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			Praise for
They Only Eat Their Husbands

			“Lee writes candidly about her adventurous—and sometimes tumultuous—journey through life. Her vivid prose draws you into that journey. Her passion makes you want to stay for the ride.”—Valorie Burton, author of What’s Really Holding You Back?

			“With an open heart, Cara Lopez Lee relates her round-the-world journey to self-discovery with the unabashed, dazzling honesty of a good friend telling you her innermost secrets over a cup of coffee. The backdrop of intriguing cultures and landscapes further enriches Lee’s bold memoir, They Only Eat Their Husbands.”

			—Rose Muenker, winner of the Society of American Travel Writers Gold Award Travel Column

			“Lee gets it right about life and love in the Last Frontier in They Only Eat Their Husbands. Her adventures on the road had me laughing out loud with a heart-tugging message we can all relate to.”

			—Lauren Maxwell, anchor of CBS 11 News This Morning, Anchorage, Alaska

			“Lee takes you on a fun, fabulous adventure—perfect for any woman who wishes she could escape ‘life’ to travel the world.”

			—Susan Kim, anchor, Live at Daybreak, today’s tmj4, Milwaukee, wisconsin

			“Lee’s ill-advised romances with a cast of Alaskan rogues had me alternately laughing and wanting to shout, ‘No, don’t do it!’ Meanwhile, her descriptions of the unusual people and exotic locations she encountered on her travels made me eager to experience them myself . . . until I remembered Asian rats and European robbers are not my thing.”

			—Mark Graham, author of The Fire Theft 

			“Lee’s compelling personal journey is told with a modesty that downplays the many achievements she has accomplished and the sometimes painful lessons she has learned throughout her life. The pages turn easily with vivid descriptions not only of the places she travels through but of the lovers, friends, and people she travels with.”

			—Jeffrey Moore, Producer, Destination Wild, Fox Sports 

			“A witty and moving story that truly captures the sense of wonder, self-discovery, and adventure that unfolds when one throws caution to the wind and ventures out into the world alone. This is what travel is really all about...experiencing real life through unfiltered eyes, embracing the unknown, challenging yourself, and never losing your sense of humor in the process.”

			—Anne Fox, Citizen Pictures, producer Giada’s Weekend Getaways, Food Network
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			Author’s Note

			Although this book is a true account, I’ve taken minor precautions to protect the people who appear in it, and I’ve taken minor poetic license to serve the audience who reads it. To respect people’s privacy, I’ve changed the names of most characters. To further protect a few of those people, I’ve altered minor details of appearance or profession. To streamline the book, I’ve combined a few minor characters, blended a few conversations, and condensed the timing of a few events. All that said, the events and dialogue in this book provide a much more accurate representation of my experiences than you might expect, thanks, in part, to my extensive journals. However, some of the quotes should not be taken as verbatim; rather, they provide my best recollection of what was said or the types of things that were said. Others might recall the events in this book differently, and I respect that. Memory is always colored by individual perception and by time. I don’t profess my memory to be perfect, only that I’ve striven to be honest and fair in sharing it.

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			For Mom, who opened three doors: 
to books, to her home, to the world.

		

	
		
			Alaska Escape Plan

			Running away is vastly underrated.

			I learned that long before I came to Alaska, before I discovered the isolation that comes with the darkness of winter, before I began to contemplate the severe curvature of the globe where I’ve spent nine years living out of sight from the rest of the world. I always believed that people who said running away never solved anything were simply people who stayed put.

			When I was a child living in the suburbs of L.A., on the days when I felt that no one cared about me, I packed my little blue suitcase with a toothbrush, a single change of clothes, and a small stuffed lion named Leo and ran away from home, sometimes for hours. I returned only to realize no one knew I’d left.

			When I was twenty-six, one night shortly before I left Denver, I had another in a string of arguments with Aaron, the boyfriend I lived with. After the initial shouting died down, I tried to explain all the things he did, and failed to do, that made me feel he didn’t care about me. He crawled into bed, closed his eyes, and listened for a very long time, then said in a calm, cold voice, “Cara, when you keep going on and on and on like that, it makes me think about guns . . . and knives.” He didn’t say another word. Terrified, I fell silent, and waited.

			I heard the unmistakable change in his breathing that signaled sleep and tentatively whispered his name. No answer. I grabbed a sleeping bag and a change of clothes and ran away to a friend’s house. I was back before Aaron woke the next morning. Like my family, he never noticed I’d left either. 

			It was not, I think, unreasonable for me to let my imagination take his threat to its insane but logical conclusion. Once during an argument, Aaron pulled his gun out of the closet, grabbed me, forced the gun into my hand, and urged me, “I can’t take this any more. Just put me out of my misery now. Go ahead, just shoot me!”

			I dropped the gun on the couch and pulled away, shaking with fear. “Please stop it! Please! You’re scaring me!”

			He rolled his eyes. “Oh, quit making a big deal out of nothing. I was just kidding. It’s not loaded. See?” He picked up the gun and opened the chamber. It was empty.

			Usually our arguments were your basic screaming matches. But, once, he shoved me against the wall with his hands around my throat and said, “Don’t push me”; once, he shook me until I could feel my brains rattling inside my skull; and, just once, he threw me across the room, although he was thoughtful enough to aim my body at the bed for a soft landing.

			It wasn’t the latent violence that upset me most. It was the insults, always delivered as jokes. One night, when I visited him at the nightclub where he tended bar, he pointed out a sexy young cocktail waitress with measurements of about 36-24-34—compared to my less notable 34-27-36—and said, “If you had a body like that, I’d marry you in a heartbeat.”

			Aaron was the funny, friendly, popular guy everybody loved, who would never turn his back on a friend, or stranger, in need. No one knew what happened between us in private. He told me I was the one with “problems.” Having fewer friends than he did, no outside frame of reference, and no actual bruises, for a long time I believed him.

			By the time I realized that, no matter whose problem it was, I had to leave, I’d already begun to rely on him financially. Working part-time as a nightclub DJ and restaurant cashier while finishing college, I was low on ready cash. I felt too humiliated to ask my family for help. In my last semester of school and getting straight A’s, I just wanted to hold out until graduation.

			Then, just before I graduated, Aaron was diagnosed with testicular cancer. In my feeble understanding of relationships, this earned him my unqualified forgiveness. How could I stay angry? Bald and puffed up from chemotherapy, with one lonely testicle as lost in its sack as a new divorcé in a king size bed, he was even more difficult to resist than when he’d first turned on his blond, fit, oversexed charm. That he should lose one of his balls was ironic, given his indiscriminate lechery toward other women, marked by such pithy lines as “I’d like to turn you upside down and lick you like an ice cream cone.”

			Yet he turned his loss to advantage, tossing a twinkling blue-eyed wink at this or that pretty young thing and saying, “I used to be nuts. Now I’m just nut.” Maybe the joke was lame, but his self-effacing acceptance of the cheap joke life had pulled on him was sincere, and even looking like hell he continued to charm everyone, including me.

			But when I began to insist he make a commitment, or at least stop throwing his cigarette butts in the kitchen sink, and he began to insist I move out, or at least stop letting the water puddle outside the shower, the tension grew. It seemed to me I was someone else, the day he dragged me through the living room by the arm, my body knocking over his fuzzy blond furniture along the way, as he screamed his outrage at my inability to drop a subject. God knows what the subject was. I absently worried that my arm might pull out of the socket, but my more persistent thought was, “This can’t really be happening to me—I have a college degree.”

			We finally fell to the floor, physically and emotionally exhausted, and he apologized, more or less: “I’m sorry. No one since my ex-wife has ever driven me that far before.”

			Later, when I tried to suggest that he had an anger management problem, he yelled, “Don’t give me that! I never hit you.” Technically that was true; he never hit me. I only wished he had; it would have made the choice to leave so much clearer.

			In December of 1989, I began making plans to run away for good. It had been more than a year and nearly seventy-five rejection letters since I’d graduated from college with a degree in broadcast news. I resolved that if I didn’t get a job by January 1, I was going to join the Peace Corps; I’d saved several brochures and had begun to form vivid mental pictures of a thatched hut and a difficult but satisfying life in some torpid South American jungle.

			But on Christmas Eve, I received a call in the cashier’s booth at work from a TV news director in Alaska. The station in Juneau needed a news anchor/reporter immediately, and the job was mine if I could fly there in two days. I asked for a week. I hung up the phone and stared into space, stunned at this unexpected resolution to my problems. My picture of a thatched hut in the jungle morphed into a metal Quonset hut in the frozen arctic.

			A coworker asked, “Cara, are you okay?”

			“Yes . . . Do you know if they have some kind of atlas around here?” 

			“What’re you looking for?”

			“Juneau, Alaska.”

			When I flew to Alaska, on New Year’s Day 1990, I didn’t think of it as running away. But running is a secret I’ve discovered hidden inside. It’s a secret I share with thousands of Alaskans who’ve moved here from elsewhere, who, whenever someone asks, “What brought you to the Last Frontier?” answer, “Adventure.”

			In a land of runaways, adventure is both escape and salvation. The questions follow you here: buried in the hot heart of a glacier, riding the stubborn bore tide up Turnagain Arm, or perched atop the elusive peak of Denali. The answers are here, too: in the inquisitive eyes of a stalking black bear, the circling arms of a dip-netter calling a salmon to his death dance, or the soft pad-pad-pad of a sled dog’s feet on the snow of the Iditarod Trail. Running away solves everything. It has to, because when you stand at Point Barrow, at the top of the world, and see the arctic ice stretching before you for thousands of miles, you realize there’s nowhere else to run.

			Yet ever since I got here, I’ve been trying to get back out—for nearly nine years. I once met a woman of forty who’d lived here for fifteen years. “I have an Alaska escape plan,” she said, “but I never seem to get around to it.” Like her, I both love and hate Alaska with equal passion.

			In the years I’ve spent plotting my next escape, I’ve discovered the power of darkness, the purity of cold, and the secret of love. I’ve never lived in an igloo, but I’ve slept in a snow cave. The man who showed me how to build it taught me that a blizzard with wind-chills to ninety below zero is not very brutal at all, that nothing is as brutal as what we put ourselves through to hold onto love.

			Imagine for a moment what it would be like to run as far as possible from all you know, to a land north of reality, a fantasy of emerald green and icy white, a place where pioneers still live. Imagine that when the arctic air has sapped your soul of all possible warmth, you will find a love that appears to give light and heat in a frozen world, only to discover that the love you’ve found is an illusion. Imagine that after you’ve lost everything, you can finally hear the heartbeat of the land. And, if you’re lucky, you will rediscover your own heartbeat.

			But first, you must imagine that you are brave enough to run away.

			thirty-five years old—anchorage to palmer, alaska

			After nine years in the Last Frontier, I’m running away again.

			My name is Cara Lee, and this journal is the record of two journeys: today, I began the first leg of a trip around the world, alone; today, I also began the first leg of a trip into the world within me, the tiny world inside my skull, which is still filled with the boundlessness of Alaska. It has taken me until this moment, as I leave the Last Frontier, to summon the guts, the hindsight, and perhaps most importantly, the time alone, to reflect on my life here. As I hit the road out of the state, I can finally, clearly see the path I rode in. For me, these two journeys have become one: I couldn’t dare to travel the earth alone if I hadn’t come to Alaska, and I couldn’t see Alaska plainly if I didn’t get some distance.

			First, let me tell you about leaving Anchorage today, and give me a moment to steel myself before I tell you about arriving in Juneau nine years ago. I promise I’ll reveal everything, in time. I’ve never been one to hold back, even when it might have served me better.

			You probably think I have good reasons for leaving. Don’t be too sure. I’m not. I can only tell you that somewhere along the way, amid all my running, I seem to have misplaced my life. Thirty-five arrived much faster than I expected. I once thought that by this time I’d have a husband, one or two kids, and a house, or at the very least, a dog—maybe a golden retriever. Instead, I have an apartment with a no-pets policy and my last boyfriend just left town. I once planned that by this time I’d land a six-figure contract as a TV news anchor in a major market. Instead, I’m a small market reporter with a six-inch stack of rejection letters. I once hoped to save the world, or at least a friend. So far, I haven’t so much as saved myself. Hell, I haven’t even lost those last five pounds. It’s not the life I once imagined. But with no attachments and no mortgage, I have nothing to lose. I’m free.

			The idea of escape has often comforted me through trying times, but deciding to actually skip town feels like admitting defeat. Although I spent my childhood in L.A., I grew up in Alaska, the first place that ever felt like home. But even in this homelike place, I have yet to find the love and peace I yearn for. So now that I’m grown up, I’ve decided to head out for one more search.

			My itinerary is pretty sketchy. To start, I’m taking my car on a slow crawl south from Anchorage to L.A.—the place where I first packed my little blue suitcase—to see the family I left behind. After that, I’ll fly overseas for six months. Where? I’ve yet to decide. I plan to travel light, at least to the eyes of a casual observer; my stuffed lion is long gone, and my angst is too bulky to fit into a backpack.

			The heroes of ancient Greek mythology underwent tests of strength, courage, and character to prove their worth. Each was typically on a noble quest to rescue others. I’m only trying to save myself. This may sound ignoble, but it’s the torch of modern psychology, isn’t it? The idea that one cannot help anyone else until he or she has first brought home the Golden Fleece of self-actualization. So, either I’m embarking on the next phase of a noble quest, or the most self-involved ego-trip ever.

			***

			I’d planned to leave Anchorage this morning. But, reluctant to spend hours trapped in a car with only my thoughts for company, I lingered with the evening sun and my friend Kaitlin.

			Kaitlin and I are near opposites. We look different. I’m a short woman with short dark hair, large dark eyes, and a vaguely multi-ethnic look that usually raises questions—the short answer is Mexican, Chinese, Irish, English, Swiss, French, and Cherokee. “Cute” is the adjective I hear most often. Kaitlin is seven years older, but a head-turner with long blond hair, wide-set green eyes, and an unselfconscious giggle that could set a man’s pants on fire. We like different things. I like skiing, hiking, and camping; Kaitlin doesn’t like the feeling of cold wind on her ears, being sweaty, or sleeping outdoors. I’ve romanticized my career as a journalist into a crusade for truth and justice; Kaitlin enjoys selling real estate, because, she gushes, “It’s like taking someone on a shopping trip to Nordy’s, only better.”

			We live in different worlds. I’ve never married and have no children; Kaitlin has had three marriages and four children. She has no problem dating a man just for sex and companionship, yet keeps winding up with men who want to marry her. I want to fall in love and get married, yet keep winding up in relationships based on sex.

			In spite of having so little in common, our mutual acceptance has never wavered. Yet I didn’t realize how close we were, until her eighteen-year-old daughter’s body was found in McHugh Creek four years ago. Someone had raped April, then chased or pushed her off the cliff above. Murder drew a stark chalk outline around my friendship with Kaitlin. Then again, maybe she didn’t become my closest friend until that time, when she needed me and I felt the Elysian gift of being needed. I can still see Kaitlin doubled over and howling, as if she recalled the agony of labor pains eighteen years distant and felt her daughter being ripped from her again. At that moment, my friend was more exposed than if she were naked; sharing that moment would bond us for life. Whatever connected us, for the past few years we’ve managed to talk for an hour almost every day, crying and giggling and divulging every last secret.

			This evening, as our voices bounced off the white, nail-scarred walls of my empty apartment, the rooms echoed with the distance that would soon separate us. Trying to escape the hollowness, we locked up the apartment and walked to Westchester Lagoon to watch the sunset. Somebody had drained the water from the lagoon. It was an ugly, swampy hole, instead of the sparkling lake where, until yesterday, I used to go on my daily run—past purple fireweed and Canadian geese, down to the Coastal Trail that runs alongside the cold, metal-colored water of Cook Inlet.

			“Westchester Lagoon is empty and Cara’s leaving. What a terrible day,” Kaitlin said.

			“I called Chance the other day to say goodbye,” I said.

			Chance is not only my ex, he’s the ex before my last ex. So I imagine most people would have replied, “What made you do a stupid thing like that?” But Kaitlin isn’t that kind of friend. Besides, I think she’s always felt guilty that she introduced me to Chance, even though I’ve always reassured her that I didn’t blame her. Whatever she was thinking, she merely asked, “So, how’d that go?”

			“He told me he and Sheila are buying a house together. But in my mind what I heard him say was, ‘You see, I can make a commitment to the right woman, just not you.’”

			“Yeah, well if she’s his idea of the right woman, you’re well rid of him.” Even if his new girlfriend were a missionary, Kaitlin would have found something wrong with her, and for that I was grateful.

			“At least my relationship with him helped me grow in a lot of ways.” 

			“Really? It seems more like you shrank. I think he destroyed your  self-esteem.”

			We slowly walked back to my car, which was piled high with clothes and luggage. Kaitlin handed me a box. “I got you a going away gift. Don’t worry, it’s not another self-help book. I know you’ve sworn off them. But I had to get you some kind of self-help.” It was a road safety kit for my car. We laughed too hard and held each other too tight.

			“It doesn’t seem real, that I’m leaving,” I said. “I can’t believe I won’t get to talk to you every day anymore.”

			“Give me another hug,” she said, threw her arms around me, then pushed me away. “Now leave, before we start crying.”

			As I pulled away, I rolled down my window and called out, “Thanks for being my friend!”

			On my way out of the city, I stopped downtown to take photos of familiar sights, the things I’d always considered too ugly or depressing to photograph before: the homeless Alaska Natives on 4th Avenue, less painful to think of as parodies instead of people; the misshapen Performing Arts Center with its garish trim of flashing red and green rings, which the people of Anchorage boast is one of the ugliest buildings in town; the condemned, pink McKay Building, which the city keeps threatening to blow up but never does, much to the disappointment of the TV news community—we love it when people blow shit up, without the guilt of death of course.

			As with all my relationships, the city’s uglier aspects seemed to disappear as I left. The fading sunset cast a glow of longing over Cook Inlet, illuminating the gold Arco building, as the city hung suspended in semi-darkness. Across the inlet, a veil of twilit shadows softly blanketed Sleeping Lady; many people argue that Mount Susitna doesn’t look like a lady at all, but tonight I could see her.

			The increasing dusk suited my mood as I turned my back on Anchorage and headed up the Glenn Highway toward the Matanuska-Susitna Valley. Yellow and gold fall colors fled past my windows. Like me, they too had lingered in town well past their season.

			I took the Old Glenn Highway turnoff, where river and mudflats glistened in the faint glow of the Alaskan night. The Mat-Su River had eaten away more of its banks this summer, and continued to threaten people’s homes. During my time in Alaska, several houses have fallen into that changeling waterway, as mighty hunks of bank have given way to the river’s hidden power. Several people have tried to sue the borough for failing to inform them that a giant river on a floodplain might have the temerity to change course over time. But tonight the river looked almost tame, as a gentle rain began to fall in the valley.

			I only drove for an hour before stopping in Palmer for the night; the sky was turning a blacker shade of dark and I didn’t want to miss a last glimpse of anything on my way out of Alaska. I checked into this fleabag motel, then drove to Carr’s and bought a pint of coffee-and-fudge ice cream. I devoured the entire pint while sitting up in my squeaky motel bed, watching a repeat of The X-Files. With each spoonful I began relegating Alaska to the past.

			I’ve changed since I first came north, in ways that I needed to change. Nonetheless, I’m leaving the same way I came: alone. I used to think that if I strove to become a better person, life would become easier, the answers more apparent. Not true. I’ve only succeeded in emptying the 5-foot 2-inch vessel I once thought of as me. Westchester Lagoon is empty, and so am I.

			But surely the lagoon won’t stay empty forever. Surely it only waits to be cleansed by the next tide. Maybe as I continue down the highway, the world outside my car windows will fill me with a new vision, as refreshing as clean, cool, clear water.

			The Last Frontier

			twenty-six years old

			As the tires on my red Honda Civic propel me into the future, the world outside my window is a mirror of the self I hope to become: moving forward, ever-changing. But as my thoughts wander, the world of memory is the only mirror in which I see myself as I am. So I keep looking in the rearview mirror, peering into my past, trying to see how I ended up on this road.

			When I first arrived in Alaska on January 1, 1990, I had to redraw my grandiose self-portrait of the courageous adventurer. Southeast Alaska was not the frozen wasteland I’d expected. The region’s most pervasive feature was the Tongass National Forest, a mountainous, temperate rainforest threaded by fjords. In winter, the dark green mountains and islands of the Inside Passage were laced with heavy snow; in summer, they were an effusive tangle of verdant life wrapped in heavy mist.

			In the capital city of Juneau, the cracker-box houses and shops were a whimsical chalk painting, perpetually melting in mushy snow or drizzly rain. In winter, state lawmakers buzzed with a pioneer passion for democracy. In summer, towering white cruise ships dwarfed Gastineau Channel and flooded the city with tourists. There was a movie theatre, a McDonald’s, and a mini-mall, although furniture had to be ordered from “Down South.”

			I didn’t live in the kind of place I’d pictured: a metal Quonset hut hung with icicles and beset by cruel winds. Instead, I rented a room on Douglas Island, in a three-bedroom zero-lot-line, which I shared with a man, a woman, a German shepherd, a black lab, and a green parrot. The perfidious parrot’s rousing pre-dawn chorus of, “Good-morning-accckkkk! Good-morning-accckkkk!” eliminated the need for me to set an alarm.

			When I first arrived, I was so immersed in the mist-cloaked, emerald mystery of Juneau that at first I didn’t sense its edges. It’s not possible to get in or out of Juneau by any means other than boat or plane. After a few months, it hit me: I couldn’t simply hop in my car and drive somewhere else when the mood struck, as if I’d checked into the Hotel California. When I felt that way, I’d take my car north on the main drag as far as I could go—about forty miles. This was called going “out the road,” a road that never could take anyone out of town, but only mimic the feeling. Juneau is one of the most beautiful places I’ve ever known, but even paradise should have an escape route that doesn’t require a plane ticket.

			Yet what I felt wasn’t claustrophobia, because in another sense, Alaska was bigger than imagination could contain. Beyond the mountains that hemmed Juneau in sat one of the largest ice fields on the planet. Sometimes, after work, I drove up Douglas Island and parked my car across the channel from Mendenhall Glacier. As I stared at the glacier, which glowed like a medieval ice spirit in the dusk, I felt dawning in me a belief in my own secret possibilities. One clear night as I drove home from work, the sky came alive, undulating and eddying in ethereal shades of red and green that appeared and disappeared like capricious spirits. Leaning over the steering wheel to stare up through the windshield, I nearly drove off the road. I swerved just in time, but continued to gaze up at the hypnotists that had nearly killed me. They were merely the northern lights, but I couldn’t shake the idea that I was watching angels dance.

			For the first few weeks I was fascinated with maps and globes. I’d moved to a place so far away that makers of U.S. maps usually relegated it to a box in the South Pacific, so that millions of schoolchildren spent years under the erroneous impression that Alaska was an island next door to Hawaii. On globes, Alaska curved along a different horizon from the world I’d known, reinforcing my feeling of dissimilation from the people who lived in that other world.

			Many locals seemed suspicious of outsiders like me, which was understandable because we rarely stayed in Alaska long enough to be worthy of their attachment. Newcomers received the disdainful Native nickname, Cheechakos; old-timers received the prized nickname, Sourdoughs. My Cheechako shortage of friends and Juneau’s damp, windy cold often kept me indoors, where I immediately gained ten pounds gorging on the four basic comfort foods: mac-and-cheese, spaghetti, pizza, and chocolate. I wallowed in suffering as if I had discovered it.

			Like many Alaskans, from Cheechakos to Sourdoughs, I indulged in the belief that I was unique and extraordinary. There are Alaskans who deserve such adjectives: the Alaska Natives, who’ve carved an exquisitely hard existence from ice and tundra; and the pioneers, who came to the Last Frontier to rediscover harmony with nature, forge an independent lifestyle, or build a new enterprise. In my case, the belief that living in Alaska made me special was pure conceit: I only came here because I couldn’t land a job anywhere else. But I needed that minor conceit to survive; being special was the only thing I could balance against the cabin fever and overwork that soon threatened to release the oddball who lived inside me, endlessly pacing and yammering to herself.

			The weird engineer who wore his bedroom slippers to work at the TV station, even in the snow, was a reminder never to indulge in too much time alone with my thoughts. So I made the only friends I easily could: other journalists. Some were firmly planted in Juneau and suspected that I planned to ditch them as soon as a better opportunity came along, which, of course, I did. Others, like me, came to Alaska for their first job and first big adventure, and didn’t plan to put down roots. Our camaraderie had the intensity of friendships made during military boot camp—a shared, but fleeting, trial by fire. We got together to sing karaoke at The Waterfront, eat Tex-Mex at The Armadillo, engage in conversation and debate at the Heritage Coffee Company, and bond over our banishment from normal life.

			I retained but one connection to my previous life: deep fear and stress. Only the source had changed: the seemingly simple task of making it to air every night. When I first arrived, the news director had just given his notice. It was such a tiny news department that he also happened to be the only other reporter on staff. For one week he showed me the ropes. Then he left. The following week, another reporter showed up.

			Cheryl was a tall, perfect-breasted beauty with auburn hair, studious but sin-tempting hazel eyes, and the barest hint of sultry Louisiana bayou on her otherwise citified tongue. She had no idea, until she walked in the door and I threw myself at her in panicked greeting, that she and I and one photographer would be the only people putting on an entire newscast.

			Cheryl and I did all the reporting, writing, and producing, most of the video editing, and some of the shooting for the nightly news. She also anchored sports, while I covered weather. On our first day together, a pair of powerful hands seized my heart as I thought, “We’re not going to make it!” On the heels of that panic came a cool, determined calm, as another self replied, “Of course you’ll make it. Because six o’clock will come, whether you’re ready or not, and you will be on the set.”

			It was a realization that would help me in the months to come, as Cheryl and I literally ran through town covering the legislature, Alaska Native rights, gay rights, halibut fishing, timber clear-cutting, salmon spawning, and garbage bears. I stood among piles of processed human shit at the town’s sewage dump, while Cheryl waded through the bullshit of state government and told me the local gossip: which lawmakers were sleeping together, which reporters smoked dope, the dozens of men who asked her out.

			She was attracted to brilliance, and fell for a newspaper reporter with a knack for metaphor. Tender hearted, but sharp-tongued regarding fools, she vociferously disapproved of everyone I dated.

			We became friends quickly as we lived several years of experience in nine short months. Together we plowed through the stress that threatened to plow through us. We regularly laughed, cried, shouted, swore, and threw things—we had no idea that those last three gave everyone around us the mistaken impression that we hated each other.

			One day, as we argued over the best way to cover a story, a young administrative assistant turned to us with doe eyes and said in a tremulous voice, “I wish you two would stop fighting and try to get along.” She sat down in a huff. Cheryl and I stared at each other and burst out laughing. Neither of us thought of it as fighting, but as lively debate. This wouldn’t have been a problem in a regular newsroom, but the station was so small that sales, accounting, and news were all carried on in one large room. Often, we were still putting on make-up when the control room hollered, “Sixty seconds!” and we rushed to the desk to shove microphones up our blouse fronts and welcome the audience to The Southeast Report, without a second to spare.

			In the middle of one newscast I turned to do a live interview with an assembly member and, after introducing him, drew a complete blank: “Thank you for joining us. The first thing I’d like to ask you is . . . uh . . . is . . . ahem . . . excuse me . . .” I shuffled my scripts, trying to find the cheat notes I kept for just such an emergency. But that evening, in my crazed rush to get to the news desk on time, I’d buried my notes beneath my scripts, and a quick search wouldn’t yield them. My face started to burn. I stared at the assemblyman in horror. He didn’t look any too thrilled either. The faint sounds of laughter drifted down the hall from the control room, where the director had fallen out of his chair and was on the floor giggling and kicking his feet.

			It lasted a gut-twisting twenty to thirty seconds, an eternity in TV news. Then the assemblyman saved me. “I’ll bet you want to ask me . . .” I don’t remember the subject. I only remember smiling at him like an idiot and saying, “Yes,” in a tone suggesting that was exactly what I’d planned to ask all along and my career wasn’t flashing before my eyes.

			Cheryl, though more poised and together than I, was not immune to the foibles of small town news. One night, she was getting ready to tape on the set, frustrated as usual with one technical problem or another, and didn’t realize her microphone was prematurely live. In the middle of a family sitcom the word “Fuck!” blasted through living rooms all over town.

			Cheryl was a savvy journalist, who liked the work. Yet she confessed she never could completely shake her inner Louisiana girl, who’d rather be shucking peas on her grandmother’s porch than racing to make a live feed. That girl occasionally popped up in the newsroom. Perhaps the most memorable time was the day she came flying into the studio on roller blades to tape an interview with the governor, who was already on the set. Both she and the governor laughed heartily, as she barreled into the news desk, unable to brake.

			“I’m a Type-B personality in a Type-A career,” she once confessed to me. “Sometimes I don’t know why I’m doing this to myself.”

			I was a Type-A personality, and I didn’t know why I did any of the things I did to myself. The worst thing I did to myself had little to do with work. One reason I came to Alaska was to escape a terrifying man. It didn’t occur to me I might have run in the wrong direction.

			***

			I didn’t come to Alaska to find a man. But there were just so many of them, it was hard to avoid tripping over a few.

			In the Lower Forty-eight, the belief that Alaska has an excess of men has given hope to many a lonely single woman that, if all else fails, she can always pack up and head north. In some small villages the “more men myth” is true, with ratios as high as four or five guys to one gal. But there are few careers for a single woman to pursue in the Alaska Bush. In bigger towns, the manhunt fantasy falters, as the numbers hew closer to one-to-one, although yes, there are a few extra men.

			Both in the city and in the bush, there’s a well-known saying about Alaska’s male-to-female ratio: “The odds are good, but the goods are odd.” Many of the extra males are the same kind of men who, once upon a time, would have been toothless gold prospectors, grizzle-haired hermits, or drunken roustabouts. Among the rest, there do exist passionate, exciting men with a sense of adventure, and only a few are actually dangerous, but good luck sorting them out.

			A married couple living in Juneau once told me their small town was such a tough place for a single man to meet someone, that they knew guys who went to the airport to pick up women, “because they’d already dated every woman in town.” For me, it’s never been hard to meet men; if I stand still in one place long enough, an alcoholic is sure to find me.

			Joe and I first met when a small group of journalists got together for lunch at a popular hippy-food restaurant called The Fiddlehead, named for the ferns that proliferate throughout the Tongass. Joe was a freelance journalist, but his rumpled clothing rode a fine wrinkle between aspiring poet and flat-out bum. He was obviously older than I, but how much older was hard to say. His long, dark, floppy bangs, bushy beard, and mustache obscured most of his face as effectively as a ski mask—as if he didn’t want to be noticed. In fact, what first caught my attention was how little he spoke. His mud-and-grass colored eyes clearly took in much, but gave away little. It would be weeks before I realized he was very opinionated, dismissing most people as either witless liberals, ignorant conservatives, or just plain idiots.

			The few times he opened his mouth, he spoke in a gentle basso that almost fell below the range of hearing. As I leaned forward to catch his words the sound struck me as distractingly sexual, in odd contrast to his short, stocky frame. In the end, I blamed it all on the voice.

			Joe lived on a sailboat in Juneau harbor, and on my first Fourth of July in Alaska, he invited a handful of reporters and photographers for a nighttime sail to watch the fireworks over Gastineau Channel. Until the Fourth of July cruise, it was always the stunning colors of fireworks that thrilled me most. But that night it was the sounds. The explosions bounced back and forth between the mountains of Douglas Island and Juneau with thunderous repeating echoes, as if the small pleasure boats bobbing around us were the ghosts of long-ago battleships. The strains of Jimi Hendrix playing his out-of-bounds rendition of “The Star Spangled Banner” floated to us from the shipboard radio. A pack of journalists ran around the deck like rowdy teens, waving sparklers that sizzled like bacon.

			Joe, our captain, was the only one who remained silent throughout most of our brief cruise. Every shadow seemed to intersect in the place where he stood at the helm, so it was difficult to read his face. Later he confessed, “I had that party for you. Didn’t you know? I watched you all night,” so that now, in my memory, I see his curious eyes hidden in the shadows, following my every move.

			At the time, I was unaware of his unspoken lust. How could I have known he even liked me? He barely spoke to me. As for my feelings toward him, he struck me as gnome-like in appearance and offbeat in manner, so that at first I had no more idea of lusting after him than a monk. However, I fell in love with the memory of that night.

			After the fireworks, we all sang several ribald rounds of “Barnacle Bill the Sailor,” cracked tasteless jokes about Joe Hazelwood (captain of the ill-fated Exxon Valdez oil tanker), and poked fun at Alaska’s state lawmakers.

			“Senator Fox told me his idea of the perfect way to spend the Fourth was sitting on his back porch with a six-pack and shooting off his gun,” Cheryl said.

			We all laughed. But Joe, never one to let down his political guard, couldn’t leave it at that. “You should’ve mentioned that in your story last night.”

			Cheryl gave him a puzzled frown. “It didn’t have anything to do with habitat protection.”

			“You don’t think people would be interested to know that one of the lawmakers making decisions on their environmental policies is a gun-toting redneck who doesn’t even care about local ordinances against discharging firearms in a residential area?”

			“Not unless there’s a salmon stream nearby,” Cheryl said. “Okay, it might have made a great bit of character nuance, but I only get two minutes to tell a story. Which part would you suggest I leave out?”

			“That’s the problem with TV news, I guess: no time for the whole story.” He looked around him at several pairs of staring eyes and fell silent, although I noticed him studying me under his lashes, as if gauging my reaction.

			When the party broke up, he stood on the dock and gave me a hand out of his boat. It was the only private moment we shared all night. As I jumped from deck to dock, my hand in his, this time he made no attempt to disguise his intense stare, which threw me off balance.

			A few days later, when he asked me to go with him on a hike to Ebner Falls, I was lured by the remembered image of him leaping back onto his boat like an affable pirate. If I considered that he might be hiding a hook, it only intrigued me more.

			***

			The pirate set his hook with his element of choice: water. Joe couldn’t have found a better way to catch me than with a hike to a cascade. Water has always called out to that ancestral part of me that was born ages ago in its deep, wet womb. But Ebner Falls was the first glacier-fed Alaskan water to ever astonish me. Its color was the natural effect of glacial silt, but it called to my mind the unreal blue-green of an over-chlorinated swimming pool, roaring with a pure white froth.

			The falls were just part of the scenery Joe and I passed as we hiked the Perseverance Trail. The trail was layered in twenty impossible shades of green: stilt-walking old growth spruce, hemlock, cedar, giant skunk cabbages, and curling fiddlehead ferns. Clouds draped themselves low and languid on the mountainsides, as if laden with secrets.

			“Well,” Joe sighed, “this is pretty much what it looks like at any given point in the Tongass.”

			“Yeah, all these miles and miles of natural beauty must seem really redundant after a while,” I retorted.

			As we moved up the trail, past rusted equipment from the old Perseverance Gold Mine, Joe talked to me in the way of most news hounds, drilling me with questions as if he were interviewing me for a story. He seemed quietly impressed by all I said, while I was captivated by his attention. He apologized for his previous impertinent remarks about TV news, saying he thought the amount of work I produced in one day was phenomenal. “I’m amazed you can cover so many stories and still manage to eke out any information that makes sense.”

			The more we walked, the more Joe found his voice, wedging bits and pieces of himself into the few openings I gave him in the mostly me-sided conversation. He told me he was the youngest of three children and the black sheep of his family. “My sister thinks I should get married. My brother thinks journalism is just a hobby and I should find a more respectable profession. I think they’re just worried someday I’ll show up penniless on their doorstep and embarrass them in front of the neighbors.”

			“I’m the black sheep of my family, too,” I said, “which is a neat trick, since I’m an only child. My dad thinks I’ll never amount to anything with just a bachelor’s degree, my grandmother thinks I’ll never get married because I hate to cook, and my stepmother just thinks I’m a lousy daughter.”

			“Why?”

			“I borrowed two thousand bucks from my dad to ship my car and some of my other stuff to Alaska—the TV station wouldn’t pay moving expenses. Anyway, I didn’t realize how high the cost of living was up here, so I’ve only been able to pay back a few hundred bucks so far. So my stepmom thinks I’m a flake.”

			“I disagree. I think it takes a lot of character to come this far away from everything you know and start a new life.”

			“Or it takes a real flake.”

			He paused, then said, “They say everyone who comes to Alaska has a dream. So, what kind of dreams do flakes have?”

			“I want to work as a reporter in Alaska for a year or two, then work my way up to a top-twenty market in the Lower 48.”

			“So, you’re another one of those people who just came here to grab the oil money and run?”

			To a non-Alaskan his accusation might not make sense, but Alaska’s economy is driven by oil, and everyone who lives here benefits from it, directly or indirectly. Plus, Alaskans don’t pay state taxes. Instead the state pays them; every resident is entitled to dividends from the state Permanent Fund, an investment account created with oil royalties. After a year, I was eligible for my first check. During my time in Alaska, the size of my annual dividend check has surpassed the thousand-dollar mark.

			But I refused to be labeled a mercenary. “That’s not it at all. I came here because it was the only place I could get a job. And I’ll have to leave if I want to advance my career.”

			“A dedicated journalist doesn’t do it for money.”

			“You mean we’re the fourth arm of government, defenders of truth, freedom, and democracy? I believe in all that, too. That’s why someday I’d like to have the resources to do more in-depth stories, and that’ll never happen at a small-town TV station.”

			“I understand. I guess I’m just being selfish. I was hoping you’d stay.” 

			“So, what about you?” I asked. “What kind of dreams do black sheep have?”

			“I want to take my boat sailing around the world. And I’d like to visit Ukraine. That’s where my ancestors are from.” He went on, “I did a story once in the Russian Far East, and one night I sat around a campfire with a bunch of locals. It was freezing, but they passed around a bottle of vodka and told stories and laughed all night, while I sat there shivering. Anyway it got me thinking, someday I’d like to visit my grandfather’s village and pass a bottle around a fire.” He smiled disarmingly. His smile wasn’t remarkable of itself, except for its bright contrast to his otherwise intensely serious demeanor. By that measure, it was a knockout.

			After our hike we went to the Red Dog Saloon, where I drank a beer and stapled my business card to a wall plastered with them, while Joe practiced his vodka-drinking and storytelling skills on me and anyone else within earshot. They weren’t “stories” so much as loud, rambling pontifications on nothing in particular—although at one point I think he said something about fighting to hang onto “the Alaskan way of life.” Customers gave him irritated looks. I shushed him, and he loudly insisted I not shush him.

			When we left, he walked me to his office near the docks. It was a transparent move to impress me with his dashing profession. The office looked like that of an absent-minded professor, mismatched second-hand furniture barely visible beneath stacks of magazines, newspapers, and photographs stained with coffee rings.

			I sat in a swivel chair and turned slowly to take in the black-and-white photos that peppered-and-salted the walls. There was an Alaska Native girl, Tlingit I think, cutting fish with an ulu: a curving, fan-shaped blade set into a bone handle. There was a weathered-looking commercial fisherman standing below a haul of halibut hanging from a winch: each huge and hideous fish had a pair of bulging eyes on one side of its head, which seemed to stare accusingly at its killer. But the photo that struck me most was of a pair of trumpeter swans flying over a sparkling wetland: lovers in flight captured by the lens of a loner.

			As I stilled the office chair to gaze at the swans, Joe stepped behind me and massaged my shoulders, his hands so fast and clumsy that, instead of relaxing me, it agitated me. I stood abruptly and turned around, hoping he’d stop. Mistaking this signal, he kissed me, gobbling at my mouth like a cannibal. His mouth tasted of stale booze, and the room closed in as I tried not to gag. Insidiously, it was at that moment more than any other that I was hooked, lured by the potential to explore this man’s inner depths. He must have them; why else would a creative and intelligent man drink?

			Two weeks later, we spent the night on his boat in the harbor, talking and making love until dawn to the hiss and glow of an oil lantern, the murmur of Joe’s baritone whisper, and the sensual sway of the sea.

			Before I drifted off to sleep, I finally got the courage to ask his age. He was thirty-eight, eleven years older than I. “Is that a problem?” he asked. “Of course not,” I said. I still felt like a child and I hoped hanging around with a grownup might rub off, though I didn’t say so.

			Cheryl later told me, “Be careful, Cara. He’s got quite a reputation.” 

			“You mean with the ladies?” I asked with genuine surprise.

			“No, as a drunk.”

			“He doesn’t drink that much. And he’s a lot different than I thought he’d be. Once you get him talking he’s really interesting, smarter than anyone I’ve ever dated before. He can be sweet, too, and very romantic.”

			“That makes sense. He is a journalist. Creative people can be very romantic. I’m sure he’s very exciting. Just . . . be careful.”

			But the warning itself, “Be careful,” only added to the attraction. That’s what someone always tells you just before the fun begins.

			***

			The allure of a glacier is that it’s not merely beautiful, but also overwhelming and potentially dangerous. A glacier is best understood if you stand silently and listen to its creaking, groaning heart. Its beauty is the result of intense pressure. A glacier forms when the weight of tons of snow forces the snow beneath it to compress into ice. The pressure is so extreme it heats up the molecules and melts them into liquid in the instant before they form ice. That is why a glacier flows: however cold and forbidding it may appear, there is a place inside that burns.

			It was Joe who took me to see my first Alaskan glacier up-close. Juneau’s Mendenhall Glacier undulated toward the lake like an icy tidal wave, thrusting its way through the surrounding mountains, carving valleys in its powerful wake. I stared in neophyte awe at the wall of deep blue-upon-white, tortured and lovely, monstrous in size, frightening to consider, with man-eating crevasses lurking across its expanse.

			Joe told me he’d once hiked across a glacier and fallen into a crevasse. “That may have been the scariest moment of my entire life. I had no idea how far I was going to fall. Some of those crevasses can go down more than a hundred feet.” He didn’t fall that far. A fellow hiker pulled him out.

			He handed me his camera and taught me how to take better photos. He stood at my shoulder, and his soft-spoken words tickled my ear, “If you want less camera shake, take a deep breath . . . then, as you press the shutter, exhale slowly.” Ironic, that this advice came from a man who I remember most vividly from the moments when he was unsteady and swaying.

			He was not gentle and quiet then.

			Those were the times when he attacked my professional worth: “Why don’t you become a real journalist instead of a TV reporter? Are you afraid of coming up with sentences that have more than three words? Afraid to expose how little you really understand?”

			Sometimes his comments didn’t make sense, things like, “If I wazh a sailor I’d drink the ocean. But you wouldn’t unerstan’ ’cause you don’t know what it’s like to sail.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“You know exackly what I’m talking aboud. Don’t pull that lunatic crap on me! You’re just like my fugging family.”

			“Joe, have you been drinking?”

			“What does that have to do with your ignorance?”

			The next day a tormented Joe would whisper a tender apology, still sounding confused. I think he often didn’t remember what he was apologizing for.

			Of course I thought about telling him to take a hike. But Joe was my guide to falling in love with the Last Frontier. He seduced me with his passion for Alaska.

			One night as we lay awake on his boat, rocked by gentle waves, Joe said, “I love you, Cara.”

			I was silent.

			He turned my face to the moonlight to confirm the tears swimming in my eyes. “That’s supposed to make you happy. It’s not supposed to make you cry.”

			I knew the usual response was supposed to be, “I love you, too,” but I wasn’t there yet. Still, I felt a mournful tenderness for this man who walked out of step with the rest of the world, so I came up with the oblique response, “Except for time, I’m already in love with you.” In the manner of a man in love, he did not question this inane line of crap.

			I knew that falling in love with Joe was likely to get me into trouble, and only partly because I was leaving to start a new job in the big city, which locals jokingly referred to as Los Anchorage.

			***

			At Thanksgiving, Joe flew to Anchorage for a visit. He arrived stumbling drunk. The moment he stepped off the plane he began bowing deeply to total strangers, waving his Russian-style fur hat with a flourish and loudly pretending to speak Russian. We went out to dinner, where I begged him to take off the hat and stop drinking.

			“You need to pull your head out of your ass and have some fun,” he said.

			In the morning he apologized again, kneeling beside my bed like a penitent child. His apology was vague, referring only to “last night” and his “behavior.” It was clear that, once again, he had no real recollection of what he’d done.

			On Thanksgiving Day he drank a fifth of alcohol, whiskey I think. He was so drunk I refused to let him help me shop for the meal. I wouldn’t let him help me in the kitchen either.

			“You’re treating me like a little kid,” he said.

			“It’s just that I can’t concentrate if anyone else is in the kitchen,” I lied.

			He wasn’t fooled, but he gave up and retreated to the living room to drink and sulk.

			I’d invited my roommate Max and one of his friends to join us, and they soon came out of Max’s smoke-filled room to socialize. They seemed oblivious to the tension in the air, probably thanks to the generous appetizer of marijuana they’d inhaled.

			At the time, possession of an ounce of marijuana for “personal use” was still legal under Alaska law, thanks to the state constitution’s strong stand on the right to privacy. There were still laws against buying and selling it, so how anyone was supposed to obtain this supposedly “legal” dope was a mystery.

			During my first few months in Anchorage, Alaskans debated the ballot issue that would make marijuana possession illegal in the state. When the measure passed, I said goodbye to my roommate. He was a sweet guy, docile as a kitten, but I was a reporter with high ambitions, and I didn’t want to risk being linked to someone engaged in illegal activity, no matter how legal it had been a week before. Besides, his room was kind of scary, and the smell of dope was slowly permeating the entire apartment.

			But on that Thanksgiving, I was grateful that Max, his friend, and their dope were all present to mellow out the rough edges of the drunk I’d invited to stay. By mealtime, I’d had a couple of glasses of wine myself in the spirit of assimilation and in the hope of picking up the strange rhythm of the sporadic conversation. Joe talked politics, which regularly reminded Max and his buddy of some sophomoric movie that had made them “fall on their asses laughing.”

			The dinner turned out perfectly. The two men with the raging munchies showered me with compliments, until even Joe had to admit the turkey was delicious. Triptophan perpetuated everyone’s dull stupor late into the evening, and gave me the one thing I was most thankful for that Thanksgiving: the moment when Joe passed out.

			The next day, Joe and I went cross-country skiing in Russian Jack Springs Park and stopped to watch several moose munch on birch bark just off the trail.

			As we continued down the trail, he said, “If you have to live in Anchorage, I can see how this greenbelt would be a compensation. Too bad you can still hear the traffic, though.”

			“You really do hate Anchorage, don’t you?”

			“It’s just that it’s not really like living in Alaska. I mean, if you want to live in a city, why not go to Los Angeles?”

			He was scheduled to stay for four days. He left after three. I barely stopped the car long enough to let him out at the airport and drove away without looking back.

			If I’d known that moment at the airport was the end of our relationship, I might have come up with a scathing tongue-lashing, or at least burned rubber as I drove off. However, a few months later I was grateful I’d refrained from saying anything I might have regretted.

			It was while ripping Associated Press wire copy in our newsroom that I first learned what happened to Joe. According to the AP, he was found unconscious and bleeding in an out-of-the-way corner outside a building in Juneau. Muggers had stabbed him in the neck and left him to die. He was drunk, which might be why they’d targeted him.

			I called Cheryl. She told me what the AP didn’t say: that Joe was so drunk the surgeons were sure he would die because it was too risky to give him anesthesia for the surgery he needed. They feared the combination of alcohol and anesthetics might put him under forever. “They finally operated, and he came through it. But he’s still not out of the woods,” Cheryl said.

			I wanted to cry, but instead launched into irate invective: “I’m sorry, but this whole thing really pisses me off at Joe. It was his own stupid fault. If he hadn’t been drinking they probably wouldn’t have attacked him. He might as well have slit his own throat.”

			Cheryl warned me against that kind of talk. “That’s just a way of re-victimizing the victim. However drunk Joe was, the animals who stabbed him and left him to die were to blame, not him.”

			When he regained consciousness, she called me back. “I went to visit him. He looked so terrible it was hard not to cry. You know, hardly anyone has gone to see him. A lot of people are talking like he deserved it. Even his family didn’t come. You should call him.”

			So I did. His voice was as hoarse as a tonsillectomy patient’s, and he didn’t say much except to repeat how glad he was I called. I told him I was grateful he was okay. I refrained from telling him I was furious with him for almost getting himself killed. He’s the one who said it: “I know if I hadn’t been drinking this might not have happened. I know I have to change or I’m going to die. I know I’m killing myself.” 

			His words filled me with pity, but I resisted the urge to hop a plane to see him. It wasn’t that hard to resist. I knew Joe found pity annoying. I knew we’d ultimately find each other annoying. I knew our different visions of Alaska were taking us down different paths, and I was already gone.

			***

			To Alaskans like Joe, the only good thing about Anchorage was its location, “just twenty minutes from Alaska.” To me, the Anchorage Bowl looked like a 1970s strip mall in the midst of a resplendent castle: the city’s hasty architecture seemed out of place against the rugged turrets of the Chugach Mountains and the shining moat of Cook Inlet. Like other cities, Anchorage had tall office buildings and trailer parks, corporate lawsuits and gang warfare, indoor plumbing and cable TV. There was not a single MacDonald’s. There were ten.

			But the rush-hour-gridlocked, car-exhaust-hazed exterior didn’t fool me for long. Somewhere within Alaska’s biggest city, thrumming beneath the heaving, pot-holed asphalt, there lay a deeply primitive place. Moose and bears still roamed among us, and sometimes they killed. Every winter, ice and snow tore the lines right off the road, frost cracked open the pavement, and people plugged in their cars to keep them from freezing.

			Anchorage had no more snowfall than many cities in the Lower 48. The thing was, it never seemed to melt. For six months, plows pushed snow into towering berms that never shrank, but grew and multiplied in winter the way dandelions do in summer. I loved the mounting snow; in the darkness of winter, it reflected and amplified the meager light of the brief daytime sun and the electric lights of the long winter nights.

			Of course, Anchorage wasn’t nearly as cold and forbidding as the Arctic, several hundred miles to the north, where the freezing air was usually too dry to snow. Anchorage wasn’t even as cold as some places in the Lower 48, thanks to the Japanese Current—I never fully understood how this Pacific Ocean phenomenon worked, just obediently repeated the phrase “Japanese Current” to anyone from “Outside” who asked me, “Isn’t it cold up there?”

			It wasn’t the cold that I struggled to survive. It was the dark.

			Someone once told me that living through an Alaskan winter was like turning the lights off for six months. For six months, we lost a few seconds to a few minutes of light each day until we reached the winter solstice and fewer than four hours of daylight. Then, for the next six months, we gained a few seconds to a few minutes of light each day until we reached the summer solstice and more than twenty hours of daylight.

			“The summers make up for the winters,” Cheryl said. “You get all that sunlight back.” Certainly the long days of summer were energizing. In fact, by summer solstice, I felt manic. I remember going out with friends to Chilkoot Charlie’s, where the city’s middle class dressed down and its sleazy dregs dressed up to play bad pool, dance to cover bands, and drink away the few hours of darkness. The sun was barely beginning to set when we walked in after eleven p.m., and dawn was just teasing the sky when we left at three a.m. I often couldn’t sleep at night, for all the light sneaking into my room beneath the curtains. Some people put aluminum foil on their windows to block the light, but those homes always made me feel as if I were sitting inside a casserole dish.

			So, no: for me the lost sleep of summer did little to make up for the long sleep of winter. Over the years, the effects of the darkness seemed cumulative, so that each winter felt more depressing than the one before. Like fungus, all my festering disappointments grew in the dark. I wasn’t alone. At the TV station, I reported one story after another in which Alaskans outpaced the national average in alcoholism, drug abuse, domestic violence, and suicide. Most suicides happened in spring, but only because killing oneself required more energy than anyone could muster in winter. I blamed it all on the clinging night. But, like other Outsiders who yearned to belong, I embraced my suffering as the hazing ritual required to make me a member of the club. Surviving the darkness was Alaska’s secret handshake.

			At first I felt disappointed that the dramatic six months of total darkness promised to me by friends who’d never set foot in Alaska was not as they’d advertised. Then, as a reporter covering the rural Alaska beat, I flew north to Barrow, to do a story on the year’s last sunset, prelude to the longest night in the world.

			Point Barrow is truly the northern edge of the earth. As the photographer and I stood on the shore staring at the junction of the Chukchi and Beaufort Seas, my brain refused to register that there was any kind of sea before my eyes. All I saw was a white expanse of ice so vast it made me want to cackle like a madwoman. Strangely, I was reminded of an endless wheat field in Kansas, the only image I could think of that was remotely akin to this. The only things that prevented the frozen sea from appearing flat and monotonous were the random humps and ridges of shifting ice. I might take off across that ice, enter another dimension, meet God, continue walking for eternity, and never reach any destination; or I might walk for five minutes and end up back where I started—all without the least surprise.

			At 12:35 in the afternoon on Sunday, November 18, we turned our eyes east to watch the last sunrise of the year. A tiny, distant ball of glowing embers shyly lifted itself to peek over the horizon, then swiftly crawled a few inches across that imaginary line. Tiny crystals of ice fog gave the air a sparkling, reflective quality. In the hour and twelve minutes from sunrise to sunset, the sun’s feeble rays turned the ice fog into rainbow dust shivering atop the arctic plain.

			At 1:47, the sun disappeared off the edge of the earth. It would not rise again until January 23, more than two months later—not six months, as my friends “down in America” believed. Still, that was a helluva long night.

			“It’s so eerie,” I muttered. “It’s like we’re standing at the end of everything.”

			It was a powerful ending, the death of the sun at the end of the world. Although the sight moved me, the immensity of the pitch-black night that followed was almost disturbing. I never again romanticized the notion of living in darkness for six months. As it was, the semi-darkness of an Anchorage winter was enough to suffocate joy, and each succeeding plunge into the long winter night fed my ultimate desire to escape.

			Alaska Escape Plan

			thirty-five years old—haines, alaska to bellingham, washington

			Last night, lying in a motel room in Haines, waiting to catch the ferry south to Bellingham, Washington, grief over my unleashed past and fears over my unplanned future pressed inexorably on my brain. My mind felt like a wad of over-chewed gum, and I had no energy left to keep chewing. I’ve discovered that only one thing can make me feel better when I get that wound up: talking to Sean, the last Alaskan man I tripped over. Until he left the state last month, Sean was alternately my lover and best friend.

			He barely answered the phone before I began weeping uncontrollably. I said that I felt close to a nervous breakdown, that I wasn’t sure I could even make it to Seattle, that there was a chance someone would have to come scrape me off the floor. The perfect listener, he didn’t tell me everything would be all right. He simply allowed me to fall apart.

			After I moved uninterrupted from hysteria to repetition to exhaustion, he said, “I wish I could be there with you. I wish I could help. I don’t know what to say.”

			“That’s all I needed to hear. Just talking to you always makes me feel better.”

			“Well, I didn’t do anything, but I’m glad you feel better. You know, sometimes I worry about you. Then I think about it and I realize you’ll always be okay, because you’re an amazing person, Cara. But if you ever need to talk, you can call anytime. I really miss you.”

			When I hung up I felt stronger, just knowing that someone in the world missed me tonight and that he thought I was so amazing I could survive anything, even my darkest thoughts. My eyes swollen and my emotions drained, an uneasy post-storm calm settled over me and I fell into a restless sleep.

			The Last Frontier

			twenty-nine years old

			I wonder how different my relationship with Sean might have been if I’d seen celibacy versus sex as two ways to express a relationship, rather than two ways to avoid one.

			Six years ago, Kaitlin and I decided to take a martial arts class. I chose aikido, which roughly translates as “the art of peace.” This appealed to my aspiration to achieve enlightenment, which tended to surface between boyfriends. Still, I was impatient to kick ass and a little disappointed that, before we could learn to fight, we had to learn to fall.

			My impatience soon vanished, when Sensei Sean was assigned to teach us how to roll. When Sean approached us on the mat, I didn’t know he was a third-degree black belt and a sensei. I only sensed his high rank because he was one of the few people wearing a hakima (a pair of intricately tied, loose black pants that looks like a skirt). I elbowed Kaitlin and rolled my eyes in our silent shorthand for the teenybopper shriek, “Oh my God, he’s sooo cute and he’s coming this way!” He had a stocky body, a strong chin, and tattered curls of brown hair. I had to make a conscious effort not to stare into his perpetually amused eyes, which were an impossible shade of blue—were those colored contacts?

			“We teach you to roll first because we spend a lot of time being thrown on the mat. Safety is most important,” he said. He then demonstrated, flowing low across the mat like a sudden rush of water. I followed, slamming across the mat like a bag of rocks: elbow, shoulder, head, spine, ass . . .  bang, bam, whap, ouch, oof. We rolled throughout the entire class, until I felt like a mass of bruises and my shoulder throbbed.

			“I keep hurting my shoulder,” I told him. 

			“I see that. It looks painful.”

			“Is there a better way to protect my shoulder?” 

			“Don’t leave it out there.”

			“Thanks.”

			Afterward, I told Kaitlin I thought he was handsome and funny.

			“Yes, I noticed you asked for an unusual amount of instruction,” she said. 

			I went on as if I hadn’t heard her, “But I think he knows he’s cute. He seemed kind of arrogant.”

			thirty years old

			Over time, I discovered that Sean was far from arrogant. Off the mat, he was a shy, diffident man who preferred to listen and observe. I discovered something else: off the mat, he had a girlfriend. So, on the mat, I became just another admiring student.

			Sean was an excellent teacher who conveyed a sense of wonder, as if he’d discovered each move just a moment ago. He spoke about “staying in the moment” and “letting go of the mind” in ways that made those ideas sound tangible. When he trained with the other high-ranking udansha he spun like a dervish and flung his small body through the air like an acrobat, his face full of a Puckish mischief that tickled the watching students into spontaneous laughter.

			The time came for my first test. I was too naive to realize that a properly humble beginner would never have the audacity to ask a Ni Dan (third-degree black belt) to be her uke (the training partner who is continually thrown during a test). Too polite to point out my faux pas, Sean agreed to be my uke, telling me he felt “honored” that I’d asked.

			He trained with me patiently, full of silliness and wisdom. “Do you see what’s happening here?” he asked as I tried to escape his grasp. “You’re pushing right back into my strength. We’ll be here all day. Now, if you work around it . . . See? You’re no longer fighting my strength, but working with it . . . Then, you can redirect it, and . . . stick your finger in my ear.”

			The day of my exam, he brooked no nonsense. Shortly before the test, I was standing amid a crowd of practicing students, hands folded in front of me in a self-conscious Eve pose, when Sean appeared and his fist flew into my clasped hands. I flinched and grabbed my stinging knuckles, staring at him saucer-eyed. “Don’t ever stand like that,” he said. “You’ll get hurt. You should always stand in a ready stance. Relaxed, but ready. Work on your awareness.” I never stood like that again.

			During the test, it felt like we were dancing in a graceful pas de deux, except for the sweating and grunting and the bodies slamming into the mat. I passed.

			A few days after my aikido test, he came to my thirtieth birthday party, which I’d dubbed “A Funeral for my Youth.” Sean was one of the few who dressed in black, as per the party invitation, and I thanked him for remembering. “Don’t give me too much credit,” he said. “Black is my favorite color. I probably would’ve worn it anyway.”

			I’d also asked the guests to submit advice for people over thirty. Sean’s contribution was a list of “new pick-up lines for over-thirties” such as, “Hi, I’m a martial artist and I’m here to help.” I’d asked everyone to skip gifts, but he brought one anyway: a traditional sake set. As he presented it, he said, “It’s not really a birthday gift. It’s a tradition for the uke to give the nage a gift after the test.” The way he smiled sideways made me realize that the tradition was quite the opposite; I should have been the one to give him a gift.

			I allowed him to let me save face, with a dip of my head and a penitent smile. “Thank you, sensei. By the way, I realize now that I was overstepping my place by asking you to train with me. You must’ve thought I was a brazen little thing.”

			“No, I thought you were pretty brave. Most people would’ve been afraid to ask. But you don’t seem to have any fear.”

			“Oh, I’m afraid of everything. But I just ask myself, ‘What would I do if I wasn’t afraid?’ Then I do that.”

			“Now that,” he said, “is living in the moment.”

			He hadn’t brought his girlfriend to the party. They had a reputation for being on-again, off-again. But there was no point in wondering about their current status, because by then I’d started dating someone else. Tommy was at the party, too, but he spent most of the night hiding somewhere by the pony keg and said very little to me all night. Tommy wasn’t so much a boyfriend as a placeholder. But, at age thirty, I thought it important to entertain all options.

			Sean used to say, “The life you live, you make all these choices, all these decisions. But in the end, it’s all about timing.”

			thirty-one years old

			After the stifling cabin fever of my fifth Alaskan winter, the spring sun came hollering at my window, begging me to come out and play. For the first time, Sean’s girlfriend was off-again at the same time I was sans placeholder. Emboldened by spring fever, I asked him to join me for a bike ride.

			We rode Anchorage’s Chester Creek Trail out to Cook Inlet. The inlet and the still-snowy mountains looked gorgeous in the newborn sunshine, but I was distracted by Sean’s muscular thighs, outlined in skin-tight bicycle shorts. I didn’t have much chance to stare, however, as he spent most of the time riding behind me. That was a matter of politeness on his part; he was the stronger cyclist and wanted to keep me in sight.

			Sean was amused that I could keep up a steady stream of chatter while pedaling at, what was for me, a furious pace. “How can you breathe?” he asked.

			“I’m fine!” I turned to shout over my shoulder, almost zigging off the path. 

			“Shouldn’t you keep your eyes on the trail?”

			“I’m fine!” I turned to shout again, zagging the other way.

			We talked about everything from the weather to the meaning of death, and one thing became clear: while his ex was off-again, Sean was still on. Every subject reminded him of something funny Ann said this one time, or something interesting he and Ann did together this other time, or something or other about Ann at one time or another. Although we went out together a few more times, removing his ex from our conversation was like trying to pull flies off a no-pest strip.

			It didn’t bother me all that much. I’d had three relationships in three years and I’d begun to wonder if I was destined to forever be the ultimate antidote to love. I decided that, until I felt more optimistic, I’d keep my relationships with men platonic. I told Sean all I wanted was friendship. Still, part of me hoped he might inspire me to give up this latest attempt at celibacy—my third, or was it my fourth?

			Soon after that, my celibacy experiment failed. But not with Sean. I met someone else, or rather, two someone elses. Sean didn’t seem to mind when my new love life became part of our conversations. He didn’t have a hidden agenda; friendship I asked for, friendship I got. It was kind of refreshing, getting what I asked for. I told myself that it was better this way, that if Sean and I had consummated my fantasy it would have killed our friendship.

			Alaska Escape Plan

			thirty-five years old—the inside passage, alaska

			Today, at my ferry’s last stop on the Inside Passage, I discovered a woman with no sentimental illusions about sex. The ferry anchored for three hours in Ketchikan, and I spent most of that time walking around Creek Street—the old red light district. Boardwalks amble over the creek, where old clapboard brothels and new replicas rise above the water on wood pilings. Creek Street has transmogrified, from a pack of flesh and booze merchants, to a gaggle of souvenir merchants. Just one little house refuses to give up its ill repute: Dolly’s House.

			Ketchikan’s most fondly remembered madam, Dolly Arthur, nee Thelma Copeland, was born in Idaho in 1888. Thelma left home at thirteen, moving first to Montana, then Vancouver. At first she waited tables, but soon discovered she could make more money from the attentions of her many male admirers. She moved to Ketchikan, changed her name to Dolly, and at thirty-one, set up her Creek Street establishment. Back in 1919, the surplus of Alaskan men was no myth at all, making the Last Frontier the perfect place to ply her new profession.

			During prohibition in the Roaring Twenties, Dolly did a booming business. She considered herself higher class than common whores, whom she claimed to detest. She called herself a “sporting woman” who sold booze and conversation. If she also happened to like a good roll in the sack, that was another matter. She was known to say, “I just liked men and they liked me, too!” She had the kind of beauty that was in vogue in Mae West’s era: big and busty with blond doll curls, which she wore well into old age.

			Today, Dolly’s pastel green home is a cloying anachronism. With its peeling pink-flowered wallpaper, pink lampshades, pink-shrouded brass bed, and the secret liquor cache in the closet, it recalls a time of innocent dissipation and good clean lechery—a time that never was.

			Creek Street was a rough place during its red-light days, which lasted into the 1950s. The little wooden bordellos were filled at various times with fishermen, loggers, and miners. Every night, music, ribald laughter, and rough voices floated over the water, while piss, bottles, and the occasional body floated in it.

			Ultimately, what set Dolly apart from the other girls on the boardwalk may simply have been that she stayed long after the party was over. After World War Two, Dolly shared her home with a man named Lefty for twenty-six years, off and on between loud and lusty fights. Lefty was a raffish longshoreman who called on more than one of Creek Street’s other gals, but Dolly took the philosophical view that at least “he always came back.”

			When the red-light district was put out of business in the fifties, Dolly became a respected member of the community. She had a foul mouth and foul temper, but she was generous, always paid her bills, and gave the town something to talk about long past her prime. She continued to receive gentlemen callers for many years after she retired.

			Dolly lived in the house at 24 Creek Street into the early seventies. She died in 1975 at the age of eighty-seven, leaving her home and furnishings to the town to use as a museum. It may be the only museum in the world that features bathtub curtains decorated with multicolored flowers made from French silk condoms.

			I don’t know if she came to the Last Frontier to find a man, but she certainly came to take advantage of their overabundant presence. In those days the odds were, indeed, good. And if the goods were odd, what could a sporting woman expect? I’m sure the idea of living a celibate life while surrounded by a passel of men would have made Dolly laugh.

			The Last Frontier

			thirty-one years old

			If I’m going to face the truth—and sitting on a ferry for three days is giving me more time for that than I ever wanted—I have to admit I probably wouldn’t be leaving Alaska if it weren’t for Chance.

			The first time I saw Chance, his body was flying upward into a pale blue spring sky. Kaitlin had invited us both to dinner, and when I arrived I spied him in the backyard, jumping on a trampoline with her two youngest kids. He was doing flips and giggling harder than Josh and Alexandra, who were eleven and twelve.

			So when Chance came into the house, breathless, bright-eyed, and tousle-haired, it’s no wonder I assumed he was younger than I was. I was thirty-one; I figured him at about twenty-five. He had frat-boy hair, flirty blue eyes, and a prankster grin. He was very gentlemanly as Kaitlin introduced us. Then he ran back outside to play.

			“So what do you think?” Kaitlin asked.

			“Jesus, Kaitlin, let’s see, based on our thirty seconds of introduction . . . he’s cute, and he’s charming, but he’s too young and too good-looking for me. He looks like a Ken doll. He reminds me of the popular boys who used to make fun of me at school.”

			He wasn’t twenty-five. He was thirty-three. And, as the evening drew on, he kept climbing out of the box I’d drawn to contain him. He’d traveled to exotic places and thrown himself into dangerous adventures and he knew how to tell a story. At dinner, we couldn’t stop laughing when he told us about his days as a trouble-making army brat: in the Philippines he had a pet monkey that sat on his shoulder and went with him everywhere; also in the Philippines, he once tried to make chocolate-covered lizards by dipping live geckos in chocolate sauce; in Florida, on a dare, he tried to swim through an underground drain and almost drowned.

			Growing up didn’t change him. On a snorkeling trip somewhere in the tropics, a small octopus wrapped itself around his hand and a battle ensued: “So I’m trying to shake the octopus off, but he won’t let go. Then I try to pull him off, but he just latches onto my other hand. So I try to bite his head off. Suddenly he turns and pushes his tentacles against my face. So I yank him off—sthlupp! But the tentacles wrap around my hand again. Now I’m mad, so I try biting his head off again—sthlupp! He grabs my face again.” He finally pried the octopus off, though we wouldn’t have tired of the story if the octopus had fought him for another fifteen minutes.

			Although I was amused by this oversized man-child, that wasn’t enough to convince me to try hooking up with him. For the next couple of weeks, Kaitlin pestered me to call him. I said if he were interested he’d have to call me.

			“It’s not like you gave him a lot of encouragement,” she said.

			“I don’t know if I’m ready to date again. I need to get my confidence back up. I’ll tell you what, if someone else asks me out first, then later, down the road, I might have the courage to call him.”

			***

			Two months passed. Chance didn’t call me; I didn’t call him. I forgot about him and resumed the celibacy dance with Sean. Then, as the summer days stretched out, I grew restless.

			I read somewhere that there were people who, unencumbered by romantic entanglements, actually enjoyed spending time alone. So on the Fourth of July, instead of trying to wrangle an invitation to someone’s, anyone’s, barbecue, I set out to prove to myself that solitude was not just a test of character to endure, but an opportunity to celebrate. To prove it, I spent the day with the largest horde of strangers I could find.

			Every July Fourth, tens of thousands of Alaskans swarm to the tiny fishing town of Seward to party in the streets, and to watch three hundred men and three hundred women run up and down Mount Marathon in separate races. Mount Marathon emerges from Resurrection Bay with the sudden thrust of all Alaska’s seaside mountains—a steep, grueling, three-thousand-foot dare. For Southcentral Alaska, the race is an Independence Day icon.

			I wedged myself into the crowds at the bottom of the mountain, to watch men wearing paper numbers leap down the mountainside. Even as all that sweat-soaked, dirt-stained testosterone rushed past me, it never occurred to me that coming to Mount Marathon to celebrate my celibacy might be a mistake.

			After the race, I wound my way through the crowded festival booths and went to the beach for a walk. The shore was packed with hundreds of people fishing and camping, children playing ball, and a circle of teens kicking a Hacky Sack. Looking past all those people to the sun-washed bay, I smiled, thinking, “What a great companion I’ve found in myself, a woman full of interesting thoughts, compatible and undemanding. Spending time alone really is satisfying.” Then a cute guy rode past me on a bicycle.

			Our eyes met, and he did that corny Hollywood double take that I thought no one ever did in real life. Later, when I turned to walk back toward the docks, we crossed paths again. This time I did the double take and we both laughed.

			“Did you just finish the men’s race?” I asked.

			“Yeah, I did.” He turned his bike around and backpedaled to cruise alongside me.

			“I’m impressed!”

			“It’s not like I was a top finisher or anything. I don’t usually do stuff like that.”

			“Well, you look like you do . . . I mean you have a runner’s body . . . I mean . . .  ” I was surprised at how flustered I was.

			He was short and wiry, and I admired his athletic good looks. I also admired his love of challenge and the outdoors, which I assumed had brought him here. He smelled overly ripe, but I figured any guy would after running up and down a mountain on a hot day. As I listened to his slow laugh and stared into his arrestingly large, sea-colored eyes, I forgot how great it was to be alone.

			Scott was a living checklist of Alaskan cool: a carpenter who’d just designed and built his own house, a backpacker who’d traveled to exotic countries, a dog lover who owned a powerful Akita. He was the kind of dreamer who did something about it, and it was easy to imagine myself going along for the ride. So what if that ride was in a smelly old truck full of dog hair?

			He lived in Kenai, even farther from Anchorage than Seward. But in Alaska, so many towns are spread so far apart that Alaskans don’t think of a three-hour drive the way most people do. So we exchanged numbers. There was no reason to call Chance now. Scott seemed perfect, without the terrifying excess of charisma.

			A couple of weekends later, Scott drove to Anchorage—ostensibly to visit a friend, but he spent most of the weekend with me. We went on a bike ride along the Coastal Trail, my usual modus operandi as a serial first-dater. The sight of a moose on the trail, the sound of shifting gears, and the condensed versions of our life stories filled the day with companionable noise, and I was hooked. When we went to a movie the next day and he awkwardly held my hand in the darkened theater, I noticed he smelled like a men’s locker room. But I put it down to nerves.

			I drove to Kenai for a visit and he took me to see the house he was almost finished building. It stood on a wooded bluff overlooking the beach. The house was an airy, sunlit space of pale wood and clear glass, its cirque of oversized windows a paean to both the rising and setting sun. 

			“It’s beautiful,” I said. “I never knew anyone who designed their own house before.”

			“Well, my dad helped a lot. And hopefully it’ll only be my house for a few years. What I hope to do, as soon as I move in, is to immediately start work on the next one. Then I’ll sell this one, move into the next one, then start another one, and turn the whole thing into a moneymaker. Then I won’t have to work for other people ever again.”

			“Your own person,” I said thoughtfully. I looked around me, imagining a tall plant in this corner, a large print on that wall, and myself curled up with a book next to the bay window.

			We went for a walk on the beach with his dog, Avy. The broad-shouldered Akita was theoretically under voice command. But when we passed a female golden retriever, Avy ignored his master’s voice and tried to mount her. The retriever’s owner, a young woman sunbathing in her panties and bra, jumped up and began screaming and uselessly flapping her arms. “Oh my God! Do something!” she shrieked.

			Scott jumped in and pulled off his dog. Then he turned to me and said, “Excuse me. This may look kinda strange.” My mouth dropped as Scott grabbed Avy by the front paws and flipped the huge dog on his back. He then straddled the animal until they were nose-to-nose, gripped Avy’s snout in his hands, stared the dog down, and shouted, “No! Bad behavior! No!” The dog tried to rise, but Scott forced him backward again, holding that position until the dog stopped struggling, whimpered, and licked his face. Only then did he allow his pet to rise. Scott then turned to me and smiled sheepishly. “I learned that from a dog trainer. Avy sees me as his alpha male, and if I want to teach him right from wrong I have to treat him the way an alpha male would by establishing a dominant position.”

			During the rest of our walk, Scott talked not about dogs, but about relationships. He told me his mother was an alcoholic and his father was a co-dependent, his ex-girlfriend was a co-dependent who recently went back to her abusive ex-boyfriend, and he (Scott) was a co-dependent with a habit of falling for women who treated him badly. He and his father had recently joined a twelve-step program together and Scott was an overflowing vomitory of the language of recovery: enabling, self-awareness, letting go, one day at a time, higher power . . . I’d never known a man who talked so much about relationships. I assumed it was a good sign: maybe someone so interested in the subject would be good at it.

			Back at his house—the dark and dingy one he was living in until the wood-and-glass dream house was completed—the walls were filled with photos of foreign countries he’d visited. On one wall, a group of Vietnamese children laughed down at me as my latest experiment with celibacy came to an end. I’d planned to wait, at least until I could convince Scott to put on deodorant, but I changed my mind for two reasons: long repression in the company of Sean, and the long drive home from Kenai.

			Some women would have called my next two months with Scott a whirlwind romance. It was more like a tornado of sex. I believed I was falling in love. But, after two months of whirl, we ran out of wind. First our conversations turned dull. Then he stopped calling. I didn’t bother trying to find out why.

			“I’m okay about it,” I told Kaitlin. “It’s not like he was perfect. He kept talking about his old girlfriend, and the new self-help program that was helping him get over his old girlfriend, and how he was never again going to make the same mistakes he made with his old girlfriend. Besides, he had really bad B.O. Get this: he said he didn’t believe in antiperspirants or deodorants, because he read an article that said they interfere with the natural sex pheromones that attract women.”

			“Ewww! I could never date someone who had bad body odor. How could you stand it?”

			“I figured after we were together a little longer I could break it to him gently, tell him his pheromones weren’t as sexy as he thought. I just never got the chance.”

			Kaitlin was sympathetic, for about five minutes. Then she couldn’t restrain herself: “Okay, you said if someone asked you out first, to build your confidence, you’d call Chance.”

			“It’s been too long.”

			“I’ve got an idea. Chance does this sport called paragliding. Why don’t you call and tell him you want to do a feature story about paragliding?”

			“I’m not going to do that!” I said. 

			“Why not?”

			“It sounds unethical.” 

			“Paragliding?”

			“No, calling him on the pretext of doing a story.”

			“No it’s not. It’s a legitimate feature. It’s a very cool sport, and it hasn’t been around that long. It’s perfect for TV, very visual. So, you’ll really do the story. Then later, if he seems interested, you can ask him out.”

			“Okay, okay. But what’s paragliding?”

			***

			After Kaitlin sold me on the paragliding story, I called Chance and stammered my way through a pitch. I’d been a reporter for five years, and I was known for being aggressive, yet I couldn’t seem to remember what I usually asked on these calls.

			He said he’d put me in touch with someone from his paragliding club. Then he changed the subject. “I’ve been meaning to call you, but I never got your number. I thought about calling the TV station, but I didn’t want you to think I was a stalker.”

			“You could’ve just asked Kaitlin.”

			“I thought about that, too, but I was kind of embarrassed. Anyway, I was wondering, would you like to go with me to see Phantom of the Opera? I’ve been wanting to see it and you’re the only person I could think of that I’d want to take.”

			When I told Kaitlin, she said, “You see? He has class,” as if she were already taking credit for her matchmaking success.

			“And he has this sexy voice,” I said. “Not deep, but warm and soothing. He gives you this feeling like he’s hanging onto your every word.”

			Phantom didn’t open for a few weeks, and now that it came down to it, I didn’t want to wait that long. So, that weekend I invited him to—what else?—go for a bike ride along the Coastal Trail. I later found out that he borrowed a bike for the occasion, because he didn’t want to admit he didn’t own one. He picked me up, showing up at my doorstep with a platter of fresh fruit, which we dug into before we started. Kaitlin’s right, he has class, I thought.

			During the bike ride, I was nervous as a schoolgirl. I chattered incessantly, pulling out every exciting reporter anecdote I could think of: flying with a bush pilot to cover the Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race, driving through forest fires, getting stuck in a blizzard in Bethel. I went on and on, until I thought he was convinced I was either a superhero or the most pretentious woman he’d ever met. Instead, my stories seemed to excite him, and gave him openings to talk about his adventures as a paramedic. We were both addicted to the adrenaline-rush of our jobs.

			“Your job sounds amazing,” he said. 

			“But I don’t save lives.”

			“I don’t do that as often as you think.”

			It never occurred to me that Chance might have a hero complex, or that a strong woman might not offer enough opportunities for a hero to strut his stuff. I was lonely, and, for the moment, that was something from which he could rescue me.

			We spotted a Ptarmigan, and he stopped his bike. “Shhh! Watch this. These birds are so dumb. It’s the only bird you can hunt with a broom.” Without looking at the bird, he began sidling up to it, mimicking the walk of a Ptarmigan, bobbing his head and craning his neck. The downy brown bird sat very still, trying to blend in with the dirt. “He thinks if he sits still we can’t see him,” Chance whispered. Then he very slowly reached out and touched the bird. In a sudden flutter, it flew away. In that moment I knew: I was in the same danger as that dopey Ptarmigan. This goofy guy had me mesmerized. I’d never met anyone who could be so unabashedly weird and still retain such deadly sex appeal.

			After the Ptarmigan flew away, Chance smiled at me and said, “I haven’t felt this good in a long time. I’m having so much fun my smile muscles hurt.” He stopped smiling when his pager started beeping. He looked at the phone number and sighed with irritation. He explained, “It’s this guy from work who I asked to trade shifts. The thing is, I don’t know if I want to switch with him after all, because he called it a ‘favor.’ I just don’t want him to think I owe him. I don’t like to be in someone’s debt.”

			My smile faltered, too, as a tiny doubt tugged at a corner of my mind. I projected to some moment in the future when I’d give too much to this man and he’d resent me for making him feel indebted. But I shook it off. You’re always borrowing trouble from the future, I told myself. He’s the most exciting guy you’ve met in a long time. Relax.

			On our second date we went to a movie, and afterward he said, “I’ve been reading the new dating manual, and it says that on the second date you’re supposed to kiss me.”

			So I did.

			On our third date we went for a walk, and I said, “I bought a copy of that dating manual, too, and it says on the third date you’re supposed to hold my hand.”

			So he did.

			The first time I saw Chance truly fly was on our fourth date. We were at Hatcher Pass with maybe a dozen other paraglider pilots, their girlfriends, boyfriends, families, and dogs. The sky was a rainbow of paraglider canopies drifting back and forth along the cliffs.

			Chance giggled like a school kid on the first day of summer as he rolled out his blue nylon canopy. “I hope you don’t mind if I rush off. The conditions are incredible!” He strapped on his harness and started running. His bright blue wing rose behind him, and he jumped off the cliff. Air filled the canopy and lifted him into the sky, where he continued to rise, higher and higher, and farther and farther away, until he disappeared around the hill. He sailed back and forth above the ridge again and again, along with the other pilots. Everyone was laughing and hollering. I could almost smell the adrenaline in their wake.

			“Three hundred feet above launch! Can you believe it!” he shouted at his friends as he returned to earth. Then he turned to me, “I’m sorry, I know you don’t understand, but going three hundred feet above launch, that’s amazing! It’s like being a bird, just soaring on the updrafts.”

			Once my image of him took to the sky, there was no bringing it down. Soon after that, Chance invited me into his apartment. I didn’t want to make the mistake of moving too fast, like I did with Scott, but I thought it would be okay if we stayed in the living room. I didn’t know that his living room doubled as his bedroom. We rented old episodes of The Outer Limits and flopped on his futon to watch. Afterward, we barely stayed within the limits of the dating handbook.

			When I felt my self-control slipping I pulled away and said, “I just want you to know, there’s this guy I was seeing up until a few weeks ago, and we never really split up. He just stopped calling . . . ”

			“You mean, you have a boyfriend and you’re here in my bed?” Chance slipped me a sly grin and kissed my neck.

			“I wouldn’t exactly call him my boyfriend anymore. But it was sort of serious, and then it suddenly stopped. And this is all happening a little quickly for me.”

			“Look, I’m not planning to have sex with you, if that’s what you’re worried about—not that I don’t want to . . . I mean, you’re very attractive. It’s just that I’ve kind of got a new dating rule: no intercourse. At least, not for a long time. Really. I can draw a line if you can.”

			True to his word, he didn’t try to insert tab-A into slot-B, although we certainly went farther than I planned. His kiss was as simultaneously calming and exciting as his voice, driving smelly Scott from my mind. I hadn’t felt this way since I was eighteen. I’d only settled cynically for its recurring counterfeit, because I was someone who always wanted to be in love.

			When I stood in his doorway to say goodnight, he said, “I like you a lot, so I just want to warn you: I’m not very good at commitment. I wouldn’t call off that old boyfriend just yet.”

			My face burned with humiliation. That was stupid, I thought. Did I ever ask him about his feelings? I gave him a cursory hug and left, feeling like an accessory to my own violation.

			***

			After we got only half-naked and stopped short of spending the night together, Chance stopped calling. Two weeks went by. I decided it was a no-fault breakup, like being let go during the probationary period at a new job. That’s when Scott called.

			Out of a warped sense of loyalty, and a perverse desire to blot Chance’s rejection from my mind, I decided to give Bachelor Number One another chance. When Scott invited himself to my place for the weekend, I accepted. Hadn’t Chance said, “I wouldn’t call off that old boyfriend just yet”? Hadn’t I once come to the covert conclusion that I could marry Scott? Surely he’d stop talking about his old girlfriend sooner or later. Surely as soon as I explained to him that his pheromones made me a little nauseous he’d rush out and buy deodorant.

			When Scott arrived at my doorstep on Friday night, I dragged him into my apartment and we made up with a vengeance. I noticed that making love with this ultra-athletic guy was kind of like competing in an Olympic sport for which I’d never trained; I just couldn’t keep up with his high-speed performance. And I couldn’t push Chance out of my mind.

			Afterward, we went to a country-western bar with a couple of my friends, where I stared at Scott’s innocent eyes and tried to figure out why the feeling that had seemed so real a few weeks ago had vanished. Mistaking my stare, Scott sealed our fate by saying, “Don’t go getting all mushy and start falling for me, now.”

			Indignant, I decided he needed to be taken down a peg. Maybe he was an outdoorsy Alaskan man who’d built a house in the woods and seen some interesting places, but once the exciting image wore off he was just another presumptuous, smelly guy with issues. In spite of the compulsion I felt to hang onto yet another placeholder until Mr. Right arrived, I chose to forego another qualifying run in the sack. Whatever flimsy thing had been between us was now gone. That night I told him our relationship wasn’t going anywhere. In the morning he left and didn’t return.

			Later, I realized that Scott wasn’t a bad guy. His biggest problem was that I wanted someone else.

			***

			The day after Scott left, Chance called. My heart started beating with the same silly eagerness as a puppy’s tail thumping the floor. He invited me for a hike up Flattop, a popular mountain just half an hour outside town. Without asking why he hadn’t called in two weeks, without stopping to think about his last words to me, I leapt at the chance to see him again.

			Flattop was always the handiest place to remind myself that, although I lived in a city, I still lived in Alaska. It only took forty-five minutes to hike to the top of the 3500-foot mountain, and it was a relatively easy trail for anyone in decent shape. Yet it was also an easy place to achieve a sense of accomplishment, with steep rises and a hand-over-foot scrabble up craggy rock, leading to an incredible view. The top looked as if someone had chopped the peak off with a cleaver, giving Flattop its name. The flat surface seemed to confuse the ever-shifting, swirling air, leaving the top invariably cold and windy.

			Just in case the winds might be in his favor, Chance packed his paraglider on his back. But as we rose above the twisted hemlock of the lower slopes, the wind was already whipping us. So he hid his paraglider in some bushes on Blueberry Hill, to retrieve on our way down. Now that he was empty-handed, he offered to carry my daypack. “I’m okay for now,” I said. “But I may take you up on that later.”

			A short way up the trail, he said his throat was sore. “I put some cough drops in the top of your pack, can I grab them?” I waited as he stepped behind me and unzipped my pack to rummage around for a lozenge. Later, when we reached the steepest section of the hike, I said, “Okay, I’ll take you up on that offer—you can take my pack now.” His face twitched in a mischievous grin as he took my pack, put it on the ground, and unzipped it. “Okay. But first . . . I won’t be needing this anymore.” He reached into the pack, pulled out a huge rock, and tossed it to the ground, where it landed with a thud. It weighed at least five pounds. Then he innocently tossed the pack onto his shoulders. Chance had never needed that cough drop. I stared at the rock, slack-jawed, then pummeled him. As we stood there giggling, I realized I was in love with him. That damned rock seemed to seal it.

			A short time later, we pulled ourselves over the final crag and onto the abbreviated peak. The wind nearly knocked us over.

			“Isn’t this great!” Chance shouted over the shrieking air. “I love extreme weather.”

			“Yeah, it’s great, but my ears are freezing!”

			We ran for cover behind a cairn, where Chance huddled behind me, cupped his hands over my ears and blew on them. His breath felt hot, in exciting contrast to the cold. When we felt warm enough to stand, we took in the 360-degree view: graceful saddles led in several directions to the severe alpine beauty of the Chugach Mountains, while below us Alaska’s largest city looked like a toy model and Cook Inlet gleamed in the sun. No one else was on the mountain and we ran around like children, giddy with the freedom of having this windswept view to ourselves.

			When we were too cold to stand it anymore, we scurried down the mountain and back to his place. We curled up together on his futon while Chance talked, his soothing voice buzzing in my ear. I relaxed into a feeling of warm contentment and, in characteristic fashion, spoke my thoughts aloud without stopping to consider them: “Chance, from now on I don’t want to be with anyone but you.”

			The comment came from my desire to completely attach myself to Chance. Yet that comment severed me from him in a way I didn’t expect, because this guy who’d told me he was lousy at commitment had assumed I’d already made one. His body stiffened with anger. 

			“What do you mean? Have you been with someone else? Did you see your old boyfriend again?”

			“Well, yes. You stopped calling and I thought I wasn’t going to hear from you again. So I thought I’d give him another chance. But that’s my point: when I saw him, I realized I didn’t want to be with him, I wanted to be with you. So I told him it was over.”

			He sat up and pushed me away. “When exactly did you tell him this?” 

			There was no getting out of this situation. I have a profound aversion to lying, based less on merit than on ingrained defensiveness over being wrongly and regularly accused of lying as a child. I could refrain from speaking, but he would know the answer by my silence.

			As my mind raced for a reply, he repeated, “When was the last time you saw him?”

			“Friday night.”

			“Did you sleep with him?”

			I sat in embarrassed silence.

			“Damn it!” He jumped off the couch as if I’d burned him. “You have no idea what a turn-off that is for me. So you broke up with him, but you sent him away with a big smile on his face, didn’t you? And I was starting to think I’d met someone who was so different. I thought this was special.”

			I’d thought so, too, and I could feel it irretrievably slipping away. I babbled, “Don’t you see? I tried to give my old boyfriend a second chance, but it didn’t work because I realized I was falling for you.”

			“Then how could you do that with him?”

			“I’m sorry. I just want you to know . . . I really did have a wonderful time today. And . . . I’m so sorry. Goodbye.” I started to leave.

			“So now I don’t even get a hug?”

			Puzzled, I turned back and gave him a hug. He held me tightly. I felt confused by his mixed signals. I remembered him telling me he wasn’t good at commitment. What had he expected? Then again, what had I expected? I pulled away and left.

			***

			The next day, I called to apologize. It took me several tries before he answered the phone.

			“Can I come over and talk with you?” I asked.

			“This just isn’t a good time.” 

			“I really am sorry.”

			“No, it’s not that. It really isn’t a good time.” 

			“Why? What else is wrong?”

			“I’ve been drinking.”

			“What do you mean? A lot?” 

			“I had nine beers.”

			“Oh, I see,” I said softly.

			In spite of what popular wisdom had to say on the subject, I blamed myself for upsetting him. Surely he didn’t drink nine beers on a regular basis? He looked and acted so respectable; he was so well-spoken and polite.

			He called back later, after he sobered up, and invited me over after all. When I arrived he was throwing out his trash. I heard the clanking of bottles, a loud after-the-frat-party noise. God, how I hate that sound. My head began to ache and my heart began to pound. I wanted to run. 

			But when he returned from the garbage bin, he didn’t seem drunk, just tired. He sat down, pulled me onto his lap, and pressed his forehead to mine. “Cara, I won’t pretend you didn’t hurt my feelings, but I think we can get past this. I think I can understand. All I know is I thought about you all day, and I couldn’t stand the thought of not seeing you again.”

			I spent the next two years trying to get back to that feeling on the mountain. Sometimes I think I’m still looking for it, even as I leave Alaska behind.

			Alaska Escape Plan

			thirty-five years old—the inside passage, alaska

			The ferry made no stops today. On the third day of our journey through the Inside Passage we drifted through an elegy of rain. Low clouds caressed the sea with longing.

			I’m staying in the solarium on the back deck, where it looks as if a hippie subculture has set up a little village. Tents stand lined up like a row of squat soldiers at the rear, while deck chairs draped with sleeping bags sit gathered in small groups under the roof. Backpacks lie scattered everywhere. The solarium is a hive of college kids returning from summer jobs, families finishing vacations, fishing guides, the young, the old, the searching, the lost. I’ve been sitting in my deck chair, opening and closing a Russian nesting doll painted in shades of pink abandon. I bought the wood doll a couple of days ago in Sitka as a gift for Iliana, my two-year-old half-sister in L.A. I know she’ll probably lose the tiniest dolls, but I don’t care. I just want to see her reaction when she opens each doll to see what’s inside, one after another.

			Even on vacation, I’m usually driven by a compulsion to do something, hounded by my grandmother’s voice in my head: “I never saw anyone so lazy!” But today the voice stopped, knowing that, even if I wanted to, there wasn’t much to do. I spent the morning playing Scrabble with an older woman camped next to me in the solarium. Then I spent the afternoon talking with two fellow travelers, Pete and Sam, until lazy began to feel good.

			Pete’s a sightseeing pilot. He’s thirty-five, but has the optimistic smile of a man ten years younger. Sam is a fishing guide. He’s the same age as Pete, but has the saturnine demeanor of a man twenty years older, someone who’s seen it all and found much of it disappointing. When I told them that I’m traveling around the world, the two of them helped me cobble together an incoherent travel philosophy, each offering very different advice.

			Pete suggested, “Take plenty of pictures. And write down what they are. I can’t tell you how many photos I have that are like, ‘well, this is a mountain somewhere.’”

			Sam advised, “Don’t let your view of the world narrow down to the tiny square of your camera’s viewfinder. Stop taking photos sometimes and just look around.”

			Pete said, “Be open to getting to know local people. Some of my best travel experiences have been with people who offered to show me around, or invited me to their homes.”

			Sam said, “There are a lot of con artists out there, and people who’d love to take advantage of a woman traveling alone. Trust no one.”

			Later, there was a stir of excitement among the passengers when twenty to thirty porpoises began leaping next to the boat. I called Sam over to take a look; Pete was nowhere in sight. Sam sauntered over and leaned against the rail in a James Dean slouch. As we watched the sleek gray bodies torpedo through the water, I thought I heard one give a squeaky call. Then I turned and stared suspiciously at Sam as he gazed seriously off into the distance. “Is that you?” I asked. He started laughing, and I elbowed him in the ribs.

			Tonight, as we sailed south into clearing skies, the northern lights appeared. Almost everyone on the back deck was asleep, except Pete, who sat in a chair out in the open, staring up at the sky. “You know,” he said, “studies have shown that, when the northern lights appear on this side of the pole, there’s a mirror image on the other side.” We both fell silent as we watched the silky green and red cape cast itself trembling and crackling across the cold, dark sky.
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LOVE, TRAVEL, AND THE POWER OF RUNNING AWAY

~ AMEMOIR BY CARA LOPEZ






