the trees,
black on white, leaving me with the hollow echo of wingbeats.

III.
The dogs in the yard looked expectant. They were quiet except for a persistent high
whining, not from all the dogs at once, but from a few at a time. The dog lot was an
expanse of packed-down snow with small plywood doghouses, painted blue and stuffed
with straw, laid out in neat rows four deep. I counted fifty-five dogs. Each dog was
tethered next to a house on a short length of chain attached to a swivel, so that it could
pace out a circle with a radius of about three feet. A few dogs had worn trenches in the
snow right down to the dirt, and some were pacing now. Others lay on top of their
houses, heads hung over the side. Their ears were up, their bodies were like coiled
springs never never fully relaxed but always in a state of uneasy tension. They were
waiting to run.
When B.J. greeted me at the door with a handful of nylon braided rope, every dog
went wild. I had seen him, just by chance, at the general store, and he remembered
me— “You’re that girl who wants to run the Iditarod”—and we talked for a few minutes
and he asked me if I wanted to come out to his place for a sled ride. Since the first
snowfall, it had snowed steadily for a week, and there was enough on the ground to run
dogs on. I told him yes.
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“They know they’re going to run,” he said now. He didn’t ask me in, instead
leading me out to the dogs. He took a harness off a nail in a tree and handed to me.
“Put it over their head like this,” he said, positioning the harness in the air, slipping
the teardrop-shaped neck hole over an imaginary dog. “Then the legs come up through
here.” I didn’t quite get it, but I took the harness and approached the dog he pointed out
to me, a little female named Connie who wagged her tail when I came near and ran in
circles as I tried to put the harness over her head. She was small—all the dogs were
small, maybe fifty pounds or so. I had expected great hulking dogs that bore a close
resemblance to wolves, huskies with black masks over their eyes, but these dogs were a
medley of colors and markings. Connie looked something like a thin German Shepherd
with floppy ears, and she kept trying to put her nose in my coat pocket as I struggled with
the harness, tangling it up in her legs. I saw that B.J. had harnessed three dogs already
and had hooked them by a loop at the back of their harnesses to a long rope that was
attached to the sled, which was chained to a tree.
“Like this.” B.J. took the harness from me and in an instant made the tangle of nylon
webbing make sense. He eased it over Connie’s head, pulled her front legs through two
legs holes, and led her to the sled by holding her upper body off the ground so that she
walked on her hind legs only in a hopping step that was somehow graceful. “They pull
too hard if all four touch the ground,” he said.
He clipped her harness and collar to the line and grabbed two more harnesses. One
by one he hitched dogs to the sled, and as he did they jumped forward in their harnesses,
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yowling and gnawing on their necklines. On one dog B.J put booties, small polarfleece
socks with velcro fasteners. “She gets ice balls bad,” he told me. “Sometimes, they all
have to wear them.”
After he hooked up the last dogs, the two lead dogs, he shouted at me above the
barking to get into the sled basket. I climbed into a little nest of space and sat down on
two pillows held down with bungee cords, facing ahead, legs stretched out. B.J. placed a
caribou hide over me. “You’ll be cold,” he said. He pulled the hide up to my neck as if
tucking a child into bed. “Cover your face. When we get going, the wind chill will be
bad.” I wrapped my scarf around my mouth and nose and pulled my rag wool hat down
over my ears, muffling the overpowering sound of dogs barking. “Now sit tight,” he said.
He patted my shoulder, once, as if patting the head of a dog, and then he ran back to the
sled, releasing it from its anchor as he jumped onto the runners and shouted “Get up!”
and the dogs were instantly silent, as if an avalanche of snow had fallen on top of them,
except that they were not still—they were running.
I gasped as the rush of cold air hit me full in the face. I pulled the hide up to my eyes.
Fourteen dogs ran in front of me, their legs kick kicking back in a motion that reminded
me of a rabbit’s gait. They ran with serious determination, with discipline, with joy.
Riding in the sled basket, I was at their level, and their view was mine, low to the ground,
smelling the snow, rushing forward on the trail. We rounded a wide curve and the sled
creaked and I felt B.J. behind me moving with the sled to turn it; I felt the flexible wood
of the sled bend as he shifted his weight. He and the dogs were moving together, but I
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was a dead weight in the center between them. He didn’t speak to the dogs until we
approached a fork, and then he clucked at them, almost in a whisper, ha- ha- haw, like a
laugh, and the dogs turned left. Good boys. We wound through a maze of trails for about
ten miles, and then B.J. called out whoa and threw a snow hook down into the packed
snow on the trail, and another one around the truck of a spruce tree, to anchor the sled and
keep the dogs from running away. “I’m going to the rest them a second,” he said. “You
can get out if you want.”
I stood and stretched while B.J. gave each dog a pat. The dogs bit at the snow and
rubbed their faces on the ground to cool themselves. They were panting hard and their
tongues hung from the sides of their mouths steaming and pink.
“Do you want to drive?” B.J. asked.
“Me? I don’t know how.”
“I’ll help you.” He led me to the back of the sled and showed me how to stand on the
rubber footpads attached to the top of the runners and grip the handlebars. “Don’t let go,”
he said. He got on the runners behind me. The dogs were looking back and barking,
ready to be off again. B.J. pulled up the snow hook and said okay and we we running
again, only this time I could see over the dogs’ heads to the trail beyond, which ran
through a bog that was frozen and snowed over, so that what was a field of tussocks and
small ponds in the warm months was now an expanse of white bordered by dark lines of
spruce. The afternoon sun glinted over the edge of a low hill toward the south, coloring
the snow a soft pink. The dogs ran straight and fast and B.J.’s weight pressed against my
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back, mimicking my posture with his arms alongside mine, beaver-mitted hands next to
mine covered in rag wool, the toe of his boot against my heel.
We ran a long straight stretch to the end of the bog, and then we entered the woods
and trees rushed by and we made a long curving arc, and B.J. leaned into the turn and I
leaned with him, and the sled creaked and turned. I looked ahead to the trail, a wide
white swath through the spruce trees that titled at crazy angles, some leaning over the trail
so low I had to duck my head. I pretended it was just me out here, just me and the dogs.
I silently gave them commands, mouthing the words

get up boys. I imagined I

was running to the edge of Alaska, to the sea, to the place where the land met the ice, the
very edge of an entire continent where David had stood before he got onto a boat and
never came back. David had said in a phone conversation I hadn’t remembered until now
that what he liked about the water was that it was so quiet out there. When they weren’t
working, and if there was no wind and the sea was calm, it was just the lap and the slap of
the waves against the side of the boat, and the thud of little chunks of ice.

Later, B.J. set the hook and put me back in the basket under the caribou hide. He said
the sled runners weren’t really built for two and no one ever rode that way. I thought that
when we stopped again I would tell him about David and his son and who I was, but there
wasn’t time; the dogs didn’t like to stop for long, and I didn’t have the words to explain
everything. So when we reached the house, after running some twenty miles, I looked
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around for Charlotte, wondering what kind of scene I might cause, how to handle this
situation. I didn’t want David’s son to see me in any unfavorable way, in an argument, in
the wrong. But no one seemed to be home, and I helped B.J. unharness the dogs and
return them to their chains. They were quieter after running, but B.J. said they could and
would go another hundred miles easily after they had gotten more conditioning. Twenty
was just a stretch. He showed me what he fed them, a mix of dry kibble soaked in warm
water, com oil, bone meal, horse meat. He showed me how to put a scoop of the mash
into each dog’s bowl, a coffee can bolted to the top or the side of the dog’s house. I tried
to pet each dog as I fed it, and some let me; others ran to the end of their chains and
barked at me. One dog, a small gray and black dog with one ear that stood up and one
that flopped down, crawled into her house when she first saw me approach, but them
came out when I coaxed her. I stroked the top of her head and buried my nose in the ruff
of fur around her neck, trying to warm my face. She smelled of the straw in her house
and of the spruce boughs along the trail.
“Come inside to warm up before you leave,” B.J. said when we had finished.
I followed him into the house. The side door opened into a cold porch, like in my
cabin. Boots of all sizes were lined up in double rows, and parkas hung along the wall.
Three big plastic crates were filled with hats, scarves, gloves, gaiters and balaclavas.
Another door led into a small kitchen. “Have a seat,” B.J. said, and poured some water
from the tap into the coffee machine and heaped some ground coffee into a filter. I
looked at the refrigerator, which was covered with scrawled pictures signed in a loopy
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hand: NATHAN AGE 6. One picture showed a man on a sled with three dogs pulling it.
The dogs had their front and back legs both extended as if they were flying, like the old
prints of racehorses galloping. The dogs had smiles on their faces.
B.J. set down a mug of coffee in front of me. “Milk? Sugar?” I shook my head.
“No, thanks.”
“The dogs seemed to like you,” he said. “That’s important.”
I kept waiting to hear the sound of a car in the drive, Charlotte coming home. We
drank our coffee and B.J. flipped through Mushing magazine. He pushed it across the
table to me. “You should read these if you want to learn about running dogs. You should
read books too. Read Attla’s book, that’s a classic. Here, let me write it down for you.”
He took a scrap of paper from a wicker basket and carefully wrote out the name of the
book. He was left handed, and wrote in a way that seemed awkward to me, pushing the
pencil along the page. I watched him write and I watched his hand. It was large and bony
and calloused there was a purple bruise on the side of his thumb. I watched how his
joints flexed under his skin as he wrote.
B.J. handed me the paper.
“Thank you for all your trouble,” I said, preparing to leave. But B.J. poured more
coffee into his mug and added some to mine. He pulled out another chair and kicked off
his boots and put his feet up.
“So what did you think?” he asked.
“It was amazing,” I said. “They way they ran was incredible.” At first I was only

137
pretending to be interested, but now I really was.
“I remember when I first saw sled dogs,” he said. “I couldn’t believe how hard they
would work, how much they wanted to run.”
“Don’t all dogs like to run?”
“Of course. Most do. Any dog will run after a stick or run around a yard. But these
dogs will run until they pass out. They will run until they collapse in the harness. It’s
unnatural. It’s unnatural for an animal just to run full out without a good reason. Even
greyhounds will run because they’re chasing something. They’re sight hounds. They
need a lure. Foxhounds run because they’re following a scent. But these dogs will run
just because they can.”
The snow melted off our boots into small puddles on the floor.
“In the wild, canines, all animals, try to expend as little energy as possible,” B.J.
continued. “When not hunting or mating or attending to the business of their lives,
animals are resting. A dog’s got to eat a lot of food to run, and wild animals don’t have
that luxury. Think of all those pictures of lions lying around in trees. A predator that just
ran all the time would never make it, would never survive to breed. What we’re trying to
bring out in these dogs is a recessive gene. We’ve exploited this recessive trait to make
dogs that will expend thousands and thousands of calories running because their mothers
ran and their fathers ran and it was the only thing in the world they wanted to do.”
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After I left, I couldn’t stop thinking about the dogs, the way the ran so hard knowing
exactly what it was they were supposed to do in life, the way they waited with restrained
patience chained to their houses, trusting that their moment would come. I pictured their
faces, their blue eyes and browns eyes that B.J. said reflected red and green in the shine of
his headlamp, so that running them at night was like riding behind a string of blinking
Christmas lights. I thought about the dogs all the next morning as I boiled water for
coffee and looked out at the blue light the low sun cast across the snow. I pictured dogs
running in a line across the blue, leaving tracks and a rush of air behind them.
I didn’t think about David until noon. He had always been my first thought in the
morning, but this morning I only thought of the rime on my eyelashes, the heavy hide
over me, the weight of B.J. behind me.
I climbed the ladder to the loft to look at the photos of David on the wall. They had
almost become part of the unnoticed scenery of my cabin, like the clothes hung on nails
along the wall, the dirty bucket under the sink, the spruce trees outside the kitchen
window. There was David forever standing beside the flat road through eastern Montana,
a sweep of brown prairie behind him and blue sky and high white clouds; David holding
a Corona with a lime slice stuck in the neck of the bottle on the patio of a Mexican
restaurant in Spokane.
I’m sorry, I said. I was apologizing for forgetting. His face looked almost unfamiliar
to me, like the face of someone else’s relative in a framed picture set on top of the
television. I closed my eyes and tried to remember the real David, the David who had
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talked and eaten and driven a car across the country with me, not the one suspended in
time in the picture. And I watched the light from the small window above my bed shift
and change colors over the surface of his face. I tried to picture the light in the real
world, outside of the photograph: how the sun setting over the Nebraska Sandhills cast
an orange glow onto his skin, how the rising moon reflected a pale wash of pure silver
light back from his eyes. But these were only images that I was creating in my own mind.
I could remember David in Nebraska, a hike to a fire tower and wide cattle tracks and the
boxcars of a train strung across the prairie like rosary beads, but I could never remember
looking at him as the sun set and seeing its reflected light. I couldn’t remember if we had
made love that night or not, or the first words he said to me the next morning. I was
forgetting more aspects of David each day, like a dream that is clear upon waking but
fades throughout the morning until there’s nothing left of it but a sensation. Sometimes
his voice in my head I couldn’t recognize as his.
I studied the photos searching for some detail I may have overlooked that could give
me new information about him and make him seem alive again. In the photo of us in
Nebraska, I saw he had a bandana twisted around his neck. I hadn’t noticed that before.
A red and tan bandana. They were useful things, bandanas, he had said. You can wet
them and put them on your head under a baseball cap to keep yourself cool on a hot day.
You can use it as a dishtowel or a washcloth or a napkin. In emergencies, it could be a
bandage or a tourniquet.
I had that bandana, the one he was wearing, in the duffel bag of his clothing I was
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keeping. I dug through the bag and found it and sat on the edge of my mattress with it,
winding it around my hands, thinking about David wearing it around his neck, his sweat
soaking into it. A few short brown hairs still remained in the folds of cloth, my last piece
of him. I could smell him in the fabric. I held it over my face and breathed him in,
amazed at how alive the scent was, how true to David it was. It was the smell of
campfires, shaving cream, salt water, pine, and it had lasted all these months. I folded the
bandana carefully into fours and placed it on my pillow and lay next to it with one hand
over it. I wanted him back. I wanted him to be here to help me get through this, put me
in the car and take over the driving while I fell asleep with my head pressed against the
window, slumping in my seat belt. And when I woke up, we’d be in a new place. A
desert. The mountains. A little town where com was sold by the side of the road. I
hadn’t gotten to goodbye yet. It was always goodbye for now. A fantasy still lurked
inside me: he wasn’t really dead, he had survived somehow, against all rational
explanation. He had drifted to a rocky beach and was living in the woods, waiting to be
rescued. He was captured by a Russian ship and taken to Siberia. Or someone made the
whole thing up for a sick joke. Just not dead. There were so many things I had to tell
him about—the dogs, the new coat of snow on the ground, the crazy ravens that told
jokes to each other while they ate my garbage.
If David and I were apart for a time—for a day, an afternoon—later that night he
would wrap his arms around me in our tent or motel room and say, “Tell me what you did
while I was gone. Every detail. Don’t leave anything out.”
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And I would start, “Well, I took a walk down the street and bought some postcards
for my parents.”
“Not enough detail. Did you have a second cup of coffee after I left this morning?”
“No. But I had one later at a cafe.”
“What was the name of the cafe? What size coffee did you get? What were the
pictures on the postcards?”
It was a game. In turn, when I was finished describing my day, I would say, “Now
tell me a story.” I didn’t care if it were true. And he would tell me stories about a
beautiful girl named Helen and some great adventure she’d had. He’d tell it in the
manner of a bedtime story, in the voice you’d use if you were talking to a child. He’d
punctuate his story with questions: “Now what do you think our heroine did then, when
she saw the bear on top of the mountain?” He told me stories of ships sailing away,
finding great treasures and returning home. I felt safe.
One slip, that’s all it was. His hand slipped off the rail he was holding, just as a
wave was cresting over the side of the boat. The boat tipped. The wave washed him
overboard as if he were a styrofoam cup, a scrap of paper, the smallest, lightest
inconsequential object. He hadn’t seen it coming. He wasn’t wearing his survival suit,
which could have kept him warm and buoyant enough to give him time to be rescued.
Did he try to swim back to the boat? That would have been his first instinct, but the
wrong one. He should have floated, curled himself up like a seahorse to conserve energy
and heat, waited for someone to get him. But it wasn’t like David to wait for anything.
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He would have tried to swim, to be proactive, to save himself, to struggle against the
frigid, high waves.
Did you panic?
Did you forget what they taught you about survival?
Who was I talking to? The air, the ravens hopping in the spruce trees outside, the
cabin walls. I didn’t imagine that he was anywhere but on the ocean floor. But I couldn’t
picture him now. I didn’t know where he was. I didn’t think he was some kind of angel,
in a better place, as everyone tried to tell me. He was at the opposite end of the sky, at
the ocean floor, rocking back and forth over the sand underwater, shifting with the tides.
The crabs he had fished were walking over him. He wouldn’t wash up on any shore, very
unlikely, I was told. And even if he did, no one would find him. The ragged edge of
Alaska was uninhabited. Only a few small outposts hung on the edge of the land, small
villages and ports that sent out ships to pull up things from the sea.
Outside was stillness. It was mid-afternoon, and the light was fading. I used to
think, early on, that we could have some sort of communion with the dead, through
dreams or quiet signs or outright visions. But now I believed it was impossible. Talking
to David in my head, speaking to him the way I would speak a prayer in my head when I
was young and believed in everything, was pointless now. I might as well ask the air to
stop being cold, or ask the stars to vanish.
He couldn’t hear me.
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There is nothing so warm and so comforting as a fire against the dark cool night when
you are camping. And there is nothing so vital as one when it’s your only source of heat
and when the nights have moved beyond cool to frigid. But after all that camping, I still
didn’t know how to build a fire.
David was the one who usually did it. He piled up the dry, precut tinder that we
bought from the campground and ignited it, then carefully added logs until we had a fine
blaze. I would add wood once the fire had already started. Building a fire didn’t seem
that difficult, but in November in Alaska I found myself kneeling by my cold black stove
begging for it to get warm. The wads of newspaper I had pushed into it had flamed up
and burnt out without catching the logs I had put over top of them. The electric space
heater could no longer keep up with the cold, and I could see my breath in the morning.
And then one November morning it was ten below zero and I was freezing. Please, I
begged, please fire please.
Finally I called B.J. “The stove doesn’t work,” I said, close to crying. “I can’t keep a
fire going.”
He came by that afternoon, and walked right in without taking off his boots and knelt
by the stove, looking at the charred, half-burned logs that sat in a thick bed of ash, and the
pile of logs in the woodbox next to the stove.
“Helen,” he said, “you need to learn how to build a fire.”
I stood there, ashamed, as if there was some deep flaw in me because I couldn’t even
keep myself warm.
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“Tinder,” he said. “Where’s you tinder at?”
“I use newspaper,” I said.
“Not enough,” he said. He got up and went outside and I quickly pulled on my boots
and parka and followed. “Don’t you have an ax?” He rooted under a tarp that covered
old tools, snow machine parts, a wood cart. After a time he produced an ax with a long
handle and a clean steel blade. “Sharp enough,” he said. He took a log from the pile and
balanced it on a thick stump that was now a chopping block. I instinctively stepped
away. “You need to chop these down into smaller pieces,” he said. “And chop the
smaller pieces down to tinder.”
In one easy movement he raised the ax and cleaved the log in two with a crack. Then
he cut the two halves again, then divided those four, until he had a pile of clean, pale
sticks of birch. Kindling.
Inside, he showed me how to start a fire with just a little paper, so I would not have
excess ash, and then add kindling and lastly, split logs. “And you need to scrub out your
stovepipe a couple times a month,” he said, “if you don’t want a stack fire.”
That night I couldn’t fall asleep. I was warm at last, but afraid of the fire getting out
of control, burning me up in my sleep.

I had begun going to Ivory Jacks in a regular way, from the need to be around people,
and to see Sal, who I considered to be a kind of friend, even though I never saw her
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except at the bar. I also hoped I would see B.J. again. I wanted to tell him I had gotten
the book he had talked about at the library— Everything I Know about Training and
Racing Sled Dogs, by George Attla. And I was fascinated by this glimpse into this world
of sleds and dogs and conditioning runs and race strategies. I wanted to know more.
So one Friday night I sat at a table alone and watched a young woman in Carhartt
pants and military issue white pack boots—bunny boots—talk at the bar to a man three
times her age but flirting with him as if he weren’t. She was drinking pints of beer that he
was buying her. She seemed to know everybody—Sal, the quiet man at the end of the
bar who stared at the poster of the women in a bikini, anybody who approached the bar
for a drink. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, rocking back and forth in
her boots, laughing, completely at ease. She was one of those wilderness women, I
thought, who chop a cord of wood before breakfast, can fix their own trucks. I wanted to
be her.
When B.J. came in at eleven o’clock, Bunny Boots slapped him on the back and I
heard her ask about a couple of his dogs. But when he saw me he brought his beer to
where I was sitting and said, “My handler quit. Can you help?”
“Doing what?”
“Everything. Feeding. Scooping poop. Maybe running. I don’t know. I just need
someone yesterday."
“I guess so,” I said. “But you hardly know me.”
“Sal vouched for you. And I like how you were with the dogs the other day. They
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seem to trust you. Some people just have a way with dogs. Mind you, I’m not going to
send you out with a team of my best dogs. Mostly, I just need a labor-type person. I’ll
pay, not a lot, but it’ll be cash.”
I wanted to do it. I wanted to see those dogs again, maybe ride the sled and listen to
their breathing and the whine of the runners over the hard-packed trail. It was about more
than just seeing David’s son now. And B.J. said I had a way with dogs. I had always
liked animals in a general way, and we had a couple of outdoor cats growing up, but I had
never owned a dog. I had never thought of myself as the kind of person who had a way
with animals. But now B.J. had given me that identity.
“I’ll do it,” I said.
“Great.” He stuck out his hand for me to shake and I shook it. His handshake was
warm, firm. “You can start tomorrow.”
Then I thought, what about Charlotte? B.J. would figure out everything eventually,
and that would only make me look bad. Better I come clean now.
“I need to tell you something about your son,” I said.
“Huh?’
“Your oldest son, his father was my husband, David. David drowned in the the
Bering Sea last February.”
I said this quietly, not wanting anyone else to hear, and B.J. didn’t say anything for a
time so I was afraid he hadn’t heard me, either. But after a while he said, “I’ll be darned.”
Which seemed an odd thing to say.
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“I’ve already met your wife,” I offered. “Charlotte.”
Bunny Boots walked off to the ladies’ room and two guys at the bar turned to watch
her.
“She wants some of David’s insurance money for his son,” I said.
A man entered the bar and cold air rolled in after him like a fog.
“But I want to meet him,” I said.
Sal brought me another beer and took my old glass away.
Finally, B.J. said, “Look, I don’t fucking care if you’re the anti-fucking-Christ. I need
help. You can meet Nathan. I don’t see a problem.”
“What about Charlotte?”
“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “Be at my place tomorrow at eleven, okay?”
B.J.’s one of the best musher’s in the w orld” Sal told me later. “He can get anyone
to handle for him. You better be grateful every day he picked you.”

The rifle was heavy in my hands, the wooden stock unnaturally hard against my
cheek. B.J. called the sight a lollipop, which gave what I was about to do a childishness.
I lined up the black circle at the end of the barrel with the black eye of the squirrel that sat
in a spruce tree fifty feet away. Squirrels ate insulation and got into the walls of the
house and gnawed electrical wires, B.J.said. They were a fire hazard, a nuisance. They
ate dog food, dog harnesses, the babiche on the sled. So when B.J. saw one perched in
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the tree, he went to the house and brought out a .22 rifle.
“You’ll need to know how to handle a firearm,” he said. “You never know when
there’ll be a moose, even a bear. You could loose a whole team that way.”
I fixed the sight on the squirrel, squeezed the trigger the way B. J. told me to, closed
my eyes and heard the rifle go off with a sharp crack. I opened my eyes and the squirrel
was gone. “Missed,” said B.J., and I was disappointed for disappointing him.

That afternoon I went to Fred Myer and bought a Remington .22 rifle and took it to
the range out by the transfer station and shot a brick of ammunition at paper targets until I
could hit the bullseye. Spent brass cartridge shells lay across the snow, and my arms hurt
from holding the rifle steady. My trigger finger ached from the cold.
The secret was in the breathing. Inhale, take a final sighting, exhale and squeeze the
trigger. Then a crack. The muffled sound through my earplugs of the bullet leaving the
rifle. The gentle kick of the rifle butt against my shoulder.
And two days later, while shoveling dog stuff, I saw another squirrel. I got my rifle
from behind the front seat of my pickup. The dogs perked up. The squirrel sat on an
overturned five-gallon bucket, tail curled behind its head, eating something. I got as close
as I could and sighted it in. I aimed for the head as B.J. told me to do. Wounding a
squirrel and having it run off to die slowly was cruel, he said, even if it was only a
squirrel. A head shot would be a killing shot or a clean miss.
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Crack. A whiff of smoke. A high-pitched cry and the squirrel dropped to the ground.
I put the safety on the rifle and walked over to the squirrel. It lay in the snow, little bright
red flecks of blood spattered around it. Blood seeped from its nostrils and out one ear
where the tiny bullet had gone. Its eyes stared at me though it was already dead, its legs
tucked up close to its body in a protective pose.
I’ve just killed something, I thought.
I came from somewhat of a hunting background. Each fall I would see pickups roll
down the highway with bucks strapped across the roof or laid down in the bed. My father
hunted sometimes with his buddies and I remember the taste of venison, the sweet tender
backmeat cut away from the spine. And our neighbors would chose their best turkey and
kill it Thanksgiving morning and kill one for us, too. I had the job of plucking it. We ate
it and watched football and didn’t feel bad about it. We weren’t squeamish or
sentimental. It was the way of life.
But I had never killed anything before. I stared at the squirrel in the snow, its blood
now frozen, and thought I should feel remorse. We couldn’t eat this creature, half the
size of the fat gray squirrels back east. It had no pelt to speak of. Killing it seemed
unnecessary.
I picked it up by the tail and it was a small weight. I was aware that I should felt
remorse, or the kind of vitality I hear can come from taking a life, or even pride. But I
didn’t feel any of these things. I carried it to B.J.’s front steps and lay it there like some
kind of offering, like something a cat would do. And I felt nothing.
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I woke the next morning to a fluttering. A scraping sound from a hollow place.
Investigation revealed a gray jay in my cold wood stove that had cooled off during the
night, but still radiated enough warmth to perhaps attract this bird. It was a large bird,
larger than the blue jays I was used to, plumper and taller. It panicked when it saw me,
slamming repeatedly against the belly of the stove, peeping as it did so. Its natural color
was ash and creosote, but more coated its feathers, which shook dry dust as it tried to fly.
I put on my wool mittens and reached in for the bird. It pecked at my bare wrist. I
brought one hand down over its wings to keep it still; I cupped my other hand around its
belly and pulled it out of the stove. It was completely immobile except for its head,
which it twisted around to glare at me. It didn’t know I was trying to save it. I brought it
outside and held it for another moment. It pecked at my mitten, hooking its beak into the
wool. I opened my hands and it did not stay there even for an instant. As soon as it felt
the release of the pressure of my hands, it burst into a whir of wings and flew away.

After a couple of a weeks, I could hook up dogs almost as fast as B.J., if he went
slowly. Sometimes we raced each other. Harness over head through the teardrop hole,
one leg in, then the other, dog straining between my knees. Walk dog to the gangline
held up by its neck, dancing on hind legs like a circus dog. Clip neckline to collar, then
backline to harness. Then get the next dog, leaving that one to fret and jump against the
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line.
My fingers always froze in their thin gloves—I couldn’t wear anything too thick
because I needed the use of my fingers to clip and unclip dogs. I could warm my hands in
the thick fur between the dogs’ front legs and their chest. The dogs were never cold. The
perfection of their own biology gave them fur two layers thick, short ears, thick paw pads
and a metabolism that generated heat like a fever. The dogs were the stars of the show
and my cold hands didn’t matter. They were going to run the Yukon Quest, a thousandmile race from Fairbanks to Whitehorse, Canada. Like the Iditarod, but harder, they said.
B.J. had never won before, but he had come close, second, third. People said he had his
best team ever this year and he was one of the ones to watch.
After hook up, after B.J. rode off down the trail, I stayed behind to clean the dog yard
and prepared the dogs’ dinner. Then I might put fresh straw in the dog houses, or sew
booties, or fix harnesses, or just pay attention to the dogs so they wouldn’t feel neglected
and wouldn’t lose the will to please.
I did this for two weeks and never saw Charlotte. But I was always looking over my
shoulder for her car to pull up in the drive, and one day it did.
I waved, a hey-I’m-here-wave, not really a hello wave, and picked up a shovel just to
be holding something in my hand, though I felt vaguely threatening doing it, as if I were
wielding a weapon. I put it down again at the edge of the dog yard.
Charlotte got out of the car and looked over at me for a long time— I must have been
hard to recognize. It was twenty below and I wore three layers of clothes and a thick
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parka and snow pants. As I walked toward her she opened the back car door and two
small boys got out.
“Nathan,” said Charlotte to the oldest, “this is our friend, Helen.”
He said “Hi,” in a dismissive way, because there were many things more interesting
to pay attention to than me. He was bundled in a blue snowsuit and he was wearing my
mittens. If there were any question about who his father was, I had the answer now. His
face was a six-year-old David’s. Brown eyes, pale skin, and a perfectly beautiful nose
with a squared-off point. But it was Charlotte’s face too, with its thin lips and high
forehead. He ran to the dog yard, to a pen where five half-grown puppies yowled.
“He wants to show you his puppy,” Charlotte said in a flat voice. She hoisted her
other son, the two-and-a-half year old, onto her hip and headed for the house. I looked to
Nathan, then to Charlotte, and started to follow her, to say thank you.
“Say anything to disturb him and you’re on the next plane out of here,” she said.
“Say nothing.” And she went inside.
Nathan emerged from the pen dragging a black, flop-eared puppy on a braided nylon
rope. It alternately chewed at the nylon and ran around Nathan so that the rope tangled
between all their legs.
“This is my puppy,” he said.
I squatted down and rested on the heels of my pack boots to pet it. “What’s his
name?”
“Pokey.”
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“Is that a good name for a sled dog?” But he didn’t get the joke.
“His sire was a champion,” he told me seriously. Then looking to the puppy, he
spoke words that sounded like the repetition of someone else’s, “Bloodlines are
everything.”
The three of us were a close circle, me on my heels, Nathan, the puppy that he held on
a tight lead. Our breath came in little cloud puffs. His head was bare. He needed a
haircut. He had gold flecks in his irises same as David.
“Do you want to be a musher?” I asked.
“Yes,” he said.
“Like your daddy?”
“Yes.”
I wanted to take him to me, kiss him on the forehead and cheek, this last light of
David, but I remembered Charlotte’s warning: say nothing. I knew she meant it. I knew
enough of a mother’s protectiveness to know I had reached the boundary of her tolerance.
I knew now she was watching through the window. I knew this was as far as it could go,
me and the boy, kneeling in the snow, our breaths counted in clouds and dispersing, a
whining pup.
“Your daddy’s a real good musher, isn’t he?”
“He’s gonna win this year,” said Nathan. He looked at me hard, as if wondering
why this strange adult was paying so much attention to him.
“I’ll bet you’re right,” I said.
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He rubbed his nose with the back of his glove. I could have looked at his face
forever, extracting the David from the Other, the mother whose face was not mine. The
dogs were quiet in the yard, waiting for the next big excitement. The puppy chewed at a
stray glove that it had found. Nathan extracted it from the tiny white teeth and put it in
his pocket.
“Are you here to buy dogs?” he asked.
“No,” I said.
I heard a door open behind me a Charlotte was standing in the doorway, a shape
against the warm glow inside that spread over the porch and across the blue snow.
“Nathan,” she called. “Time to come in.”
He said nothing to me but got up and pulled the puppy back to its pen. It was dark
already and I turned on the spotlights that cast hard shadows across the dog lot. B.J.
wouldn’t be back for a long time but I knew I wasn’t welcome in the house. I picked up
the shovel and went back to my chores.

The sun now rose and set in a low arc in the south, which seemed as unnatural to me
as if it rose in the west and set in the east. Night was long, lasting until, ten, eleven,
eleven-thirty in what used to be morning, while the sun lurked below the Alaska range. I
could see pinprick stars through the window when I got up each morning. Nothing
stirred. No birds sang. Resisting the darkness, I would turn on all my lights and play the
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radio loudly, listening to the cheery voices of the deejays. I hung blankets over the
window so I wouldn’t have to see the blackness outside pressing against the glass like
black water. And then finally, a low blue line of light, just a shade brighter than the night
sky. Then pink, and if the sky were overcast that would be the extent of the sunshine—a
cold pink light that lingered for a few hours and then vanished, sinking interior Alaska
back into night.
I watched it every morning—the time I used to call morning, anyway—while I drank
my coffee and got ready to go out to B.J.’s place. Charlotte’s place, too, though I had a
hard time connecting them. She seemed to have nothing in common with him, no love
for dogs or the outdoors, even though she had lived here her whole life. She’d do better, I
thought, somewhere in the Lower Forty-Eight, an executive’s wife with a nice house and
nice car. But when I was with David I thought living for him was enough, whatever he
did. I would have been an executive’s wife, fisherman’s wife, farmer’s wife, any kind of
wife as long as I was his. I thought this would be enough—to follow along behind him
and be there waiting with a hot meal when he came back. I pretended sometimes I was
waiting for him in my cabin, brewing coffee for when he came in from the cold. But that
never happened of course, and sometimes I imagined myself brewing coffee for B.J.
instead. And one morning he did come. I had been expecting him; he was picking me
up because he was going to do a long training run on a route north of Fairbanks. We’d
drive to the trailhead, he’d go off with the dogs, and I’d pick him up the next day.
He came inside and closed the door quickly to keep out the cold.
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“Ready?”
“Would you like some coffee first?” I asked. I never had visitors in the cabin, and
having B.J. made it feel more like home. I thought I could imagine him later—there by
the door, or sitting on the woodbox drinking coffee—when I was alone, and the memory
might make me feel less lonely.
“We can get some on the way out,” he said. “We need to get going.”
The dogs were in the dogbox and a toboggan sled was bolted to the top of the box.
Most of the dogs were curled asleep in straw, but one pressed the moist skin of his nose
against the metal grating of his window. His gold eyes followed my movements but he
did not move.
We headed first to town, where B.J. pulled into a coffee drive-thru. Sitting there in
the front seat with him, hot coffee held in my mittened hands, was familiar, comfortable.
It was almost a road trip with David. Except that it was winter and Alaska. But that
sense of anticipation, shared with another, a warm drink and a destination, that was all
there.
We headed out the Steese Highway, the road north, then followed it east as it headed
toward Circle. It was ten o’clock in the morning and still dark, but the truck’s heater was
on full blast and I was warm. B.J. switched on the radio. The announcer was giving the
weather report for Bermuda, just for fun. Sunny, seventy degrees, light winds.
“Think I’ll go there next Christmas,” B.J. said. “You ever been there?”
“The Bahamas? No,” I said. “But I’ve been to Florida.” With David, to see his
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parents, until he changed his mind at the last minute, and then again later for the funeral.
“I grew up in Florida,” B.J. said.
I turned in my seat to look at him, an awkward movement in my big down coat.
“You did?” I couldn’t picture him anywhere but here, in Carhartts and an oversized parka
with a ruff of wolf fur. “Florida?”
“Most people here aren’t from here,” he said.
“What made you come up?”
“Army.” The radio crackled and we lost the signal as we crested Pedro Dome. B.J.
scanned the channels and found a country station. “When my time was up, that’s when
they were building the pipeline. So I stayed for that and I made a ton of money. And
then when that was done and I was getting ready to leave, I realized I didn't want to. So I
stayed.”
“What about the dogs?”
“They came later. I had done some snow machining, hunting, liked the outdoors.
And then I watched the Yukon Quest mushers come into Fairbanks in ’85, after running
one thousand miles. And I thought of all those miles of just the driver and these dogs, all
the things they’d been through, and all that wilderness that nobody else would see, and I
wanted to do that. I bought eight dogs and I had no idea what I was doing but I learned. I
did one thing right—I bought good, experienced dogs. I had the money to do it. And the
dogs taught me. And I had a great leader, Chickadee. That swing dog Flicka, that’s her
granddaughter.” He unzipped his parka and turned the heat down a notch. “Getting
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warmer.”
It was. I took off my hat and gloves and folded and refolded them on my lap.
“Anyway, me and Chickadee had a lot of adventures, and I read every book I could
find about dogs and about running dogs, and I met people and asked a ton of questions
and just learned everything I could. I spent every waking minute thinking about dogs.
That was before I got married.”
“Is it worth it?” I asked. “All this work?” I was hoping he would talk more about
his marriage.
“Absolutely. How many boys get to grow up to be Sergeant Preston?” I didn’t
respond and B.J. added, “That was before your time. An old radio show. Sergeant
Preston was a Mountie and he had this great lead dog, Yukon King,
strongest dog in the

swiftest

hN
es e said in a radio-announcer’s voice. It was kind of like
ortw

the Lone Ranger, only North.”
We drove on in silence for a while and I looked out the window at the landscape. We
had come down from the mountain and were now rolling through a flat bordered by low
mountains, edging along the Chatanika River, crossing its tributaries. The sun would not
rise high enough to crest the the hills, and the valley was covered in blue half light. The
terrain was the same as Fairbanks— spruce trees, birch and aspen higher in the hills, but
without houses or side roads. Once in a while we would pass an outpost of sorts—a
lodge, many miles later, a gas station where the road turned to snow-covered dirt.
“ Callo f the Wild was a big deal for me, too,” B.J. continued, as if there had been no
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break in his talking. “I’m not sure why. It didn’t paint a pretty picture. But there was
something about that wildness that I remembered later when I came up her and that I just
had to have.”
“I’ve never read that book,” I said. “David read it. He talked about it, too. Like you
are. It inspired him.”
“I’m sorry about what happened to your husband,” B.J. said, as if it were something
he had rehearsed. “I just wanted to say that,” he added.
“That’s okay,” I said. “Thank you.” I waited for him to say something else, but he
didn’t. I wished he hadn’t brought up David. This one time, I didn’t want to be thinking
about him. I hoped B.J. would keep talking but he didn’t, and I was left to my own
thoughts. And against my will I was back in Florida at the airport.

I recognized his mother right away when I got off the plane, from a black and white
photo David had showed me. She was standing in front of the Trevi fountain in Rome,
on their honeymoon. She was wearing dark lipstick that contrasted with her pale skin and
she was smiling.
Now she was wearing a bright tropical-flower print dress. She was shorter than I
was, with soft contours and bleached hair, frosty pink lipstick. But she had the same
square jaw as the woman in the photo, the same high forehead, the same pale skin,
despite living in Florida. She wore no jewelry except a wedding band.
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We made tentative eye contact.
“Mrs. Metcalfe?”
She smiled at me, and folded me in a big hug, while her husband picked up my bag.
Mr. Metcalfe looked strikingly like David. The same high forehead, light gray eyes, short
nose, full broad shoulders, David thirty years from now.
“I just have the one bag,” I said.
“How was your flight?” she asked.
“Fine,” I said. “Considering how long it was.”
“Did you get to sleep at all? I know some people can sleep like babies on a plane, but
I never could.”
“No,” I said. “I didn’t sleep.”
‘Are you hungry? Do want to stop anywhere?”
We were passing donut stands and coffee shops.
“No thank you,” I said. “I’m fine for now. I ate on the plane.”
“Are you sure?” she said. “It’s a long drive.”
“Really, I’m fine.”
“Maybe I can fix you something when we get home.”
She was so nice, so eager to please. Just how David had described her. He had said
less about his father.
We stepped out into the thick Florida night. The air was humid and sweet-smelling
and I started sweating.
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“Stan will go get the car,” said Mrs. Metcalfe. “We’ll wait here with the bags.”
We sat on a red bench at a bus stop. David’s mother filled up any potential silence
with talk.
“We are really enjoying Florida,” she said. “We swim in the community pool almost
every day, though you really have to be careful about your skin. We’ve lived here three
years, and we really love it. We moved down from Maine, you know. I have a great
garden in the back, and we eat dinner outside all the time. This just feels like home for
us.”
A bus pulled up to get us but I waved it on. It squealed and rumbled away, leaving us
in a wash of exhaust fumes.
“And the people here are just so friendly. We know all our neighbors, most of them
our our age, though there are a few young families too, and that’s nice, to have kids
playing in the neighborhood. It’s very safe.”
A beige Oldsmobile eased up the the curb, and Mr. Metcalfe got out and put my bag
in the trunk.
“No, no, you take the front seat,” said Mrs.Metcalfe.
Opening the car door felt like opening the door of a refrigerator; ice cold air spilled
out into the humid night. I sat down on a wooden-bead seat cover, which kept me from
sticking to the leather seats. As my sweat dried, I started to shiver.
“We should be there in about an hour, or less, depending on traffic,” said Mr.
Metcalfe.
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We turned onto Rte. 95, heading south toward St. Augustine. And while Mrs.
Metcalfe talked about the glory of Florida, I stared out into the humid blackness,the
overwash of fluorescent light spilling onto the road.

The house was one story, with cedar siding and a cedar-shake roof and picture
windows facing the beach. Palm trees grew in the yard, and purple flowers with petals
streaked with yellow. A brown lizard ran across the driveway.
Mr. Metcalfe pressed a remote in the car and the garage door rose and then clicked to
a stop. He drove the car into the garage, got out, then went around to open my door and
his wife’s. The air in the garage was stale and hot and smelled like sour grass clippings,
but in a few moments we were inside the house and cool air conditioned comfort of
potpourri-scented air.
Mr. Metcalfe brought my bags to the guest bedroom while David’s mother went
straight to the kitchen where she poured three big glasses of ice tea (homemade, she said,
brewed in the sun) and cocked lemon wedges against the lip of the glass. “Let’s go out
on the porch,” she said.
I followed her outside through a sliding glass door to a red cedar deck. We sat at
white iron table covered by an umbrella, on white iron chairs with plastic rain-proof
cushions. A neat, deep green lawn ended abruptly at a line of sawgrass and sand dunes. I
could taste salt in the air, mingled with the oversweet tea and the acid tang of the lemon.
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“You can’t see the water from here, but it’s right over those dunes,” said Mrs.
Metcalfe. There’s a path. You can walk down there tomorrow if you want. It’s
beautiful.”
I didn’t say anything and Mrs. Metcalfe was about to start talking again when her
husband walked out of the house with a bottle of brandy and three glasses on a tray.
“I thought we could all use a drink,” he said.
“None for me,” said Mrs. Metcalfe.
“Oh, brandy,” I said neutrally, not sure who to please.
Mr. Metcalfe poured out two careful measures of brandy and handed me a glass.
“Tell you what,” said Mrs. Metcalfe, “I’ll just go fix up Helen’s room.” She went
inside and David’s father and I were alone. We sipped our brandies without speaking,
and when my glass got low he refilled it without asking. He kept his hands on the steam
of the glass between sips. He had small hands with long fingers like a pianist or sculptor.
His nails were cut short, except for his thumbnail, which was too long. He didn’t look at
me. He stared off into the darkness, towards the sand dunes and the beach. In the
distance, I heard a splash, as if someone had jumped into a pool. Laughter far off. And
we couldn’t even say his name.

The guest bedroom was filled with David. You wouldn’t notice it at first, with the
floral-print bedcover and the lace-covered bedside table. But David’s things lurked if you
looked for them, things he was storing there, or had forgotten about. On the bookshelf,

164
books that could only have been his—John Muir, a long row of Jack London, L et’s Go
Europe, Boy Scout pamphlets showing how to tie knots, start fires, make soap; Finn the
Wolfhound, a stack of blue-spined Hardy Boys mysteries that still had garage-sale
stickers on them, ten cents; and another stack of Louis L’Amour paper backs with bent
covers and creased cowboys.
In the closet, which I opened quietly when everyone had gone to bed, hung a neat row
of white Oxford shirts and navy blazers from his prep school days, and stacked on a shelf,
tee shirts, jeans, a new pair of running shoes. And on the dresser, a high school photo,
braces smile.
That night I dreamed about him, the most real dream I had had since he died. He was
standing in the doorway of the guest bedroom. Right off I recognized his gray outline
backlit by the nightlight in the hall—the leanness of him, the odd, tilted way he held his
shoulders. I jumped out of bed, more like floated, my movements soft and yielding
toward him, like the movement of wave foam around a rock embedded in the sand. I
flowed to him and pushed my lips against the arc of his clavicle, pressed my fingers
against his back, felt the vertebrae rise under his skin. He was all bone and muscle and
salt.

My mother flew in the next day. She hadn’t flown with me because she thought I
should spend some time alone with David’s parents. My father stayed home. My mother
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said it was because he couldn’t handle funerals. She was crying when Mrs. Metcalfe and
I picked her up at the airport, though we were not. I had done my crying in the shower
that morning, which seemed the best and most natural place for crying; with all that water
pouring over you a few more drops in the form of tears seemed to hardly matter. It made
the tears insignificant, somehow.
“To lose a child,” she said, hugging Mrs. Metcalfe tightly, “must be the most terrible
thing in the world.”
“Well, you never expect it,” Mrs. Metcalfe said.
Back at the house, my mother produced for me a mourning outfit she had brought
from home, a black silk dress with long sleeves and pearl buttons at the cuffs.
“I think it’s too warm for that,” I said.
“No,” said my mother. “It will be air conditioned.”
I put on the dress and the matching pearl earrings and my mother pinned my hair into
a tight bun. I looked pale and severe.
The wake was held at the Harrison & Sons Funeral Home, in a big room with oriental
carpeting and serene landscape oil paintings on the wall. My mother stuck right by my
side as Mrs. Metcalfe introduced me to people, her friends, David’s relatives who had
flown in from Maine and other parts of the country. Not many of David’s friends were
there because we didn’t know how to reach them. They were scattered around the globe
and their addresses and phone numbers were recorded in a small spiral memo book in
sometimes almost illegible handwriting. And it was impossible to tell who was a friend,
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who an acquaintance, and who was simply someone met on a sleeping car on a train in
France. A sense of obligation made me call each number.
“Um, hello, I’m calling because I found your name in David Metcalfe’s address book.
Were you a close friend of his?”
Each time I called a woman’s name I prayed it wouldn’t be an old girlfriend.
“I’m sorry to tell you that he’s died. I thought you’d want to know.”
Some were upset, some confessed that they didn’t know him well at all. A few
people admitted that didn’t even remember him, even after I gave them a description, and
of course I couldn’t know when and where they met, so I was of little help.
But some of the people from the address book came to the wake. Michael, a
childhood friend, flew in from L.A. I first saw him kneeling beside a small altar set up
with photos of David—one as a boy holding a basketball, one from his trip to New
Zealand where he worked as an apple picker, and one on the docks in Bellingham, just
before leaving for Alaska. Three thick red candles flickered by the pictures, and there
was a book for people to write messages. To David? To God? I didn’t know, but later
the book was presented to me.
My mother stuck to my side. Everyone had a comforting word for me.
H e’s in heaven now.
We don’t always understand God’s plan.
The room was filled with flowers, in a gaudy show that reminded me of Las Vegas,
our wedding. Enormous white lilies flaring out their peals in an obscene display, big
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banners saying Hope and Love.
I hated everyone in the room.
I believed that mine was the very worst pain.
No one else could feel like I did.
And I remember exact details. A lipstick print, a perfectly formed lower lip in
frosted strawberry kiss, on the edge of a water glass. A small braided wicker basket in
the bathroom filled with shell-shaped soaps the color of a slit salmon. The way his best
friend Michael held my hand and cried unashamed. The very small rip in the hem of my
black widow’s dress. The way Michael put his palm against the small of my back and
guided me into an empty side room mercifully free of flowers, sitting me down on a red
velvet couch under a painting of a sunrise over snowy mountains.
“I couldn’t stand to be in there anymore,” he said, sitting next to me. “You looked
the same.”
“Thank you,” I said. “I was getting tired of people trying to make me feel better, you
know what I’m saying? I just want to feel awful.”
“Well then, this is probably not what you want to hear,” he said, ‘but I’m going to say
it anyway. “You’re going to get over this. You will fall in love again.”
“What a terrible thing to say,” I said.
But he slipped his hand over mine and held it tightly. I put one hand over his and we
sat that way on the red velvet couch, hands all clasped together in a knot. In a natural
way, with his free hand, he began to stroke my hair, almost as if he were stroking the flat
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tense neck of an anxious horse. I let my head become heavy and fall like a wilting stem
into his chest. One finger drifted over the arc of my ear. We sat that way for a long time,
I think it was a long time. It felt that way. And I thought, he’s wrong, I will never get
over this.
Later, I went outside alone where the air was thick and warm and filled with the scent
of vegetation. I walked through the parking lot and down a side street with neat
Monopoly rows of small, one-story houses with car ports and large trees wrapped in
Spanish moss in the front yard. An orange tabby sat on a front step licking its paws.
Across the street, a shirtless man watered a row of newly-planted marigolds. I clicked
down the street in my heels; a woman getting into her car waved at me, and I waved
back. Just two blocks from the funeral home, and the world seemed right for everyone
but me.
I tried to imagine B.J. in this world of crisp lawns and friendly neighbors who waved
to strangers, and could not. I thought of him in his room, a little metal-bladed fan
spinning in the open window, a big wooden radio telling the tale of Sergeant Preston and
his dog Yukon King. It was the same way I had thought of David when I first met him,
always dreaming of somewhere else.

After a couple of hours, B.J. pulled off the road at a trailhead marker. We zipped up
our parkas up and layered on hats and gloves and stepped back out into the cold. The
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dogs woke and began whining. B.J. opened a top compartment and a dog leapt out; he
caught it in mid-flight and dropped it gracefully to its feet as if it were a ballerina. He
chained each dog to the truck while I emptied supplies and gear from a storage
compartment in the back of the box, feeling oddly domestic as I laid out harnesses and
booties and food.
B.J. pulled the sled down and chained it to a tree, anchoring it firmly to the ground
with two snow hooks, big metal claws that dug more deeply into the snow the harder the
dogs pulled against them. He was taking twelve dogs. I harnessed each one and attached
it to its place on the line according to B.J.’s instructions, shouted at me over the barking.
But the golden-eyed dog that had his nose pressed against the grate resisted me. He
crawled under the truck when he saw the harness. I unhooked his chain from the truck
and tried to drag him out; he snapped his head back with a swift jerk and the chain
ratcheted through my wet gloves and freezing hands and he was loose. Without
hesitating, he shot out from under the truck and tore past B.J. down the trail into the
woods.
“We’ll never catch him,” B.J. said.
“I’m so sorry,” I said. “The chain just slipped. I’m really sorry.” He continued
hitching up dogs with deliberate speed as I trotted after him, apologizing.
“You have to think,” he said. “Think about what you’re doing.” He kept working as
he scolded me and I was ashamed. It mattered to me what B.J. thought. I didn’t want
him to think I was stupid. The dog reappeared, raced around the truck twice, and ran
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back into the woods.
“Hansel,” B.J. called, but Hansel was gone again. “I’ll catch up to him on the trail,”
he said. “Don’t worry about it.”
“I’ll try to catch him,” I said, and got some food. But Hansel wouldn’t be caught. He
skirted just out of my reach while I waved a fish head at him. He circled me, trying to
grab the fish on the fly. When he did, I was ready. I grabbed him by his scruff. Startled,
Hansel turned his head and bit through my coat into my forearm, a quick snap. I held on
and dragged him to his place in line.
“Good,” said B.J. “Now help me get out of here.” All the dogs were hooked up, and
they threw themselves against the harness repeatedly, shaking the snow off the branches
of the tree where the sled was tied. B.J. pulled on snow pants and a pair of enormous
mitts, and climbed onto the runners as I tried to kept the dogs from tangling. And then he
undid the snow hooks and released the sled from the tree and the dogs began running and
I was left there watching the white spray kicked up from B.J.’s booted heel dragging in
the snow.

I drove back to town during the rest of the daylight. I would return the next day to
pick up B.J. He was going to run seventy miles, spend the night in a cabin, then turn
around and come back. I was anxious for him— it was so cold, and so many things could
go wrong. I was anxious for him in a way that I had never been anxious for David.
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When he had been on the Bering Sea, I hadn’t worried at all, because he seemed to me
invincible. He acted that way, as if nothing bad could ever happen. He didn’t worry
about the future, he didn’t think of consequences. He just plowed forward into things,
confident that everything would always be fine. I had thought so too. Now I wondered
whether I should have worried, if my worry could have somehow kept him safe, like a
prayer. I worried hard for B.J. now, worried over each mile of snowy road I drove all the
way back to Fairbanks. If I worried enough, I felt I could worry him home.

I forgot about Charlotte until I pulled into the driveway with the truck and she was
there, unloading her kids and groceries from the car just as she was the first day I met
Nathan. I could have just kept the truck overnight but I had to drop off a dog B.J. decided
not to run. I waved to her and then unloaded the dog and walked it to its house.
“Ginger’s a little lame,” I told Charlotte. “B.J. wants you do give her a Rimadyl
tonight.”
She nodded. I felt strange giving her orders. Charlotte and I had developed an
uneasy relationship, learning to live with each other the way two rival dogs learn to
tolerate each other on separate ends of the gangline. I didn’t see her much, and didn’t see
Nathan again for a long while after that first time. I gathered that he played hockey after
school and he never seemed to be around. I didn’t talk about him or David with B.J. and
B.J. didn’t ask me about any of it. We only spoke of dogs.
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Nathan ran up to the house and opened the door. Steamy air formed in the space
between warmth and cold. “Mom, can I play computer games? Mom? Mom?”
“Homework first,” Charlotte said.
“I don’t have any homework.”
“Don’t let all the cold air in the house,” she said. “He loves computer games,” she
said to me. “I don’t think they’re that good for him, but what else is he supposed to do?
It’s thirty-five below.” The temperature had been dropping.
“B.J’s out in this,” I said.
She propped a grocery bag on her hip. “I know that,” she said. “Don’t you think I
worry?”
“You don’t seem worried,” I said. I was hoping she would say she didn’t worry, that
worry didn’t help anything. And then it would be okay that I hadn’t worried about David.

“I worry,” she said.

That night, the temperature fell to forty-five degrees below zero, the mercury in my
thermometer a thick bloodclot at the bottom of the shaft of glass. I shone my flashlight
on it through my window. I had never been in air so cold. I put on my parka, boots,
mittens, and went outside.
It was still and silent. Nothing moved in the trees. There was no wind to even rustle
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the branches or shake loose the snow that clung to them. No sound. The night was velvet
blue. The moonlight reflecting off the snow showed shapes that became clearer as my
eyes adjusted to the darkness. Trees. A pile of logs. The shape of something large and
dark, not moving, but perhaps alive. I thought it could be like something from a fairy
tale, all fangs and eyes. Something that could carry me off before anyone could save me.
I walked out into the spruce toward the shape until I saw it was a brush pile, and then I
walked past it. My boots crunched in the snow and I was grateful for that sound. I
stopped and started, listening to the sound and the silence. If I could put a human sound
to an Alaskan night it would be piano, the shrillest, iciest keys played staccato. And in
the distance, a low thumping like a heartbeat. I could feel my heart now working in the
warmest part of me, the part that never got cold, taking blood from my face that was
beginning to hurt with cold, and my fingers that I had clenched into loose fists around my
thumbs. My own human sound was my breathing, and the air scraped my nose raw. I
took each breath slowly and when I exhaled my own breath came back around my face in
a moist cloud that froze on my scarf and the wolf ruff on my hood. David would have
been so much colder than this as he sank into the sea. My face felt as if it were being
pressed into snow, as if I were making a snow angel on my stomach, just falling into the
soft coldness. And David would have been so much colder. He said that the small
chucks of salty ice in the water formed in the likeness of animals. White horses
swimming. The arched backs of whales. He said there was something almost inviting
about it. I could see what he meant. The strange humps of snow covered crouching
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animals. I walked past them. I was slow in the deep snow, as if walking through water.
It was hard walking, everything here was hard, cold, sharp-edged. David called it a
deliberate life, but I couldn’t agree. Everything was done from instinct, my breathing, my
walking. If walking weren’t so natural I couldn’t have been walking as I was, away from
my cabin, its warm fire. Reason would have told me to turn around. The cold tasted
metallic in my mouth. David had said the cold tasted like salt but his was a different
cold. It was salt and wet and filled with the sound of waves and the chaos of the boat.
This was the absolute quiet of snow on the ground. This was something I could not share
with him. This was not yet even enough to stop my heart. I kept walking and my
footsteps in the snow were muffled.
People died this way. If someone were worrying for me now, would that save me? I
could hear myself breathe. The shapes in the snow did not move. The spruce trees were
silent spires. Any second now, I’d turn around.

The cold stayed through the next day when I drove my car back to Charlotte’s house
to exchange it for the dog truck to pick up B.J.
“Come in for a minute while the truck warms up,” she said. “It’s cold.”
I started the truck, unplugged it from the outside outlet that keep the engine warm,
then followed Charlotte into the house. She poured me some coffee and I wrapped my
cold hands around the mug. The fire in my wood stove had gone out during the night and
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I had woke up freezing. I told this to Charlotte after I thanked her for the coffee.
“You need to get up during the night to stoke it,” she said.
“Well I know that now,” I said.
“It can be hard to live like that,” she said.
“I’ll be fine,” I said, not in an unfriendly way. I just didn’t feel like talking about my
hard life.
“We lived like that for a while,” she said. “When we were first married. That was
real difficult with a baby. But I think B.J. would still live that way if he could. People
who come up here from somewhere else like to do that. No offense.”
“I wouldn’t mind having running water,” I said, but I wasn’t sure I meant it. There
was something about getting water at the Fox spring, bringing it home, lining up blue jugs
of water along the floor, that had become comforting in its routine.
“You can always get some water here,” she said. “If you need to.”
“Thanks.”
“I hate to bring this up, but have you given any more thought to some type of college
fund for Nathan?”
I hadn’t. I had gotten what I came for, got to meet the boy, but now it didn’t seem to
be enough. But the money no longer had the same power. “Sure,” I said. “I’ll set up a
fund or something. I don’t really know how all that works but I’ll get someone to help
me. I’ll do it soon, I promise.”
“Do you mean that?” Charlotte said. She was almost in tears. “Thank you. I really
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wanted him to go to school Outside, but we could never afford it with all those dogs.”
She added more coffee to my mug. “Did you want cream or sugar? I forgot to ask.”
“No thanks,” I said.
“Sometimes I think he loves those dogs more than his kids,” she said.
“That can’t be true,” I said.
“It’s the whole lifestyle, you know? He can’t give it up. And I couldn’t ask him to.
But that lifestyle costs a lot of money. But if he does well in the race this year, that’ll be
some money. I wanted him to do the Iditarod because there’s more money in that, but he
likes the Interior. He’ll just put it all back into dogs, anyway. It just seems every spare
penny goes to dogs, something to do with dogs.”
I wasn’t sure what to say. I didn’t know why she was telling me all this.
“But I knew that,” she continued. “That was what I loved about him. His big
dreams. But sometimes, I find myself wishing he had become a drone in middle
management with a steady income and me never wondering if he’s okay. Sometimes I
find myself wishing his dreams had been a lot smaller.”

IV.
The postcards arrived together in a big brown envelope, sent to me by someone who
said he had worked on the boat with David. He had found them all together with David’s
things, waiting to be mailed. For some reason, he felt compelled to take them. “I’m sorry
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I kept them so long,” he wrote. It was January, and David had been gone almost year.
The cards were of Alaskan scenes—orcas leaping, Denali, a grizzly bear. I sat on my
woodbox and read them one by one by, looked at the pictures on the other side, and read
them again.

1/13
Weather cold, waves high. Water freezes as soon as it hits the boat. Just spent 2 hrs
breaking ice with a baseball bat. Take care.

1/15
Dark all the time. Cold. Windy. Have load of crab & going back now.

1/16
Big waves. Worked 30 hrs. straight & then got to sleep for 3 hrs. Buddy of mine v.
sick but we won’t go back w/o full load. Think of you all the time.

1/17
Waves like mountains. Never seen anything like it. This is a whole different world.
I hope you are not worrying about me. I am fine and we are going to be RICH!!!!

1/18
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Finally out of thick ice. Cut hand bad yesterday but can still work. Caught lots of
crab and a few other things. You wouldn’t believe what we drag up from the sea.

1/20
In an icepack. Big chucks of ice all around. Can’t really see them, just low dark
shapes. Trying to go to more open water. Miss you but keep thinking of this summer,
traveling around the world.

jan.
Still in icepack. No crab. May be out here a while.

1/28
Would you like a jaguar or porche? What color? Maybe we could get a big camper.
Sorry to sound so $-obsessed, but that’s all the guys talk about. That and some other stuff
you wouldn’t want to know about. I think I am going to need to rest some before our next
adventure.

Their terseness reminded me of pioneers’ log book, sea captains’ journals. David
never spoke like that. I wondered if he had been deliberately trying to mimic that style. I
brought the cards up to my loft and tacked them on the wall with the photos, picture side
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forward. Then I went back downstairs to make a phone call.
“David has a child, that’s right.... He’s six... yes, I’ve met him.”
I pictured David’s mother in a light cotton dress, or slacks and a colorful T-shirt,
sitting outside on the deck by the pool talking to me on a cordless phone. It would be
early afternoon there, a warm January afternoon. Her husband might be doing some
gardening. He had said something about constructing a koi pond. Maybe he was digging
it now, piling up the dirt on a tarp to haul away later. I heard the clink of ice cubes
against a glass as I told her about Charlotte, B.J., Nathan, the money. I could see the slice
of lemon perched on the rim of the glass. Or maybe the lemon was only for guests. Then
I thought of Charlotte meeting them, going to Florida and sitting on their deck drinking
ice tea and listening to waves in the distance. That wouldn’t happen. I would be the one
to bring Nathan there. Mornings we’d go to the beach and hunt for shells and I’d teach
him to swim. Then we’d go back to the house and I’d sit on the deck while he chased
lizards on the patio, caught one and put it in a mayonnaise jar covered with plastic wrap
with holes poked in it.
She was quiet on the other end. I moved back my curtain to see that the sun was
rising.
“Helen,” she said. “I think you should leave well enough alone.”
“What?”
“You’re very young. You think you want this, but it’s better to let this family go on
with their lives. Set up a trust fund for the boy’s college education and then come home.
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Come to Florida if you want stay with us. It’s warm here. You could go to the beach,
relax. You’ve been through a lot.”
“But don’t you want to meet your grandson, David’s son?”
“It’s better not to,” she said. “I’m not even going to tell my husband about this. And
don’t you go telling him.” There was a firmness in her voice I hadn’t heard before. I had
always assumed that David had gotten his strength from his father, but now I wasn’t so
sure. “Please,” she added. “He doesn’t need to know. It would only be hurtful. You will
marry again and have children and we would like to consider them our grandchildren.”
I was stunned. “I will never marry again,” I said. “Never.”
“In good time,” she said.
“I will never love anyone else,” I said. “Only David.”

After that I saw no reason not to just hand over the money to Charlotte. There was
nothing more I wanted from her. I called Charlotte’s lawyer, and the three of us met with
a financial planner and I turned over half of David’s money to Nathan in a trust fund set
up for his education. But if Nathan turned out to be anything like David, I thought, he
wouldn’t even use the money for school, would drop out in the middle of his sophomore
year of college.
On my way home from the meeting, I stopped by Ivory Jacks. It was early evening,
and the place was just filling up. I saw B.J. sitting at the bar; his back was to me and he
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was talking to the guy next to him. His parka was thrown over the stool on the other side
of him—it was his dog-driving parka with the wolf ruff, patches from his sponsors,
mostly local businesses, down the arm. I heard him laugh and he put his arm across his
friend’s shoulder and gave him a little shake, reminding me of the way he gently shook
his dogs after a run to relax them. I went to the bar and got a Coke from Sal and talked to
her for a while, but I was only aware of B.J. at the far end of the bar. I heard his voice
above the rest of the conversation, but I couldn’t hear what he was saying. I was aware of
him walking across the room and putting money in the jukebox.
“Want to dance?” He was standing behind me. Sal was laughing.
It was a slow song, an old country song I’d never heard, and we shuffled along,
dancing swing style in our pack boots. “Mushers are never good dancers,” he said. But
he was doing okay.
“What kind of dogs make the best dancers?” he asked.
“I give up.”
“Swing dogs.” I laughed. Swing was the position in a dog team just behind the
leaders.
“It’s good to see you smiling,” he said. ‘Sometimes, you just look so sad.”
He had on hand on the small of my back, the other holding my hand, and he was so
much taller than I that it was easy for him to twirl me. Everybody was watching us, so I
knew it couldn’t mean anything. Still, I didn’t want it to end.
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The staging area was filled with dog trucks and the sound of barking. It was race day
and B.J. was anxious; I could tell by the way he was withdrawn, disinclined to talk. He
began dropping his dogs out of the box and attaching them to the truck with short chains
twenty minutes before his start time. He had drawn the number three starting position.
Charlotte, Nathan, Sal and I all harnessed dogs and brought them to the line in a
carefully determined order that was written out on a note pad in black magic marker and
taped to the hood of the truck.
Pingo— Flicka
Roy—Tiger
Ace—Gard
Misty—Garth
Reba—Cindy
Raven—Hansel
Nicky— Guinness
Chucky— Moose

I knew all the dogs now, their personal quirks, their racing history, their genealogy
that could be traced back generations to renowned parents and great-grandparents and
great-great-grandparents. Pingo and Flicka were both descendants of a dog called
Fearless, and they were what B.J. called real gee-haw leaders; they knew their commands
and would get the team safely through the crowd, down the frozen Chena River and out
into the wilderness. Ace was a fast dog, and would be switched into lead later, when the
team might be flagging. Garth and Reba, from the litter Charlotte had named after
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country singers, were just yearlings, but B.J. wanted to introduce some young dogs to the
trail so that they would be more experienced when they did it again next year. I knew all
these dogs well because I had handled them and spent hours with B.J. talking about them
over coffee in his house and at Ivory Jacks where he went to unwind, though he did that
less frequently as race day approached and he and I spent all our free time preparing dog
food and human food and packages of supplies for the checkpoints he would stop at along
the trail.
I slipped a harness over Gard, a black dog with a white splash across on eye and
freckles on his front legs. I put dog booties on his feet because they were tender, and I
gave him a final pat and a kiss on the forehead after I hooked him to the line. Charlotte
handled dogs just as well as B.J., and I wondered how much she cared about the dogs or
the race, or if she were just doing it all for husband. Nathan put harnesses on the dogs for
Sal, and she hooked them into the team. A girlfriend of Charlotte’s stood by holding
Charlotte’s youngest, Robbie, by the hand.
When all the dogs were hooked to the sled, B.J. walked down the line and examined
all the harnesses and snaps, then he got on the sled, released it from the truck, and, riding
low, held his foot on the brake and dragged the snowhook with his hand to keep the dogs
to a slow trot, though they were crazy to go faster. I ran up with the lead dogs, steering
them down the river to the starting chute. We stopped just behind the team lined up to go
out ahead of B.J.
‘Watch those leaders,” B.J. called to me. They were jumping over each other, and
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Flicka got her hind foot caught in Pingo’s harness. I untangled them and tried to calm
them.
And then the team ahead of us moved out and B.J. let up on the brake and all the dogs
surged ahead into the starting chute, a channel bordered by orange plastic fencing. B.J.
gave his sled to a sled holder who stood on the brake for him; two other large men knelt
on the ground and held the sled as well.
“Two minutes,” the announcer said.
“Go get ’em, Ziegler,” someone in the crowd yelled.
He walked up to his lead dogs and knelt in the snow in front of them. “You’re going
to do good,” he said. “Good dogs. Good dogs.” He stroked them both, then stepped a
few feet ahead of them and clapped his gloves together. “Straight ahead, now.”
“One minute.”
B.J. stood and made his way back to his sled, stopping to give each dog a pat and a
word of encouragement. He gave me a pat on my shoulder, too, and said, “Thanks.”
And the announcer called fifteen seconds, and B.J. was behind the sled, pulling up the
hooks, putting on his beaver mitts. The dogs yowled in a frenzy of excitement, and when
the announcer said “Go” I leapt back quickly as all the dogs and then B.J. rushed by me
spitting up snow with the brake. The crowd cheered and Nathan and Charlotte waved and
Sal took a picture.
Later, we walked back to the truck, Charlotte carrying Robbie, Nathan at her side
holding onto her sleeve. I was excited and I was talking about the dogs, how good they

185
looked, B.J.’s chances of winning.
“You’ve been a big help,” said Charlotte. “We appreciate it.”
“Thank you,” I said.
“And now I think it’s time for you to move on.”
“Leave Alaska?” I asked.
“Just leave us alone,” she said. “I don’t see the point of you hanging around
anymore. There must be others things you want to do.”
But I couldn’t think of anything else I wanted to do more than help B.J. with his dogs.
We reached the truck and Charlotte began putting away the extra harnesses that were
throw across the hood of the truck, extra gear on the ground.
“B.J. is my husband, Nathan is my son. We don’t need you intruding. We have our
own lives. Go get one of your own.”
She hoisted Robbie into the back seat of the truck and buckled him into his child seat.
I thought of the end of the river when David had said, le a n ’t be your whole world, and I
wondered if David had said something like that to Charlotte, or if she had ever said that to
him.
“But I don’t want to,” I said. “I don’t even know what my life is.” It was the first
honest thing I had ever said to her.
“That’s not my problem,” she said. “I’m sick of watching you spend all your time
with my husband, with those fucking dogs, at the bar. I’m really sorry about David, but
there’s nothing I can do about it.”

186
“I’m sorry,” I said. I picked up a stray neckline off the ground and put it in my
pocket. A souvenir, I was thinking.

Traveling was one thing I knew how to do. The familiar packing. Setting up the car
with snacks and drinks, getting the right music tapes, cleaning out the truck and changing
the oil. David and I had our routine, our little games to pass the time—we would play the
alphabet game, or count cows and horses. We couldn’t play that game here; maybe we
could count moose, I thought. But I could explain to Nathan about the alphabet game,
and already I was ticking off letters in my head: A, aspen; B, birch, C, cloud.
I was supposed to be house-sitting for B.J. and Charlotte while he was running the
Quest and she was coordinating food drops. She was going to meet him at a couple of the
checkpoints and be at the finish line in Whitehorse with the dog truck. Robbie was
staying with Charlotte’s parents. With Nathan, Charlotte had struck a final deal with me.
I could babysit him while they were gone, and then I was to leave them all alone for good.
I told Nathan to pack himself a bag with all the things he thought he would need or
want. I made sure he took a toothbrush, enough clean clothes; he packed other things,
toys, a pocket knife.
I showed Nathan the map, the single steady road out of Fairbanks south to
Anchorage, connecting one city to another with few settlements in between. There are
few roads in Alaska, and even fewer that lead to the sea. A haul road led north to the
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Arctic Ocean and the oil fields, but I had heard the oil companies didn’t allow access to
the water. My other choice was to go south, past Anchorage to the Kenai Peninsula, to
the end of the road on the west side of the land, to Homer, a small dot on a bay that was
nowhere near the Bering Sea. But it was the closest I could get.
“We go to Anchorage sometimes,” Nathan told me.
“Don’t focus on the destination,” I said. “Think about how we’re going to get there.”
I showed him how the road cut through a gap in the Alaska range, edged along rivers,
moved with the rise and fall of the land.
“Car trips are boring,” Nathan said.
‘Not this one,” I said. “We can stop whenever you want, for any reason,” I said.
“You can stay up all night and watch T.V. in the motel.”
“Big deal,” he said.
I wanted it to be a road trip with David. I wanted to feel close to his son, feel some
kind of connection or bond—love, even. But he didn’t want to play the alphabet game or
count animals, and he spent the first hour of the trip playing a hand-held video game. We
still had a little daylight in the late afternoon because the days were now getting longer,
and I urged him to look at the scenery, the mountains we were driving into.
“I’ve seen it before,” he said.
He didn’t seem unhappy to be on the trip, especially since I had told him he would get
to miss some school. But he wasn’t exactly excited, either. Instead, he was easy-going,
willing to go along with whatever I had planned. He had a mild interest in the
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destination, in me. He talked to me a little when I asked him questions about school, his
friends. As it grew darker, he leaned his head against the window and dozed. When I
stopped for gas near Denali Park, however, he woke up.
“Can I buy a paper?” he asked.
“You read the newspaper?”
“Yes,” he said proudly. “I want to see how my father’s doing.”
I gave him money to pay for the gas and buy a News-Miner. He brought it back to the
truck and we read the sports page under the dome light in the cab. B.J. Ziegler had
passed the driver ahead of him and was in second place at the Central checkpoint.
“That’s good,” I said as we pulled back onto the highway.
“It’s too early to tell,” said Nathan. “And that guy he passed was just a rookie. We
can tell more after the Circle checkpoint.”
And then I saw a glimpse of David, in the passion that Nathan had for his father and
the dogs. He had barely said anything for two hours, but suddenly he was chatting away.
“Flicka, the lead dog, that’s my puppy’s mother,” he said. The sire was some new
bloodline from Europe, and I listened as Nathan described the merits of different breeds,
from the Alaskan husky to English pointers. And I realized that while it may have been
David’s enthusiasm I saw in him, B.J.’s single-minded focus was there, too, in the way
he spoke of the dogs and had already learned so much about them.
He dozed off again and I drove on, carefully, for though the road was plowed it was
still covered in many parts with packed snow or ice.
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We stayed in a motel outside of Anchorage, and then as a treat, I splurged and took
Nathan to the movies, to a video game parlor, to Pizza Hut. At the end of the day, we
went back to the motel room to catch the news and get a Quest update. We found out that
B.J. was in third place.
“Can we go home now?” Nathan asked, drinking a pop and sitting on the bed.
“We’re going to Homer,” I said.
“I want to go home and talk to my dad on the phone,” he said. B.J. called home
occasionally from checkpoints.
“We can go home in a couple days,” I said. I didn’t tell him I had left the phone at
his house off the hook.
Nathan sat quietly on the bed. He was a good kid, and I had to admit Charlotte was a
good mother. Nathan didn’t throw a fit or even pout. He just stopped talking. Why
would he want to go to Homer? He didn’t understand the grand gesture I was trying to
make, bringing him to the sea, as near as I could bring him to his father. And I had
wanted to tell him how it really was, about David, but now that no longer seemed
important. I found I really wanted to be with Nathan talking on the phone to B.J. on the
trail; I wanted to stay in that world, the world of dogs, mushing. I thought of the map
B.J. had showed me of the trail he would be taking, a crooked line that passed by old
mining settlements, a ghost trail through ghost towns, a trail that was hardly used
anymore except by these mushers. That was a different kind of road, I thought, and the
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things he packed on his sled were, of course, not what I took on car trips. His items were
solidly practical—an ax, a bow saw, a sleeping bag, a cook stove, dog booties.
“I don’t want to go to Homer,” Nathan said softly, mostly to himself but in a voice
meant for me to hear.
“Let’s watch some T.V.,” I said.
But Nathan stretched out on the bedcover and closed his eyes. I watched his little boy
face that looked so much like David’s as it twitched and relaxed in a dream. This was
wrong, I knew, but there seemed no turning back now. Charlotte would never let me set
foot on her property again, no matter what B.J. said. And B.J. would be disappointed,
annoyed, disgusted, maybe even angry, although I had never seen anger in him. But I had
mostly seen him around dogs, and he always kept his cool around dogs. Anyway, it
hardly mattered anymore. I clicked off the television, turned off all the lights except for
the bedside lamp, and took a spare blanket out of the closet and pulled it over Nathan.
His eyelids fluttered and he woke up for a moment and looked at me, muttering
something I couldn’t understand. Then he closed his eyes again and I lay down next to
him, not touching him, just lying near. I listened to his quick breathing and was ashamed.
My plan to go to Homer, to bring Nathan to the edge of the water, suddenly seemed
foolishly sentimental and inadequate, a journey that would accomplish nothing.

The next morning we started driving the three hundred and sixty-five miles back to
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Fairbanks. After several hours of nothing but wilderness, we stopped at the gas station
outside Denali Park and bought a newspaper. B.J. was on the cover arriving at the Circle
checkpoint. The wolf ruff on his hood, the strap of the headlamp, his eyelashes and the
beard he was starting to grow all were covered with frost from his breath and from the
breath of the dogs. He was bending over Gard, offering some of the food I had spent
hours packing into freezer bags. He looked tired. Behind him I could see other fuzzy
spots of light from headlamps, the shadows of other teams all just come in from the
wilderness. I felt proud that I knew him, that I had handled that dog, packed that food.
I’d never felt part of something big before. I knew I once had been a small part of
David’s dreams, which were big dreams and were becoming my dreams too, but they still
belonged to just one man. But now, standing in the cold air by my idling truck, looking at
the Alaska Range and thinking of the mushers and dogs out in that wild land, I felt I had
been absorbed into something larger than myself, larger than B.J. Though I couldn’t say
quite what it was, I knew it had something to do with the single-minded passion of the
dogs that were running because a trail stretched out ahead of them, and with the sense of
purpose and urgency that I had not yet found for myself.
I swung back onto the Parks Highway and headed north. Nathan bucked his seat belt
and handed me a styrofoam cup of coffee he had bought at the gas station, and kept the
newspaper folded in his lap. The sun had gone down behind us and the road was dark, no
street lamps, no lights from houses. Occasionally, we passed small groups of mailboxes
on the roadside. In a couple of hours, we’d be home.

