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A precarious chest-high pile of stacked and balanced rocks, a cairn, marked the Thelon Canyon portage. As I pulled the canoe up onto the shore, I saw a white piece of paper protruding from between two cairn rocks like a fortune from a broken cookie. I lifted a stone and pinched it out. The paper was thin, yellowed, and brittle with a message written in faded pencil. It said, “This 1,200-rod portage sucks ass.” It was signed, “Schuyler, Camp Kawishiwi, 7/11/18.” Two summers earlier. I showed it to Holly and she smiled. She knew Schuyler—they’d been together on Camp Kawishiwi canoe trips back in high school, four years ago. She said that the notes were a backcountry ritual, a legacy of the fur trade. The handwritten scraps were how the lone trappers communicated—one leaving a message for the other, often attesting to their last known whereabouts.


Holly said it would take us all day to do the 1,200-rod, four-mile portage with our four packs of gear. She pulled at the bill of my cap, smiled, and kissed me—a peck on the lips. She said, “It’s your turn to carry the canoe.” We were twelve days in and Holly was keeping score.


The canoe could wait. On the first crossing we both carried our lighter personal packs with our clothes, tents, sleeping bags, and miscellaneous stuff. The packs, known as P-packs, were strapped over our life vests. I lifted my paddle and followed Holly up a steep switchback trail.


The portage took us inland, away from the river, to the highest point of a bluff that stretched in every direction atop what seemed to be miles of sandstone shelf. Holly led and she followed the cairns, spaced just close enough so that from one you could see the other. I heard the whitewater before seeing it, water crashing through rocks. A mist rose through a slit in the shelf. We walked over and looked down into the deep gorge of the canyon. Below was a six-foot waterfall and a set of turbulent rapids that would’ve crushed and swamped our canoe had we not chosen to portage.


Holly pulled out her iPhone to take a photo. She had me stand with my back to the edge of the bluff, the canoe paddle held across my waist like a hunting rifle. She told me to push my hair away from my face, lift my chin, and smile. I tucked both curtains of hair back over each ear, then looked toward the iPhone. She said, “Come on, Lee, smile.” I smiled as best I could, closed lips over teeth that had never been straightened. She took the photo. I stepped back and Holly moved to the edge herself. She held the phone at arm’s length high above her head to take a selfie with the water and rapids in the distance. Then Holly moved one foot back to pose, the heel just touching the edge. I saw what she was doing was dangerous and for a split second I wanted to shout something—be careful or get away from the ledge—but I was too late, too slow. I could’ve said something, but I didn’t. The sandstone gave way and her back foot slipped. The phone dropped to the ground, and her body tipped and pitched backward. I shouted, “Holly,” and ran toward her, but she was too far away and I couldn’t stop her from falling. I saw her face for a split second—eyes and mouth wide open, no sound, no scream. Surprise, that’s all it was. Just surprise before plummeting into the abyss. And then she was gone beyond the slit in the stone, disappearing into the mist. I ran to the edge, knelt, and looked down. Hoping.


The canyon walls were sheer, with a three-story drop to the whitewater below. I saw the red of her life vest and the olive green of the P-pack an arm’s length away. She descended through the rapids, and I watched her head bob up for a breath and her hands reach for anything that might provide an anchor in the current. I dropped my pack and ran along the edge of the canyon and followed her through the maze of rocks. Her pack drifted faster and farther away. I kept my eyes on Holly. I thought that if I lost eye contact for one second, I’d lose her. I needed to be close to the edge to see her and help her, and I fought an impulse to lunge over the edge and save her, but I saw only jagged rocks within the cascading whitewater, no pooling where I could safely land. I’d end up just as fucked. And there was still hope, she was still bobbing and gasping for air. Then Holly spilled over a three-foot ledge and into the backflow of water. Her body was caught in the undertow and I saw her pushed in and under the drop, then out, then back in, tumbling over and over, stuck in that hole’s endless cycle. The P-pack tumbled with her, then broke open, scattering clothes.


I stepped back from the edge, losing eye contact with Holly tumbling in the hole. I needed to be there when her body was spit out and pushed farther down the canyon. I ran and followed the cairns. The gorge widened and the bluff walls became less sheer. I searched to find a way to the water’s edge. I saw a ravine and scrambled down the loose rock—scree. As the ravine steepened, I turned backward on all fours, finding footing as best I could. Then I slipped and slid with the sharp edges of the scree scraping into my thighs. I fell over a ledge and for a weightless moment thought I would die, that this was how my nightmare would end. I hit the slope of the ravine, then took one headfirst tumble, then another, and my forehead hit solid rock. I tumbled again and then slid face-first down the incline until I stopped at the river-level bottom.


I saw the exit to the gorge, the water eddying back toward me. Pieces of clothing from the P-pack floated by. I waded into the eddy and saw a pair of underpants, but they were my underpants, the boxers I wore. And I realized that Holly had been carrying my P-pack and I’d had hers. The pack floated toward me, torn and nearly empty. Left tucked inside was my sleeping bag that kept the pack afloat. I still didn’t see Holly. As I waited, my legs became numb in the frigid water, but my face flushed hot with perspiration. I was shaking from fear, panic. I waited and time magnified. I forced myself to breathe.


I saw the red of Holly’s life vest. I saw her shoulders and wisps of hair flowing from the back of her head. She floated past the eddy, and I ran back to shore and followed as she drifted downstream and then slowly came to a stop. I waded in and staggered through the river, my thighs pumping against water, my feet finding purchase on the rocky bottom. I slipped on a rock and submerged into the cold water, then stood and kept moving until I was at Holly’s side and had a hand through the armhole of her vest. I turned her over. Bloody lacerations covered the side of her face like claw marks. She wasn’t breathing. My lips met hers to move air, my fingers holding her nose closed. I kept trying as I pulled her body to shallow water. I took a deep breath for both of us, a step, another breath. Her limp body sagged in the vest. I pulled her onto the shore, still delivering a breath for her, for me. Blood dripped from the cut on my forehead and onto her face, merging with her blood, swirling in the current like wisps of smoke. I thought I was losing her, that she was dying and leaving me alone on the Barrens.


I felt her body shake and convulse. She coughed water. Then took a breath.
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Two weeks earlier we’d purchased the canoe in the remote Canadian mining town of Yellowknife, nine hundred miles north of Edmonton.


I’d only known Holly then for six months, both of us college students at Brown. We’d met at a coffee shop in College Hill where she found me doing homework. I was wearing the opposite of pretty-girl clothes—a flannel shirt, jeans, and work boots with my hair tied up in a sloppy topknot. She just sat down and said, “What are you doing?” I said that I was doing homework—my obvious, unwitty response. Then I guess her idea of a pickup tactic was to start telling me what we should do—“We should have coffee together, next week we should go to see this show.” I dated Holly on and off for a few months before she said that we should do this canoe trip on the Thelon River way up near the Arctic Circle. She’d been there before and really wanted to go back. And I thought, Why the fuck not. I had few other options while college was on break for the summer—there was no going home, no home to go back to. My options were either to travel with Holly or work at some restaurant in Providence. I said okay. In retrospect, I think I was the only friend she’d been able to coax into going back to the Thelon with her.


We bought the canoe from a guy who’d advertised it for sale on Craigslist. We called him and walked the mile or so to the texted address. His house was like most of what we’d seen in Yellowknife—a mobile home, a picture window on the hitch end overlooking a gravel road, a stainless-steel chimney, a pickup out front. This house stuck out because of a barbed wire–topped chain-link fence that surrounded the property. Inside the fence was an assortment of stuff—a snowmobile, half a snowmobile, a pile of scrap wood, two empty dog kennels, a pop-up camper, a stack of firewood as tall as me, and this red canoe that lay upside down on top of the stack, I assumed to keep the wood dry. It was the canoe we wanted. We needed it to paddle the 450 miles down the Thelon River through the Arctic Barren Lands to Baker Lake.


Holly helped him lift the canoe off the pile and rest it right side up on the dirt driveway. The guy looked to be in his forties. His uncut hair hung long from under a knit cap. His face had a short stubble that probably hadn’t been shaved in a week. Two inches shorter and he could have been the younger brother of my father, Jake the Snake. Same threadbare shirt worn through at the elbows. Same steel-toed work boots that looked two sizes too big. Jake would’ve liked this guy who lived on the edge of nowhere.


The canoe had a story, so the guy said. I stood behind Holly; she would do the negotiating because she had the money.


He said, “That canoe is a short fifteen-foot Royalex Mad River Quest. I was working for an outfitter out of Fort Smith, and one year we hired on this old man that had moved out to the Territories from somewhere in England. His name was John something-or-other, but we called him Jack, for that writer Jack London. Jack had been canoeing the Barrens alone for a few summers and pretty much living the life of a monk. The Mad River Quest was his canoe, and I figure that over the years, it had seen every major river—the Thelon, the Hanbury, the Burntside, the Back, the Lockhart, the Coppermine, and some rivers that had no names. So, he got hired on as a wilderness guide. But Jack turned out to be kind of squirrelly. He was particular about what he’d eat and brought along a mixed bag of dried caribou, dried fruit, nuts, and what have you. He said the mix was all you needed to sustain life. He was like a dog that eats nothing but dog food. He rarely washed, and the tourists complained about his smell. And he wouldn’t do the whole show-and-tell thing like bear and wolf stories, pointing out birds, edible plants, or the ways of the Inuit. So, he lasted only the one season and then went back to paddling the Arctic rivers each summer by himself, living hand to mouth.


“Well, a year later, he didn’t show up at Fort Smith when the snow fell in September and winter started to set in. By the time we figured we should go looking for him, the lakes and rivers were freezing up. The Mounties did flyovers searching for any sign of a campfire, but they found nothing. It wasn’t until August of the next year that on one of my guided trips I stumbled upon the canoe and what remained of Jack London. I figured he’d tried to run the Muskox Rapids on the Coppermine but got turned sideways. What we found were just picked bones and pieces of clothing washed up on shore. His canoe was found farther down, past a waterfall that would’ve crushed any aluminum canoe like a beer can. So, I dragged the canoe out and kept it. My kids don’t have much interest in anything that doesn’t have an engine, so it never gets used.”


Holly stood there with one hand on her hip. She wore a straw cowboy hat with the sides rolled, not a cowboy thing really, more like a tourist hat from Mexico. I thought she looked cute—she was cute. She looked at the canoe and shook her head.


“That’s a horrible story,” she said. “So, this is a dead man’s canoe? You want to sell us a canoe that a man died in?”


“You don’t get it. Jack London paddled this canoe by himself a thousand or more miles each season for eight seasons. Jack might have died in the rapids, but the canoe went through those rapids and over a frickin’ waterfall! She still floats and is probably good for another ten thousand miles. This canoe is tested and proven. And these Royalex hulls are the toughest ever built.”


I said nothing. Jake and I once had a canoe out on the Platte River that we used for fishing and duck hunting. It was an aluminum canoe painted camo brown with a square stern where we attached a small two-horse motor. We paddled some, but that was the extent of my canoe knowledge. What I did know was that canoes were supposed to have seats, one in front and one in back, and this canoe had neither. I said nothing because Holly was right there with it.


“There are no seats,” she said.


“Old-timers, especially solo canoeists, like to paddle on their knees. Jack took out the seats a long time ago. But you’ll get used to it—you sit more upright, get a better stroke and a better look around. The bowman can see rocks ahead more clearly. Paddling on your knees is safer. And just to be honest, you’re not going to find a better canoe in all of Yellowknife, at least not a Royalex, not one for sale, and not for four hundred dollars.”


And that was a fact. We’d been camping just outside of town for the past three days. We’d asked around, checked online, and looked at a catalog of new canoes that cost over two thousand dollars, but those had to be shipped from Edmonton, a week away, with additional freight costs. And we weren’t traveling back to college with the canoe after the summer was over. A used throwaway canoe would work just fine.


Also, I was sick of Yellowknife and ready to move on. The campground was littered with broken beer bottles and empty pints of Fireball whiskey, the place used by townie boys at night to have bonfires and get wasted. We seemed to be the only two women around, and some were starting to get bold and holler at us in our tent to come out and party. It was getting uncomfortable, and I was anxious just thinking about what I’d do if one touched the zipper on our tent—yell, scream, or worse. I was ready to get out of that dump, and I hoped Holly was thinking the same thing.


She inspected the canoe, ran her hand down the length of the hull, and then checked each thwart. Finally, she said, “Fine, if you throw in two paddles.”


The next day, when we loaded the canoe with the four packs and knelt in the bow and stern, the canoe sank deep into the water. Evidently our fifteen-foot canoe was short, seventeen being the standard. What was called the freeboard—the distance between the waterline and the top edge of the canoe—was about four inches. It looked like a slight shift of weight or waves on a windy lake could easily swamp the thing.
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The summer Arctic sun never completely set, never gave us the extended darkness of night that my body instinctively craved for sleep, and I slept poorly. I was up for good when the sun rose just beneath the horizon and filled the tent with a red glow magnified by the red of the nylon walls. I crawled out of my sleeping bag, dressed, and walked to the water’s edge with the one fat book I’d brought along for the trip. The sky in the northeast was a watercolor of reds and oranges that stretched up from the tops of stunted black spruce and reflected pastel purple off the thin stratus clouds overhead. Beautiful. Then an edge of the sun rose and the pale rays slowly pushed away the colors of dawn. For the next few hours before Holly woke, I lay on the shore with my head in the crook of my elbow and read intermittently. One line from the book, Arctic Dreams, stuck with me, “Everything was held together by stories. That’s all that was holding us together, stories and compassion.” It was something Holly would say.


Being this far north felt like an escape into another world, like everything south existed in some alternate universe that couldn’t touch me now. But I knew it wasn’t so much the place as the distance traveled. We’d driven Holly’s Audi three thousand miles northwest from Providence, crossing Canada above the Great Lakes—thirty hours nonstop, alternating at the wheel as each of us became drowsy. We stored the car in Winnipeg and then boarded the eight-hour flight with a stop in Edmonton, on through to Yellowknife. Holly and I were far from our homes, families, and the rarefied life of college. And later that morning we would take another plane, a bush plane, deep into the Barren Lands to where the Thelon River began and civilization ended. I dozed on and off, thoughts entering and leaving my mind like waves on a beach.


Holly crawled through the opening in the tent when the sun had already made its way clockwise from the north, rose past the treetops, and now floated just above the nearby superstructure of an abandoned gold mine. From what we’d heard, the Giant Mine had a long, painful life—nine strikebreakers killed in a bombing in 1992, then the mine abandoned by its owners in 2004, leaving behind 200,000 tons of deadly arsenic trioxide dust. The pollution bothered Holly, her special place spoiled. She set a pot of coffee on our camp stove and lit the burner.


Most of our supplies were packed and ready to go in four worn olive-green canvas Duluth Packs. Two were food packs weighing eighty pounds each with enough nonperishable stuff to last us the forty days. The other two were the lighter P-packs that along with our personal stuff held tents, ropes, duct tape, a fishing rod with tackle, water bottles, a first-aid kit, a Leatherman multi-tool, and six marked-up topographical maps for each stretch of the river. Most of this gear Holly had purchased in Yellowknife. Our trip on water would start with a short paddle across the Great Slave Lake to Latham Island, where the bush planes, perched on their slender floats, were docked.


Before we set off across the lake, Holly gave me a brief lesson in paddling. What I knew from being with Jake on the Platte didn’t cut it. She showed me the proper way to get into the canoe, stepping only on the centerline, the keel, to keep the canoe from tipping—“You tip, you fall, you get wet, you get hypothermia, you could die,” she said. There was a bow, the front, and a bowman, or bow person. There was a C-stroke, J-stroke, box stroke, draw stroke, pry stroke, sweep stroke, and a forward stroke—I’d not known there were different strokes all with names. Before we set off, Holly had me practice each stroke while kneeling on the edge of the dock. Once in the canoe, we both wore life vests, and clipped into a mesh pocket on Holly’s vest was a PLB, Personal Locator Beacon, used to call in Canadian Search and Rescue if we had an emergency. Holly paddled stern, the rear, from where the boat was steered, while I’d be learning how to paddle from the bow. We used our dense foam sleeping mats doubled over to cushion our knees for paddling without seats. Right away, Holly complained that I wasn’t paddling hard enough. She said, “Stop lily-dipping.” I wanted to say something back, Fuck you, or Back off, or maybe What the hell am I doing here, but I kept quiet and just dug in harder. The edge of my paddle blade made a small whirlpool, a vortex of water, a toilet flush. By the time we reached the bush plane docks, my thighs had begun to cramp and my knees felt numb, deadened.


Holly led me to a whitewashed one-story building with an old backlit Royal Crown Cola sign with lettering beneath that spelled out WATERDROME. When we walked through the door, the faces of ten or more, I assumed pilots, looked our way. They stared silently like cows in a pasture. We stood and let them get a good look. And I was just a little self-conscious. I could tell what they were thinking, or I thought I could tell—a couple of lesbians. I knew I looked the part. I was big and wore the same shirts as Jake always had, the same pants. We were almost the same size and shared just about everything. But I was not altogether the complete package. I had long hair, no side mullet, and I didn’t have piercings in my face. I liked my look and Holly liked it, too. She called it androgynous, like she didn’t care what I was. Holly stepped forward and broke the silence among the cluster of pilots, “Is Knute here?”


They all turned at once and looked toward a man in coveralls who was filling his coffee cup from a Bunn glass decanter. He was old, like mid-seventies, and wore a black cap with the embroidered words, Vietnam Veteran. What immediately made me nervous was the pair of thick glasses he wore with one lens blacked out. Despite that, the guy was clean-cut, with official-looking patches on his khaki coveralls. He said, “I’m Knute.”


KNUTE TALKED ABOUT his prized plane while we helped load. The de Havilland Beaver was one of only five built in their last year of production in 1967, one of two still flying. I wanted to ask what happened to the other three but kept my mouth shut and just listened and watched. The single engine bolted to its nose had a beehive of air-cooled cylinders that circled the shaft of a three-bladed propeller. Inside, the plane could hold six passengers with ample room in the tail section for cargo. We loaded our packs and then helped Knute lash the Royalex Mad River Quest onto the struts of one float. The canoe extended halfway down the plane’s fuselage and looked out of place next to the sleek lines of riveted aluminum. I vaguely understood aerodynamics, the idea of air circulating above and below the smooth surfaces of nimble wings, and the canoe seemed like a hazardous rumble strip impeding airflow. I didn’t see how a canoe lashed to the outside of a plane was a good idea, how any of this was a good idea, but I trusted that Knute had done this a thousand times during his countless years of flying. Then I got a good look at him from the side, and I could see the well of an eyeball-less socket, and I wanted to ask how a one-eyed septuagenarian could get a pilot license in Canada.


Our four Duluth packs were stowed behind the seats. Holly sat up front with Knute. Both wore lime-green headphones that covered their ears, with a wanded mic they could use to talk with each other. I sat behind her with no headphones and just the loud drone of the engine grinding away in my skull. We left the dock and pushed north into the oncoming waves. Then Knute levered the throttle forward, the engine screamed, and in seconds we lifted off and passed over the island. In the distance I saw our campground get smaller and smaller, and I was thinking that every time we took off or glided down a highway entrance ramp, each mile we’d driven and flown, got me farther away, removed, so that maybe I could look back on my life as though it were the life of another girl. I wanted to let go and tell that story.


Holly and I didn’t really know that much about each other. I’d never met her parents, and she’d never met Jake. She knew enough about him and where I’d grown up so that I didn’t look as though I kept secrets, but I did. And Holly? She acted all cagey like she was ashamed or embarrassed about her upbringing and wealth. But that was her baggage, and I could’ve cared less. Maybe with all the time we’d have on the river without school, television, or internet—just the two of us—maybe we would both just let go.


The sky was cloudless, and I could see straight down. I saw as much water as land, water in mostly smaller lakes and ponds that from this altitude looked like the thousands of little puddles that collected in every pothole of Jake’s dirt driveway after a downpour. Surrounding the lakes were eruptions of hard gray rock. The rocks were mottled green with lichens, shrubs, and spindly trees. The land in the distance looked cornfield flat with few distinguishing characteristics other than water and tundra. It did seem barren.


The plane started its descent, and I felt it in my ears. We were being dropped off on Lynx Lake, the headwaters of the Thelon, and we planned to spend the rest of July and two weeks in August paddling to where the river ended at Baker Lake.


Landing in a small plane with floats for wheels seemed impossible and frightening, as though we were likely to hit the water hard, somersault, and burst into a thousand bloody pieces. As Knute did a first pass low over Lynx Lake, Holly pushed her finger against the Plexiglas window, pointing, and I looked down to see the lake funneling toward the narrow entrance to the Thelon that snaked in the distance. The sand beneath the shallow water reflected the sunlight and turned the river a stunning vibrant green. We flew lower and I saw the whitecaps of windblown waves and the reefs of gunpowder-gray rock. I guessed Knute was looking for anything that might slash at the thin aluminum of our floats. He gunned the engine and turned in a wide circle, then came in for his final approach. The engine all but cut, leaving a near absence of sound that was both frightening and calming, like I imagined the pause between when a hanged man drops, just before the line goes taut and snaps his neck. The gruesome analogy jolted me out of the fear I was experiencing, and I found myself smiling morbidly. We glided and then touched the water with little more than a quiet splash. I was still alive.


Knute revved the engine, taxied toward a beach near the river’s entrance, pushed the nose of the floats up onto the sand, then cut the engine. Holly stepped out onto the floats, and I started handing down packs to her, which she then carried to the shore. Knute unstrapped our canoe from the struts and set it in the water.


Before he left, Knute stood with us onshore. The canoe was already loaded with the four packs, and we were ready to set off. He asked, “Just making sure—did you check in with the Mounties’ office in Yellowstone and register your plans?”


Holly gave him a look, maybe deciding if she should answer honestly. I knew we never visited a Mountie office, never registered any plans. Holly finally said, “No.”


Knute’s finger scratched at the empty socket beneath his glasses. “I think that would be a good idea. In fact, it’s a requirement.”


Holly said, “I think that ship sailed.”


Knute shook his head like we didn’t understand. I knew the type—responsible, a rule follower, an authoritarian. Jake would not like this guy. He said, “Let me have your names and contact information, and I’ll radio in your plans to arrive at Baker Lake in forty days. Then you’ll need to check out with the Mountie office there, so they don’t start searching for you.”


Holly crossed her arms over her chest. “Okay, fine.”


Knute asked more questions. “Do you have a satellite phone, a personal locator beacon, bear spray?” I could sense that Knute knew he was pushing it, but he was going to do his duty, cover his tracks in case anything went wrong.


“No sat phone, but I have a PLB with texting capabilities. No bear spray.” Her tone was one of annoyance like he was questioning her judgment, maybe questioning her gender, and I was ready to hear him say missy or honey, but I knew he wouldn’t.


He said, “You need to know that two years ago, six boys from the States did the Dubawnt River farther south and had a run-in with a grizzly. They were a month in when one of the boys took a hike alone outside their camp and stumbled upon one. The grizzly took a few false charges, and the kid, like he was supposed to, stood his ground and talked calmly to the bear, talked to it like a dog, ‘Good bear, nice bear.’ Finally, the bear all-out charged, made a few passes, and each time raked its claws across the kid’s face and back. He was down on the ground after that, balled up and playing rag doll to let the bear do what it wanted. It sunk its teeth into the kid’s thigh and then started batting him around with its paws as big as catcher’s mitts. That was the last thing the boy remembered before going unconscious. He woke up, incredibly still alive, and had to drag his ragged leg back to camp. The boys had packed a satellite phone and they called for help, but they were on a narrow stretch of the river with no space for me to land. They had to paddle the kid sixty miles to a remote Native village where I could land. I flew him to the closest hospital, nearly 160 kilometers to Baker Lake.


“I’ve saved more than one life up here. You need to be careful. I have a spare can of bear spray. Take it, wouldn’t want you to end up like that kid on the Dubawnt, trying to talk your way out of a mauling.”


Holly took it and said, “Thanks.”


He kept on. “I guess you two know what you’re getting into, but only ten or so trips go out on the Thelon each season, and half of those come in through the Hanbury, a hundred miles downstream. There’s no emergency clinic, no towns or villages, and chances of you seeing another group are unlikely. You sure you know what you’re getting into?”


Holly didn’t answer immediately. She looked over to him. Her hair was tucked back under the cowboy hat, the one I thought had looked cute but now looked a little foolish, like some pretend tourist. As though she could read my mind, she took it off. She said, “I’ve made this trip before, three years back. And I’m not living my life buckled into a car seat surrounded by airbags.”


Knute smiled. “Neither am I. Over a hundred bush pilots go down each year flying tourists into places they maybe shouldn’t go. Sometimes the risks of a remote getaway just aren’t worth it.”


Holly said, “Sometimes your number comes up. And sometimes, you just lose an eye.”


The comment was both serious and funny. I looked up to see Knute’s reaction. He blinked his one good eye, then just smiled and repeated, “Sometimes you lose an eye.”


I’d relied on Holly to plan the whole trip, to keep us safe, and now I was more than just a little apprehensive. Did Holly know she needed to file some kind of plan? Why hadn’t we purchased bear spray or packed a satellite phone? And why hadn’t the guy raised all these concerns before we took off? And I had more questions: can I take care of myself, rely on myself if I need to?


I knew I could be a little clingy at times, anxious, needy, and dependent, and it looked like I couldn’t take care of myself. Holly once said I had mommy issues. And that wasn’t surprising since I grew up without one. Jake had told me early on that she’d died in childbirth, but I found out later that she just took off after I was born, leaving me with Jake the Snake. I grew up motherless, which, when I did a Google search, meant that I was emotionally impenetrable and careful about choosing the few friends I had. When I did make a friend, I could get a little clingy, which was why Holly sometimes said, “I’m not your mommy.” But in all honesty, I didn’t think I ever needed a mom, and when push came to shove, I could take care of myself, rely on myself. I’d done it before.


Despite all the talk about grizzlies, and heading into a remote wilderness without the comforts of home or medical care, I was feeling pretty fucking lucky. My alternative for the summer was going to be working in Providence, Rhode Island, while everyone I knew—including Holly—took off somewhere else. I probably would’ve had a job washing dishes and scrubbing pots in some restaurant kitchen. I was lucky to be here, and being in the wilderness was not something I was necessarily scared of. If one of us, or both of us, got hurt or sick, I could deal with it. That’s what I thought.
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We made camp on an island in the middle of the river, a place Holly said would be more bug-free than other spots, but it was still buggy. The blackflies and mosquitoes had been ubiquitous ever since we set foot in northern Canada, merciless in pursuit of warm blood. Holly had bought us bug shirts—the Original Bug Shirt, Elite Edition—in Yellowknife. To ward off bug attacks we could zip up the face netting sewn into the stiff-billed hoods. The blackflies were the worst because they’d find any gap in clothing and burrow in until they found soft flesh. The bites stung, and when I reached in to smash their tiny bodies, trickles of blood would smear on my fingers. Their gouge of the skin left small welts like infected pimples. In the evening, as the sky darkened, mosquitoes would displace the blackflies. They thickened the air like smoke and covered the face netting of my bug shirt so that the world seemed veiled in black lace. The only reprieve from the flies and mosquitoes was a stiff breeze. Holly had said the reason few people came to the Barrens was because of the bugs. This was something I could understand viscerally.


We set up the domed sleeping tent some distance from the bug tent where we planned to cook. The reason being, so Holly said, was that if bears came sniffing around, we’d be far from their path. Inside the bug tent, Holly made a dinner of curried rice and afterward showed me how to wash the dishes without soap by scrubbing them with sand, followed by a rinse in the river. Her camping mantra was, Leave no trace behind. I thought this was all very special, this avoidance of polluting the delicate tundra. I was used to the Platte River in Nebraska, thick with algae from farm-leached nitrates and a veritable yard sale of discarded and washed-away garbage that arrived fresh on the riverbanks every spring.


The island was bare of trees, but we did find dry and burnable driftwood along the shore. Holly made a fire below the high-water mark of the Thelon, where the beach stopped and the lichens started. By the following year, any sign of the fire would be washed away by spring floods. The temperature had been in the sixties all day, but with the sun nearing the horizon, it now felt more like forty. The fire was warm against my outstretched hands.


Holly pulled out her pack guitar, an instrument like a ukulele but with a longer neck. We sang a few songs. My favorite was “Wagon Wheel” by Old Crow Medicine Show. Holly liked anything by the Dixie Chicks, and there was a Dylan song I’d also heard Jake play over and over called “Tangled Up in Blue.” Holly knew the chords and the words, and she’d taught me how to sing harmony. The wind picked up and the mosquitoes melted away. I pulled off my bug shirt and felt the warmth of the fire on my face. I moved closer to Holly. For a moment we were both quiet, and I reached out to touch her hand. We held hands, and she lifted my fingers to her cheek and then kissed each one. I liked how she did that, unexpected. Just touching felt like hot chocolate warming my insides.


Later she told a story. Holly was an English major and wanted to be a writer, a storyteller. She’d explained that religions were books of stories, that history chronicled stories, and songs told stories. They conformed to an archetype like musical notes—what sounded tonal, emotional—and creating one was as simple as where you came from, your journey, what happened, and what you discovered. Holly wanted her life to read like a collection of unique stories, one adventure after another.


I’d thought about what she said. I hadn’t known that living a life of stories was a kind of philosophy—like nihilism, idealism, or Jake’s precious anarchism. And I didn’t believe that I had any personal life philosophy. My motivation was always to get past one obstacle at a time—get out of Nebraska, get to college, get a job, be self-sustaining. Get there and think about all the rest when that time came. But I did feel that my life should be more than just overcoming, that I needed an existential compass of some kind. What Holly said made sense. You needed to create stories throughout your life, a thread that had a narrative to it. And I figured her philosophy needed an ism, maybe storyism. Holly liked my idea—Holly, the storyist.
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