



[image: cover]







   

      





[image: Book Title Page]







      


   




   

      

Copyright


Copyright © 2019 by Caroline Van Hemert


Cover design by Lucy Kim


Cover photograph and author photograph courtesy of the author; birds © Shutterstock


Cover © 2020 Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Little, Brown Spark


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


littlebrownspark.com


twitter.com/lbsparkbooks


facebook.com/littlebrownspark


First ebook edition: February 2019


Little, Brown Spark is an imprint of Little, Brown and Company, a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Little, Brown Spark name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


Photographs by Caroline Van Hemert and Patrick Farrell


Illustrations by Patrick Farrell


Map by Colin Shanley


ISBN 978-0-316-41443-2


E3-20200116-PDJ-PC-REV










CONTENTS








	Cover


	Title Page


	Copyright


	Dedication


	Map


	Prologue: Swimming the Chandalar


	
PART ONE: ZUGUNRUHE




	Alaskan Kid


	New York Meets Alaska


	What Came Before


	Now Is the Only Time







	
PART TWO: INSIDE PASSAGE




	Preparations


	Launch


	Storm Days


	Chasing Tides


	Rules of the Sea







	
PART THREE: YUKON




	Into the Mountains


	Border Crossing


	Yukon Days


	Wind River







	
PART FOUR: ARCTIC COAST




	Mackenzie Delta


	Capsized


	A Land of Change


	Barter Island







	
PART FIVE: BROOKS RANGE




	Arctic Pulse


	Brooks Range Anniversary


	Pingaluk


	Takahula Lake


	Caribou Crossing


	Noatak Stories


	Final Days


	Epilogue: Three on the Lost Coast







	Photographs


	Acknowledgments


	Discover More


	About the Author


	Praise for The Sun Is a Compass








   

      

         




 



            

            For Pat, my partner in everything












































 



            

            

               [image: ]


            


         


      


   










Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Spark logo]










   

      

         

            


[image: ]



         


      


   




   

      

         

            Prologue



Swimming the Chandalar


         


         I’m standing on the bank of the swift Chandalar River in the Brooks Range of northern Alaska, trying to gather the courage to swim across. My husband, Pat, is by my side. We’re alone, as we have been for most of the past five months.


         The sky is a depthless sort of overcast, no definition in the clouds, no glimmer of sunshine. The temperature hovers just above freezing and the air is damp after a night of rain. I grip the straps of my pack, my fingers raw from the chill, and lean against Pat as we look down at the river that flows in a wide channel sixty feet below us. The only sound is the steady rush of moving water. I push away the voice in my head that echoes a single question. What are we doing?


         It’s the fifth of August, 2012. Over the last 139 days, we have traversed nearly three thousand miles, most recently through places so lightly traveled our topographic maps have little to say about them. Only the highest peaks are labeled, and then solely by elevation. The Brooks Range is the northernmost major mountain range on earth and has retained its integrity in ways that few places have. Many of the creeks and valleys are nameless, their curves and riffles left unexplored. There are no soft edges here, no boardwalks or trails or park rangers. It’s wild, empty, and gritty.


         We’re here because we’re attempting to travel entirely under our own power from the Pacific Northwest to a remote corner of the Alaskan Arctic. We’re here because we need wilderness like we need water or air. Like we need each other. For me, this trip is also a journey back to trees and birdsong, to lichen and hoof prints. Before leaving, I had lost my way on the path that carried me from biology to natural wonder. I had forgotten what it meant, not only in my mind, but in my heart, to be a scientist.


         We have a thousand miles ahead of us, but for now all that matters is this river. On the map it looked harmless, squiggly and blue. As I stare down at it now, it’s the color of mud. From our elevated vantage, the water’s opaque surface appears smooth, but when Pat throws a spruce bough from the bank, it bobs in the small waves, spins once, then vanishes quickly downriver.


         In the first months of the journey, our destination was so distant that it seemed almost peripheral. Kotzebue. A small village on the shores of the Chukchi Sea. A place on the map as arbitrary as any other. We were consumed by each day, distracted by aching muscles and whales and the simple act of moving. Always moving. But the stakes quietly grew, shape-shifting from a tally of miles into something much more. Only now am I beginning to see this trip for what it is. A celebration and a letting go of youth. A reawakening of the biologist in me. A reckoning between us and the land. Something we must see through to the end.


         And so crossing this river has become necessary, in the way that it’s necessary to kiss a lover before leaving, to pause and look up when the moon is rising. Our bodies know what is essential and what is not.


         

              


         


         Before we left, people asked us why we were taking this trip; they wondered what compelled us to want to “disappear” for a while. I tried to explain that escapism wasn’t our goal—neither of us was running from a broken marriage or drug addiction or academic failure. We weren’t trying to set a record or achieve a first. We were simply trying to find our way home.


         Shortly after Pat and I met in 2001, we discovered that we were most fully ourselves in wild places. That our love was strongest among rocks and rivers, trees and tundra. Since our first summer together, when we spent two months camped on the bank of a remote Arctic river, we had dreamed about another grand adventure. Increasingly, though, time in the outdoors was taking a backseat to more mundane endeavors. Our trips were shrinking, our commitments growing. Even worse, I had just finished a Ph.D. in biology feeling more distant than ever from the natural world. Five years of study had started as an act of love and turned into pure drudgery.


         My research focused on a strange cluster of beak deformities that had recently emerged among Alaskan chickadees and other birds. The afflicted birds grew curled and grotesque beaks that resembled something from a dark version of Dr. Seuss. When I began my graduate project, I was sure I could find answers to the mystery of the beak deformities, and that the resulting facts would matter. I fancied myself something of a wildlife detective, searching for clues that would help me crack the case. But instead I quickly learned that the most basic information about the anatomy of a bird’s beak was not yet available, and I had no choice but to ask the simplest questions first. I began with the tedious, unglamorous work of slicing beaks into impossibly thin pieces using miniature knives and examining them under high-powered microscopes. I housed chickadees in a laboratory and studied the way their beaks grew, feeling remorse each time I stepped into the room and stared at two dozen pairs of eyes that would never again see birch leaves fluttering in the wind or probe a tree’s bark for spiders and beetles.


         The tiny black-capped chickadees whose familiar calls belie the fact that they are actually one of the most remarkable species on earth were first my inspiration and then, later, my bane. When my advisor toasted me after my dissertation defense, I cringed, knowing I had failed in the most fundamental of ways. This wasn’t a failure in the traditional sense—my calculations stood up to scrutiny, my experiments worked, my chapters were well written. But underneath it all was the ugly fact that I simply didn’t care anymore. Between hundreds of hours peering under a microscope and observing chickadees in cages, I had forgotten why I’d wanted to be a biologist in the first place.


         During the years of my graduate research, Pat dedicated himself to several building projects and spent more time communing with hammer and saw than with forests or mountains. Since he was a boy, he had been driven to build things. His elaborate childhood forts eventually gave way to cabins and houses, and he had created a fledgling, but successful, design-and-build company. But he was tired of managing budgets, juggling material orders, and shoring up leaky foundations. He questioned why he wasted sunny afternoons buried in drywall dust only to realize that building houses, even those he designed, would never be enough.


         In our commitment to education and jobs, we had neglected what mattered most to us. Our calendars were shaped by academic deadlines and construction schedules rather than tide cycles and seasons. We missed the freedom that came with sleeping outdoors for weeks or months at a time. Recently, decisions about whether to have children and how to care for aging parents had started to feel pressing. My dad had been diagnosed with a degenerative neurological disease. My younger sister was pregnant. The career that awaited me felt increasingly like a sentence rather than an opportunity. Still, I wasn’t entirely sure what all of this had to do with our trip or what I hoped to find along the way. I didn’t yet understand how traveling across four thousand miles of wilderness would help me face my looming adulthood or a job I wasn’t sure I wanted. I didn’t realize I needed to find my way back to biology by the same means I had first discovered it.


         Only months after we left did I begin to appreciate that this trip offered what ordinary life could not. Clear edges. Truth. Acceptance. An understanding that living with uncertainty is not only OK; it is the only option. Before we started, I wanted nothing to do with the facts that were staring back at me. Life is tenuous. Love is risky. We have so much to lose along the way. I had forgotten the converse side of this equation, that the most precious things in life are those that don’t last forever. I needed a crash course outdoors to remind myself that a life is not merely a tally of days, that what really matters cannot be quantified. The glimpse of a wolf’s tawny back, his coat shimmering with dew. The sound of my dad’s voice on the satellite phone, holding steady and sure. The look Pat gives me when he knows my pack straps are cutting into my shoulders and my spirit is waning, his expression encouraging me that I can do the impossible.


         

              


         


         We hadn’t originally planned to swim across anything. But now we’re perched at the edge of a cold Arctic river without our packrafts; they are on a mail plane heading west. Several days ago, we decided we would shed the extra weight of our boats to lighten our loads. We’ll pick them up again in the village of Anaktuvuk Pass, two hundred miles to the west, after much of the steep terrain is behind us. Winter is only weeks away and we need to move quickly if we’re to reach Kotzebue before freeze-up. The first season’s snow fell last week as we woke to caribou milling around our tent, a small band traveling south. Before we got to the river, our decision to ship the boats seemed like a good one. Now, I’m not so sure.


         As we watch the water swirling below, I try to guess how long it might take to swim to the other side, two hundred yards away. Five minutes? Ten? Just as I realize that the distance is equivalent to several laps in a very cold pool, Pat interrupts my calculations by asking where I think we should cross. Before the bend or after? Where the river is widest or narrowest? I see him looking downriver. He is thinking the same thing I am. Where will we end up if we get carried downstream?


         We climb down the bank and find a spot to enter, right past a large elbow in the river, and I empty the contents of my pack, searching for the thin waterproof bag that contains my extra clothes. Out comes my sleeping bag, sleeping pad, three stuff sacks of food, satellite phone, rain gear, cooking pot, and camera. When I find the clothes, I begin to undress, goose bumps rising on my skin in the cool air. I re-layer with almost everything I’m carrying—wool long-underwear tops and bottoms, fleece pullover, synthetic vest, nylon pants, and a wool hat—and wiggle into a plastic trash bag with holes cut for my head and arms before pulling on my rain jacket and pants. We know the water will penetrate our layers, but are hoping the rain gear and plastic bag will help to preserve our body heat against the cold. Like an improvised wet suit, Pat explained when he came up with the idea.


         I volunteer to go first, not because I’m feeling especially brave, but because one of us must do it. Pat isn’t one for chauvinism; still, he hesitates for several moments, staring across the water. He only agrees when I explain that it will be easier for him to rescue me than the reverse. Just in case, I add.


         

              


         


         Late last night, curled in our sleeping bags, I tried to envision our crossing. I told Pat that if it seemed too dangerous to swim maybe we could hike back to the nearest village and find someone to give us a ride to the other side. But even as I said this, both of us knew it wouldn’t happen. It would mean we had failed.


         When we committed to this project—to travel from rainforest to ice-filled sea, from the edge of the continental United States to the edge of the earth—we decided it would be completely on our terms. No roads, no trails, and no motors. We would travel by foot, on skis, in rowboats, rafts, and canoes. We would use only our own muscles to carry us through some of the wildest places left on earth. This wasn’t a mandate borne purely of stubbornness, though Pat and I each possess a healthy dose of that trait, but because it would allow us to know the landscape as intimately as we knew each other. Just getting to remote places wasn’t the point. We could have hired a plane to drop us off at any number of locations that would qualify as the middle of nowhere. But we wanted something different. We wanted to hear the crunch of lichen beneath our feet, to smell the tundra after a rainstorm, to understand how it felt to walk in a caribou’s tracks or paddle alongside a beluga whale.


         For years, adventure was simply a part of our lives. It hadn’t yet taken on the urgency that arrived, in my early thirties, like a loud and obtrusive neighbor, as my perception of time shifted from lazy and boundless to precious and finite. With it came the understanding that youth is only a temporary pause, a whistle-stop on the train that barrels along, leaving the aging and frail and ill—in the end, all of us—behind. When we first started planning, I had an inkling that this trip would matter more than all of the others we’d taken in our ten years together. Not just because of its scale, which was quickly growing to outrageous proportions, but because if we didn’t do it now, we might never have another chance. We knew our bodies wouldn’t stay strong forever. Inevitably, our responsibilities would grow; our freedom would shrink. I would never again be a thirty-three-year-old on the brink of finishing her Ph.D., childless, disillusioned by the prospect of an academic career, and convinced that whatever it was I needed could be found between two distant places on the map, one a coastal town where I had met my husband, the other a remote, ice-locked land I’d never seen.


         

              


         


         I’m shivering before I step into the river. When I begin to wade, the mud soft and forgiving beneath my feet, icy water seeps quickly up my pant legs. My muscles stiffen in response, my knees suddenly wooden, my groin aching. Several steps later I lose contact with the bottom as the current tugs on my hips.


         Immediately, I’m being carried downstream, farther from Pat but no closer to the other side. I need to start swimming, and fast. I lace my arms backward through the straps of my pack and attempt to balance my chest on top of the buoyant load as though it is a kickboard. For a moment, this seems to be working. I’m floating and kicking. But my upper body is perched so high above the surface that I can’t get any purchase with my flailing legs.


         I try again. Lowering my body and leveraging my chin against the bottom of my pack, I kick like hell. I can barely see above the pack, and when I crane my neck, breathing hard, I realize I’m paralleling the shore. I reorient myself and try once more. I flutter my feet but nothing happens. I kick from my hips, but I only move farther downstream. This isn’t working. Hurry up.


         As I’m floundering, I think of my mom, queen of the breaststroke. Frog kicks? Maybe? After my first contorted attempts, I find a way to use not just my legs but my arms, sliding abbreviated strokes through the shoulder straps. I direct my pack with my chin. It works. I can move and steer and begin to propel myself toward the middle of the channel. Soon, Pat yells from the bluff above that I’ve made it halfway.


         I cheer myself on silently, focusing the only part of my gaze that isn’t blocked by my pack onto the trees that are growing larger with each stroke. I can see my progress. Better. Almost there. A surge of confidence follows, and I slow my frantic motions enough to catch my breath. Seconds later, I hit a stiff eddy line. A dozen yards from shore, the swirling water leaves me nearly stationary. Pat shouts something unintelligible. I try to stand up, but a small creek joins the river here and the water is surprisingly deep.


         Pat yells again. This time, I hear “Get up!”—but I can’t. I’m suddenly afraid. And starting to tire. My inner voice wavers. If you stop now. You. Will. Wash. Away. Act, don’t think, Caroline. I force my mind to go still. Robotic. Kick hard. Harder. I try to touch down again, but feel only water beneath my feet. I close my eyes and channel everything into my legs. Do it. Or else.


         After several more attempts, I feel a release. I have finally managed to break through the eddy. As soon as I find contact with the muddy bottom, I wade out of the water and flop onto the shore. I take several breaths lying down, staring up at the sky. When I raise my head and look across the river, I see Pat pump his fist into the air, celebrating for me. I’m only partially relieved. The swim was much worse than I had imagined. Now I have to watch Pat take a turn. He’s a strong swimmer, but the river’s stronger.


         As I stand up and move away from the river’s edge, Pat finishes stuffing the last items into his pack. It takes forever. He seals his pack, then opens it up again, retrieving something he left behind on the ground. He arranges and rearranges his load, my anxiety building with each adjustment. When he finally scrambles down the cutbank, he looks small and the river huge.


         Within seconds of wading into the water, he’s kicking his legs and windmilling his right arm, holding the pack with his left. But I’m not sure his one-armed crawl is working. All but the top of his head is obscured by splashing. Partway across, he switches arms. He slows for a moment and begins to drift downstream. “Come on, Pat,” I yell, willing away the excruciating minutes of watching him struggle, and he begins to windmill again. When he’s finally near enough for me to see his face, his expression terrifies me.


         He’s wide-eyed and intense. Fighting. Hard.


         “Are you OK?” I shout. No response. He hesitates and changes arms. I shout again. Nothing. Fifty yards from shore he’s practically at a standstill. I scream that if he doesn’t answer me I’m coming in after him.


         “Hold on to your pack, I’ll be there in a second!” Still no answer. He’s moving toward me so slowly he looks stationary. I wade into the water and begin to breaststroke through the eddy, cursing myself for waiting so long. If the current carries Pat much farther, I might not be able to reach him in time. And even if I do, I’m not sure I can help.


         I barely notice the cold this time as I pull against the gray water. Beneath the surface the current churns and grasps. Even without my backpack, it takes all of my energy to fight through the eddy again.


         Pat stares intently at the shore and mumbles that he is tired, so tired. Fatigue is only part of the problem. Nearly ten minutes in the frigid river is long enough for hypothermia to set in. When I’m close enough to touch him, I grab his pack and position myself behind him. Without the pack, he can use both of his arms and paddles more smoothly. At the eddy, he glances back at me before stroking hard for shore. I’m right behind him, harnessing the strength that comes with fear. Finally, we stumble out of the water and collapse together on the riverbank.


         Horror at what could have just happened replaces the adrenaline coursing through me.


         “Damn,” Pat says and shakes his head, his eyes shining against the leaden sky. He shivers as he explains that his jacket had filled with water, making it difficult to lift his arm with each stroke. Suddenly, I understand exactly how much I stand to lose. Underlying all of our choices is the fact that if something happened to one of us, the other would have to face the consequences. At times like these, it’s impossible not to question whether the risk is worth the reward. Whether we are asking too much of the land, and of ourselves. We stand up, hug each other tightly, and begin to strip off our sodden clothes. Pat jumps up and down to warm himself. I help him with the zippers of his jacket, then work on my own layers.


         As I’m wringing out my shirt, contemplating what we’re doing here, I hear a sound I’ve never heard before. I pause, grab Pat’s arm, and put my finger to my lips. Listen, I whisper. Silence. And then I hear it again. A familiar chick-a-dee-dee-dee. But from behind the voice emerges something entirely new. Coarser, more nasal, perhaps an extra scolding tisk at the beginning. The differences are subtle, and I strain to hear each note.


         “Oh my god, Pat. I think it’s a gray-headed chickadee!”


         A moment later, I see not just one bird but an entire family of chickadees flutter onto a nearby spruce tree. Perched on a branch, watching us, are two adults and four fuzzy young.


         A gray-headed chickadee is anything but glamorous. As the name describes, it’s gray. And small. And very, very hard to find. So hard, in fact, that several teams of researchers and hundreds of hours of surveys devoted to searching its presumed range in northern Alaska yielded only a single data point: one bird. Genetically, gray-headed chickadees are closely related to black-capped chickadees, the commonest of backyard species, which I have also spent half a decade studying. In other ways, they couldn’t be more different. Seeing a gray-headed chickadee is special not because its feathers shimmer with iridescence or because it has just arrived from Polynesia but because almost nothing is known about these tiny birds. If I hadn’t been paying attention, if I hadn’t tuned my ears to the patter of wings and the echo of silence, I would have missed it entirely.


         I watch the chickadees as they flit and glean, pulling invisible insects from the needle-clad branches. I take careful note of the shades of gray on the adults’ heads and study the contrasting patterns of their feathers, fully aware that I may never see another one of these birds in my lifetime. At the edge of a river that nearly claimed us, I feel the soul-stretching awe that comes with discovery. I feel like a biologist again. Today’s rare sighting validates the many late-night computer sessions, the endless hours of packing and planning, every instance of my not feeling smart enough to be a real scientist or strong enough to be a real adventurer. It even makes swimming across the Chandalar River seem like a decent idea. Here, right now, there is only me, Pat, and a family of tiny gray-headed chickadees above us.


         Eventually, we leave the birds behind and begin to hike up a steep slope, sweating, our bodies finally warm from within. When we crest a rise, views open broadly into the next valley. The tundra blazes red and yellow beneath our feet. My arms swing more freely with each step, shaking off the morning’s scare. Pat’s pace is matched perfectly to mine.


         For the rest of the afternoon, all the answers I need are in front of me. The sky as big as we are small, our forms dwarfed by mountains and rivers and wide-open spaces. The way Pat and I stop in unison to watch a bear trundle across the valley, each of us reverent and wordless. The scientist in me, having shed the degrees and statistics, once again filled with wonder. The realization that if we weren’t doing this, now, we would always be missing something.


      


   




   

      

         

            Part One


            Zugunruhe
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            Alaskan Kid


         


         I haven’t always loved the outdoors. But as a kid growing up in Alaska, there was no escaping its offerings or denying the fact that the forty-ninth state, with its coarse manners and vast acreage, was home.


         Shortly after my parents were married in 1974, they packed an old green Ford utility van and began a three-week journey from Michigan, traveling on what was then an unpaved, remote road that stretched north from Canada to Alaska. Even today, after millions of dollars of road improvements has made it something of an RV thoroughfare in the summertime, bumper stickers still proclaim, “I survived the Alaska Highway.” Forty years ago, this boast actually meant something.


         My parents weren’t dodging the draft, the law, or anything, really. They had only planned on taking a road trip to see somewhere new. But once they arrived in Alaska, they never left. My dad began working for a local engineering firm. My mom accepted a job as a special education teacher. With friends who assumed the role of family, they spent their weekends fishing, hiking, and boating. Though they both grew up in the flat expanse of the American Midwest, they signed up for courses in rock climbing and mountaineering at the local university. Two years later, they spent sixty days on an ascent of twenty-thousand-plus-foot Denali (still dubbed Mount McKinley at the time), after sewing their own clothes and gear, shuttling supplies by dog team, and snowshoeing in from the railroad.


         I scaled dozens of peaks in the Chugach Mountains when just a whisper, and then an unwieldy bulge, in my mom’s belly. Later, my sister, brother, and I were carted off to campgrounds and remote ski-in cabins by our parents. They signed us up for running races and Nordic ski lessons. In their view, spending time outdoors held the same importance as attending school and playing with friends. A child simply couldn’t thrive without it. Now, I couldn’t agree more. But at the time, I often resisted.


         

              


         


         In elementary school, I buried myself in books. I found an escape in stories, the catharsis of sharing in someone else’s triumph or sorrow. I read about the discoveries of Marie Curie and Louis Pasteur. I understood what it would mean to lose a beloved dog from Where the Red Fern Grows. I learned that penguins incubate their eggs with their feet and that moose are accomplished swimmers. I found out that the Arctic terns nesting on a lake in our neighborhood had flown from the other side of the planet. I realized I could study almost anything I wanted without ever lifting a foot. Eagerly flipping dog-eared pages and peering through thick glasses, I parked myself in a sunny corner of our living room until my parents forced me to go outdoors.


         “You need some fresh air,” they’d say. “It’s not good for your eyes to read so much.” I protested these interruptions into the narratives that shaped my view of the world and allowed me to travel thousands of miles from the comfort of the couch. I would bargain for my reading time—a chapter book for a hike, James Herriot for putting on my snow gear.


         For many years, the wilderness didn’t speak to me in the same way that books did. I was a chubby, uncoordinated kid with knobby knees and sensitive skin that was easily irritated by heat or cold. When we went camping or hiking, I complained about mosquitoes and steep hills, being wet and uncomfortable. I don’t think I minded the conditions so much as the fact that it wasn’t my idea. Still, I had no choice but to join my family on adventures in Alaska’s backcountry. The photos from my childhood show ski lessons and shiny salmon, rustic cabins and moose napping in the front yard. Framed at my dad’s office was a picture of my four-year-old brother, perched on the foam seat of an outhouse with the thermometer near his head reading thirty degrees below zero. This was just what we did, no questions asked.


         For my parents, who weren’t particularly religious, the outdoors offered a version of church that provided clarity without demanding a particular form of allegiance. It would be years before I found the same satisfaction that comes with being part of something larger than myself. I didn’t yet see the connections between wild places and wild ideas or understand that my love of animals actually ran much deeper, far beyond their cute and fuzzy nature, and would eventually lead me to become a biologist. Only later would I realize that books were my gateway to learning, but that someday I would need to discover things on my own.


         By the time I started planning for college, I had plenty of passion but no idea what I wanted to study. Though I excelled at the calculations and report writing required in my high school math and science classes, I dreaded coming up with hypotheses and designing experiments. There were no instructions, no recipes to follow, and I was always afraid I would make a mistake. I was careful to choose lab partners who had creative ideas; they chose me because I knew how to get the answers right on the tests.


         Almost as soon as I arrived at the University of Arizona, which I selected as much for the older boyfriend who went there as for the academic scholarship it offered, I realized the university was wrong for me. The school was huge and freshman classes hosted a hundred students or more. The university’s social scene was built around sororities and fraternities, which I had no interest in joining. The pre-med classes I attended were competitive rather than collegial, and I no longer felt like the smart kid, or even smart at all. As I muddled through introductory chemistry and biology classes, shaken by the first B plus I’d ever received, I signed up for a conservation biology class, hoping to find something other than the overcrowded, impersonal courses I’d come to hate.


         The first day of class, I met Dr. Bill Calder, a professor in his sixties who had more energy than our entire roster of twenty-five college students. He announced that the voluntary “lab” component of the course would actually be a series of field trips. By the second week of the semester I came to understand what this would mean. At dawn on a Saturday morning, a small group of us piled into a ten-passenger van and headed east to the mountains in search of an elegant trogon—a glamorous, long-tailed bird that rarely strays north of Latin America. Our professor, who quickly informed us that we should drop the formalities and call him “Bill,” led the way through poison oak and tangles of juniper bushes, binoculars swinging. Though we never spotted a trogon, and many of us showed up on Monday with itchy, weeping rashes, I was enthralled. We had seen the tracks of a mountain lion, learned the calls of birds I’d never known existed, and found the skeleton of a hawk.


         On other trips that semester, we drove south and crossed the border into Mexico, following dusty, rutted roads to reach a riparian corridor threatened by illegal cattle grazing. On some outings, we would get to our destination, climb out of the van, and simply look around for a while before heading back. Other times, we knocked over fence posts, pulled invasive weeds, and dug trenches to return water to the earth where it had been diverted by a culvert. From these trips I learned to look and listen, to get dirty and ask questions.


         While we were digging, covered in mud, Bill would wave his arms and holler for us to stop mid-shovel, then he’d point to the sky. “Look, it’s a short-eared owl. What do you think she’s doing around here right now? No one knows where they spend their winters. Maybe one of you could find out for us.”


         Bill rose early, hiked fast, read voraciously, and expected the same of us. He’d roust us from our tents just as the sun had begun to color the acacia bushes red, and prod us to hurry, get up, there’s so much to see out here. And, sure enough, I would crawl out of my sleeping bag to hear the calls of a Gila woodpecker or notice the way the desert grass furled in response to the first hot rays of sunshine. He woke us one night at midnight to check on the cereus cactus we’d identified near our campsite; this drab, scrappy desert plant blooms only a single night each year, exploding in synchrony across the desert with fragrant white blooms. Upon hiking down the hillside, we found the plants still in their withered, unremarkable form. We were weeks too early to witness the cacti bloom, as I’m sure he knew, but he wanted to instill the lesson that we’d never see anything amazing if we didn’t look for it. As we returned groggily to our tents, he said cheerfully, “Well, look at Pleiades. Have you ever seen those sisters shining so brightly?”


         Formally, Bill studied hummingbirds, but in practice he studied anything and everything about the natural world. He taught us not only about the ecosystem of the Sonoran Desert but about curiosity and wonder. He showed me that, even after fifty years of research, there were always more questions to ask. There was always more work to be done. He also made no secret of his future plans for us. “It’s up to you all, you know. These places won’t be here if no one loves them. The old farts like me are going to die, and then you’d better be ready to step in.” I came often to his office hours, not because I needed help with tests or assignments, but because I loved to hear his tales and imagine myself as passionate about biology as he was. Halfway through the semester, he suggested that I search for summer jobs studying birds in Alaska. “The most exciting projects are literally in your backyard,” he told me.


         

              


         


         Despite Bill’s encouragement, my career as a field biologist had anything but an illustrious start. Though I had applied for more than a dozen summer jobs, I returned to Anchorage the next May with only one prospect. A local ornithologist who, in an odd twist of coincidence, would later become my boss and mentor, allowed a small number of volunteers to help at her bird-banding station. A family friend told me, “She’s a great teacher and she might take you on as a volunteer this summer if you show her that you’re a hard worker and a fast learner.”


         All I had to do was be at her field site by sunrise. In south-central Alaska in June, this meant 3:45 a.m. Ignoring my alarm, I overslept and showed up six hours late. The banding had all but finished, the coffee thermos was empty, and the crew of five volunteers looked at me like the pathetic, late-rising teenager I was. Even worse than missing the action, I lied about it. “I must have gotten the directions wrong,” I said lamely. “I thought it was on the other side of the marsh.”


         The field leader only glanced at me, gave a half smile, which I would come to know much later as her I’m not impressed, but I’m not going to say what I think right now expression, and said, “Well, maybe you can join us another time.” I don’t think she remembers me from that day, and I have never seen a reason to remind her.


         Desperate for a job, I started working at the local grocery store as a cashier, resigning myself to a summer of studying PLU codes rather than species names. Days later I got lucky. Someone had backed out at the last minute from a field crew, and they needed a substitute volunteer. I had zero qualifications except the fact that I was already physically in Alaska. The crew leader who called to interview me asked, “Can you sleep in a tent and count to one hundred? If so, you’re hired.”


         As part of the required field training, I got a crash course in being a “real” Alaskan. Big-bellied men with decades of hunting and fishing under their belts taught me to operate an outboard engine, drive boat trailers in reverse, stare down bears, shoot guns, and administer first aid in remote settings. Very little of this training had anything to do with birds, and all of it intimidated me. Standing next to the mostly male roster of other attendees, I, a petite nineteen-year-old terrified of embarrassing myself, wondered if I had any business being part of this seemingly macho operation.


         Only when I traveled to our field site, tucked inside a narrow glacier-rimmed fjord in the heart of Alaska’s Prince William Sound, did I start to appreciate what a gift this season of fieldwork would be. From the deck of a twenty-six-foot boat, I caught my first glimpse of our study species. Black-legged kittiwakes are small, delicate seabirds with clean black wingtips. They breed on rocky islands and spend their winters on the open ocean. Though I’d undoubtedly seen them in Alaska’s waters plenty of times before, I’d never bothered to look closely enough to actually identify one. As our boat nudged into the inner bay through a narrow channel, streams of kittiwakes began to pass overhead, traveling neatly in two directions like cars on a divided highway. Their distinctive eeh-ooh calls echoed off the steep rock walls of the channel as they flew with apparent purpose. Inside the bay, just a short distance from where I would pitch my tent for the summer, a large piece of rock exposed by the receding glacier hosted the largest congregation of birds I had ever seen.


         Suddenly, the entire colony flushed, several thousand kittiwakes taking flight at once. They flew so close to one another that, for a moment, I couldn’t see the sky above me. As they came directly overhead, I ducked. When I looked up again, the palette of colors—white wings against blue sky, gray rock against green water—left me gasping for breath. I had never seen motion so synchronized or a setting quite so stunning.


         “Peregrine,” Rob, one of the longtime researchers, said. Without even seeing the falcon, he knew from the behavior of the birds exactly what had happened. Peregrine falcons are fast and acrobatic flyers. They catch smaller birds on the wing, snatching them from the air in an instant. To evade a falcon, kittiwakes instinctively band together, moving in unison like a sheet flapping in the wind. The more tightly knit each stitch of the sheet, the more difficult it is for a falcon to pick out an individual bird. As Rob spoke, I felt something change inside of me. I wanted more than anything to understand this place, these birds, the way he did.


         In the following weeks, I learned that working on a seabird colony demands not only full rain gear—seabird shit is no laughing matter—but a tolerance for high decibel levels. It’s a noisy and chaotic scene. Imagine endless rows of miniature apartments, the bustle of fifteen thousand lives crammed into half a city block, each bird working in the frenzy that comes with the short and precious summer. Every minute of every day, kittiwakes were frantically building nests, laying eggs, feeding chicks, defending territories, greeting mates, arriving, departing, sleeping, and, most of all, vocalizing. Soon, I forgot the artificial silence that comes with being indoors. I slept and woke to a cacophony of voices and the sloshing of the tide, accented by the occasional crack of calving ice.


         As soon as the first eggs began to hatch, I was assigned the job of tracking the growth of the kittiwake chicks. At the time, it seemed like a compliment to be given primary responsibility for monitoring the chicks, though I realize now that it was nearly impossible to screw up and thus suitable for someone with my lack of qualifications. Twice a week, I boated the short distance to the colony and visited several dozen nests, weighing and measuring each chick as it transitioned from fuzz ball to fledgling. Throughout the season, I studied the intricacies of the kittiwakes’ densely occupied neighborhoods and their predictable habits, some pairs swapping parenting duties several times a day, some leaving their nests unattended for hours. I learned that certain birds traveled fifty miles only to feed on the waste products from canneries, the offal that equates to junk food for seabirds, while others found fish in nearby bays. For the first time, I saw the natural world not through textbooks but through my own eyes. I began to understand how ecological questions I’d learned about in school were embedded in the muddy, messy realities of fieldwork, and I loved it.


         For each of the following summers, I returned to Alaska to study eagles, sea ducks, shorebirds, and songbirds; during the academic year I helped with local research projects in Arizona. After I graduated, my field seasons stretched longer and longer, and sleeping in a tent, cooking over a camp stove, and working outside in the rain and snow became second nature. The question was no longer what I wanted to do with my life, but what remote site I might visit next or which remarkable species I would study.


      


   




   

      

         

            New York


Meets Alaska


         


         Pat had a connection to the north that ran almost as deep as mine. The day I met him, he was just a few weeks out of the college dorms, a long-haired roommate to my kid sister. It was early October 2001 and I was visiting my sister in Bellingham, Washington. I walked through the back door of her drafty, high-ceilinged rental house to find a twenty-one-year-old version of Pat at the kitchen table, textbook open, his head buried in a pile of papers. I hobbled in, legs covered in mud, wearing a stained fleece pullover and a winter hat. Several hours earlier I had crossed the finish line of my first marathon, and my body was beginning to rebel. Legs in spasms, I barely glanced up as I said a hurried hello to Pat and headed for the shower.


         That night, from the corner of the couch I had taken over for the weekend, I watched Pat flip through slides of a climbing trip he’d just finished in the North Cascade Mountains. From beneath his scratched white helmet, he grinned at the camera, leaving no doubt that the top of a mountain was exactly where he wanted to be. When I asked Pat about the peaks he’d climbed, he was animated and chatty. But on most other topics, he had little to say to me.


         The next day, my sister mentioned a cabin Pat had built in the Alaskan woods after he finished high school, when he was just nineteen years old. What, I wondered, would motivate a teenager from New York to find a remote piece of property thousands of miles from home, build a cabin, and spend a solitary winter there? When I probed Pat for details, he shrugged and said it was something he had always wanted to do. He told me how he’d arrived in Fairbanks days after graduating high school with a collection of borrowed goods: an uncle’s chain saw, rifle, and boots, and a friend’s husky. Just about everyone he met had tried to talk him out of the idea. But you did it anyway, I remember thinking.


         Later in the evening, we walked in the rain to a downtown brewpub. At first, I flirted with Pat as an experiment, wondering if he reserved his passions only for mountains and woods. I wanted to test the rules of his unfamiliar social conventions. But after a couple of strong Scottish ales, our conversation began to hum with the first twinges of desire. On the dance floor we bobbed to the tunes of a local bluegrass band, grinning at each other in the hot, packed room. Dancing with Pat was a completely new experience. Not in his moves, which he mostly reserved for his upper body, but in the way he looked at me, his face open but unreadable.


         Only later did I understand I had witnessed a rare event.


         “Pat never dances,” my sister said.


         I left for Anchorage the next morning, full of questions about my little sister’s roommate.


         Though barely twenty-three myself, I felt much older. I had already finished college and started my career as a field biologist. I was trying to shake off the most recent in a series of boyfriends, all of whom wanted more from a relationship than I did. The last thing on my mind was finding a life partner.


         But when I returned home, I could think of little else besides Pat. What had our brief time together meant? Who was this wonderfully strange person? When I saw a ninety-nine-dollar sale on plane tickets between Anchorage and Seattle several days later, I couldn’t resist the temptation to find out if the sparks I’d felt were something worth chasing. A week and a half after Pat and I had first met, I hopped on a flight to Washington, a trip poorly disguised as a sisterly visit.


         When I called Pat to tell him I was coming, he said only, “Oh. Wow.”


         Sheepish about what suddenly seemed like an aggressive pursuit of a person I hardly knew, I began to squirm as soon as I stepped on the plane. But when I showed up, I realized that there would be no awkward, rehearsed script of flattery and flirtation. Pat didn’t try to court me with the usual dinner dates or gushing compliments. Instead, we spent much of the weekend lying on our backs by the ocean or running along dirt trails that wound through forests of cedar and Douglas fir.


         One afternoon, he reminded me that we had actually met before, when I came to see my sister in her dorm room half a year earlier. I remembered another dark-haired Patrick who caught my eye at the time, but not Pat. Not the shy freshman who would someday become my husband. Not the person who gently grabbed my arm while we were running on the trails around campus and pointed at a rock that he had hoisted into a notch in a cedar tree as an installation art project. The same one who, a decade later, would stop me again at the exact same spot, this time showing me how the striated bark had grown around the granite’s gray contours just as he had envisioned.


         Before I left Bellingham the second time, Pat showed me a photo of his cabin. The perfect log structure might have been mistaken for the homestead of a settler from another era, each joint carefully notched and chinked with moss. There was a hand-hewn door, an elegant wooden latch, and a roof of sod. Behind its construction lay more care and passion than seemed possible from a teenager.


         

              


         


         As Pat and I began to explore the possibility of something other than a weekend fling, we spent more hours on the phone than I had since middle school. At first, I found myself filling uneasy silences with chatter, rescuing Pat from what I thought was a lack of anything to say. It took months before I realized that I was constantly cutting him off. He was slow and thoughtful in his responses, and my impatience meant I was missing much of what he might have told me.


         The more I learned about Pat, the more obvious it became that we were, by many accounts, opposites. I was most comfortable in academia. Pat felt at home in the woods. I was a bookworm. Pat could barely spell the most common English words. The first e-mail I received from him might have been written in a different language. It took me fifteen minutes to decipher the two-paragraph message, guessing at the phonetics that, in his dyslexia, he had tried unsuccessfully to piece together. When I told Pat I secretly enjoyed taking standardized tests, he admitted, “When I get those things, I just hope that I’m having a lucky day.”


         In other arenas, he had a confidence I found completely foreign. I dreamed of climbing mountains someday. Pat simply climbed them. When I asked him how he had learned to scale frozen waterfalls or build anchors on steep rock faces, he looked puzzled, as though the answer hardly needed explaining. “I borrowed some gear and tried it.” When he talked about the year he spent building and living in his cabin, I listened quietly. I had little to add. I had never cut down a tree, much less thought about how I would assemble a cabin. Pat didn’t boast about what he had done, but his excitement filtered through in his stories of mushing a dog team, being followed by wolves, and dodging wildfires.


         I quickly realized that Pat wasn’t an ordinary New Yorker. Or ordinary by any measure. As a boy growing up in the Adirondack Mountains, he was the youngest person to climb all forty-six peaks during a single winter. In Alaska this might be equivalent to summiting the foothills of the “real” mountains. Still, for a sixteen-year-old kid, it took dedication, endurance, and a lot of backcountry sensibility. After exploring his local woods, Pat decided that he would head north when he finished high school. He explained that for as long as he could remember, he had planned to build a cabin in Alaska. He’d barely been west of Colorado, and most of his knowledge about Alaska stemmed from books and movies, but it seemed like his kind of place. His mother would later tell me—delighting in the fact he had finally found his way back to Alaska, and with a girl, no less—that even as a young child, he craved the outdoors.


         “You borned me in the wrong place and the wrong time,” a five-year-old Pat cried to her when he read stories of homesteaders and adventurers from within the confines of his own suburban house, which he shared with four sisters and a brother. They lived in a small town but one recognized more for its well-heeled horse-racing roots than its bucolic nature. His father introduced him to carpentry at their family’s cabin, in a part of the country that had long ago lost its pioneers and large predators. Though his siblings were athletic, his family only occasionally hiked and camped together. Still, Pat was sure of what he wanted for himself. He would find his way north someday, to the last great wilderness.


         During his final two years of high school, Pat daydreamed about spruce trees, sketched cabin plans, collected necessary supplies, and squirreled away money from his lawn-mowing business. He planned to spend a year in Alaska and then figure out later what to do with the rest of his life. Averse to filling out paperwork and a bit behind the curve on the growing Internet boom, he didn’t waste his time with the details of where he would build a cabin or whether such a thing might be allowed. This seemed only a minor stumbling block to be dealt with later. When he got to Alaska, he didn’t purchase land or stake a claim. He simply found a place with a good stand of trees, received assurance from a local family that no one was likely to bother him there, and started building. Ownership wasn’t the point. Adventure was.


         He was unlike anyone I had ever met. I was by turns smitten and utterly confused.


         By the second month of our long-distance relationship—Pat sharing a house with my sister and other college roommates in Bellingham, me working in Anchorage—I decided I had to see Pat’s cabin for myself. I felt like I wouldn’t really know him until I did. So, on one of our first “dates,” with plane tickets still absurdly cheap, he flew up to Anchorage for a week-long Thanksgiving break and we made arrangements to visit his cabin.


         Before driving north, I wanted Pat to meet my friends. But with each introduction, in local coffee shops and on the ski trails, I felt more awkward. The conversations all followed a similar trajectory:


         “Hey, nice to meet you.”


         “Yeah,” Pat would reply.


         “Are you around for a while?”


         “No, just a few days.”


         “So, you’re visiting from Bellingham?”


         “Yep.”


         I squirmed while they made a few more attempts at starting a conversation, usually followed by silence on Pat’s end. And more silence.


         “Why didn’t you talk?” I asked Pat later.


         “I don’t know, I didn’t have anything to say, I guess.”


         I knew he had amazing stories to tell—I’d heard them. He was witty and funny when we were alone. But with strangers, he went mum. Pat told me much later that he had been intimidated by my seemingly adult lifestyle. I had a car, a job, and an apartment. Never mind the fact that the car’s interior had been thoroughly mutilated by the previous owner’s dog or that it required rolling down the driver’s-side window to open the handle from the outside. Or that my job as a biology field technician, chasing birds all over the state for very little pay, was seasonal and temporary. And the apartment? Owned by my parents, who lived in the main house downstairs. I couldn’t believe that someone who had built a cabin by hand and spent an entire winter alone would be impressed by these small signs of independence. But for Pat, who had moved out of a college dorm room only six months earlier, I seemed much older than the extra year and a half I had on him. His disinterest in small talk and normal social convention was more puzzling than irritating, though I realized then that there would be no tidy categories into which this enigmatic version of a boyfriend would fit.


         

              


         


         Normally, to reach his cabin, Pat would leave from a sleepy community forty miles outside of Fairbanks and follow the Salcha River along its sixty miles of meanders to a tiny island dotted with spruce trees. When he returned to town for supplies, he would stop at the small roadside café, buy a plate of eggs and bacon, and call his parents from an unheated outdoor phone booth. He slunk in and out, dodging questions from the woman who poured his coffee, the curious eyes of the store clerk. “Just staying up the river a ways,” he’d say. “An old miner’s cabin.” No one would see him for weeks or months at a time. Then, out of the woods, he’d appear again. He never said much. No one knew his name. So they called him simply the Salcha Kid.


         To travel to his cabin this time, we borrowed an old snowmobile, the two of us piled on the smoky, belching contraption. Behind us, we towed our gear and food in a yellow fiberglass sled that my parents had hauled up the flanks of North America’s highest mountain twenty-five years earlier. When the descent became too steep to continue, we found a small flat bench and left the machine there, stashing the keys in the top pouch of my backpack. Pat harnessed the sled to his waist, tugging hard over the uneven ground. I smiled when I pictured my mom and dad, not much older than we were then, with their matching sleds.


         We trudged downhill on foot into a patch of black spruce that looked indistinguishable from every other stand of trees in the area. It was only three in the afternoon, but dusk swept swiftly through the forest. Snow filled my boots with each step. I swung my arms in wide arcs to warm my fingers and tried to push away the doubt that began to surface. Have I been naive to put so much trust in someone I hardly know? Another three hours passed before we emerged from the black forest to the startling expanse of frozen river below. Pat stood at the bank for a long time, staring at the other side and swiveling his head back and forth—upriver, downriver, upriver, downriver. The snow sparkled under a slender yellow moon. Pat turned to squeeze me and plant a kiss on my frosty cheek.


         “This way.” He pointed downriver.


         Only later did Pat admit that his amazing navigation was, in part, amazing luck. The route we had taken was different from the one he knew so well, but we emerged at a distinct bend in the river just a quarter mile from the cabin. I would soon learn that this good fortune seemed to follow him wherever he went. He touted an optimism that was hard to resist. Sure we could climb that rock face. What’s stopping us? It doesn’t matter that we don’t have a map. We’ll find it. And, incredibly, we could and did. Most of the time, anyway.


         

              


         


         The perfect little log structure was nestled into a tall stand of spruce. It didn’t seem possible that a kid from New York would be able to show up with only a few hand-me-down tools and no knowledge of the area and build something like this. It wasn’t just a home; it was a piece of art. A local man who had pointed him toward the remote squatter’s property where his cabin now stands later told him, “Well, if I knew you were going to build a cabin like that I would’ve had you do it on my land.”


         When we stepped through the door, the life Pat had crafted and abruptly left only sixteen months earlier sat waiting for him. A hand-carved chair, a double bunk, a small table, and a bookshelf. A stack of kindling lay adjacent to the woodstove.


         “Here it is,” Pat announced shyly. We dropped our packs by the door, the light from our headlamps dancing across the rough-sawn floor, along the smooth log walls, past the pots arranged neatly beneath the countertop. Other than a few mice and squirrels, no one had been inside since Pat closed the door and boarded up the windows. We lit a fire and soon the frost melted from the log walls of a space that measured no larger than that of a child’s bedroom. We devoured two boxes of macaroni and cheese as Pat described his year alone.


         The cabin, and almost everything in it, came from local materials. The frames of the bunk beds in the corner were made from spruce saplings. A web of rope strung between hand-drilled holes in the frame formed the two mattresses, each narrower than a normal child’s twin.


         “Do you want the upper or the lower?” I joked. Pat looked at me for a moment before seeing my smile. I pulled out our sleeping bags and zipped them together, tossing them onto the upper bunk. We stripped down and climbed in. That night, I fell into a secret world shaped by the same two hands that now traced the contours of my body. The world had been distilled to the river, the ice, the trees, this perfect little cabin, and us. As I lay naked next to Pat, our bodies pressed tightly together in the tiny bed, I whispered to him, “I love this place.”


         Despite sharing what felt like the most intimate of spaces in the most intimate of ways, Pat still largely remained a mystery. I had never spent a week alone, much less an entire winter, and his motivations baffled me. Was he a hermit at heart? I wondered what really lay behind his piercing blue eyes.


         In the morning, a gray jay appeared outside the cabin. Winter in the Alaskan interior is a quiet season, with frigid temperatures and little to eat, making any visitors—human or animal—notable. Known colloquially as “camp robbers” for their tendency to capitalize on food left unattended, gray jays belong to the family of corvids. Corvids are among the smartest of birds, recognized for remarkable feats of memory and problem-solving that rival those of dogs and even some primates. Jays can recall the precise location of cached food months later; closely related American crows can recognize individual humans by face. In the case of a well-studied crow population in Seattle, researchers have taken to wearing masks to avoid being recognized by the clever birds. It’s no wonder that gray jays need their wits to survive the cold temperatures of the places they call home. On a per-pound basis, a gray jay has a caloric demand eighteen times higher than my own. Using sticky saliva to hide food under bark, in clumps of lichen, and in crevices, the birds handily retrieve their caches throughout the winter and spring.


         As we cooked pancakes on the woodstove, the jay waited patiently on a branch by the door as though it knew it was only a matter of time until we emerged with its breakfast. Pat walked to the outhouse and the bird followed, squawking at him. When I went outside, it ignored me entirely. Even after I tossed a burned pancake its way, the jay continued to stay close to Pat, apparently unwilling to swap loyalties so easily. It seemed that it knew a friend when it saw one.


         Pat told me that a pair of gray jays had visited regularly during his winter at the cabin. Perhaps this was one of those birds, or their offspring. Even if driven largely by the memory of free food, the nod of a jay seemed like a high compliment indeed, and I took the bird’s recommendation to heart.


         Over the next two days, I saw how Pat had come to regard this little patch of forest like home. He loved its rawness as much as he loved its subtle beauty. He loved the land not because he had conquered it, but because it was a place that refused to be tamed. I had found someone who appreciated Alaska as much as I did, though as an artist rather than a biologist. He also happened to be the most competent woodsman I had ever met.


         In the city, Pat seemed shy and awkward, but outdoors he was mature beyond his years. I could see already that he would challenge me in ways I hadn’t experienced before. His vision carried him much farther than remote field camps and wallowing through mud in hip waders with a crew of other aspiring biologists. He wanted to find places where he would be the only human for miles. I was also drawn to wilderness, but much less boldly. Where I dipped a toe, Pat plunged. He was willing to risk everything for a dream. Would I do the same?


         It wasn’t long before I had my first opportunity to find out.
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