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Abstract 

 Blowout: Tallies of the American West is a work of creative nonfiction that details the author’s 

108-day journey across western North America during the summer of 2013. The narrative is delivered as 

a series of small stories, each denoted by a tally number from the notebook the author carried in his 

pocket every minute of the journey. Some of the most notable counts include 11,423 miles traveled by 

car, 485 miles hiked, 22 national parks, 7 bears, and 357 items tallied. 

 The story focuses largely on the social aspects of the modern wilderness experience. While its 

tone is light-hearted and its action is fast-paced, Blowout covers a wide range of themes, including 

adventure, relationships, the environment, and personal growth.  
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Backflips onto Jagged Rocks: 1 

 To the right of the trail is a waterfall. It flows from a gap in the red and brown walls of the 

canyon, tumbling into a turquoise pool that we can barely make out through the mist. There is no sign 

and no trail, but a faint line on our map indicates the name Navajo Falls. After a quick discussion, the 

five of us decide we haven’t backpacked 10 miles into the Grand Canyon to not explore every waterfall. 

 Brian leads the way across the slope toward the water. He is usually the one at the back of the 

group saying, “Guys, I don’t think this is a good idea,” but the fine spray floating around us puts all those 

thoughts out of mind. While the route is unclear, we have all scrambled our ways across more perilous 

slopes before. We don’t even have to go up or down, but only move horizontally about 100 feet across a 

rough rock outcropping. Brian places the hands at the ends of his long arms carefully, and slowly sets 

each Teva in the appropriate foothold. 

 Toward the top of the last section of rocks is a small white object. When we climb just beneath 

it, we discover the whiteness is a wooden cross, no larger than foot tall, with a cluster of cream and 

yellow flowers at its base. 

 The photo of a young Supai girl is set in the center of the cross. Travis leans in and reads the 

inscription aloud: 

 “In Loving Memory.” 

 Hmm, I think, already taking my next step forward. I don’t have time to stop and contemplate 

the face of the girl with the curly hair. I’m sure something happened here that made people sad enough 

to place the cross, but I can think about that later. The waterfall is waiting. 

 We continue moving toward the water without another word. Brian places his hands on the 

ledge below the cross to lower himself down. His body dips beneath the edge, and he reaches his toe 

down toward an outcropping on the wall below. 

 He misses. 
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 Brian’s body lurches downward, his foot shaking for a hold and coming down on nothing. He 

loses his grip on the shelf, and his still-upright body falls briefly until his feet land on the point of a rock 

protruding from the wall. His knees bend, and he reaches his hands out toward the wall; but it’s too late, 

because he’s lost the brief hope of balance, and the weight of his upper body pulls him backwards. 

Brian’s head falls back into the air behind, his feet kicking out toward the wall. As his upper body 

continues plummeting, a rock jutting out from the wall collides with the back of his knees, sending his 

legs over his head, and turning Brian into a full backflip a dozen feet above the ground. 

 

********* 
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Mountaintop Ices: 1 

“To the start of a true journey, filled with the best people and the best places this continent has 

to offer!” I twist open the top of the Andre champagne bottle, and with a pop, foam flows over my 

hand. Five of my closest friends clap as I raise the bottle to my lips. After a long swig, I pass it off to my 

girlfriend, Danielle, and clap for her too. As the bottle makes its way around the circle, I turn my head 

and take a long look at the surrounding landscape. 

 It is day one, and we are at the top of Picacho Peak, a 1,500 foot spike of rock rising from the 

Sonoran Desert north of Tucson, Arizona. In every direction, the valley floor is filled with the iconic 

saguaro cactus, which I know I will not see again for the next fourteen weeks. After we come down the 

mountain, I’ll be taking my Chevy Cobalt north and west, beginning a rough clockwise circle through the 

wilderness of western North America. 

 To my right is Brian, my best friend and loyal outdoor companion. He and I have both shaved 

our faces clean for the occasion, enthusiastically accepting it as our last shave of the summer. Brian 

grabs my shoulder with a muscular hand. 

 “You ready for this?” he asks with a smile. “When do you think we’re gonna get sick of each 

other?” 

 “Probably sometime later today.” I look up at him, half a foot taller than me with a mass of dark 

brown hair fluffing out from the top of his head. “How far away is Vancouver?” 

 He tilts his head up and to the left, a sure sign that he’s calculating something. “My flight leaves 

seven weeks from tomorrow.”  

 I nod my approval.  It takes a special kind of bond to spend every minute of every day with 

someone for seven straight weeks, and I hope it’s a bond that will form sooner than later. 

“Even if we end up hating each other,” Brian says with a definitive stomp on the rock, “it beats 

working at Red Lobster.”  
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“Tucson will surely miss its best lobster wrangler,” I say solemnly. “Now, everyone get together 

over on this rock. I want to get a photo of us up here with Tucson in the distance.”  

Earlier this morning, I changed my Facebook profile picture to a blank screen with the words 

“Gone road tripping, see you in the fall,” written across it. I then called my mom, gave her my password 

to the website, and asked her to change it to something only she knew. That means I won’t have access 

to Facebook all summer, which will hopefully allow me to focus completely on the trip. 

It also means I get to post all my epic summer photos in one album the day I get back, I think as I 

pick up the backpack with my camera inside. I imagine all the photos of me atop various mountains of 

the west, each one more badass than the last, with virtual “likes” raining down on them from every 

corner of the Facebook world. I fumble inside my pack for the brand new DSLR: a Canon Rebel T3i that I 

have spent the last few months rapidly attempting to learn how to use. I am eager to take my first photo 

of the trip; but all visions of grandeur are interrupted when my hand makes contact not with a camera, 

but first with a glass bottle. I hear Larry, my roommate, laughing robustly from behind me, and I let out a 

loud groan.  

I pull the bottle from my pack: a Smirnoff Ice. Now all five friends are laughing. I shake my head 

and take a deep breath, understanding the dreaded implications of coming in contact with a hidden Ice.  

I lower to a knee and chug the repulsively sweet alcohol as my friends clap in unison. I finish it, 

hold the bottle upside down to prove it’s empty, and let out a burp that echoes all the way down the 

mountain. 

 “So proud,” Danielle says, shaking her head but reaching out to embrace me nonetheless. She 

pulls me close and whispers into my ear, “I wish I could be with you the whole summer.” 

 “Don’t I know it,” I say, kissing the top of her head. “But you’ll be with me and Brian for the next 

ten days. And then…” 
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 “Canada,” she says as we look into each other’s eyes. Only a few days ago, Danielle booked her 

flight into Vancouver and out of Calgary, giving us two weeks in the middle of the summer to explore the 

Canadian Rockies together. 

 “Oh please,” Brian utters from behind us. 

 “You’ve got nothing to worry about, Brian,” Danielle says, breaking away from me with a soft jab 

to the chest. “I’ve already nominated you two for bromance of the century.” 

 “What happens after Canada?” Larry asks. He, along with my friends Taylor and Lauren, are here 

just for this summit, and are then headed back to Tucson to continue their own summer plans. 

 I glance at Danielle, who brings her eyebrows together in concern. “Not sure, Larry,” I say. 

“Maybe someone will meet up with me, maybe I’ll be on my own.” 

 “I don’t want you to be by yourself,” Danielle says. 

 “Me either,” I say, pulling her close again. I feel her squeeze me tight as we gaze off toward the 

north together. If all goes as planned, I’ll be passing beneath this same peak on the way back into 

Tucson 108 days from now. 

*** 
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Eels: 1 

 In a canyon cut deep into the pine country of northern Arizona, Danielle and I are at the edge of 

a large cavern below Fossil Creek Falls. The river forms a pool in the cave, and we are standing with our 

legs in the water and our torsos resting on a slab of rock. She leans lightly on my shoulder, her long wet 

hair sticking to my chest. As Brian swims around in the grotto, taking pictures with his underwater 

camera, I wrap an arm around Danielle and lean in to speak softly in her ear. 

 “I’m really proud of the way you jumped back there,” I say. “I knew you could do it.” 

 She squirms a little beneath my arm. “I was really scared.” 

 “Of what? You cleared the waterfall by a mile!” 

 “I know, but it was such a long way down to the water,” she says, looking up at me sheepishly. 

“Are you going to jump off the waterfall again?” 

 I smile back at her, and I can’t help but to let out a little laugh. “No, sweetheart,” I say as I pull 

her closer. “After we hang out here for a bit, we can go back to camp. For dinner, I packed in some—” 

 “Aehhh!” Danielle screams, slamming me against the rock wall. She flails wildly, pointing at a 

shadow in the water below us. I start yelling as well, not knowing what I’m supposed to be afraid of. 

Water splashes everywhere, I grab on to Danielle, and I pull us up onto a rock above the water. 

 “What the hell are you guys doing?” Brian asks. 

 I slow my breathing as the water settles. “Yeah, what was that all about?” I ask Danielle as I 

wipe blood from my arm.  

A small log floats lazily away from the edge and into the middle of the cave. Danielle slinks away 

from me and hangs her head. “Don’t be mad, but I thought that log was… it really looked like a…” 

“A what?” 

Danielle raises her head to meet my gaze, and looks back at me apologetically. “I thought it was 

an eel.” 
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I stare at Danielle for a few seconds. Her puppy dog eyes tug at my heartstrings, but not enough 

to keep me from bursting out in laughter. Brian laughs with me, and when I reach a shaking hand out to 

Danielle, she begins giggling too, and is soon laughing the hardest.  

“Well, we sure did scare it away,” I say, raising my arm to examine the cut. Everything around 

my right elbow is covered in dark red, and the blood drips steadily into the pristine waters of the river 

cave. “Can you help me clean off this arm that you slammed into the wall?” I ask Danielle. She helps me 

apply pressure until the blood stops flowing, and we return to camp to bandage me up. 

“I hope this will be our worst injury of the summer,” I joke. Brian laughs a lot more than 

Danielle. I pull a small, black notebook and a pen from the pocket of my shorts. 

“What are you doing?” Danielle asks. 

I flip couple of pages to the next open area of paper, write the word “Eels,” and etch one tally 

mark beneath it. “I’m keeping track of the number of times everything happens this summer,” I say. “It 

might be interesting at the end.” I smile at Danielle. “Maybe we’ll even get to add to the Eel tally.” 

“Don’t forget to keep track of the number of times you’ve been iced,” Brian chimes in. I hear 

him snickering as I add it to the notebook. 

*** 
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Shit Advice from a Local: 9 

We pull into the parking lot of the Hike House in Sedona, Arizona. 

“You sure this is it?” Brian asks. “Shouldn’t we go to a visitor center or something?” 

“It doesn’t even look open,” Danielle adds. 

“I promise this is the place,” I say. “The last time I was in Sedona, there was a guy in here who 

was beyond helpful. He gave us some killer tips on where to hike. I bet he can tell us where to camp for 

the next couple of days too.” Brian and Danielle do not look impressed, but we walk inside nonetheless. 

We enter the front room and find an older gentleman at a cash register opposite the door. The 

walls are covered with maps, shoes, and wooden walking sticks. “How can I help you?” the man asks 

with a smile.  

“We’re hoping for some advice,” I begin. “The three of us are looking for a place to camp tonight 

and for the next couple of nights. If there is any dispersed camping around, that would be great. Any 

place we can throw down our tent.” 

The man nods deliberately, pulls out a map from behind the register, and spreads it out carefully 

on the counter top. He moves his finger across the map, from corner to corner, studying it in silence. 

The three of us watch as he traces the lines and figures, peering through his bifocals. At last, he takes his 

glasses off and looks up at me. 

“Well, I don’t know anything about camping,” he declares. “Maybe you should ask someone 

else.” 

Even though Brian is behind me, I can feel the heat of his disapproving eyes on the back of my 

head. “Umm…” I begin. 

The old man holds up a hand. “Carrie,” he calls to the back of the store. “Could you come help 

these folks find somewhere to camp?”  
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A girl a few years older than us, with gauges in her ears and a feathered hairpiece between 

braids on the back of her head, looks at us over her shoulder. She pauses intentionally to make sure we 

all see her hand on the door and her backpack on, a clear sign of being on the way out and not happy to 

help us. 

The old man smiles. “Carrie will be happy to help you.” 

The girl saunters over to the register and throws her backpack down on top of the map. “What 

are you guys looking for?” 

“Thank you for helping us,” I make sure to say, before asking again for help in finding a 

campsite. 

She brushes the backpack off the map and points immediately to a spot at the very edge, 

adjacent to the I-17 freeway that leads to Flagstaff. “This isn’t really in Sedona. It’s out of town about 

thirty minutes, but it’s the best you’re gonna do. There are some open fields up there.”  

I smile politely. While I am indeed asking for advice, this is not my first time in Sedona, and I 

know for a fact that her suggestion is not our only option. “Are you sure there isn’t anything at a lower 

elevation? Maybe further away from the freeway?” 

Carrie narrows her eyes, returns to the map, and begrudgingly points to spot beside Oak Creek, 

a few miles downstream from the town. “I guess this place is good. It’s popular with the locals. Not 

many tourists,” she looks up at us, “know about it.” 

“Great,” I say curtly. “Thank you.” Brian touches my shoulder, a signal that he’s had enough, 

let’s not push our luck and irritate her any further. But I have one more question I want to ask. “Now, as 

far as hiking tomorrow,” I say as I point to a spot near the northwest corner of the map, “I’ve heard 

before that up here, there might be some Indian ruins that—” 

“Oh, I don’t tell tourists about Indian ruins.” She stares at us blankly for a moment before 

picking her backpack up off the counter. “Anything else I can help you with?” 
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I turn to Brian and Danielle, but there’s no way either of them are jumping in to this 

conversation. “Umm, how much for the map?” 

“$24.95, plus tax,” she declares. She whisks up her backpack and is out the door without 

another word. 

“Well.” Brian says. “Maybe I can at least find a new Camelbak here. Mine is leaking.” He walks 

through a doorway into a different part of the store. I follow dejectedly, and Danielle reaches out to 

hold my hand. 

“It’s alright, I’m sure we can find someone who can help us better than that. I remember seeing 

a chamber of commerce downtown, and—” 

“There he is!” I interrupt, letting go of her hand to point. In the back of the store, I recognize the 

dirty blonde mop of hair that belongs to the young man I spoke to the last time I was at the Hike House 

a few months before. He is helping another customer, and I pretend to look at some hiking boots on the 

wall nearby as I wait for him to finish. 

 

Great Advice from a Local: 25 

After a short introduction, the employee appears to remember me. “Oh, dude. You’re the guy I 

told about Bear Mountain last winter, right? Did you go up there?” 

“I sure did. One of the best hikes of my life. Can I ask you for some more advice?” 

He pats me on the back. “No doubt. Let me grab a map.” He pulls one from a rack on the wall. 

“You can have this one for free when I’m done.” He quickly points out the ruins I unsuccessfully asked 

Carrie about, and gives us meticulous directions to find them. “You guys seem pretty cool, so I’m happy 

to share this with you,” he says. “It’s my favorite spot in Sedona. You go down this trail until the fence 

on the left ends, then you follow this kind of gnarly deer track to the east, and then up on your left is the 

wall with the pictographs. There’s plenty of room to set up a camp.” I keep asking questions, and he 
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continues dishing out answers. For the next twenty minutes, he ignores all incoming customers to fill us 

in on the exact details of northern Arizona’s most incredible trails and campsites. “Secret Mountain? 

Check it out. You take this trail all the way up past the last sign, take a left at the burned tree, and then,” 

holding his arms out to the side and widening his eyes, “blowout.” 

“Blowout?” 

“For sure, man, absolute blowout,” he grins, staring off into the middle distance. “You wouldn’t 

even believe how far you can see up there.” 

We never get the employee’s name, but thinking about it afterward, the three of us agree that 

he seems like he would be named Chase. He appears to be about 25 years old, with a lean torso and 

muscular legs, and his mellowed out speech is filled with terms like “rad canyon” and “dope rock 

formation.”  At one point, he explains why he lives in Sedona by saying, “I used to go to school in 

Flagstaff, but then I rolled on down here and just caught Red Rock Fever, you know. Now all I do is hike 

and lead guided trips.” 

We stride out of the Hike House, my notebook filled with notes on Chase’s recommendations. 

But because daylight is running short, and we’re awaiting the arrival of two more friends joining us the 

next day, we decide to save Chase’s pointers for tomorrow, and take a gamble on Carrie’s tip: the “local” 

campground by the river. 

 

Tweakers Walking into Campsite: 3 

 By “local,” it appears Carrie meant, “where people drive their trailers into the sand to live there 

permanently.” The sun is going down behind the red cliffs, so we have no option but to take the last 

remaining campsite in a series of six or seven along Oak Creek. The site upstream from ours features a 

marooned Volkswagon bus, and the one downstream is occupied by a dilapidated camper trailer with a 

confederate flag covering the entire side facing us. 
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 We make a small fire and cook bratwurst over it in a cast iron skillet. Just as the sausages are 

finishing, a woman in a full red formal dress comes staggering through the sand toward our fire. Her 

brown hair is coming out in patches, and when she opens her mouth to speak, the light from the fire 

reveals a gummy cave between her lips. 

 “Do you kids smoke tobacco?” she asks, still advancing toward us. 

 “No,” we reply in unison. The answer stops the woman on the edge of our camp, and she smiles 

a toothless smile at us. 

 “That’s good. Good for you.” She staggers up a sandy hill behind out tent, barefoot but holding a 

set of black evening heels in her hand. The dust kicks up onto the bottom of her dress as she walks 

away. When she is almost out of sight, she turns back to us. “Do you guys know Kylie?” 

 “No.” 

 “You don’t know Kylie?” And with that, the ghost of Carrie’s advice limps off into the night, 

never to be seen by us again. 

 

Geocaches Found: 1 

 Two days later, after joining forces with our friends BJ and Travis, spending a night beneath 

ancient Native pictographs, bushwacking into a hidden gap between red rocks and naming it Wildcat 

Canyon, finding the signatures of Sedona’s first white settlers dating back to 1899, hiking to a natural 

armchair set in the top of a cliff 1,000 feet above the valley floor, exploring an abandoned cabin and 

stable, and following the Secret Mountain trail for half a day, we reach the top of a rise. I am in front of 

the group, and I’m the first to see what lies on the other side. 

 “Blowout!” I yell to the others. Brian and Danielle hurry their pace to catch up, and BJ and Travis 

lag skeptically behind. Skeptical, that is, until they see the view. 
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From this vantage point, not only can we see the entire town of Sedona, but our vista stretches 

hundreds of miles across the red rock wilderness to the west. At the very top of our trail, squeezed 

between two rocks, is a Folgers cup with all sorts of items inside. It’s a geocache, and there is a 

notebook within that lists the names of those who have found it, and the items they have left behind: a 

carabineer, a fruit roll-up, a locket, a red Sharpie, a dog’s hair, and a compass. 

 “Chase told you about this spot?” Travis asks, adding a broken pipe to the geocache.  

 “Yes. And everything else we’ve done in the last two days.” 

 “Chase is a demi-god,” BJ adds, munching on his peanut butter sandwich while shaking his head 

in awe. “I’ve never even met the man, but I feel like he’s my best friend.” 

 I nod in agreement. The five of us enjoy our lunch with a view, the silence only broken every so 

often by the word “blowout” spoken softly between bites. 

 

*** 
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Ice Cream Sandwiches: 4 

 “Is this a mirage?” Brian asks. 

 I stop hiking and look up from my dust-covered boots. To the left of the trail is a lush green 

lawn, the first thing we’ve seen all day that isn’t a shade of brown. Brian is pointing to a wooden board 

nailed to the side of a small trailer on the other side of the grass. Scrawled across the sign are the words: 

INDIAN TACOS 

FRYBREAD 

ICE CREAM SANDWICHES 

 The five of us throw our packs down in the grass and sit beside them, gaping at the trailer 

through the stale air. I take a long gulp from the three-liter plastic bladder in my pack, sucking the last of 

the water from the Camelbak. I pry off my hiking boots and the damp wool socks beneath, sinking my 

bare toes into the grass.  

The lawn is a welcome sight after our 8-mile descent through the dusty bottom of a wide gorge 

that feeds into the Grand Canyon. In front of us is the village of Supai, a collection of houses and lawns 

squeezed between the red canyon walls that have been home to the native Supai tribe for centuries. 

Only in recent years has the tribe opened their doors to the outside world for the enjoyment of what we 

have come for: the magical waters of Havasupai Falls. 

 Our campground is still two miles away, on the other end of a trail that winds through the grid 

of weary houses, by the freshly painted school, around the quiet church, in front of the café with the 

rocking chairs on the porch, alongside the dusty ditch, beside the mist of Navajo Falls, down the steep 

hill, and past the thundering Havasupai Falls themselves that form the uppermost boundary of the 

campground. Beyond a mile of tents, all propped up below shady trees and squeezed in between 

braided streams, lies the largest waterfall of them all, Mooney Falls; and two more miles beyond that, 
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down chains and ladders, through valleys of tropical leafy plants, and between the towering cliffs of the 

lower canyon, flows the series of cataracts knows as Beaver Falls.  

But right now, I can’t take my eyes off the words “ICE CREAM SANDWICHES.” I elbow Brian, who 

grunts in agreement. 

 “When in Rome,” he says as he stands. I rummage through my pack for my wallet, not wanting 

to pass up the opportunity to fill myself with cold, luscious calories at the bottom of the Grand Canyon. 

 

Caves: 9 

 The next day, we stand at the bottom of Beaver Falls, a string of low, wide cascades two and a 

half miles downstream from our campground. I scratch my head as I squint at my open notebook. 

 “What’s that?” Travis asks, pointing to a group of squiggles toward the top of the page. 

 “I think that’s a bush,” I say. 

 “I think it’s that bush,” Brian says, pointing up to a low green shrub at the left edge of the 

uppermost waterfall. 

 I look back to the squiggle on the paper, accompanied by all sorts of other lines and arrows. This 

drawing was Chase’s final and greatest contribution to the trip. Back at the Hike House, as we were 

headed out the door, I remembered to ask him if he knew anything about the Green Room at 

Havasupai. His eyes lit up, and he immediately pulled a pen from his pocket to scratch down the notes I 

now hold in front of me. 

 “The bush that looks like it has no business being there,” I say. “That’s what Chase told us, I 

remember it distinctly.” 

 “I fucking love Chase,” BJ adds. 

 “Let’s do it,” Travis says, wading into the water. We follow him all the way up to the shrub in 
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question, a scraggly mess of leaves and branches attached to a cliff at the edge of the pool, right next to 

a 20-foot waterfall. 

 “It’s under there?” Danielle asks. 

 I nod. The Green Room, a Loch Ness Monster of internet hiking forums, is supposed to be right 

in front of me. For months, I’ve been attempting to research the mythical underwater cave. There are 

videos on youtube of people inside, smiling into the camera with their heads just above the water, in the 

middle of a dimly lit room of turquoise stalactites. It’s easy to find references to it, but instructions on 

how to actually locate the cave are another matter. Every allusion to the Green Room is accompanied by 

some sort of coy comment, such as, “you’ll have to find it for yourself,” or, “I sold my soul to find it LOL 

good luck.” But then there was Chase, the god of outdoors advice. 

 “I lead tours to Havasupai all the time, and the Green Room… ultimate blowout,” he had said. 

“Just be really careful. There’s a massive spike right in the middle of the cave, and you’ll bump your head 

coming out of the water if you’re not watching for it.” He had paused to take in our expressions, and 

then continued, “You really don’t want to be bleeding from the head and then trying to go back 

underwater to get out of the cave. That’s a certain death.” When he saw Danielle go white, he hurriedly 

said, “Oh but it’s worth it, don’t worry. Just be careful, man. Lead with your hands. You’ll feel the spike. 

Bring your head up next to it, not into it.” He smiled. “Like I said. Blowout.” 

 I gulp as I touch the bottom of the cliff that dips into the edge of the pool. “Yes, it’s under here,” 

I say again. I can feel it in my bones. “I’ll go first.” 

 I snap on the goggles I bought weeks earlier specifically for this moment. Don’t hit your head on 

the spike, I think. Hands first. “Wish me luck,” I say, and without waiting for a response, I dive headfirst 

into the water below the cliff’s edge. 

 I dive down to get all the way beneath the overhanging rock jutting into the water, kicking with 

my legs to get as deep as possible. Five feet in, I remember as I stroke forward horizontally with my arms 
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once, twice, and then coast into an upright position. My heart pounds as I hold my breath. I look up, and 

through my goggles I can see a line separating two distinct colors at the surface: the deep brown of the 

rock, and a lighter shade that I believe must be the pocket of air I am looking for. I allow myself to float 

up toward the pale space, leading with my hands. My fingers poke through the surface and into the cool 

air. I reach my arms up and immediately feel the stalactite Chase warned of, thick and pointy at the end. 

I keep the rest of my body underwater as I study the spike with my hands. I feel a layer of lichen on the 

wet rock, and I trace my fingers all the way around it to determine the dimensions. Once I figure out 

exactly how large it is, I hold the spike between my palms, and bring my head up through the water a 

few feet to the side. 

 When my head emerges, I know immediately why it’s called the Green Room. Sunlight dives into 

the turquoise water, reflects off the rocks at the bottom, and shines back up into the cave to give its 

walls an unearthly green hue. There is enough room to float with my head and torso out of the water, 

and near the sides of the cave, I find a rock to stand on. From here, I can keep half my body above 

water, basking in the damp air between the spike and the wall behind me. 

 “Hell yeah!” I yell. “Come on in! You guys aren’t gonna believe this!” I wait for a response, but 

don’t hear anything. I wait one minute, two minutes, and finally decide to swim back out. I step down 

from the rock and dive back toward the outside pool. Halfway through the five-foot gap, I inexplicably 

smash my head into something hard under the water.  

 I grab my head and float backward to see what it was. Squinting through my goggles, I see Brian 

reeling a few feet from me, holding his head in the exact same way. I smile, redirect my momentum, and 

swim out to meet him. 

“I was coming under to find you,” he cries. 

“Didn’t you hear me yelling for you?” I ask, too excited to care about us bumping our heads into 

each other. 
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“Didn’t you hear us yelling?” Danielle asks. 

 I can see the eagerness in the eyes of my four friends. “You guys have to see this.” I lead the way 

back into the Green Room, all four friends following one-by-one. 

 The five of us fit snugly in the cavern. We hang out for a few minutes, praising Chase and 

savoring the glory of being in a cave under a waterfall at the bottom of the Grand Canyon. We snap a 

selfie with Brian’s waterproof camera, and after a few high fives, we slip back under the rock and into 

the outside world. 

 I am the last one out, and when I resurface by the waterfall, I look up to meet the gaze of a 

horrified older couple standing at the top. 

 Brian laughs as he ruffles his spiky hair. “They must have seen us go underwater five minutes 

ago, and not come back until just now.” We wave to the wide-eyed pair. “They have no idea what’s 

going on.” 

  

Backflips onto Jagged Rocks: 1 

 Emboldened by our success at the Green Room the day before, there is no hesitation in our 

decision to scramble toward Navajo Falls before heading up to the village for an Indian Taco. It’s only a 

few hundred feet off the trail to the right, and the pool beneath the misty waterfall looks ripe for cliff 

jumping. 

 Brian is in the lead, and the five of us wind our way across the rocky ledge toward the mist. We 

stop at a small white cross set in the black stone of the slope. 

“In loving memory,” Travis reads. 

Hmm, I think.  

 Moments later, Brian loses his grip on the rock and falls backwards. His legs slam into an 

outcropping, sending them flying above his head. Brian’s body flips rapidly upside down, then parallel to 
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the ground, facing down. My brain, unable to process the situation, misfires and slows time down to a 

halt. Brian floats horizontally in the space between the ledge and the ground, still some seven or eight 

feet from the ground, his limbs outstretched, his fingers grasping for something that isn’t there. Time 

snaps back to speed, and Brian’s head whips up frantically, completing a full backflip just before 

reaching the ground. His upper back slams into a jagged rock opposite the bottom of the cliff. He lies far 

below us, crumpled between boulders in a narrow wash. 

 “Brian!” I yell. He is motionless, his arms frozen in front of him as if he is still trying to grab the 

rock from which he fell. I glance to the right and see that the wash leads back toward a different part of 

the trail we came up on. I turn around and scramble as fast as I can back across the rocky slope. Shit shit 

shit is the only thought occupying my mind until I reach the dirt path. I take a sharp left and sprint down 

toward the start of the dry riverbed. If I can get to where he is from the bottom, maybe I can help him. I 

have to help him. This isn’t how it’s supposed to work. It’s only day seven. My best friend can’t have just 

plummeted to his death. I fun faster, but I know every second I am running is a second I’m not saving my 

friend. I run and I run. I see Danielle and BJ up above and I know I’m close. 

 I turn a corner to find Brian standing up and Travis already at his side. I sputter and cough until I 

am able to catch my breath enough to speak. 

 “Brian, are you alright?” I pant. 

 “I’m good.” 

 I fall to my knees. “Travis,” I gasp, “how did you get here?” 

 “I came down the same way Brian did. Minus the falling.” 

 I look up the other two. BJ points at the ledge, points at Travis, and shrugs his shoulders. 

 “So… so you’re okay?” I ask again. 

 “Yes, I’m fine. Now help me find my glasses.” 
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 Brian lifts up his shirt to reveal blood running down his side. His arm is badly cut, but he is 

moving it normally. 

 I start coughing heartily again, to which Brian says, “You’re in worse shape than I am.”  

“You’re, you’re okay?” I persist. 

 “Found your glasses,” Travis says. I look up to see him grinning and holding the frames in his 

hand. “Not even a scratch.”  

  

Magic Camelbaks: 1 

 Camelbak’s corporate mission statement includes the goal to “forever change the way people 

hydrate and perform.” While the company likely intends to do this by making bladders that allow people 

to drink water hands-free while hiking, Brian took the mission statement to another level when he fell 

directly on his Camelbak on the approach to Navajo Falls. 

 At our campground a few hours later, with his shirt off and bandages applied to the gash on his 

ribs, Brian sits at a picnic table and stares blankly into the river beside our camp. Apprehension hangs 

thick in the air between us, and I feel the need to say something.  

 “Is that the Camelbak you bought in Sedona?” I ask, pointing to the small backpack sitting on the 

table next to Brian.  

With a quick inhale and a grimace of pain, Brian picks up the backpack and holds it in his lap. 

“Yeah, this is the one. My old one was leaking, so I bought this in the Hike House when you were talking 

to Chase.” He lifts the end of the hose to his lips and takes a long drink. “Still works fine.”  

“Good, that’s what I was really worried about,” I say, laughing uneasily at my own joke. 

He shakes his head slowly. “I bought it because I liked this little pack it came in.” He opens a 

velcro strap on the top and removes the plastic bladder from within. Holding the bladder in one hand, 

he extends the backpack toward me. 
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I take it and turn it over in my hands. It is very small, only large enough to fit the bladder in its 

main pouch and perhaps a couple of Clif Bars and a wallet in the outside pocket. The fabric is thin 

between my fingers, save for a square of soft padding lining the inside, designed to keep the water cold 

by creating space between the bladder and the body heat of the user. 

“That,” Brian points to the object in my hands, “and this,” he says, holding up the bladder, “were 

the only things between my spine and the rocks I landed on. And if I had landed anywhere else,” he 

brushes a hand through his hair, pausing when he reaches the back of his head, “like my skull, or my 

neck?” He looks at me with eyebrows furrowed, searching my expression for answers I don’t have. 

 I look to Danielle, listening quietly at the end of the picnic table. Her eyes, shimmering as tears 

form along the bottom lids, communicate everything she wants to say. What if Brian had landed 

anywhere else? What if there was no Magic Camelbak? What about next time? Tom, what if no one is 

there to help you? 

 I scoot over to Danielle, who grabs me and pulls me close. She hasn’t spoken since washing out 

Brian’s wounds in the river beside our camp. 

 “Look,” I start, but she squeezes me tighter. I hold on to her as tight as I can, both of us knowing 

that I don’t have any idea what to say anyway. 

  

Mule Rides for our Packs: 1 

 In light of Brian’s injury and the difficulty of the hike uphill to the trailhead, we pay $20 each for 

a set of mules to carry our packs out of the canyon so we can hike out without carrying any weight. At 

the top, we pick up our gear and place everything in two separate cars. BJ, Travis, and Danielle’s stuff in 

one car, mine and Brian’s in the other. 

 Danielle and I are off a small distance away from the rest of the group, sitting on a bench 

overlooking the canyon we just came up. Neither of us are looking at the view. 
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I wipe a tear from Danielle’s cheek. “My grand plans for this summer don’t feel so grand right 

now,” I say quietly. 

She sniffs and looks out into the space in front of us. “They’re still grand, Tom. You’re going to 

do great things. You just know what’s at stake now.” She turns back to me, another tear welling. “And so 

do I.” 

I look down at our feet, unable to meet her gaze. “I wish you didn’t have to go back to work.” 

 “I want you to be safe,” she says softly. She takes my chin beneath her hand and lifts my head 

gently in front of hers. “You and Brian have to take care of each other. Can you promise me that?” 

 “I promise,” I say, forcing a smile. “I’ll see you in Canada, okay?” 

 She squeezes me tight, and after a time, we get in our cars and head out the same road we 

came in on. After 60 miles on Indian Road 16, we reach America’s Highway, Route 66. Tucson to the left, 

the California coast to the right. 

 Both of our cars stop at the stop sign, and we roll down our windows. Brian waves to Travis and 

BJ, and Danielle and I lock eyes together. I blow her a kiss, and she catches it with both hands. 

 

*** 
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Showers: 22 

 I turn the knob all the way to hot and watch the water land forcefully on the tiles. It’s nearing 

midnight at the end of day ten, I’m in the basement of my aunt and uncle’s house in Morro Bay, 

California, and I’m about to take my first shower of the summer. 

 I hold my hand out and feel the pleasant burn of the hot water on my skin. By normal standards, 

I need the shower badly. But by camping standards, I’m just as clean as I was on day two. That first day 

is the only time where the dirtiness and the smelliness are noticeable; after that, it’s all the same. The 

threshold of filth has been breached, and it becomes hard to believe that our ancestors would have ever 

needed showers. It seems as if we are meant to have muck beneath our fingernails, sand in our hair, and 

a layer of sunburn-proof dirt on our necks.  

But as I stare at the water splashing against the bottom of the shower, I feel obligated to accept 

my aunt and uncle’s hospitality by stepping in and washing off. I turn the dial down slightly and place 

myself in the middle of the cube. Water glances off my chest, deflected by a thick layer of grime that 

eventually gives way and flows down my body and to the shower floor. I watch as all of it swirls brown 

around the drain, the last evidence of Havasupai leaving my skin. On a shelf in the corner are a series of 

bottles and a loofa. I pick up the loofa, scratch my belly with it, look at the loofa, and stop. 

 “What am I even doing?” I ask the loofa. 

 It doesn’t reply. The loofa is crumpled and weak, intimidated by the impossible task of cleaning 

an entire body after ten days of hiking and camping. I close my eyes and lift my face into the oncoming 

spray of water. I drop the loofa and let everything flow over me. 

 

Laundry: 7 

 “How was your first shower?” Loren asks as he scrambles the eggs for our breakfast. 
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 “I don’t know if that shower will ever be the same,” I say, setting out the plates and forks. “Lots 

of dirt. Hopefully I smell acceptable now.” 

 My uncle smiles when he looks up at me. “It’s funny to focus on the washing, isn’t it?” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 He tilts his head and raises his eyebrows before turning back to the eggs with a smile. “What do 

you think I mean?” 

 Ugh. A classic Uncle Loren move. “Well,” I start, not knowing where I’m going with my answer. 

“It’s more difficult than usual, you know. More cleaning to do I guess?” 

“It’s not that difficult,” he says steadily, mashing eggs and vegetables across the griddle and into 

each other. “How long were you in there, fifteen minutes? You look clean to me.” 

“Well, it was kind of a challenge,” I say defensively. At the word “challenge,” I think of my last 

birthday gift I received from Uncle Loren, a gift card to REI. It was held captive in the dead center of a 

very large box, wrapped in a combination of paper, tape, chains, locks, and ropes that would put 

Houdini into retirement.  

 Loren points for my plate. “You do shower every morning when you’re back home, right?” He 

takes my plate and scrapes a helping of omelet onto it. 

“Sure,” I lie. I take my plate back and hand him his. 

“Or almost every day,” he winks. He flips the remains of the skillet onto his plate and takes a 

seat across from me. “So. You’re in your shower in Tucson, getting ready for class. What do you do?” 

“Well,” I start, taking a bite of egg to give me time to think. “I wash my hair with shampoo, and 

then put in some conditioner. If I have a beard at the time, I’ll shampoo and condition that too.” 

“Good,” Loren says, chewing his food steadily and peering at me over the edge of his glasses. 

“I’m glad they at least teach you something at school.” 

I nod in agreement, shoveling more food into my mouth. “Ffen, I take the boffywaff and–” 
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“Finish chewing, for God’s sake. I can see you haven’t graduated yet.” 

I swallow my bite, ignoring the second half of Loren’s comment. “Then, I take the bodywash and 

scrub myself clean. With a loofa.” 

“And this whole process takes what, five to ten minutes?” 

“Fifteen, if I have time.” 

Loren waves his fork in the air between us. “So for five to fifteen minutes every morning, you 

have nothing to occupy your attention besides the routine washing of your body, and I’m guessing you 

don’t apply any more active thought to the activities of the shower than you do to tying your shoes or 

filling up a cup of water.” 

I chew on my eggs, making sure to swallow this time before responding. “Yeah, you could say 

that. I mean, I’ve never needed to articulate the steps of taking a shower before.” 

 “That’s because the shower is so routine, that the time inside – never long enough – is 

dedicated solely to letting the mind wander,” Loren states. He takes a large bite of his omelet, chews 

methodically, and then sets his fork down with a nod of satisfaction. “So, what did you think about 

during your shower last night?” 

 I finish chewing and swallow before I answer with a shrug. “Not much,” I say at last. When I see 

the expectant look has not left his eyes, I search for something else to say. “Well, after a while, I wished I 

was back at Havasupai. I wished it was a waterfall running over me, and not a shower.” 

 Loren smiles, digging into his breakfast with renewed intensity. “There you have it.” 

“Have what?” I ask, my arms out to the side in exasperation. To my Uncle, I must look like that 

little kid who used to ask him for an extra cookie and not understand when he said I’ve already eaten 

them all. 

“When you’re out there,” Loren says, picking the fork back up and pointing it out the window, 

“really out there, your thoughts have room to roam. Not like usual, not like when you have to work all 
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day to come home and get enough sleep to do it again when you wake up.” He places his fork on the 

table and clenches both fists in the air above his plate. “It’s that daily grind that gives value to the 

ordinary shower. I don’t need it to get clean, and neither do you. When we’re out in the wild, we know 

better.” He sits back, folds his hands in his lap, and smiles so that the wrinkles around his eyes deepen 

gently. “In ten days, your mind has already wandered enough to make up for countless morning 

showers. The shower in my basement doesn’t offer you any respite, only a reminder that you’re back in 

civilization.” 

 I take another bite of egg and stare back at him as I try to think of something to say. Loren lifts 

his cup of coffee to gesture that there’s nothing that needs to be said, and I tap his cup to mine before 

taking a drink. 

 “Can I see that notebook of yours?” Loren asks. I pull it from my pocket and place it on the table. 

He takes a pen in one hand, the notebook in the other, and asks, “May I?” 

 “Sure,” I say uneasily. 

 “Don’t worry, I’m just writing down a name and a phrase I want you to look up sometime.” He 

flips through to find an empty page. “But don’t worry about it right now. You should be more worried 

about your laundry.” He looks up from the notebook. “Your clothes smell terrible.” 

 

*** 
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Hitchhiked: 4 

 Brian and I walk along a road at the bottom of Yosemite Valley with our thumbs out. Right 

behind us is my best friend from high school, Lucas, who has joined us for a ten-day excursion through 

the same backcountry that inspired John Muir and Teddy Roosevelt to found the National Parks System 

ages ago. Granite cliffs tower above us on all sides, and every second not spent looking up at them feels 

like a waste of time.  

After a mile of wobbling along the road’s shoulder with our necks craned back, a pickup truck 

pulls to a stop in front of us. We hop in the truck bed, keeping our backpacks on. They are heavy enough 

that taking them off isn’t worth the effort of having to put them back on at some point; but for now, 

seated in the bed with our packs resting their weight solidly along the bottom, we are free to stare up at 

monuments of the Yosemite Valley as the wind flows through our long hair. Yosemite Falls, El Capitan, 

Bridalveil Falls, and every cliff and tree compete for our attention, knowing full well that Half Dome at 

the end of the Valley will always win our eyes over in the end. 

 Our sightseeing is interrupted by a police siren coming from the car behind us. A ranger pulls the 

truck over, has a word with the driver, and flips a u-turn to go back the way it came. With an easy smile, 

the driver of our truck tells us this is the end of our journey together. We thank him, and turn our 

attention to the trail we happen to have been dropped off next to. 

 “Is this the trail?” Lucas asks. 

 “Pretty sure,” I reply. 

 

Pre-Existing Campsites Created: 3 

 After six or seven miles of the steepest uphill hiking I’ve ever done, and loaded down by the 

heaviest pack I’ve ever carried, the three of us crash at the side of the Pohono Trail yet again. 
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 “That was great guys,” I say between heavy breaths. “Made it about ten straight minutes that 

time.” 

 Brian and Lucas are no longer replying to me. I can’t tell if the silence is from them not wanting 

to waste energy speaking, or from them quietly plotting how to kill me. We are switchbacking up the 

same endless wooded slope that we started on after getting out of the pickup truck. We’ve been 

trudging uphill for hours, and there is no end in sight. I’m in no better shape than they are, but since I 

planned this diabolical route, I try to act like it’s not that bad, despite my red cheeks and my need to 

stop every few minutes. 

 A middle-aged man and his son come down the trail from the opposite direction. The three of us 

wave to them, trying to be polite without wasting energy on talking to strangers. 

 “Where are you boys coming from?” the man asks. 

 I glance at Brian and Lucas, whom I know aren’t answering. “From the trailhead at Wawona 

Tunnel.” I point down the mountain. “Well, that’s where we were trying to start anyway. I think we got 

dropped off somewhere else, but we made it this far.” 

 The man tilts his head curiously, pulls a piece of paper from his pocket, and studies it. “And it’s 

been uphill the whole way?” 

 “Yes,” Brian and Lucas reply in unison. 

 The man points to his paper, with the son looking over his shoulder. “This is where we turn 

around then.” He turns to us. “Well, good luck to you three.” 

 I reach out a twitching hand toward him. “Is that a map?” 

 “Oh this?” he replies. “It’s a cross section of this trail’s elevation. I printed it out myself. Here, 

look.” He extends the paper to me, and I take it in my hand. It resembles a graph of the U.S. housing 

market from 2005-2009: steady horizontal line at the top, with some modest wiggling up and down, 

until 2008, where the line plummets vertically down to the x-axis. 
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 “What am I looking at?” I ask. 

 “See this section?” he points to the horizontal part of the line. “That’s where we came from. 

Steady elevation at around 8,000 feet.” Then he points to the part that would represent the sub-prime 

mortgage free fall. “That’s where you came from. Straight down to 4,000 feet.” He takes the paper back 

and smiles. “We’re not doing that part. You boys have a great hike!” With a tip of his cap, he and his son 

turn back around and leave the way they came. 

 The three of us sit and pant for a while longer. 

 “You guys hear that?” I say, my voice trailing off to a high pitch. “It means we’re at the top. No 

more hiking uphill.” 

 “Can we set up camp then?” Brian asks. 

 “Well, I’d still like to try to make it to Bridalveil Creek tonight, which I believe is another two or 

three—” 

 Brian stands up and continues hiking. Lucas follows, and not another word is spoken until we 

reach the creek, dark and unwelcoming beneath the long shadows of the pines lining its banks. Brian 

walks a short distance off the trail to the right, circles a small clearing between trees, and lets his pack 

fall from his shoulders with a thud. 

 “Let’s set up camp as fast as we can, while we still have some light,” he says. 

 I shuffle my feet and don’t lift my eyes from them. “Actually, a ranger told me when I picked up 

our wilderness permit that we should try to find a pre-existing campsite, at least 100 feet from water, so 

that, you know, we aren’t impacting the area too much, and that ranger also said there might be some 

of those sites on the other side of the river, just a little ways–” 

 Thud. Lucas drops his pack next to Brian’s. I look up to see both of them standing with their arms 

crossed. 



Wicker  30 
 

 “We’re creating a pre-existing campsite,” Brian says flatly. “Now are you going to bring the tent 

over here, or would you rather I pull it from your pack while you stand there?”    

  

Waterfalls Seen: 85 

 On day four in Yosemite, we are headed back into the Valley via the Mist Trail to stock back up 

on food. The Mist Trail is well-known for its steepness and proximity to two of Yosemite’s most scenic 

waterfalls: Nevada Fall and Vernal Fall. The “well-known” factor is especially prominent today, the 

Sunday of Memorial Day weekend. 

 Whenever someone says something along the lines of, “I don’t want to go to Yosemite, it’s just 

too crowded,” my first instinct is to vehemently disagree. Sure, the parts with the cars are crowded; but 

under normal circumstances, all it takes is a quarter-mile walk down any trail to leave the crowds in the 

dust. I can’t speak for the rest of the world; but across the United States, the most overwhelmingly 

predictable trait of the National Park visitor is laziness. 

At one point during our stay in Yosemite, I actually spot a family having a picnic in the middle of 

the Curry Village parking lot, on a small pile of dirt between three SUVs and two tour buses. I imagine 

the discussion of picking that picnic spot went something like this: 

“Should we walk to that meadow over there for our picnic?” 

“No, we made it to Yosemite, this is fine.” 

That type of behavior, staggeringly common for the American outdoor enthusiast, leaves plenty 

of opportunities for solitude to those of us who are willing to spend five minutes finding it. 

 On this weekend, however, the Mist Trail is not one of those opportunities. Of all the trails in 

the park, the one with the term “mist” in the title is most susceptible to visitors picking the trail with the 

coolest name, and using it to satiate their guilt for doing at least something active while in Yosemite. 

 I can feel John Muir turning over in his grave as we wait in single file, shuffling forward only a 



Wicker  31 
 

few feet before stopping for another group to squeeze past our wide backpacks. In three hours on the 

Mist Trail, I see a more diverse crowd of outdoorsmen than the other 107 days of the trip combined. 

Here comes a family of three, with one child strapped to the mother’s front, and the other two strapped 

to the front and back of the father. Here comes a group of Asian seniors, all nine with DSLR cameras 

around their necks. Here comes a gaggle of sorority girls with matching Greek letters, two of them 

wearing flip-flops. Here comes a man with no shirt and no shoes, intent on completing his morning run 

as quickly as possible, with no regard for anything but keeping his strides in time with the song playing 

through his Bluetooth earbuds. Here comes a man carrying a cooler on his right shoulder. Here comes a 

man holding a microphone in one hand and a vertically extended plastic flag in the other, with twenty 

people wearing headphones following closely behind. Here comes a park ranger, wearing the expression 

of a Kindergarten teacher who has lost control of her class. Here comes a woman in UGG boots. Here 

comes a man recording the hike on his iPad. And here comes my favorite group of the day: seven guys 

and girls about our age, huffing and puffing and sweating profusely under the weight of their school 

backpacks, with the tallest and most athletic member of the group at the rear, carrying no pack at all, 

but holding an apple in his left hand, on which he casually munches as he takes one step for every two 

of his friends’ as easily as if standing on an escalator. I ask him how it’s going, and he replies with, 

“Chillin.” 

 The three-mile journey is exactly like walking backwards through the line at Disneyland’s Splash 

Mountain, if everyone in line had far lower spirits and took a hundred times more pictures. As the trail 

flattens out at the bottom, a barely-moving man with “I <3 NY” on his shirt and gel in his hair asks us 

how much further. 

 “It’s right up there,” I say as I walk by, unable to help myself. 

 

Sweet Potatoes: 8 
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 I peel the aluminum foil from the outside of the piping hot sweet potato. Steam pours forth and 

surrounds my face, and I feel proud of the simple dinner I’ve cooked over the fire we share with the 

campers next to us. It’s our second night in crowded Camp Four, a Yosemite Valley campground where 

we are staying to rest up for the next leg of our backpacking trip. 

 “Where are you guys headed next?” the skinny guy camping next to us asks. 

 “Sunrise Lakes, Clouds Rest, and then,” I point up to the monolith at the end of the Valley, “Half 

Dome on Friday. Shouldn’t be too bad,” I add, not so humbly. 

 “On Friday? Sick, that’s the day we’re climbing it,” he says. 

 “Oh cool, did you guys get a permit for the cables too?” I ask, referring to the cables set up for 

hikers walking to the top, which are restricted to a certain number of pedestrians per day. 

 “The cables?” He raises his eyebrows. “Nah, we’re climbing it. Like up the face,” he says, 

pointing to the iconic cliff. “On Wednesday we have to hike our gear up the Death Slabs, that bit below 

the face. Then Thursday we’ll climb halfway up, sleep, and then Friday go the rest of the way. Should get 

to the top sometime in the afternoon.” 

 I stare blankly and chew my sweet potato with vigor. 

 “Maybe you guys can bring us a beer!” one of his buddies chimes in. Laughs from everyone 

around the fire. 

 “When you say ‘sleep,’” I ask, “you mean halfway up? Like strapped in and suspended over a 

couple of thousand foot drop?” 

 “Yeah, yeah. It’s sort of like a hammock, but for climbing,” he says off-handedly. “Hopefully it’s 

not windy.” 

 I take the last bite of my sweet potato, nodding my head as normally as possible. “Well, see you 

there!” I say louder than intended. I mumble something about calling it a night, wish them good luck, 
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and return to my tent where I stare straight ahead and think about what the skinny guy would think of 

me and my friends if he saw us on the Mist Trail.  

 

Set up Hammock: 14 

 “What are you guys doing?” asks a voice from outside the tent. 

 I turn over in my sleeping bag. The sound of rain pattering on the fabric of the tent is steady. 

Lucas is still sleeping. 

 “What are you guys doing?” Brian repeats. I hear the zip of his backpack. “We need to leave.” 

 “But it’s raining,” I reply groggily. 

 “I don’t give a shit,” Brian scoffs. “If we’re going to backpack all the way to Sunrise Lakes today, 

we need to move now.” 

 I sit up, wipe my eyes, and peel off my warm sleeping bag. It’s cold. It’s early. The bottom of the 

tent is dripping with rainwater. As I begin to gather my things, I groan at the thought of starting another 

backpacking trip as soon as we pack up camp. What’s the point? My feet are sore and my shoulders 

have ached since day one of the summer. I stuff my sleeping bag in its sack. I roll up my sleeping pad. I 

break down the tent, fold it together, and jam it in the bag that’s always a few inches too small. 

Everything is wet. 

 Once we accomplish the Tetris-like task of packing the car with our gear, we make the two hour 

drive to Tenaya Lake, our starting trailhead. The rain has momentarily stopped, but the clouds hang 

threateningly low as we lift the packs onto our backs, strap on our hiking boots, and start walking. 

 Less than three minutes into the hike, we turn a corner and find the trail is interrupted by a 

stretch of slow moving water 100 feet wide. I pull out the map from my pocket and study it. 

 “The map doesn’t say anything about this.” 
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 After wading through the water, we hike up a ridge covered in snow. The trail is obscured 

completely, and the best we can do is to follow in the tracks of a man who came down the other 

direction earlier that morning. Flurries of snow intermittently pester us, and the cold is sharp on our 

ears and noses. 

 We come around the top of a wooded ridge, and the first of the three Sunrise Lakes finally 

reveals itself. We throw down our bags and begin to set up camp as the sun peeks out through a gap in 

the clouds for the first time. While Brian and Lucas do the important stuff, like putting up the tent and 

attempting to start a fire from the frozen sticks near the lake, I wander off toward a granite hill with my 

hammock in hand. 

 When I reach the top, I’m met with a view unlike any I’ve seen in Yosemite. A series of snow-

capped mountains line the horizon, with valleys tumbling into valleys in the foreground. Pines fill the 

lower elevations, with rocky outcroppings jutting through the tree line. There is no Half Dome here. No 

El Capitan, no Yosemite Falls. But looking at those monuments, I am certain in this moment that I am the 

only person beholding this view. The valley closest to me, with its fast-moving rivers breaking in 

cascades through the snow, is complete wilderness. 

 “Blowout!” I yell back to Lucas and Brian as I tie the hammock between two trees at the top of 

the rise. It’s one of the first words we’ve spoken all afternoon. The clouds are clearing, and the sun 

hangs at its highest point in the sky. For the next six or seven hours, the three of us contentedly sit atop 

the rise, taking turns letting the wind sway us gently in the hammock, and watching as the sun sets 

gradually on our very own section of the park. We are completely immersed in the landscape, and I have 

an odd inkling that the feeling is mutual. 

If someone were to walk up right now and ask me where I was earlier this morning, I don’t think 

I’d even have an answer. 
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Alarms set: 41 

 My phone rings, violently breaking our sleep. I turn over in my sleeping bag to make it stop. The 

bright screen blinds me, and I squint through one eye to see the time. 

 “3:20am.” I groan. “Time to get up.” 

 We tie our cold hiking boots tightly around our feet, strap our headlamps around our wool 

beanies, and pick up our already-filled day packs from the corner of the tent. We are out the zippered 

door by 3:23 for the only thing that could possibly wake us up that quickly: the fear of missing sunrise on 

top of Half Dome. 

 From our camp along the John Muir Trail, we only have two miles to hike. We travel in silence, 

our headlamps shining small circles of light onto the path in front of us. The trail climbs steeply through 

a forest for the first mile, shrouded in darkness beneath the new moon. After 30 minutes of ascending 

through the pines, the trees abruptly stop, replaced by a wall of granite to our left and a vast 

nothingness to our right. I aim my light at the void, but it is engulfed by the empty space. While I can 

only see items in my immediate foreground, I know the trail skirts the edge of a 2,000 foot drop through 

the darkness to the bottom of Yosemite Valley. We climb a sharp rise, descend a stairway on the other 

side, and then reach a pair of poles with steel cables attached to the top. 

 We look up. Our light shines on the cables as they rise steeply up the side of the curved rock. 

We are on the north side of Half Dome, and this section is the only thing between us and the top. 

 Brian takes three sharp breaths and then grips the ends of the cables. “I need to go now, or I’m 

going to bitch out.” And with that, he begins ascending. Lucas follows, and I bring up the rear.  

 All embarrassment felt at the hands of the climbers from Camp Four scaling the rock’s face is 

dissipated as soon as I begin moving up the cables. Pulling my weight up at a sharp angle – with 

unimaginable drop-offs on either side and only the small circle of light from my headlamp to guide me – 

is easily the scariest thing I have ever done. The only thing keeping me going forward is the knowledge 



Wicker  36 
 

that Brian and Lucas have already negotiated the next few feet without dying. I look straight down at my 

feet, not daring to look anywhere else.  

Right foot, left foot, pull. Right foot, left foot, pull. Right foot, left foot, pull. I am muttering it in 

the form of a song as the rhythm sets in. Right foot, left foot, pull. Right foot, left foot— and at the next 

pull, there is no more cable to pull on. I lurch forward, and come to rest on the flat top of the rock. I look 

up and see Brian and Lucas staring back at me, their headlamps shining in my eyes. 

We are atop Half Dome. 

We turn our headlamps off and wait for the sun to rise. As the stars gradually disappear above 

us, I fire up some tea with the portable stove I packed. 

After spending nine days gazing at Half Dome and wondering what it would be like at the top, 

we’re finally here. The sun rises, and we can see all of Yosemite below us. There is the village, still 

sleeping before the shuttles and RVs clog the small roads of the valley. There is the backpackers camp 

where we stayed the night we got in, there is where we hitchhiked, and there is that terrible hill we 

hiked up on the first day of our backcountry trip. There is Sentinel Dome, where we stood exactly one 

week ago and stared at Half Dome for over an hour. Half Dome itself casts a massive shadow across the 

valley, and perfectly in the middle of the shadow, there is our campsite at Panorama Point, where we 

weren’t allowed to camp and did it anyway. There is the Mist Trail, perpetually soaked in spray from 

Nevada and Vernal falls, and free from hikers for now. There is Upper Yosemite Falls, where we hiked in 

a gathering storm a few days ago. At its base, there is Camp Four, where our friends climbing the face of 

Half Dome at this moment were comfortably cooking steaks on the campfire beside us a few nights ago. 

And to the east, exactly where the sun peeks over the horizon, is Clouds Rest, where we slept for over 

an hour yesterday after fending off marmots looking for a free lunch. 

Every long mile, every dehydrated meal, every blister, every wrong trail, every cold morning, 

and every moment of doubt are all completely absolved.  
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I know what I want for the rest of my life. I want this, and I want it as much as possible. 

 

*** 
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Waffles: 1 

 “You boys want some toast?” my dad asks. I can’t say I’ve ever understood my father’s passion 

for making toast, but he’s thrilled to have me back in the house and I’m happy to oblige. 

 “Absolutely. Two pieces of sourdough for each of us.” 

 “Great!” my dad says as he opens the pantry. My mom is busy making waffles, my all-time 

favorite breakfast. While I know waffles rank among the simplest foods on earth, there’s something 

about the way she makes them that can never be replicated outside of this kitchen. As with many of my 

favorite childhood dishes, I never order waffles at restaurants for fear of being disappointed. 

 “Where did you say you’re headed next?” my mom asks, trying to sound as enthusiastic as 

possible. While I know she is happy for me to be traveling, I haven’t seen my parents for half a year, and 

my mom is doing her best to hide the disappointment that her house in Minden, Nevada is only a brief 

pit stop on my route around the West. 

 “We’re a little exhausted from Yosemite,” I say as Brian nods emphatically. “We’ll rest here for a 

couple of days, probably go up to Lake Tahoe at some point. Then I think we’ll head over to San 

Francisco and catch a Giants game, maybe spend a little time away from the wilderness.” 

 “Well, you both know you always have a warm bed here for as long as you need it,” my mom 

says, setting a plate full of golden waffles on the table. “Now eat up, I won’t have you going hungry like 

you do out in the woods.” 

 I want to assure her that I take every opportunity to eat as much as possible, regardless of my 

proximity to hers or any other kitchen; but I don’t want to dissuade her from heaping another load of 

batter onto the waffle maker. I just nod and continue eating. 
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Steamboats Seen: 1 

 “What about that mountain over there?” Brian asks, pointing to the largest peak on the other 

side of Lake Tahoe, marked by a year-round cross of snow on the cliff facing us. 

 I dig a fist into the sand we’re sitting on at the edge of the lake. “That’s called Mount Tallac. And 

no.” 

 “Or that one?” Brian gestures toward another mountain on the California side. 

 “No, man.” 

 “Not even this one behind us?” Brian asks, pointing to the top of Heavenly Ski Resort above the 

casinos of Stateline. 

 “Well, there’s a gondola that takes you to the top, and I did that once,” I say. “But I’ve never 

even skied there. I’ve only skied once, at one of the other resorts.” 

 Brian shakes his head and looks back out toward the lake. The sun is high in the sky, reflecting 

brightly off the gentle waves created by the early afternoon breeze. “Tom, you’re telling me that you 

spent twelve years of your life with Lake Tahoe in your backyard, and you never hiked any of these 

mountains?” 

 “None of them.” 

 Brian adjusts his sunglasses. “You know where I went to high school, right?” 

 “Sierra Vista, Arizona.” 

 “Do you have any idea how shitty that place is?” Brian throws a handful of sand into the water. 

“The most scenic thing we have down there is the park on the military base. I would have killed to grow 

up somewhere like this.” 

 I shrug defensively. “To be fair, my house is twenty minutes down the mountain.” 

 Brian snorts. “But…” 

 “I know, Brian,” I interrupt. “We’ve been over this. I already told you I wasted growing up here.” 
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 “You told me that, but now that I’m here and I see how beautiful it is…” Brian trails off. 

 I stare out over the lake, fixing my gaze on a steamboat plowing its way south toward Emerald 

Bay. “Now you know why I really wanted to do this trip. I knew it would be fun, but I didn’t want to miss 

out on all these places I’ve always lived so close to. I mean, just look at the stuff we’ve already seen. 

Havasupai, Yosemite, you name it. We have all this great adventure right here in the West, and we’re 

just now getting around to really appreciating it.” The steamboat puffs a cloud of white out of a tall 

smokestack at the back of the boat. “You see that boat out there?” 

 “Sure.” 

 “My parents have friends from Germany that come all the way out here to see what they call 

the Wild West. They save up for it for years. When they arrive, the first thing my parents always do is 

take them out on that steamboat. It’s called the M.S. Dixie II. It just motors around the lake for a while, 

makes a loop, and comes back.” 

 “Did you ever ride on it?” 

 I shrug. “When I was little, my parents made me go a bunch of times. But then I got old enough 

to have better things to do I guess, so I stopped going.” Even though the Dixie is miles away, we can hear 

the faint toot toot of its whistle. “I always thought it was so boring.” 

 Brian and I watch as jetskis cut between our beach and the Dixie, which is slowly moving away 

from us toward the wooded slopes of the south shore. A seagull flies across the water’s edge a few feet 

in front of us, reminding me that I’ve always wondered how they made it this far inland in the first place. 

 “The whole time I was sitting on the deck of that boat, not knowing why I was there, I was taking 

this all for granted,” I continue. “Don’t get me wrong, I love living in Tucson now. But every time I tell 

someone I’m from Lake Tahoe, they immediately say how much they love this place, and they have all 

sorts of stories about things they’ve done here.” I dig my toes deep into the grainy sand. “I don’t have 
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enough of my own stories about this place. I’ve experienced Lake Tahoe, at most, as much as the 

German friends who only stayed here a few days with my parents.” 

 “I’m sure that’s not true,” Brian says, attempting to retract the sudden seriousness of the 

conversation. 

 “It is true,” I say, “And it’s why we’re out here right now.” 

 “You’re not just out here for one giant bro date with me?” Brian smiles. 

 “I mean, aside from that of course.” I stand up, close my eyes, and raise my arms out to the side, 

embracing the cool air coming off the lake. “I’m not going to wake up halfway around the world 

someday, wishing I hadn’t wasted living in the American West the same way I wasted living so close to 

Lake Tahoe.” 

 For a long minute, Brian doesn’t say anything, but I can feel his eyes on me. “That’s deep, man.” 

He pauses. “And I’m happy to be a part of it. But I’m gonna start gnawing on your leg here real soon if 

we don’t get something to eat.” 

 I open my eyes and laugh as my arms fall. “Good. My mom will be happy to hear that. Let’s go 

see what she doing for lunch.” 

 As we walk back along the beach toward the car, I see the M.S. Dixie II puttering its way into the 

distance, and I wonder how many bored children are sitting on its deck today. 

 

Gallons of Gas: 341.5 

 “Thanks for the fill up,” I say as I squeeze my mom close in my arms. Her head is buried into my 

shoulder, her body shaking as she cries. The other patrons of the Maverik gas station on the edge of 

town glance uncomfortably in our direction. 

 “Aww, don’t cry sweetie,” my dad says with a tender smile. He and I both know that my mom 

can’t help but to cry when parting ways with either of us, and we can’t help but smile out of love for her. 
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 “Promise me you’ll be safe,” she says between breaths.  

 “Of course.” 

 “Promise?” 

 “Promise,” I say, the image of Brian falling from the rock at Havasupai flashing through my 

mind’s eye. “I really, really promise.” 

 As I drive away, Brian and I wave to my parents standing under the awning of the gas station. 

My dad has his arm around my mom, and I can see them still waving until they finally recede into the 

distance of my side view mirror. 

 “Does your mom always cry like that when you leave?” Brian asks, a slight tone of concern in his 

voice. 

 “Oh yeah, she cries at everything,” I say. “Dad and I have a secret contest going to see who can 

make her cry more at our birthday cards to her.” The mountains of my hometown stand strong out the 

windows, and familiar cow pastures fly by in the foreground. “I haven’t been around, but Dad says I’ve 

had the upper hand since I moved to college.” 

 

*** 
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Sushi Rolls: 12 

 “Do you smell that?” Brian asks. 

 I sniff the evening air. We’re on a dark street somewhere in San Francisco. There are three story 

apartments in every direction. “Is this Japantown?” 

 “I don’t think so. I think I smell the ocean.” 

 “Ocean…” I say, feeling the word on my lips. “Ocean. Ocshean. Ocshhhhhean.” 

 “How did we get here?” 

 I attempt to turn around, but stumble on a crack in the sidewalk and decide to sit down. “Was 

the sushi place in Japantown?” 

 “I don’t even know,” Brian says. “But I don’t think our hostel is near the ocean.” 

 “I think I’m going to throw up,” I say. 

 Brian sits down on the curb next to me, our feet in the gutter. “Maybe we shouldn’t have had 

that second sake bomb with our sushi rolls.” 

 “Or that Jaeger with our German roommate.” 

 “Or that beer from the Croatian guy down the hall.” Brian sighs and gazes at the uphill road to 

our left. “Have you seen a bus?” 

 “A what?” 

 We sit in silence for a few minutes, my head between my knees and Brian looking back and forth 

down the street in both directions. 

 “At least we found a sushi place,” Brian finally says. 

 “That was our goal,” I confirm. 

 “We need a new goal,” Brian says. After a few minutes pause, he stands up. “Find our way back 

to the hostel!” he shouts, pointing into the air. 

 “What?” I say, unsure if I was just sleeping or not. 
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 “That’s our new goal. C’mon, man,” Brian says, reaching a hand down to help lift me up. 

 I turn my head up toward him, regarding the fuzzy outline of my friend against the backdrop of 

the fog and the lights of a second story window behind him. “Brian?” 

 “Yeah?” 

 “Let’s leave the city tomorrow.” I say, studying his hand. “We’re better at the wilderness.” 

 “For sure man,” Brian says, retracting his hand and stepping behind me to pick me up by the 

shoulders. “But we need to find a bus first. Let’s get back to our hostel and sleep this off and we’ll head 

up the coast tomorrow.” He lifts me up off the ground, puts an arm around me, and guides us slowly 

uphill along the sidewalk. 

 It’s hard to tell how much time passes as we walk, but I feel like we are back on the trail, 

ascending and descending endless hills through a new landscape, only with apartments and storefronts 

instead of trees and mountains.  

“Hey, look!” Brian says at last, stopping and pointing to a building up ahead. 

 “What?” 

 “It’s that cool bar our Croatian roommate was telling us about.” 

 I peer through the fog, trying to make out the words of a red neon sign. “Wal… Walgreens?” It 

takes a few seconds, but once the joke sets in, I laugh so hard I have to sit back down on the damp 

sidewalk. “It’s a Walgreens!” I yell, slapping my knee and rolling onto my side. “What was that guy’s 

name again?” 

 “Milos,” Brian says. “And he was convinced the hostel owner gave him the hottest tip on the 

best bar in town. He wanted us to go to Walgreens with him so badly.” 

 “We probably would have been better off doing it, too,” I say, planting my hands to lift myself 

back up to a standing position. 
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 “Well, now’s our chance,” Brian says, guiding me with his hand toward the entrance. “I think a 

bottle of water would do us some good. Wash down that rotten sushi.” 

 

*** 
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Nights Slept in Hammock: 3 

 After tying my lengths of rope around two redwood trees about eight feet apart, I hook the 

hammock in between. I crawl in, lay down, and look up. 

 The lowest limb on the tree right behind my head is at least a hundred feet above me. From that 

limb on up, countless others intersect with branches and pine needles from the other neighboring trees. 

The dark greens and browns mix together into a uniform shadow as night descends on the forest, and I 

can smell the faint scent of salt floating off the ocean somewhere to our west. Through a window in the 

boughs above me, I spot Orion emerging in the night sky, twinkling steadily.  

 I hear Brian unzip his tent door. “You’re not worried about bears out here?” 

 A gentle breeze, unfelt by us at ground level, rustles the tops of the redwoods and shifts my 

viewing window to another patch of sky. The stars don’t form any constellation I know of, but I know 

they’re light years away, and the stars are probably not particularly concerned with arranging 

themselves in patters according to the perspective of our small, small planet. 

 I wrap my sleeping bag all the way up to my chin. “Honestly, if a bear wants to come after me 

tonight, I don’t think I’d even mind.”  

 

*** 
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Subaru Outbacks Spotted in Portland on June 11th: 52 

 And all within just a couple of hours, as most of the day was spent watching Archer on my 

friend’s couch. 

 

*** 
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Campfires: 26 

 It isn’t until Brian and I reach Washington that we realize we have no idea how to make a fire. 

 The first month of the trip was spent in Arizona and California, and the foliage available to build 

a fire ranged anywhere from “dry” to “nearly on fire already.” Our first campsites were made by 

arranging every dead plant we could find haphazardly in the middle of a fire pit, lighting one end of one 

stick, and watching the whole thing erupt into flame on its own. We moved merrily from camp to camp 

in this manner, laughing at signs that offered firewood in exchange for money. Who would pay the 

equivalent of a six-pack of Sam Adams for firewood when every other dead plant is free? 

 Brian (now referring to himself as “Lord of the Flame”) and I pick up my friend Walker from his 

house in Seattle to camp for a few days in nearby Olympic National Park. At camp the first night, Brian 

and I begin to gather fallen branches and pine needles from the ground. 

 “What are you doing?” Walker asks. When we tell him we’re collecting firewood, he looks 

amused. 

 “We’ve got this down by now,” I tell him. “Just get the sausages ready, and Brian and I will take 

care of the fire.” 

 “I’m going to wait on opening the sausages,” Walker says, watching us go to work. 

 The sky darkens, and the ominous Pacific Northwest sky closes in. The branches are damp, the 

ground is damp, and even the air is damp. When the initial throw-it-in-a-pile-and-set-fire-to-it method 

doesn’t work, Brian and I struggle for another half hour with every Boy Scout trick in the book. The 

pyramid arrangement. The log cabin arrangement. Layering the fire with paper towels. Lighting multiple 

sides of the pile at once. When a flame finally catches, we both drop to the ground and blow on the 

flame frantically, attempting to spread it across the other sticks. Our air only extinguishes the tiniest 

flicker of hope, and I slam my fist into the ground in frustration. 

 Brian frowns. Walker opens the jar of peanut butter and sleeve of Ritz crackers. 
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 No sausages that night. 

 

Firewood Purchased: 5 

 The next day, we drop five dollars in a box in someone’s yard, take a bundle of firewood, and 

move to our next camp. Despite the monetary loss, spirits are high. German bratwurst is on the menu, 

and we know a nice fire is just the thing to keep us comfortable in the face of the steady ocean breeze. 

 However, it doesn’t occur to any of us that the firewood sitting in that lawn is equally as damp 

as the underbrush we had attempted to use the previous night. In fact, the dew from the grass only 

further saturates the wood, which is now just as useless as the underbrush, only bigger. 

 We have already eaten the last of our peanut butter and Ritz at lunch. It’s fire and brats for 

dinner or bust. 

 “I have an idea,” Walker says. 

 

Lighter Fluid Purchased: 1 

 We name that night’s arrangement of firewood, “The Tank.” Pine needles and small branches on 

the bottom, with two thick logs stacked parallel on top. The Tank is doused with lighter fluid. Brian lights 

the corner of a paper towel and holds it up above the pit. 

 “Prehistoric man discovered fire,” he says, lowering the burning paper toward The Tank. “They 

used it to cook their food too. If cavemen could do this, we must succeed.”  

“Cross your fingers,” he adds. 

 He drops the paper, and a fire immediately shoots up to the height of our chests. A round of 

high-fives follows, and the bratwurst are soon out of their packaging and onto the skewers. 

 But The Tank’s glory is short-lived. Two minutes later, we find ourselves holding the skewers 

over a hissing pile of wet wood. 
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 A moment of silence for the death of The Tank. 

 “We don’t have any wood that will work,” Walker says. 

 I shuffle around in the cooler. “And no food that can be cooked without it.” 

 “We do have more lighter fluid,” Brian says, showering The Tank with the magic liquid once 

again. After 60 minutes and a few dozen squirts, we are rewarded with the best undercooked bratwurst 

this side of the Jurassic period. 

 

*** 
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Trips to the Cascades: 0 

 On our last night in Seattle before heading out to the North Cascade Mountains, we sit at a bar 

down the road from Walker’s house, watching game seven of the NBA Finals. Every time LeBron James 

scores, I groan and Brian takes a swig of his beer. This is the third Miami Heat playoff game we’ve 

happened to catch over the last week, and we’ve unsuccessfully rooted for Heat to lose each of them. 

 “Dammit,” Walker mutters under his breath. “I just want LeBron to lose. Is that too much to 

ask?” 

 I stare into the foam of my beer. “Isn’t it odd that we sit here and pay money to drink alcohol 

and watch a television broadcast of a basketball game taking place thousands of miles away, desperately 

hoping one of the players will fail? The outcome of this game in no way affects our lives, but yet we’ve 

chosen this activity over building a campfire and watching the stars.” 

 If I had actually said that, Walker’s eyes would have probably fallen out of his head. 

 “Fuck LeBron,” is what I actually say. Brian raises his glass in agreement, and we all drink. 

 “Yeah, that guy sucks,” says a familiar voice from behind me. 

 I glace over my shoulder and see someone behind me out of the corner of my eye. I almost turn 

back to the game, but I do a double take when I realize why the voice is so familiar, and I whirl my whole 

body around to find none other than Danielle standing before me, wearing one of my sweaters, and 

smiling the biggest smile I’ve ever seen.  

 “What?” I exclaim as I embrace her. “How did you –” 

 She interrupts me with a kiss, both arms around the back of my neck. I pull her in close, and we 

continue kissing for so long that I forget where we even are by the time she pulls away and smiles back 

at me. 

 “You’re not supposed to fly in until five days from now,” I say. “In Vancouver!” 
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 “I just needed my man,” she says with a bat of the eyelashes. “Walker and Brian helped me with 

the surprise.” 

 “I’ve known she was flying in today for a while now,” Walker says, grinning at both of us. 

 “Are you kidding me?” I ask Walker. When he winks back, I turn to Danielle. “Well, you can’t fly 

all the way up here and not see the sights of Seattle,” I say, squeezing her hands in mine. “The three of 

us already went to Pike Place and the Space Needle and all that earlier in the week, but it wouldn’t hurt 

to go again.” 

 Danielle kisses me again. “That’d be wonderful. And I got us all tickets to the Mariners game 

tomorrow, if that’s alright.” 

 “God, I love you,” I say, embracing her tightly. “Looks like we’re spending another couple of days 

in the city then.” 

 “Good, more time for drinking,” Brian says, motioning to the bartender.  

 After we finish the next round of beers, the four of us step out of the bar and into the light rain 

of the Seattle evening. I feel Danielle’s palm with my fingertips, swinging our arms gently back and forth 

as we walk toward Walker’s house. I slow our pace, and the two of us fall a few steps behind. 

“We’ll have to save the Cascades for our next trip,” I say to her. 

“That’s okay,” she replies. “We can spend all day tomorrow finding different places around the 

city to kiss.” She leans in and touches her lips softly to my cheek.  

I can faintly hear Brian and Walker up ahead, complaining about the game. The Miami Heat have 

won the NBA Finals, and I couldn’t care less. 

  

*** 
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ATM Drug Deals: 1 

Brian and I walk purposefully through the streets of Vancouver, Danielle strolling close behind. 

 “There’s one,” Brian says, pointing across the street. We watch for puddles and cars as we cross.  

The rain has stopped for the first time since our arrival a few hours ago, and the sun reflects off the glass 

of the three-story building ahead of us. As we approach the front door, I hear rolling laughter from 

within. 

 I peer through the glass and see an old man smiling and leaning back in his barstool, patting his 

neighbor on the back with his left hand and holding a two-foot bong in his right. He picks up a lighter off 

the bar, turns to face the window, and puts the end of the bong to his mouth. As the glass column fills 

with white smoke, he catches my glance for a moment before closing his eyes and inhaling all of it. He 

sits up straight, grins wide again, and swivels back to face his friend. When his body starts shaking with 

laughter again, I look past him to see a full bar of patrons in the hazy room. Everything is loud, and every 

single face has a smile. 

 Brian reads the sign on the door aloud. “New Amsterdam Café. Glass pipes, rolling papers, glass 

bubblers… Milkshakes, sandwiches, banana splits… and vaporizer bar.” 

 I want to hug Brian. “Vaporizer bar…” My fingers tingle as I reach for the handle to the door. I 

hold it open as Brian flies inside. “Break on Through” by the Doors is playing over the laughter. Danielle 

follows slowly. By the time I step inside, Brian has already started up a stairway to the left. The 

overpowering skunkiness makes me want to stay in this room, but when I see the arrow with the words 

“Vaporizer Bar Upstairs” beneath it, I hustle to catch up with Brian. 

 The walls on the second floor landing are covered with fliers. Medical Revelations Conference. 

Libertarian Town Hall Meeting. Free Marc Emery. Free Pussy Riot. Bob Marley Revival Festival. Danielle 

and I turn a corner to find Brian holding a wooden door open. He high fives me as I walk in. 
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 An elegant young woman stands behind a counter in front of us. “Welcome. What can I do for 

you?” 

 “Umm…” Brian starts. “How much? How much is it?” 

 “Five dollars an hour, per person.” 

 “Three people for an hour then please.” Brian hands the woman our Canadian dollars, and in 

return, she hands us a black cone with a plastic bag fixed to the top. The word “VOLCANO” is printed on 

the side. 

 “Do you know how to use this?” she asks. 

 “Yes, thank you.” Brian takes the cone, hesitates, and then slowly moves toward a nearby table. 

We take our seats on the plump couches surrounding it. 

 In direct opposition to the bar downstairs, this room has no music. The walls are painted a clean 

white, and the high ceilings and hardwood floors are warm with natural light. A few clusters of people 

are sitting around their own tables or shooting pool on the other side of the room. At a table near us, I 

see a young man pull the bag off the top of a Volcano and inhale while his friend talks quietly with small 

hand gestures. Brian sets our Volcano on the table, studies it, and then lifts his head up to face me. 

 “We’re missing something,” he says. 

  

 After returning the Volcano and getting our money back, we stand on the sidewalk outside the 

New Amsterdam Café. 

 “Goddammit, I didn’t even see this,” Brian says as he points to the door. Right below the sign 

that had drawn us in was one of the same size, but with larger font and red letters: 

WE DO NOT SELL MARIJUANA. 

DO NOT EVEN ASK. 
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 As Brian and I scratch our beards and study the sign, Danielle types into her phone. “It looks like 

weed is illegal in Vancouver,” Danielle says. “But there’s this ‘safe space’ law where you can smoke 

whatever you want in certain designated buildings as long as you bring it in.” 

 I shuffle my feet. “Anyone have connections in Vancouver?” 

 “I know a guy,” Danielle says. 

 “Really?” Brian and I exclaim, not catching the sarcasm until Danielle shakes her head and starts 

back down the sidewalk toward our hostel. 

 

 The next morning, the three of us share an umbrella as we walk down a narrow one-way street. 

On one side is a breakfast cafe, and on the other is an abandoned art studio. 

 “Are you sure this will work?” I ask. 

 “I’m just telling you what the guy in the bathroom told me,” Brian says. “There’s an ATM across 

the street down there. You press the button on the wall next to it, a door will open, and you go—“ 

 “A door? Any door?” 

 “Some door, I don’t know. And you walk in like you own the place and buy however much weed 

you want.” 

 I slow to a stop, holding our umbrella in place. “And you met this guy in our bathroom?” 

 “Yeah, he was peeing in the urinal next to me.” 

 “This is fucking stupid,” Danielle says. 

 Rainwater sloshes out from the bottom of a rain gutter at our feet. Brian shrugs. “Look man, I’d 

do it, but my flight leaves tomorrow. You have three more weeks in Canada to use whatever you buy. 

It’s your call. There,” he points to a wall half a block away. “That looks like the ATM.” 

 Danielle squeezes my hand, and puts her other hand on top to hold on. 
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 I squeeze back, take a deep inhale, and a deep exhale. “Wish me luck.” I hand Danielle the 

umbrella and let go. 

 “Good luck, man,” Brian says. 

 “This is fucking stupid,” Danielle says again. 

  As I approach the ATM, I notice the windows on either side are completely opaque. The walls 

above are blank, and the sidewalk is littered with cigarette butts. 

 Between the black screen of the ATM and the black window to the left is a strip of concrete 

siding with a white doorbell at eye level. I notice my heart rate quicken as I pretend to be interested in 

the ATM. I want to look back at Brian and Danielle but think better of it. With a finger moist from rain or 

sweat, I press the doorbell. 

 A door immediately opens in the black window on the other side of the ATM. 

 “Get inside,” instructs a gruff voice. 

 For half a second, I am caught between wanting to apologize to the man for bothering him, and 

wanting to run away as fast as I can. I breathe in sharply and enter through the narrow opening. The 

door closes behind me. 

 The doorman returns his hand to the pocket of his hooded sweater. He is bald and wearing 

sunglasses despite the rain and despite being inside. From in here, the windows are clear and everything 

outside can be seen easily. I clear my throat and reach for my wallet. 

 “Don’t talk to me,” he says, devoid of facial expression. 

 I don’t say anything. Act like you own the place, I remember. Two men seated near the window 

stare at me.  A lump rises in my chest as I turn away from them to face the rest of the room. 

 My eyes dart around the long, narrow, dimly lit parlor. A TV halfway down the right-hand wall 

plays a Canadian football game. A fogged mirror hangs low opposite. A ceiling fan swings slowly above. 

At the back of the room, a leathery man with a black goatee stands motionless behind a small bar. I pick 
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up my right foot and move toward him. Then the left. I think about how my advantageous beard covers 

the quivering facial muscles beneath. Act like you own the place. 

 I arrive at the counter and meet the stare of the dark-eyed man. His arms are crossed. Now 

what? A flash of cold dread sweeps down from my shoulders through the rest of my body. 

 “Umm,” I begin as I shuffle for my wallet. I fish for it with both hands in my right pocket, the 

sound of fingers sliding on corduroy echoing in my ears. Where’s that damn wallet? I tilt my head down 

toward my pants. Act like you own the place. I yank the wallet out from across my body with my left 

hand. I open it and stare inside without seeing. Look up, dumbass. I lurch my head up to meet the man’s 

gaze. 

 His clear eyes pierce straight through mine. I suddenly have no idea how weed is measured. 

Fuck, what is it? Pounds? No, that’s not it. 

 “Uh, twenty dollars worth?” I quaver. 

 “Who told you about the doorbell?” the man asks without moving a muscle. His voice is low, 

quick, and aggressive. 

 “Oh, that?” Yes, that, you idiot. “Just some guy at my hostel.” 

 “Which hostel?” 

 “Cambie Hostel,” I say, pointing clumsily in a direction the hostel might be.  

 “Was it that fucker at the front desk?” 

 “What? No, no just a guy in the bathroom.” 

 “You sure about that?” 

 I rub my beanie across my sweaty hair. “Yeah, some tourist in the bathroom.” 

 The man narrows his eyes. Fear drops in my stomach like an anvil. Should I run? Could I run? 

That guy by the door is huge, and I have to cross thirty feet of floor to get to him, but if I could just open 

the door even a crack and cry out to Brian and Danielle maybe they could get help or— 
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 “Alright,” the man says, uncrossing his arms and placing them on the counter. “Let’s keep this 

between you and me.” Without breaking his stare, he reaches down behind the wood between us and 

pulls out a Ziploc bag. He sets it on the table and pushes it toward me. 

 I nod my head so quickly that I feel my brain shake inside my skull. “Of course, of course.” I place 

my twenty dollar bill on the table, grab the bag, and put my hands in my pockets. “Thank you.” 

 The man narrows his eyes in reply, and I turn and walk straight past the large man holding the 

door open for me and out into the rain. I turn the corner to find Brian and Danielle waiting underneath 

an overhang. We stand silently for a while and watch the rain. 

 “New Amsterdam Cafe?” Brian asks. 

I finally exhale. “Yeah. You’re paying.”  

 

*** 
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Check Bank Account Balance: 21 

 After dropping Brian off at the airport, Danielle drives as I ride shotgun. I run my fingers through 

her hair with my left hand, typing “greater nevada credit union online banking” into my phone’s search 

bar with my right. 

 “So,” she starts, “how did it go?” 

 “How did what go?” 

 “Being with Brian for seven weeks.” 

 “Oh. It was great.” I look up and see the skyscrapers of Vancouver passing us on either side. “I 

didn’t even notice it after a while, honestly. We got so used to each other.” 

 “That’s good to hear,” Danielle says. She changes smoothly into the left lane. “Did you guys ever 

fight or anything?” 

 Through the window, I see the tall buildings closing in on our road, reducing the number of lanes 

ahead. “Fist fight? No,” I say, turning back to my phone and entering my password into the credit union 

webpage. 

 “That’s a relief.” 

 I scratch my beard. “You know, I can’t think of a single argument we had.” I lean back and wait 

for my account information to load. “We had such similar goals for our part of the trip together. 

Sometimes we had different ideas, but if Brian really wanted to do something, I trusted it was 

something I wanted to do too.” 

  “I’m happy it went so well,” Danielle says. “Have you heard from any of your friends who were 

thinking about joining you after I leave the trip?” 

I shake my head. “Nope. Everyone’s pretty busy this summer.” 

 “I hope you don’t have to be alone.” Danielle reaches over to touch my arm. “But I’ve been 

thinking a lot about us in Canada together, and I bet we’ll have the same –”  
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 “Shit!” 

 “What?” Danielle grabs the wheel with both hands, swerving the car into the lane on our right. 

“What is it?” 

 “My bank balance,” I say. “I didn’t realize how much money I’ve been burning through.” I look 

up from my phone to see Danielle frowning. “I’m sorry Dee, I didn’t mean to scare you.” 

 Danielle sighs, straightening the car and continuing smoothly along our way. “Well, you’ve been 

spending a lot of time in big cities. It’s not cheap. You know that.” 

 “San Francisco, Portland, Seattle, Vancouver,” I say, furrowing my brow. “That’s it for me. I need 

to get back to the roots of this trip.” I crane my neck forward to try to see the top of the building in front 

of us. “I lost track of the wilderness for a while there.” 

 “Good thing we’re headed back into the mountains tomorrow, then,” Danielle says with a 

squeeze of my hand. “Lots of peanut butter from here on out.” 

 “Crunchy,” I add. “If there’s anything Brian taught me in seven weeks together, it’s that if you’re 

not buying crunchy, you shouldn’t be buying peanut butter.” 

 

*** 
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Stones Skipped by Danielle: 0 

 “Skipping stones is my favorite pastime,” I say, feeling the gently curved edges of the rock 

between my fingers. “It’s all about finding the right stone. The best ones are already polished clean by 

the water. We’re just returning them to their natural habitat. Take this one, for example.” I reach out to 

show Danielle. “No dents, no corners. Just a perfect little oval, nice and flat, and a little smaller than 

your palm. Armed with a stone like this, you can do anything.” I turn to face the water, the third or 

fourth in an endless series of stunning lakes set into the steep Columbia Mountains north of Vancouver. 

The snowy peaks are reflected with complete precision in the untouched lake, smooth as a pane of glass 

in the morning air. “Now take the stone between your index finger and thumb, and step forward with –” 

 “I can’t do it,” Danielle says. 

 I turn my head back across my shoulder to see her standing with her arms crossed. “What do 

you mean? You haven’t even tried.” 

 “You don’t understand,” Danielle says, not moving a muscle. When she sees my shoulders drop, 

she smiles and tilts her head to the side. “But I love to watch you, and I love how much you enjoy it.” 

She touches her fingers to her lips and blows me a kiss. 

 “You can do this,” I say as I step toward her. “I’m showing you how. Just take this stone.” I 

extend the rock out toward her, but she steps back with her arms up in the air. I grab her right hand, 

place the rock in her palm, and close her fingers around it. “See?” I say, giving her a kiss on the top of 

the head. 

 She shakes her head, but steps forward nonetheless. “Okay.” 

 “Great! Now as I was saying, just step with your left foot and –” 

 Before I can continue, she cocks her arm back and lurches her body forward, each of her limbs 

flailing in a different direction. The rock shoots out at a 90-degree angle, sails through the air far above 

our heads, and lands with a loud kerplunk a few feet from the shore to our right. Ripples move out 
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slowly in a growing circle from the spot of the splash, and I watch silently as they distort the reflection of 

the mountains in the water. 

 I turn to Danielle, who is staring at me with hands on her hips and eyebrows raised.  

 “Do I need to say it?” I grimace. 

 “I throw like a girl,” Danielle declares. “I know. And now you know.” 

 I nod my head in understanding as Danielle takes a seat on a nearby boulder. I cease verbal 

instruction, and she watches as I skip stones for the next 20 minutes. The stillness of the air is only 

broken by the occasional whistle of a bird, the gentle rustling of a pine branch in the breeze, and the soft 

skip, skip, skipskipskip of a stone whisking across the surface of the water. 

 

*** 
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Money Spent on Gas: $1,353.78 

 Danielle and I pull into a town somewhere in British Columbia, with the dial on our gas gauge 

bouncing on the “E” for empty. Of the handful of buildings lining the road, two are gas stations, and they 

sit across the street from each other. 

 Danielle reads the prices on their signs. “142 and 146.” 

 “What does that mean? 142 what? Dollars?” 

 “Dollars per what? Total?” 

 “Cents maybe?” 

 With no cars coming either direction, we sit idle in the middle of the street, discussing the signs 

for another minute. 

 “Well, I know 142 is less than 146,” I say at last. I pull into the gas station on the right, step out 

of the car, unscrew my gas cap, and study the machine in front of me. 

 Danielle cranks down her window. “Why don’t you go in and give them 20 Canadian dollars and 

see what happens?” I nod and head inside. The attendant is a weary Indian man who has his head down 

in a crossword puzzle. 

 “20 dollars on pump one please,” I say, pushing my money across the counter. 

 “Eh,” the man replies, putting the money in the cash register without looking up. 

 Eh! I try to hide my grin as I return to the car. They really say it here! 

 “He said ‘Eh!’” I relay to Danielle, who is equally pleased. I pump the gas, which takes much less 

time than anticipated. When I start the car, the dial creeps up only two and a half notches above “E.” 

 With our introduction to brutal Canadian fuel prices complete (cents/liter, we would learn), we 

continue on, ready to ask for $60 worth at every subsequent gas station for the next three weeks. 

 

***  
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Shoes thrown in rivers: 1 

A few days later, Danielle and I are staring at a small, swift river that bisects our trail. The alluvial 

fan on which we are hiking is littered with bodies of water, all flowing steadily from the melting 

snowpack high up in the mountains of Yoho National Park. Mud, puddles, and streams redirect our 

every step. But the fast-moving ribbon in front of us is 12 or 15 feet wide, with slightly raised banks on 

either side. The trail simply ends on the edge of one bank and continues on the other side. 

“We could just walk through it,” I suggest. “It’s not deep.” 

“I don’t want to get my feet wet.” 

I look down at the thick wool socks around my calves. I know they won’t be dry the rest of the 

day if I step in the water. “Me either.” 

We study the situation for a couple of minutes. I walk around, measuring distances in my head 

and comparing them to my physical ability. “I’m going to jump it,” I decide. Danielle looks skeptical, but I 

figure I can jump from a slightly higher point on our side to a slightly lower spot opposite.  

I’ve watched long jump at the Olympics before. I know about keeping my center of gravity low 

into the elongated second to last stride before the shorter, launching final step of takeoff. And I’ve 

played the “floor is lava” game plenty of times in my day. After a good running start, I fly over the water 

and land safely on the other side. 

“See! Easy peasy,” I say to Danielle, who stands marooned on the other side. “You can do that!” 

“No, I think I’m going to take my shoes off and walk across. Here, catch.” She unlaces her shoe, 

pulls it off her foot, and winds up to throw it across. 

“What?” I say, but not fast enough. 

Danielle raises her throwing hand up behind her head, steps forward with the wrong foot, and 

contorts her arm so that her elbow is somehow above the shoe at the point of release. I recognize the 

shockingly unnatural motion that sent the rock kerplunking into the lake only a few days before, and the 
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result this time around is no different. The shoe spins from her hand at a surprising velocity, and lands 

with a splash directly in the river. 

Danielle shrieks and I lunge forward, falling to my knees and frantically grabbing with my hands 

below the surface of the rushing water. As my fingers swish around without feeling any sign of a shoe, I 

try to remember exactly how far we are from the trailhead. Can Danielle hike three miles with one 

shoe? Can I carry her on my back for three miles? There’s a bush sticking out from the bank a few feet 

downstream from where the shoe landed. I feel beneath it, hoping for rubber. All I get is roots. 

“Get it!” Danielle cries. 

“Why is this happening?” I yell back, jerking my arms every which way through the mess of 

sticks and weeds caught between the roots. 

I stand up, run over to a small tree, and snatch a fallen branch from beneath it. I dart back to the 

river, prodding the bottom of the bush with the end of the branch. “Do you think it washed away?” I ask 

as I poke in as many places as I can. After a minute or two, I feel a shift at the end of my stick. A blue and 

white shoe pops up and begins floating downstream. I jog a few steps and quickly catch up to the rogue 

sneaker, grabbing it from the stream as soon as it gets close to my side. 

I hold the shoe in front of me and let the water drip from it. I see Danielle on the opposite bank, 

looking down and wringing her hands sheepishly. 

“For the other shoe, can you carry it across?” I ask. She sits down to start unlacing it without 

looking up, and I feel a pang of guilt for the tone of the comment. “And I’ll give you a big hug and a kiss 

when you reach this side,” I add with a nervous laugh. 

 

*** 
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Cars Broken Into: 1 

After spending a day in Jasper National Park, Danielle and I drive back to camp and immediately 

lock the keys in the car. Neither of us know how it happened, and we can't even see the keys through 

the windows; but we do know that if we don't figure out a way to get them out, we'll be hitchhiking our 

way back to Tucson. I have a spare key in my backpack, which is, of course, also locked in the backseat.  

The mission begins to get the keys back. Here are all the things we try that don’t work, 

beginning at 8:00am on Wednesday, July 3rd: 

1. Call AAA with my cell phone and have them come get my keys out, which I've done 

numerous times in Arizona. But I have AT&T, so of course I don't have coverage. 

2. Use Danielle's phone (Verizon) to call, but it lies helplessly on the front passenger seat.  

3. Use a cell phone from one of our neighboring campers; but we quickly learn that not even 

the mighty Verizon has service in this remote corner of Jasper. 

4. Use the campsite pay phone to call AAA, but the phone is broken. 

5. Search the ground around our camp, under the suspicion that a ground squirrel has stolen 

my shiny keys. No evidence found. 

6. Use a piece of wood to wedge open a space between the bottom of my window and the 

weather stripping, and poke around the lock mechanism with a tent stake. The stake isn't 

long enough. 

7. Repeat step 6 but with a long stick instead of a tent stake. Not sturdy enough. 

8. Walk around the camp asking everyone in an RV if they have a coat hanger we could borrow 

to break into our car with. Between three or four different RVs, only one hanger exists, and 

it’s made of bulky plastic that won’t fit through the window any better than our fingers. 

9. Post a note on the campground information board asking if anyone has a wire coat hanger 

that we could borrow, please and thank you. 
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10. Repeat step 6 with a broken fishing rod borrowed from the family camping next to us. While 

this doesn't work, I do break off a piece of the rod inside the door. So. 

11. Repeat step 6 with a 5-foot long marshmallow-toasting stick, borrowed from a Canadian 

family across the camp. Around this time, we figure that we need something more hook-like 

to unhitch the lock. 

12. Repeat step 6 with a twisted wire coat hanger, brought to us by an elderly Swedish woman 

who had seen our note. Too flimsy. 

13. Repeat step 6 but with a tent stake duct taped to the end of the marshmallow-toasting stick. 

Since this mega-tool doesn't work, we abandon the idea of messing with the locking 

mechanism, and instead focus on lifting up the lock from the inside by sticking something 

through the top of the window. Unfortunately, the top of the lock is small and rounded, 

with only a small inward curve below the top giving us hope. 

14. Work the wire hanger through the top of the window and down toward the lock. The hanger 

(still the only wire hanger in the entire camp) is one of those hangers with a piece of 

cardboard making up the horizontal bottom instead of wire. The uselessness of this type of 

hanger in holding up shirts in my closet is nothing compared to its abysmal use as a tool for 

breaking into a car. To make matters worse, the wires twisted together to form the hook are 

not connected at the ends. When we disassemble the hanger, we are left with two pieces of 

wire, each about 18 inches long. Not long enough for either one to reach the lock. 

15. Duct tape one piece of wire to the other, making one wire just long enough to potentially 

reach the lock, and try to slip that through the top of the window. The duct tape makes the 

tool too thick to fit between the window and the weather stripping. 

16. Repeat step 15 while using pliers to pry open a gap between the window and the weather 

stripping wide enough to fit the duct-taped wire through. Dangling the wire inside the car 
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and trying to use it to pull up the small and slippery lock is a maddening variation of the 

arcade claw game, which I have never been good at anyway. The bottom of the wire is 

twisted into a little circle, and two hours pass trying to get the circle around the top of the 

lock. 

17. Slip the wire through the side of the door toward the lock, at the suggestion of the husband 

of the Swedish woman who supplied the hanger. The man introduces himself with, "I've 

stolen my share of cars back in my day. Once a car thief, always a car thief. That's what I 

always say." But when we are still unable to maneuver the wire around the lock from that 

angle, the Swede laments that they don't make cars like they used to. "Or hangers," his wife 

adds. 

18. "Has this car been broken into before?" someone asks. 

"Yes," I reply, "but they shattered the back window to get in." 

The Swedish man grunts his approval, but I persuade the group against this option. 

19. Wait for the Swedish couple to drive into the town of Jasper (about an hour away) and come 

back with a locksmith. While we insist that this isn't necessary, the couple insists they are 

going into town and coming back anyway, so it won't be any trouble for them. 

Shortly after the Swedes leave for town, the father from the campsite next to us (who had 

previously lent us the broken fishing rod, and made us oatmeal after seeing us struggle for a couple of 

hours) twists the bottom of the wire into a sort of scoop-loop. He wedges it into the top of the window 

himself, wiggles it down toward the lock, and after about five minutes, manages to secure it around the 

top of the lock. With a deep breath and a crossing of the fingers, he lifts up sharply. The lock pops up as 

if it wanted to be unlocked the entire time. We high-five and the man lets out a loud "Hell yeah!" to the 

pleasure of his young son staring wide-eyed from his tricycle. 
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We find the keys between the driver's seat and the door, where they must have fallen amongst 

the confusion of unpacking the car the night before. It is now 11:30am, and it only took three and a half 

hours, four Americans, two Canadians, two Swedes, and four miscellaneous children working together 

to break into our little Chevy Cobalt. 

We wait around for a few more hours (with all of our doors unlocked, just in case) to see if the 

Swedish couple is coming back, but we eventually leave them a thank-you note on the camp bulletin 

board and move on to our next adventure. 

 

*** 
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Glaciers Butt-Slid Down: 2 

 “Do you see this shit?” I say to Danielle for at least the fifth time.  

We are at the top of Sentinel Pass, a ridge connecting two mountains that pierce through the 

puffy early afternoon clouds. In front of us, permanent swaths of snow and ice cover the steep slopes 

leading down to a bright cerulean lake with icebergs floating in it. Beyond the lake, a few hundred feet 

further down, is a much larger valley filled with pine trees, interrupted here and there by wavy green 

meadows of tall grass. Rising up from the valley are mountains that put the Lord of the Rings to shame: 

jagged, rough, snow-capped peaks that give way to bare cliffs of exposed silver granite. Behind us, on 

the other side of the pass, is another valley with similar features, but in a completely different 

configuration. I look back over my shoulder to make sure the other view is still there. 

“I sure do,” Danielle replies. She squeezes my arm. We watch as a cloud tumbles over a rocky 

spire in the distance, sliced in half by the stubborn crag. Danielle pulls me closer and places her head on 

my shoulder. “I’m so happy we get to see this together.” 

I put my arm around her, smiling out at the valley. “When I think of the word ‘wild’ from now 

on, I’m going to think of this.” 

“A real blowout, huh?” 

I laugh and shrug in agreement. “It’s a blowout if there ever was one.” I peer up at the sky, and 

then down the trail we came up. “These clouds are looking a little threatening. Let’s take a few pictures 

and then head back?”  

After posing for a series of fantastic photos, Danielle leads the way down along the uppermost 

section of trail. I follow as we pick our way across the gravelly scree slope that makes up the path. Our 

pace is extremely slow, as the constantly shifting rocks obscure the route and slip from beneath our feet 

every few seconds. After less than a quarter mile of scrambling over the rocks, we reach a section where 

the trail is cut through a deep layer of snow, and we stop to catch our breath. 
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I notice the way the snow continues in a wide column straight down the slope, stretching all the 

way to the bottom and almost to the edge of the lake far below. Multiple path-like tracks leading from 

where we stand are indented into the snow, and they too reach to the bottom of the valley. 

 To our left, the trail continues switchbacking through the boulder-strewn slope, interrupted 

here and there by sections of snow and ice like the one on which we are standing. It took us at least 

forty minutes to negotiate this section on the way up, and I fear it may take even longer coming down. 

 “I have an idea,” I say. 

 “No.” 

 “You haven’t even heard what it is.” 

 “I know what it is,” Danielle says firmly. “I’m not butt-sliding down.” 

 “It’s probably safer than trying to go back down that sketchy slope,” I say, half-believing myself. 

“And definitely faster. And look, other people have already done it!” I point to the indents in the snow 

to illustrate. 

 “You can do it if you want, but I’m going down the way we came up.” 

 “Oh c’mon,” I plead, “It’ll be so much fun!” 

 “No, Thomas.” 

 Thomas. The full name. Now I have to convince her. 

 “Remember just a couple of days ago?” I begin. “We were on that mountain outside Revelstoke. 

Snow everywhere. And what did we do?” 

 “I’m not doing it.” 

 “We slid on our butts!” I continue. “And what a great time it was. Perfectly safe, nothing but 

snow beneath and on all sides. We used our arms to steer ourselves, and boy was it cold. Remember 

how cold it was on our butts?” No response. “That’s something I will always remember. Honestly, one of 

my favorite things we’ve done together. We even hiked back up that last part just to do it again.” 
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I wait for Danielle to reply, but she doesn’t say anything. Time to swing for the fences. 

“I even put a tally in my notebook: Glaciers Butt-Slid Down. Don’t you want to add another tally 

to it?” I reach a hand out and touch her cheek. 

“Oh, please.” Danielle shakes my hand away. “Fine. I’ll do it.” She sits down on the edge of the 

trail, her feet resting on the start of the largest indent. “But I’m going first.” 

“That’s my girl!” I yell, pulling out my phone to get it on video. “Do you want me to count it 

down for you?” 

“No.” 

“Three, two…” 

On two, she pushes off from the edge and holds her hands out to the side. She instantly begins 

sliding down the 45-degree slope at an alarming speed, her arms useless in helping her steer. She 

careens through the different indents in the snow, but remains upright all the way until she reaches the 

bottom. She stands up, brushes herself off, and waves back up at me. 

“What are you waiting for?” she yells, echoing off the mountain walls all around. She’s a few 

hundred feet below me, but I can see her smile from here. 

 

*** 
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Stampedes: 1 

The day before Danielle’s flight back to the US, we visit the Calgary Stampede, the self-

proclaimed “Greatest Outdoor Show on Earth” and single most devastating event for my wallet of the 

summer. Canadian dollars escape my pockets and leave me with kettle corn, roasted corn on the cob, 

Polish sausage, red velvet funnel cake, and half a dozen games of whack-a-mole in an attempt to win 

Danielle a stuffed animal. The prize I am shooting for is a yellow minion from the movie Despicable Me, 

but I come up short and wind up with a small toy dog, which Danielle names Minion so that I feel better 

about my limited whack-a-mole success. 

 As our day at the Stampede comes to a close, rain clouds begin to fill the skyline. We had 

planned to head back to the mountains near Banff to camp for the last night before Danielle’s morning 

flight, but the rain and early flight time dissuade us. Our thin wallets rule out the possibility of a hotel, 

and we find ourselves aimlessly driving toward the Calgary airport as the sun sets through the drizzle.  

 We pull into the airport’s short-term lot to scope out our options. At the gate to the parking 

structure, we are dismayed to learn that the lowest possible charge for parking is $12.00 for up to 30 

minutes, with the rates increasing heartily after that. As cars pile in behind us waiting to get through the 

gate, it becomes apparent that we have no choice but to proceed forward and pay the fee. We take our 

ticket, made a loop through the parking lot, and exit $12 poorer less than a minute later. 

 The rain intensifies. Between swipes of the windshield wiper, Danielle spots a neon sign on the 

road ahead and reads it aloud: 

YYC PARK & JET 

$7.95 for each 24 HOURS 

I shrug, and pull the car through a driveway beneath the sign. At the gate, an attendant opens 

the window of her kiosk to peer at us through the rain. 

“Are your shuttles still running tonight?” I ask. 
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“All night,” she replies wearily. “Go park wherever and I’ll send the shuttle out to get you.” 

I glance at Danielle, nod, and quickly reach out to take the wet ticket. 

There are five or six shuttles waiting on the inside of the fence, all with their lights on, slouched 

drivers in the front, and no passengers in the back. The first one slowly moves out of its space to follow 

us at a distance. 

I drive through the rain, starting at section A1, and finally arriving at a spot in section W4 

between the two largest SUVs I can find. Danielle stuffs Minion and a deck of cards into her rain jacket, 

and we board the shuttle into the airport. 

“What airline?” asks the driver. 

I glance at my phone. 11:15pm, still eight hours before Danielle’s departure. “How about 

Delta?” Danielle lays her head on my shoulder as the shuttle pulls forward. 

 

Games Lost: 39 

After fruitlessly scoping the airport lobby for comfortable couches, we find a pair of chairs with a 

table in between. Danielle lays out six cards for each of us, face-down. 

“Golf again?” 

“Of course,” she says. “I’ve got a good feeling about this one.” 

I smile and flip two of my cards to start the game. We play a few rounds, and the clock creeps 

past midnight, then past 1:00am. We don’t want the night to end. 

At 1:45am, Danielle flips her last cards. “Five,” she says. 

“Twenty-six for me,” I reply, writing the scores in the notebook under our initials. I add up the 

totals from all nine rounds. “Eighty for you, eighty-nine for me. Low score wins.” I look up and Danielle, 

who is smiling coyly back at me. I flip to the page in the notebook where I keep track of who wins every 
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game that is played over the course of the summer. I find Danielle’s name and write “G6” beneath it, 

standing for six-card golf. I close the notebook, put it in my pocket, and take Danielle’s hand in mine. 

We walk slowly out of the airport, holding hands all the way to the shuttle stop. A Park & Jet 

shuttle arrives shortly, and I sigh with relief when I see the driver is different than the one that dropped 

us off a few hours ago. 

“Which lot?” he asks. 

I check my ticket. “W4.” 

The shuttle crawls through the night, wandering through the cement of the airport complex. We 

are the only passengers. Danielle rests her head on my shoulder, and we watch the raindrops run down 

the window beside us. 

 

Slept in Car: 5 

 Danielle and I squeeze into the back seat, our heads lying on a pile of clothes against one of the 

doors. I crack the windows and pull a blanket all the way over us. She is clutching Minion tightly, and I 

am holding her with both arms. 

 “Is anyone going to be meeting up with you when you get back into the US?” Danielle asks. 

 I sigh. “Not that I know of.” The rain patters gently on the top of the car, and our foggy windows 

soften the yellow streetlight a few spaces over. “It’s my first time traveling alone.” I stroke Danielle’s 

hair, feeling it flow through my fingers like silk. “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t scared.” 

 Danielle kisses the back of my hand slowly. “I’m so proud of you. I know you’re going to have a 

great time.” She looks down at our feet. “I just wish I could go with you.” 

 “Me too, sweet thing,” I whisper, wrapping the blanket tighter around us. “But this means I get 

to write you every day. Look,” I say, showing her the brown notebook I’ve designated for writing letters 

to her. 
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 Her lips form a smile, but the corners of her eyes tighten into a look of deep concern. “You have 

to promise to be safe,” she whispers. 

 I kiss the top of her head. “I promise.” 

 “I need you to come back to me.” 

 “I promise.” 

 In the morning, we’ll board the shuttle, walk into the airport, and her flight will leave. Then I will 

head south, cross the border into the US, and continue my journey alone. But for now, everything I need 

is in YYC Park & Jet lot W4, in a cramped backseat of a rundown Chevy Cobalt. 

 There’s nowhere I’d rather be. 

 

*** 
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Days with Rain: 37 

 My car rolls forward into the gravel parking space at the edge of a campsite. I turn off the 

ignition, open the driver side door, and crane my neck up toward the sky. Gray, soupy clouds gather into 

a thick mess between the mountains that frame the valley near Crandell Lake at the edge of Waterton 

Lakes National Park, only a few miles from Canada’s border with the US. In the failing sunlight, the air is 

thick and chilly. I feel a drop of rain land on my cheek, and I quickly dash to the trunk and unlock it. 

 Camping in the rain isn’t as bad as most people make it out to be. As long as a good tent is 

involved, there’s a special kind of satisfaction in sitting inside, snuggled up in a sleeping bag, while rain 

fruitlessly pours down on the canopy above. The only room for peril is if it’s actually raining while the 

tent is being set up. 

 I rip the tent from its bag and throw it on the ground. The dirt is already damp from an earlier 

shower, and the tent lands on a puddle that I didn’t notice. I spread out the corners and hastily throw 

the rainfly on top. I even out the rainfly to block water from entering the tent while I set it up, but every 

time I tug at one corner, it shifts another corner off the tent and leaves it exposed. This is a job for two 

people, I think for not the last time. As I pull the tent poles from the bag, the rain picks up from a few 

drops to a steady drizzle. 

 “Come on,” I growl as I try to assemble the poles as quickly as possible. The rope connecting the 

pieces tangles on itself, and I curse it accordingly. With every fumble of the fingers, the rain grows 

stronger. I take off my water-covered glasses and stuff them into a jacket pocket. When I finally put the 

poles together and go to hook them into the outside of the tent, I realize I can’t hook the poles to the 

tent while the rainfly is clipped on. The sound of thunder rolls in, but is upstaged by the clang of the 

poles smashing into the ground as I throw them down in anger. 

 After a fifteen frantic minutes of construction, I finally zip my tent shut while sitting inside. Not 

only is the floor of the tent covered in puddles of collected rain water, but my last pair of clean wool 



Wicker  78 
 

socks, a necessity for keeping toes warm at night, are soaked through. In the corner of the tent lies my 

copy of a John Muir book, its covers bent back with water damage. The clouds open up and let loose full 

force on the outside of the tent, reminding me that everything inside is already wet. Now that I’m out of 

the rain, I can see my breath. 

 I sit cross-legged in the center of the tent, clutching a small Ziploc bag in my lap. Inside are some 

papers and the remains of the ATM marijuana from Vancouver. I’ve been saving it for my last night in 

Canada, which I expected to be much more celebratory than it has been so far. Regardless, I’m hoping it 

will provide me some comfort in the first night without Danielle. I open the bag, remove its contents, 

and smooth the plastic out over one knee. With my pruned fingers, I attempt to roll the papers into a 

cylinder, but I only succeed in scrunching them together as the temperature drops around me. 

 At long last, I fashion the papers and weed together into a crooked but functional joint. I 

breathe warm air into my free hand and pull a lighter from my pocket. I stop, regarding the joint in one 

hand and the green Bic lighter in the other. I feel myself smile, and I realize it’s the first I’ve smiled since 

Danielle’s departure early that morning. At this point, my two-month beard obscures most of my 

expressions anyway. 

 I raise one end of the joint to my lips and set the other ablaze. I take a deep breath in, too deep, 

too quick, and cough straight back into the joint. Fiery embers shoot all the way over near the door, land 

on one of the only dry spots on the floor, and begin to burn into the fabric of the tent bottom. 

 Cough. “Shit,” I choke as I stamp out the ash with the heel of my hand. Cough. I feel the prick of 

burn on my skin and recoil my hand, revealing three small holes, each no bigger than a penny, burned all 

the way through the bottom of the tent. I hold up my other hand to see the joint busted wide open, its 

contents floating uselessly on the surface of a puddle by my left knee. Cough, cough. 

 I fall down onto my back, lying face up on the damp sleeping bag. I stare blankly at the top of 

the tent, watching the rainfly endure the beating of the intensifying storm. The heavy rains remind me 
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that I’ve left the brown letter-writing notebook in the car. My right hand feels its way across the empty 

space on Danielle’s side of the tent, starting with where her head and lips would be, down to where the 

soft hair would fall across her shoulders, and over to where her hand would be to hold mine. After 

grasping at these imaginary spots in the air above the vacant half of the tent, my fingers fall to the 

ground, coming to rest on the three new holes in the fabric lining of the floor. I feel water gently seeping 

through as I close my eyes to sleep. 

 

*** 
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National Parks: 22 

 After crossing the border back into the States, my first stop is Glacier National Park, one of 

America’s most dramatic – and most crowded – parks. As a newly solo traveler, I figure the crowds 

might do me some good. 

 Like most first-timers to the park, I choose my first activity by going to the visitor center and 

picking the attraction with the most interesting name. Something called the Highline Trail catches my 

eye, but I overhear someone say the trail is closed because someone died on it last week. My second 

choice is a trail called Iceberg Lake, which has a campground near the trailhead, so I figure that’s a good 

place to start. 

The route is five miles each way, carved across the edge of a valley in the midst of some of the 

largest mountains I’ve ever seen. Rocky crags lay bald above the treeline, and glaciers fill some of the 

gaps between peaks. Hiking by myself, I make quick work of the trail, dodging families and ranger-led 

tours along the way, and I reach the lake in two hours.  

Iceberg Lake, named for the numerous icebergs floating in its light blue water, appears to be the 

lake of choice for at least a hundred park visitors this afternoon. I can’t say I blame them, as the steep, 

icy mountainsides giving way to the deep pond are beautiful in the sunshine that has replaced 

yesterday’s storm. After searching fruitlessly for an empty space along the shore to break for lunch, I 

settle on a rock outcropping between a couple of pines a few yards from the water’s edge. I happily 

chew on my meal of tortillas, peanut butter, and Nutella while gazing up at the mountaintops and down 

at the lake rippling in the breeze. 

As I finish my meal, a group of teens vacates a space on the bank, and I swoop in to use it as my 

launching point for stone skipping. I set one whizzing across the surface, then two, then three. After the 

third, a stone crosses the path of my throw, bouncing merrily along the water with twice as many skips 

as my last throw. I look around to find the pitcher of such a fantastic throw; but when a second one flies 
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again in the same place, I see that they started from somewhere far to my right, out of sight around a 

bend in the lake. Realizing an opportunity to communicate with this unseen human, I fire a rock across 

the lake, attempting to skip it more times than the other. 

 “Would you like some almonds?” a light voice asks from the other direction. I turn around to see 

a pleasant woman smiling and holding out a Tupperware container toward me. A man sits next to her, 

silently reaching out for the container as if his wife pulled it straight from his hands. 

 “No, thank you,” I say, holding a smooth piece of water-worn rock between my fingers. “I just 

had lunch.” 

 “Oh, that’s fine,” she says, retracting the Tupperware with a bob of her brown curls. Her 

husband pulls it from her fingers and opens the lid. I detect a faint Midwestern accent when the woman 

asks, “Where are you staying?” 

 “Back by the trailhead, at Many Glacier,” I reply, firing the rock across the surface. Only two 

skips. My unseen counterpart will be disappointed. 

 “Oh, it’s beautiful!” the woman says enthusiastically. “That’s where we’re staying too.” 

 I walk slowly back and forth across the shore, stooped over in search of a better stone. “That’s 

great,” I say without meaning it. 

I stop myself and stand up straight. Why should I value the communication with this mysterious 

rock-slinger over someone who is actually here, willing to talk to me? I feel myself blush, but remember 

that blushing isn’t possible with my beard. I clear my throat as I turn back to face the woman smiling 

back at me. “What time did you get in?” I ask, ready to make conversation. “I had a lot of trouble finding 

an open spot, and I just lucked out when someone left theirs.” 

 “Oh, um, we’ve had the reservation for a few months,” the woman says hesitantly. “What floor 

are you on?” 
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 I regard the woman, whose eyebrows are furrowed in slight confusion. Her husband is going to 

town on the almonds. I notice their matching white shoes that haven’t been worn before, and I see the 

fanny packs strewn on the ground next to both of their cameras. I nod in understanding. “You’re staying 

in the hotel.” 

 “Oh but of course,” she replies. “Aren’t you?” 

 “No, I’m in the campground. Just set my tent up before the hike.” 

 The man holds up his index finger, gesturing to indicate that he has something to say when he’s 

done chewing his almonds. His mouth crunches up and down deliberately below a pair of designer 

sunglasses. At last, he clears his throat and lowers his hand. “I’ll never sleep on the ground for as long as 

I live.” 

 I tilt my head slightly, soaking in the man’s first words of the conversation. 

 “You sure you don’t want any almonds?” his wife asks. 

 “Quite sure, thank you,” I say, picking up a stone and hurling it into the center of the lake.  

 

Luxury Hotels Explored: 3 

 Upon returning to the trailhead, I pay a visit to the Many Glacier Hotel on the edge of 

Swiftcurrent Lake, a couple of miles from my campground. My encounter with the two guests at Iceberg 

Lake has put me in a people-watching kind of mood – and there’s no better place for this sport than a 

resort that attracts the kind of person looking to see the wilderness while experiencing it as little as 

possible. 

 As I walk toward the front entrance, a family in front of me is greeted by a bellhop. “Welcome to 

Many Glacier. Is there anything I can assist you with?” The family smiles and politely declines, and the 

young man smiles back, holding the door open and saying, “Have a wonderful day.” 
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 The door swings shut and the clean-shaven bellhop returns to his podium. When I walk up, he 

looks at me, opens his mouth, and then decides against speaking. He bends down beneath the wooden 

stand and fumbles around for something he isn’t looking for. I open the door for myself and silently 

stride inside. 

I haven’t showered since… better not to say; but now that I’m on my own, I’m beginning to 

notice that the combination of my dirty clothes, the wild hair covering my body, and the reflective 

power of my sunglasses has an uncanny way of striking fear into more civilized folk. 

 The front doors open into a massive lobby, with wooden beams stretching high up to the A-

Frame ceiling. Couches and postcard racks are interspersed with bored children waiting for their parents 

to check in, and bored seniors waiting for who knows what. On the other side of the lobby are a series of 

massive glass windows, facing out toward the majestic lake. A small crowd is gathered along these 

windows with their noses pressed to the glass, all of them mysteriously bound by the laws of modern 

human nature to behold the view from inside, rather than by stepping out onto the deck and braving 

the conditions of the pleasant summer evening. A father takes a photo of his family up against the glass, 

and proudly shows them the result, saying, “Look, you can see my reflection in the window. Right there, 

holding the camera.” 

I take a left down the first hallway I see. The floors are carpeted and the walls are decorated 

with framed photos of the view that can be seen out the glass windows in the lobby. Another bellhop 

passes me, slinking up against a wall and avoiding eye contact. I watch as he speeds up after passing me, 

and I lift an arm to sniff my armpit. I haven’t showered since… better not to say; but now that I’m on my 

own, I’m beginning to notice that the combination of my dirty clothes, the wild hair covering my body, 

and the reflective power of my sunglasses has an uncanny way of striking fear – or at least discomfort – 

into more civilized folk. 
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Around the first corner are a series of tables, and a couple of them are occupied by children 

putting together jigsaw puzzles. I watch as they argue over whether a piece is blue like the ocean or blue 

like the sky. Beyond them is a shelving unit filled with boxes of other puzzles, and I walk over to inspect 

them. 

 I pull one from the top shelf. The picture on the front is of what looks like a European port, with 

a couple of fishing boats in the foreground, a small village on the shore, and snow-covered peaks in the 

background. I turn the box in my hand. 

 “5,000 pieces?” I say, not realizing I’m speaking aloud. 

 One of the kids glances at me, but pays me no mind as he goes back to the puzzle on his table. I 

hold the box in my hands, looking from the kids, to the window, to the lake, to the area on the other 

side of the lake where my campground is, to the mountains beyond, to the sun setting behind them, and 

back to the box. 

 Challenge accepted, I think as I sit down and pour the puzzle pieces across the table. With the 

sun going down and nowhere to be for weeks, I justify my decision to remain inside the hotel for at least 

the next few hours. As I begin to flip all 5,000 pieces right side up, I try to imagine a situation in which I 

would take time out of my life to complete a jigsaw puzzle if I were traveling with anyone. Surely my 

companion and I would shame each other into making better use of our time. 

 Not a moment after I’ve finished that thought, eight or nine middle-aged men and women walk 

by. I almost don’t notice them, but I double-take when I see all of their shirts are the same shade of 

bright red. I rub my eyes to make sure I’m seeing straight, and then discover that not only are the shirts 

the same color, but they have the same text in Comic Sans across the back. At the top, in the largest 

letters, the reads the headline: 

BLACKBURN FAMILY ROAD TRIP 

 Beneath that are three lines grouped together, the middle one in bold: 
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LAKE MCDONALD LODGE 

MANY GLACIER HOTEL 

APGAR VILLAGE LODGE 

 And at the bottom, in bold font that matches the second entry on the list above: 

DAY TWO 

 It is clear that this shirt is merely the second installment of a three-part series. I imagine the 

shirts for day one and day three each have their own matching bold color. Distant Blackburn relatives, all 

donning the same shirt regardless of age and size, follow in a parade toward the dining hall. No less than 

two dozen pass by my table before I remember to close my mouth and stop staring. 

 I look down at the puzzle pieces strewn across the table, back up at the continuing line of 

Blackburns, and realize that none of this would be happening if I were traveling with even one other 

person. Is there any way Danielle would have stopped everything to build this puzzle with me? Or Brian? 

There’s no way; not because of them, but because I wouldn’t even consider wasting someone else’s 

time like that. Traveling with any companion, I would be too worried about making sure we make the 

most of the place we’re visiting, and I’ll be damned if we’re spending time building a puzzle inside while 

in the middle of one of the most beautiful places in the world. 

But my own time? I can waste that all I want. “Waste,” in the sense that I have the freedom to 

do whatever makes me the happiest in any given situation. In this moment, my decision is to observe 

the people of Glacier National Park, just as I’ve spent the rest of the day observing its natural beauty. In 

its own way, building a puzzle in a place I don’t belong results in my witnessing something equally as 

fascinating as Iceberg Lake. 

I chuckle to myself and continue flipping the pieces face up. Only a couple of thousand to go. 
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Books Finished: 12 

 “Do not hike alone,” the visitor center brochure says. “Glacier National Park is bear country. The 

best way to avoid bears is to avoid surprising them, so talk loudly with the members of your group. If 

you must hike alone, make as much noise as possible. Clapping, singing, and wearing bells on your shoes 

are all good precautions.” 

 I may be alone, but I’ll be damned if I’m wearing bells on my shoes. Liberated by the jigsaw 

puzzle of the day before, I feel that the world is my oyster, and nothing will stop me from playing with it 

how I see fit. 

 My solution: Game of Thrones. Before she flew home, Danielle persuaded me to download the 

epic fantasy series on audiobook, and I’ve been listening voraciously ever since. I agree with the 

brochure, in that hiking silently through bear territory while unable to hear my surroundings because 

I’m wearing earphones seems dangerous. So I plug my iPod into my Jambox, a small portable speaker 

that the retailer threw in when I bought my phone, and I place it in an outer pocket of my backpack. 

 On my next hike, through a secluded meadow in a lesser known part of the park, I march down 

the trail with the utmost confidence in my safety, smiling and waving at the occasional passerby. But 

every time a British accent bellows, “Winter is coming!” from my backpack, I receive curious looks of 

discomfort from oncoming hikers. 

 

Bears: 7 

 After one hike with Eddard Stark announcing my arrival on every turn of the trail, I decide that 

my personal safety is less important than the extreme douchiness of playing anything at a high volume 

in the wilderness where other people might be present. Even if no one is present, I can’t help but feel 

disrespectful to the animals by creating artificial noise in their natural habitat. I figure a bear would be 

equally likely to eat me for violating its peace and quiet than for surprising it by walking up unexpected. 
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 A few days later, I am hiking alone, listening to Kendrick Lamar rap into my earphones. I am 

mostly looking down, focusing on placing my feet in exactly the right place. I glance up every so often to 

take in my surroundings, and on one of those glances, I see a bear on the trail ahead of me. 

 I freeze. The bear is at least a couple of hundred feet away, and its back is to me. I can’t tell 

what species it is from this distance, but since five of the six I’ve seen in the last three weeks have been 

grizzlies, I don’t feel good about the odds of it being a more docile black bear. The trail between me and 

the bear dips down in a swale before rising back up to a small ridge just on this side of the animal.  

 I consider turning back, but returning to the trailhead without reaching my destination doesn’t 

feel right. I know that as soon as I move forward, I won’t be able to see the bear until I come up on the 

rise near it. Don’t surprise it, I think. I flip through my iPod and find my favorite Kendrick Lamar song, 

“M.A.A.D. City.” I know all the words to this one. 

I clear my throat, and take a step forward, then another. 

“If the Bloods and the Crips, all got along,” I yell, “they’d prolly gun me down by the end of this 

song!” I’m rapping louder than I do when I’m in the car by myself with the windows down. “Seem like 

the whole city go against me, every time I’m in streets I hear,” raising my fingers to mimic a gun firing, 

“YAWK YAWK YAWK YAWK!” 

I pull my earphones out as I slowly come up on the rise. No bear in sight. 

I exhale slowly, placing the earphones back in and continuing down the trail, humming along to 

myself. 

 

*** 
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Chocolate Wonderfalls: 1 

I glance into my backseat. Beneath a few dirty shirts is the promising red cooler. I move the 

laundry aside and rifle through the cooler: two oatmeal packets, one tortilla, a spork, an apple that feels 

too mushy to eat, and a bag of carrots I bought somewhere back in Canada. The carrots smell suspicious, 

making the void in my stomach feel worse. I need groceries for the long term and a meal for right now. 

The road reaches the top of a hill, and I can see a moderately large down in the valley below. 

Among the first few buildings, I can just make out the golden arches of McDonald’s floating over the 

roadway. I begin the process of justifying a meal of Chicken McNuggets, with a fresh order of fries, 

maybe a drink, maybe a McFlur –” 

All thoughts of McDonald’s immediately dissipate when I see the sign. Above the road and to 

the right is a gleaming red billboard with a cornucopia of food in the middle. Framing the feast are the 

words: 

GOLDEN CORRAL 

THREE MILES AHEAD 

“You have got to be kidding me,” I hear myself say.  I briefly remember the one time Danielle 

told me that Golden Corral is her least favorite thing in the world.  

Traveling alone has some serious perks, I think as I press down on the accelerator. 

In ten minutes flat, I’m inside the restaurant, gaping at the endless counters of hot food 

surrounded by senior citizens. Many of the patrons are staring right back at the wild-eyed young man 

with holes in his shirt and dirt in his beard. 

I begin to devour food like a stray animal who has stumbled upon an abandoned family picnic. I 

load every plate to the brim, stopping only when the porcelain is clean. When I emerge from my trance 

half an hour later, I have consumed one piece of pepperoni pizza, one fried chicken breast, one 

rotisserie chicken breast, one Bourbon Street chicken breast, one pile of pulled BBQ chicken, one hillock 
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of mashed potatoes, two baked sweet potatoes, one cob of corn, one piece of Texas toast, two garlic 

cheesy biscuits, three homemade yeast rolls, one load of beef tips, one mini steak burger, one serving of 

“Awesome Pot Roast,” one heap of sweet and sour pork on white rice, one fudgy brownie, one Rice 

Krispie Treat dipped in a Chocolate Wonderfall, and three Coca-Colas. 

I stand up and stagger once again toward the Chocolate Wonderfall, the pinnacle of my 

indulgence. The fountain of dark brown liquid is accompanied by a sign, encouraging me to “Grab a new 

skewer and dip again!” A child walks up beside me as I consider this command. 

“Can I, Mom?” he pleads. 

“Yes, but only one, honey,” is the reply from behind me. 

The boy’s face is filled with wonder. As the only obstacle between him and chocolate bliss, I 

decide I’ve found my cue to leave. I empty the dollar bills from my wallet and leave them on the table – 

a small consolation for the man who has been busier with me than the rest of his tables combined. 

 

*** 
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Hitchhikers Picked Up: 4 

 On my way out of Missoula, Montana, I spot a pair of raggedy souls at the end of Main Street. 

One is waving a pink bandana, and the other is holding a cardboard sign that says “South.” I slow my car 

as I pass by, pull onto the shoulder, and come to a stop a short way down the road. I honk my horn, and 

the one holding the sign runs quickly up to my window. 

 “Headed out of town?” she asks, flipping a thick mess of dreadlocks across one shoulder. She is 

barefoot, her jeans have writing all over them, her leather vest is covered in dirt, and she smells a lot 

like I imagine I smell to strangers. 

 “Sure,” I say. “South sounds good.” 

 “Oh, thank you so much! You’re a life saver,” she smiles. 

“Don’t mention it. I’m Tom, what’s your name? 

“The name’s Pixie,” she says, shaking my hand. She motions for the other person to join her. 

“That’s Jesse coming up. We’ve both got pretty big bags, is that okay?” 

 “If you can fit it in the backseat, you can bring whatever you want.” 

 “What about Nova?” Jesse yells from down the road. 

 “Oh shit, I forgot about the dog,” Pixie says, smacking her forehead. “Jesse’s friend in Missoula 

went and got thrown in jail again, so Jesse is taking care of the guy’s dog for a while.” She looks back to 

her companion. “I guess.” 

 At the word “jail,” my mother’s face flashes to the forefront of my mind. Like most mothers, 

she’s done an adequate job filling me in on the perils of picking up strangers. I try to imagine explaining 

this situation to her without giving her an aneurism. 

 I lean out the window to see Jesse. He waves the pink bandana in one hand, and with the other, 

he pats the head of a dark, fluffy creature nearly the size of its caretaker. 
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Hitchhiking Dogs Picked Up: 1 

 Jesse sits shotgun, Nova panting happily in his lap. The dog wags its tail against Jesse’s denim 

jacket, which is almost entirely covered in patches. Jesse scratches the dog gently with fingernails that 

have a thick layer of dirt beneath. We’ve been listening to the new Queens of the Stone Age album for 

the last hour, Pixie asleep in the backseat and Jesse intermittently playing drums on the dashboard over 

Nova’s head. 

 “You were right,” Jesse says, shaking his head. “This album is fucking rad. Kinda funky, kinda 

dark. But in a ‘hell yeah,’ kinda way, you know?” 

 “Right?” I turn the volume up a notch. “It could be their best yet.” 

 Jesse cocks his head to the side. “Wow, son. That’s quite the statement.” He scruffs Nova’s neck 

while keeping time by bouncing one leg up and down to the beat. “You’re saying you’d take this over 

Songs for the Deaf?” 

“I mean, yeah, just take a look at–” 

“But have you heard it, man? Have you really heard that shit?” He turns the volume all the way 

down on the current song, and launches into a vocal interpretation of the opening guitar riff from the 

first song off Songs for the Deaf. I back him by drumming on the steering wheel, and when we get to the 

first verse, he calls for Pixie to sing lead. I look in my rearview mirror and see her sleeping, her hair 

bunched up against the window and a small smile beneath her closed eyes. “Awh, look like we’re not all 

cut out to be rockstars,” Jesse laughs. 

The dog listens politely for three hours, her ears perked and her eyes fixed on the road ahead. 

When we spot the outskirts of Butte, an old mining town set into desert hills that remind me of home, 

Nova lets out her first bark of the trip. 
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“Oh, is someone ready for a walk?” Jesse asks, and Nova barks again in reply. I pull over at the 

first Butte exit, and I drop the three of them off at a Shell station on the edge of town. Jesse shakes 

Pixie’s knee to wake her up, and I help them unload their bags from the car. 

“You all set?” I ask. 

“Sure thing,” Pixie says groggily, shaking my hand. “Thank you so much.” 

“We really appreciate the lift, boss,” Jesse says, giving me a fist bump. “Good things come to 

people on the road, you’d best believe that.” He gives Nova a scratch behind the ear, and adds, “Always 

keep moving, brother.” 

“You too,” I say, realizing I have no idea where they’re headed. I start to ask, but when the 

question forms on the tip of my tongue, I feel like I’d be missing the point. “Keep up the good work,” is 

the best I can come up with. 

Jesse winks at me, and I think he knows what I was going to ask, and I think he wouldn’t have 

had an answer for me anyway. 

 

*** 
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Miles Hiked: 485 

 The sound of my hiking boots stepping on the dirt trail, a crunch for the left, a crunch for the 

right, is matched by the faint tink of a trekking pole touching the ground just outside my foot. The 

coordinated crunch and tink of each step blends into the landscape unnoticed, just as the steady tick, 

tick, tick of a grandfather clock almost silently holds the rhythm of its living room. 

While I walk upright, the poles and boots work together to propel my momentum forward with 

all four limbs. A tent, a sleeping bag, a stove, some food, some clothing, and whatever else I need for the 

next few days are stored not in a closet, nor in the trunk of a car, but squarely across my shoulders. Like 

a horse bearing its rider across the frontier, I carry the dark green backpack thanklessly to our next 

destination. My lungs breathe, my heart beats, my feet step, and my mind – trusting physical 

coordination to the body – wanders freely. 

My mind floats through its own wilderness, considering each thought carefully before moving to 

the next. It thinks about how much longer I should hike before stopping for lunch, remembers the smell 

of the greasy pepperoni from last night’s visit to the pizzeria in Jackson Hole, compares it to the cold 

summer sausage I ate in a tortilla wrap on Picacho Peak before I opened the champagne, recalls the 

peculiar sensation of bubbles melting on the back of the tongue, considers the unique role of that drink 

as a symbol of celebration, and at last, settles on the image of a white-haired man, sitting on a balcony, 

softly lowering a glass of champagne from his lips and placing it on the table beside him. I imagine the 

man, a wrinkled psychologist named Dr. C, is enjoying a private celebration, smiling with the knowledge 

that his full name – Csikszentmihalyi – is scribbled across the page of a notebook in the pocket of a 

young man trekking across a mountain range somewhere far away.    

  In my notebook, the name is written in Uncle Loren’s handwriting, next to the words, “The 

Flow.” A couple of days ago, I finally entered those three words into google and was rewarded with the 

definition my uncle wanted me to find on my own. According to Dr. C, “The Flow is the state of total 
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immersion in a task that is challenging yet closely matched to one’s abilities.” My task – hiking up a 

mountain pass with 40 pounds on my back – fully immerses my body in a challenge that stimulates its 

every muscle. But more importantly, my mind is immersed in the act of thinking freely, the intrinsic 

reward of hiking that makes it my favorite way to spend time. 

Thinking freely is not the frantic firing of synapses that occurs while trying to come up with an 

answer to the question, “What do you want to do with your life?” in the office of my school’s career 

coach, walled in by heavily-marked calendars and a framed poster titled, “5 Rules for Dressing for an 

Interview.”  It is not the idle daydreaming of a student wearily sitting in the back of an economics class, 

or of a marketing manager losing focus while choosing the best font for the “Employee Appreciation 

Week” sign, or of a writer thumbing through old text messages while an unwritten article approaching 

deadline sits on his desk.  

It is not the use of thought as a distraction from doing something I don’t want to be doing. 

It is the active form of thought inspired by stones polished smooth by time, cliffs standing tall in 

the face of erosion, and rivers changing course after flooding their banks. I find “The Flow” while walking 

in a landscape I have never seen, crunch tink, crunch tink, crunch tink, and the environment fuels my 

mind like rockets to a spacecraft.  

“Enjoy that that champagne, Dr. C,” I say, wiping the sweat from my brow.  

 

Jumps into Glacial Lakes: 3 

 It’s my third day backpacking in the Grand Tetons, and I am again reminded of the three very 

important things I have forgotten to bring with me: dehydrated dinners for each night, toilet paper, and 

my backpacking permit. I’m getting by without the Mountain House dinners, but I’m admittedly running 

low on food that isn’t peanut butter. I haven’t yet needed the services of the missing toilet paper, which 

is probably correlated to the low volume of food I’ve been eating. My forgotten permit is slightly 
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concerning, although if a ranger stops me and asks for a permit 15 miles away from the nearest 

trailhead and I don’t have it, what can he do about it? 

 I turn these problems over in my head as I reach the top of Hurricane Pass, a 10,338 foot ridge 

along the western edge of the mountains. In front of me is the sharp face of Grand Teton, the range’s 

highest peak. Its vertical walls give way to pine covered slopes leading down to a turquoise lake with 

icebergs floating in it – similar to Glacier National Park’s Iceberg Lake, but smaller and without all the 

people. A river fed by snowmelt runs from the lake all the way down a steep canyon, and I can see the 

trail winding alongside the river far in the distance. I consider this blowout an excellent backdrop for 

lunch, so I throw down my pack and search for the pepperoni I have saved for the occasion. 

 A group of five people roughly my age comes up on the trail behind me. They also break for food 

a small distance down the trail, and I can hear them discussing the merits of jumping into the lake with 

the icebergs in it. 

 “No way, dude,” one guy says to another. “Do you realize how cold it probably is?” 

 “Don’t be a pussy,” the other replies. Bickering ensues, and the two ladies with them laugh at 

the argument. The way one of the girls closes her eyes when she laughs reminds me of Danielle, and a 

pang of loneliness hits me in the gut. I am suddenly overcome with the urge to befriend the group. 

 “I’ll do it if you guys do it,” I blurt. Have I forgotten how to interact with people just because I 

haven’t spoken to anyone in three days? They all stare at me, but are more or less welcoming to the 

suggestion. 

 “He’ll do it,” one of the girls says, pointing to the bandana-clad guy next to her. “If anyone is 

going to do something stupid, it’s him.” 

 Fifteen minutes later, I am standing with the five strangers at the side of the lake, taking my 

shirt off for the plunge. The “stupid” one introduces himself as Dylan, and we dive into the water 

together after a countdown from ten. We swim out to one of the icebergs and pose for a photo that 
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makes it look like we are sunbathing on top of the ice, not shivering and yelling at Dylan’s friend to take 

the photo on my camera before our blood freezes.  

 A few minutes down the trail, we come across a ranger checking permits. “Don’t worry, I’ve got 

you,” Dylan says. Luckily for me, their permit is for six people, even though only five of them ended up 

making the trip. I happily take the sixth spot and the ranger wishes us a good day. 

 

Risotto Salmon Couscous: 1 

 “What are you having for dinner?” Dylan asks me as we sit by the campfire that night. 

 I rummage through my bear canister. “Looks like a tortilla with some peanut butter. Oh, and a 

pop tart.” I open the foil wrapper and crumbs fall everywhere. “What about you?” 

 He throws some spices into a boiling pot at the edge of the fire. “Risotto couscous with 

blackened salmon,” he says guiltily. “You sure you have enough food? We’ll definitely have extra.” 

 “Yeah yeah, I’m good,” I lie. I have never heard of a backcountry meal so extravagant. “You guys 

have meals like that every night out here?” 

 “Unfortunately, yes,” Dylan says. “We packed way too much food, and it’s heavier than anything 

else we’ve brought.” He dips a spoon into the pot and holds it out to one of the girls. “Here, try this.” 

 The girl takes a taste and grimaces. “Too salty. I’ll stick to what Toby is cooking.” 

 “Then I guess the other half of this is all you, Tom,” Dylan says to me. I heartily accept as he 

pours the steaming stew-like creation into my travel bowl. 

 I taste it, and it’s the closest thing to heaven I’ve ever felt in my mouth. “The salt isn’t so bad,” I 

say before wolfing down the rest. 
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Improvised toilet paper: 3 

  The next morning, Dylan and the others have gone their separate way, and I am headed down 

through Cascade Canyon on my way out of the Tetons. I stop abruptly in the middle of the trail. That 

third thing I forgot – the toilet paper – has come back to haunt me. 

 “Seriously, risotto salmon couscous?” I mumble to myself as I search for a spot off the side of 

the trail to do my business. I find a nice hole behind a tree, pull down my shorts, and squat. 

 What are my options? I look around and see various ferns, shrubs, and pine needles lying on the 

ground. A few blades of grass here and there. Noting very appealing. I turn to my backpack. I have a few 

dirty shirts I could sacrifice, but I know full well they would never be worn again, and one of them is my 

lucky Red Sox shirt. I have a small paper box filled with Band-Aids that I could take apart and use. I check 

my pockets. 

 My black notebook. 

 It’s small and filled with notes, but I thumb through and count a few dozen empty pages. Hoping 

I won’t need all of them, I pull three from the binding, put them to good use, stuff them inside the pop 

tart wrapper from last night, and carefully place the wrapper in one of the outside pockets of my pack. 

 

Chili Cheese Dogs: 6 

 Nine miles later, I stagger through the parking lot, covered in dirt and smelling like the 

backcountry. Bystanders gape at me as I wind between cars, my 40-pound backpack brushing against 

every side view mirror. I pay them no mind, because my car is finally in sight. 

 I throw my pack in the backseat, open the trunk, and rummage through my belongings to find a 

clean shirt and pair of shorts. I peel off my sweat-covered shirt, turn it inside out, and rub my armpits 

with it. I strip down to my boxers, the only article of clothing not covered with dead bugs. I take a deep 
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breath, stretch my arms to the sky, and enjoy the freedom and knowledge that I no longer have to put 

my backpack on in order to move forward. 

 Nearby, a family with four children is fighting. One child wants to stay in the car, another hates 

the car, another hates this place, and another wants ice cream. The father is silent while the mother 

attempts to steer the family toward the visitor center with totalitarian volume. I put on my clean 

clothes, get in the driver’s seat, and shut the door. Nothing but silence and the familiar smells of my 

poor car. 

 I drive away from Jenny Lake, the Tetons slowly diminishing in my rear view mirror. I turn on the 

radio and I crank down my window. After this morning’s hike, the goal for the rest of the day is to make 

it all the way across Wyoming by car, and I have at least eight hours of driving in front of me. After eight 

minutes, however, I see a sign for Dairy Queen in Jackson. It takes only eight seconds for me to make the 

decision to stop. 

 The first thing I hear when I walk in is a different family having the exact argument the others in 

the parking lot had. However, the sight and smell of me puts a temporary stop to their conversation 

while I order my food. 

 “Three chili cheese dogs please,” I say, thumbing through my wallet. I reach out my card to the 

cashier, pause, and then add, “And a mint chocolate chip Blizzard. For good measure.” 

 

KFC/Taco Bells: 1 

 A few hours later, I’m stopped for gas in Rawlins, Wyoming. I walk toward the convenience store 

in search of a pack of gum. When I reach the door, I discover that adjoining the gas station are a KFC and 

a Taco Bell. Combined. I rub my eyes to make sure I’m seeing straight. I walk back to my car, grab a 

book, and then head in through KFC/Taco Bell’s front door. 



Wicker  99 
 

 The three chili cheese dogs and Blizzard are still sitting heavily in my stomach, but this venue is 

better for people watching than the puzzle hallway at Many Glacier Hotel. At the register, a man with a 

turban is attempting to order chicken. The cashier, who has clearly never seen a turban before, is half-

heartedly explaining that the KFC, despite standing for Kentucky Fried Chicken, is out of white meat. The 

man does not understand, and is desperate to order a number one because of the ease of ordering a 

number one. 

Meanwhile, the employee who has been designated to call out the order numbers is struggling 

to keep a sweaty mat of long hair out of his eyes. “Order thirty-two,” he mumbles. No one comes forth 

to claim their tacos. “Thirty-two,” he whispers, even quieter than before. 

“Louder, Blake,” says a man wearing a different polo than the rest. He must be the manager: a 

young man of about 25, in good physical condition with angular features. His hair is neatly manicured 

within the confines of a Taco Bell visor, and his posture carries ambition on his shoulders. But the bags 

under his sullen eyes reveal everything I’d ever want to know about the frustrations of being a manager 

of a KFC/Taco Bell at a gas station in Rawlins, Wyoming. 

“THIRTY-TWO.” Blake bellows. The cashier and the man with the turban stop haggling to stare. 

“THIRTY-TWO YOUR ORDER IS READY.” Blake sets the tray down and walks to the back of the kitchen. 

The manager stares into the middle distance. 

Figuring I might as well stick around to see what happens, I order a five-layer burrito and a two-

piece chicken breast meal, extra crispy. For good measure. 

 

Wild Shits: 4 

 I make sure to visit the bathroom before I leave the KFC/Taco Bell. Failure to do so could end in 

catastrophe, I tell myself. 
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 As I sit on the toilet, I consider what I’ve eaten since the improvised toilet paper event of this 

morning: oatmeal, coffee, a pop tart, three chili cheese dogs, a mint chocolate chip Blizzard, a five-layer 

burrito, two extra crispy chicken breasts, and mashed potatoes with gravy. I go over the list of foods in 

my head, perplexed by my inability to produce anything on this toilet to show for it.  

I sit for ten minutes, waiting for my body to do react. Nothing happens. Perhaps my digestive 

system is in shock, busy dealing with the intake of something other than peanut butter and tortillas. I 

leave the bathroom and get back in my car. I must be alright, I think as I take the on-ramp to the I-80 

East. 

 Fifteen minutes later, I’m flying down the country freeway at 90 miles per hour, and I feel like 

I’m going to die. 

 “Aaaaarrrrgghhhh!” I yell as I clutch the steering wheel. “Fuck!” 

 A sign ahead. Hoping it will denote a rest top, I peer closely: 

NEXT SERVICES 

55 MILES 

 “Goddamn you, Wyoming!” I scream at the top of my lungs. “And your sparse population!” 

 The freeway has two lanes on either side with a barrier in the middle. I pull through the rumble 

strip on the right and stop my car just behind a rise in the road, at least hoping no one will be able to see 

me from a distance. 

 The area beside the interstate is completely barren. There is a barbed wire fence, and then 

nothing but dirt for miles in every direction. No trees to hide behind. Not even a bush. 

 Wind whips across the empty road as I get out of the car and hobble to the trunk, attempting to 

hold off urgent seismic activity with every step. I rummage through piles of dirty clothes, pots and pans, 

empty bottles, old trail maps, and trekking poles, finally finding a roll of toilet paper behind the cast iron 
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skillet. Hopping around to the passenger side, I swing both the front and back doors open. Time is of the 

essence. 

 I sit on the floorboard of the front passenger side, my legs inside the car and my body hanging 

precariously outside of it. A semi-truck thunders by, and I shield my face with my arms as I do my 

business right on the asphalt. Whatever the opposite of “The Flow” is, I think I’ve found it. 

“At least I have toilet paper this time,” I say to the wind. 

 

Continental Breakfasts: 2 

 When I finally make it to Laramie after sundown, I steer toward a yellow and orange sign that 

signifies the KOA campground. These campgrounds can be found across the country; and while they’re 

usually a little short on the wilderness side (this one is located between a used car dealership and a 

gravel company), I know they always offer clean facilities and the promise of showers. 

 I park my car and slouch into the steering wheel. It’s hard to believe that I woke up this morning 

in the backcountry of the Grand Tetons, so many miles, hours, and ill-advised meals away. When I step 

out of the car into the front office, I’m met with a smile from a pleasant woman with white hair behind 

the counter. 

 “I’d like to pay for a campsite for tonight, please,” I say, reaching for my wallet. 

 “For tonight?” the woman says with a raise of the eyebrows. “Honey, it’s Frontier Days.” 

 “Frontier Days?” 

 “Of course. It’s that time of the year again,” she says, smiling and pointing to a poster on the 

wall. “Are you on your way there?” 

 “Not exactly,” I say, studying the poster. “So it’s in Cheyenne?” 

 “That’s right, just one hour east from here.” 

 I pause and scratch the chin beneath my beard. “Cheyenne is bigger than Laramie, right?” 
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 The woman appears taken aback. “Well of course! It’s the biggest city in the entire state.” 

 I nod, thank her for her help, and head back to the car. After listening to one more chapter of 

Game of Thrones, I roll into Cheyenne well after midnight. I spot Marriott’s red and blue logo on a 

roadside lodging sign, and I take the off-ramp toward it. 

 Yellow streetlights illuminate the parking lot, shining down on a Lexus here and a BMW there. I 

pull into a space on the end between an Escalade and a hedge. I step out of the car, feeling the crisp air 

on my skin and scanning the parking lot for other people. No one in sight. I take a long look at the hotel, 

sigh with exhaustion, and open the back door of my car. I crawl into the backseat, pushing a pile of 

clothes to one side as a pillow. I scrunch all the way onto the seat, close the door, and pull a jacket over 

my body. 

 I wake to a loud “thump.” It’s daytime. I put on my glasses and see that a large, bald man has 

just shut the door of the Escalade. 

 “Let’s go,” he says to his family, climbing into the driver’s seat. I pull the jacket over my face, not 

wanting to make eye contact with one of his kids and have them ask their dad why there’s a caveman in 

the back of that little car. I hear a country song fire up on the radio of the other vehicle, and I don’t pull 

my head back out until I hear it fade into the distance. I ruffle my hair, sit up straight, and reach into the 

glove compartment for my deodorant. 

 One minute later, I’m striding through the automatic doors of the Marriott’s front entrance. I’m 

wearing sandals, basketball shorts, a clean (a questionable term at this point in the trip) evergreen t-

shirt, and a U of A hat. I nod to the front desk attendant, a clean-shaven man arranging brochures on the 

counter, who greets me with an expectant smile. Instead of smiling back, I take a right and stroll into the 

breakfast area.  

 Families are hunched around small tables throughout the room. Moms feed toddlers in high 

chairs, teenagers stare down into their cereal, and Dads watch the subtitles as they roll across the Fox 
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News broadcast in the corner. Behind the tables and chairs is a counter topped with a profusion of food. 

A toaster in one corner, a waffle maker in the other, with a full cereal and fruit bar in between. “Please 

enjoy your complimentary continental breakfast,” says a sign on the wall above. 

 Don’t mind if I do, I think, piling one of every non-waffle item onto my Styrofoam plate. No 

matter the occasion, I know waffles simply don’t taste good outside of my mom’s kitchen.  

I sit down at the last open table and crack my knuckles. Didn’t you learn anything from 

yesterday? I think, staring down at my overflowing plate. But after one bite of bacon, it’s clear that this 

is no time for learning. 

I feel the eyes of the others as I unabashedly wolf down everything in front of me. I clean off my 

table, throw the empty plate in the trash, and walk back by the front desk. This time, I give the 

attendant a hearty wave as I flash my pearly whites, crumbs between every one of them. 

 I put the key in the ignition, turn on the radio, and pull the black notebook from my pocket. I 

etch a second tally mark beneath “Continental Breakfasts.” I pull out of the parking space, roll down my 

window, and take one last look at the Marriott in my rearview mirror. 

 Can’t beat the price, I think. Best breakfast since the last Marriott. 

 

*** 
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Oil Changes: 3 

 At Grease Monkey, where the fastest mechanics in town are changing my oil, a middle-aged 

woman with a sequined dress and a flower behind her hair is paying her bill, but is also telling me of a 

town called Crestone, somewhere in the desert of central Colorado, where some businessman went in 

and bought up all the property, and would you believe what he did, he separated it into forty equal 

parts and gave them away to, get this, a different religion each, and I swear to God or whatever you 

believe in, they all coexist there peacefully still today, and young man, I’m telling you, you can see a 

Buddhist monk helping a Muslim fix her mailbox, or a Baha’i carrying an old Hindu woman’s groceries, or 

a Christian just minding his own business, and you can walk right in and strike up a talk with any old 

body, and whoever it is can tell you about how they’re all out there just living, all working together in 

the same community, and would you believe it’s out in the middle of some great dry valley, and it’s 

worth your time if you’re headed south, yes you can go ahead and write that down, that’s right, look it 

up if you don’t believe me, and you have a lovely day now, and then she’s out the door and a faint scent 

of lavender remains behind. 

 “What was the name of that place?” I ask the mechanic behind the counter. 

 “Crestone,” he says, not looking up from his computer. “If I had a dollar for every time she’s told 

me about it, I could give her the deluxe car care package. Maybe then she wouldn’t come in as often.” 

 I turn to one of the back pages in my notebook and jot down Crestone, Colorado. The new entry 

shares a page with a shopping list from last month and another list titled, “Places to Drink in Seattle.”  

 

*** 
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Gas Stations: 50 

 After riding my car up over mountain passes, down steep winding roads, through a hailstorm, 

across the bottom of a foggy valley, and finally out into the sunshine at the foot of a cluster of snow-

capped peaks, I arrive at the settlement of Crestone. With my fuel tank nearly empty and the next dot 

on the map fifty miles away, I stop at the first gas station I see. I am greeted by a sign taped to the only 

pump: 

NO GAS 

SOME DIESEL 

ASK INSIDE 

 Judging by the boarded up building behind, “ask inside” isn’t much of an option anyway. 

 I lightly tap on the accelerator, coasting my car gently through the dirt roads of the town. After 

making a few turns down odd alleyways and side streets, I find the second and only gas station of 

Crestone. A line of three cars waits to use the single pump. I join the line and notice a sign on the edge 

of the sidewalk that helps explain the station’s success:  

LOWEST GAS PRICES IN TOWN 

GUARANTEED 

 

Stupas of Enlightenment: 1 

 I drive out to the edge of town, where domes and minarets poke out here and there from the 

pines and junipers of the hillside. At a Sanskrit sign I can’t read, I park my car and follow a trail through 

the trees toward the top of a spire I can see in the distance. The trail leads me to the building supporting 

the spire, a simple pink rectangle with wooden doors at the front. 

 As I approach the doors, I feel my heart rate increase with anticipation. What exotic worlds lie 

on the other side? What profound human truth am I about to learn? I think of the woman from the 
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Grease Monkey, and how she appeared in my life like a combination of Chase and Pixie: one part wise 

travel advisor, one part wandering hippie. I take a deep breath, open one of the doors, and step inside. 

 In front of me is a square room. Three of the walls are blank, but hanging on the wall opposite 

the entrance is a massive framed portrait of a young man with dark skin and long black hair. He is 

wearing some sort of red shawl and is holding his hands on his lap, palms up. The frame surrounding him 

is nearly a foot thick, and is intricately inscribed with Sanskrit text. The floor below the portrait is 

covered in yellow, pink, and orange flowers accompanied by small pieces of paper with more writing on 

them. And in the center of the floor, a man sits with his back to me, cross-legged and facing the portrait. 

 I study the man, who is wearing jeans and a red t-shirt. He sits motionless on a pad with his 

shoes off. I remove my shoes, pick up a pad from a stack near the door, sit down on it, and try to remain 

motionless. From here, I can’t tell if his eyes are open or closed. I figure they’re closed, so I close mine.  

My heart rate is still high, and my mind darts aimlessly from place to place. What am I supposed 

to be thinking of? Probably nothing, I guess. That’s how meditation works, right? I do ten deep inhales 

and ten deep exhales. Let it come. Be at peace. After the tenth exhale, I open an eye to peer at the other 

man. Still in the same place, doing the same stuff. I close the eye again, count to 100, and open both 

eyes. 

From the wall, the unnamed boy stares back at me. His eyes are both concerned and unfocused, 

as if he carries all the problems of the world and knows he’ll be carrying them forever. He doesn’t see 

me, but sees instead a whole world of those like me who don’t understand. This boy knows something I 

don’t know, I think. Does the man sitting over there know? 

A chill runs down my spine, and I become acutely aware that I have no idea what I’m doing. As 

quietly as possible, I stand up, replace the pad, and open the door just wide enough to slip through 

before closing it without a sound. 
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The sun hangs high, and I feel its heat reflecting off the dirt around the front doorstep of the 

building. I dart back into the trees and quickly make my way back to the car. 

I crank up the air conditioning and continue down the dirt road. I pass another sign in a language 

I can’t read. After another mile or so, a white sign with blue trim beckons me, in English, to visit the 

“Stupa of Enlightenment and Buddhist Retreat Center.” An arrow points down a narrow road, and I 

follow it to a small parking lot with four or five cars already there. 

As soon as I step out of the car, I hear a shrill woman’s voice, disorienting in contrast to the 

silence of the previous temple. 

“No, not the marble. I told him I wanted soapstone. I told him literally ten times that I wanted 

soapstone. Debbie already has marble and I can’t have everyone saying we copied her countertops.” 

The woman, wearing yoga pants and hoop earrings, is standing next to her Volvo and is speaking 

urgently into a cell phone. I walk slowly by her and toward a modern one-story building with mostly 

glass walls. At the entrance, I read a sign on the door that welcomes me to the Retreat Center. The first 

subheading reads: “Book your next corporate outing with the Stupa of Enlightenment! Discount group 

rates available.” I skim through some other sentences, picking out the phrases, “nirvana,” “spirit 

stabilization,” and “traditional Eastern healing methods.” I cup my hands against the tinted glass to try 

to see through, scratch my head, and turn back toward the parking lot. 

“Well, you tell Jerry, or whatever he’s calling himself these days, that I’ll be damned if the 

marble comes out of my pocket. And if he thinks he has a leg to stand on, you tell him that he’ll be 

getting a call from my lawyer before he can say–” 

I slam my car door shut.  

On the road out of town, I drive south until I see a sign for Great Sand Dunes National Park, 30 

miles ahead. 

My kind of temple.  
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I press down hard on the accelerator, the pines of Crestone quickly diminishing in the rearview 

mirror. 

 

Sunrises: 5 

 I strike out into the heart of the dunes in the early morning darkness. My goal is to make it to 

the top of a mountain of sand called Great Dune by sunrise. The soft surface makes the hike slow-going, 

and every step requires twice as much effort as a step on grass or pavement would. 

 After only a quarter-mile, I realize I’ve forgotten my headlamp back at camp. The moon is 

shining brightly enough, so I rule out the possibility of going back in favor of pressing on. I can see Great 

Dune plainly on my horizon, sticking up higher than anything else in sight. 

 However, as I approach the first of the dunes, a layer of clouds begins to obscure the sky. With 

my head down, I trudge straight up the side of the sand, sliding a little backward at the end of every step 

forward. I’m oblivious to the disappearing stars until I reach the top of the first small dune. I look up to 

the horizon to find Great Dune, but I can’t find the horizon at all. I turn in every direction, but the 

darkness is thick and there no landmarks on the sand to keep track of. 

 I head in what I guess is the most uphill direction, hunched over and moving at a snail’s pace 

through the thick sand. Every time I look up, it’s impossible to tell the edge of the dunes from the cloudy 

sky. When I suddenly reach the top of a rise without knowing it, I tumble inadvertently down the other 

side.  

 After two hours of moving in this way, the sky begins to show the pale signs of oncoming 

sunlight. I continue uphill for another 30 minutes, until it finally becomes light enough to reassess the 

horizon. To my dismay, I discover that while I’m nearly at the height of Great Dune, I’m at least half a 

mile to the right of it, with a series of massive hills and valleys between me and the summit. I turn back 

to see the sky to the east turning blue, and I know time is of the essence. I take a gulp of water, shake 
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out my limbs, and then sprint toward my target as fast as I can. I run along ridges, straight down hills, 

and up for a few feet along each incline before my calf muscles give way and force me to run sideways, 

switchbacking up each sandy bank. 

 I’m sweating tremendously by the time I reach the summit of Great Dune. I throw down my 

backpack and take a seat in the sand. 

 For miles in every direction, I am surrounded by golden sand. And for miles in every direction, I 

am surrounded by silence. Perfect, unbroken silence. Not the kind of silence contained in a room in a 

temple in Crestone, but the kind that comes from the absence of anything capable of making sound for 

as far as the ear can reach. 

 In the cool air of the pre-dawn, it’s time for my own form of communion. I pull the portable 

stove from my backpack and make a cup of coffee. Just as I did at Half Dome some 57 days before, I sip 

my steaming drink as I wait for the sun to illuminate this part of the earth. 

 

Fed by Strangers: 6 

 At camp that evening, as I watch the sun set over Great Dune in the distance, the family in the 

site next to me invites me over for s’mores after dinner. Honored by the opportunity to take part in 

camping’s version of breaking bread, I keenly accept. The family has boys of about 12 and 15 years, and 

they are eager to talk to me. 

 “How long have you been growing that beard, mister?” asks the younger one. 

 I check my notebook. “78 days.” 

 “Does it itch?” 

 “Does the hair on your head itch?” 
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 “Only when my brother gives me a noogie.” The older brother promptly puts the younger one in 

a headlock and rubs his knuckles aggressively on top of the captive brother’s head. The father, a 

firefighter, pulls them apart with an easy laugh. 

 “I can’t say people do that to my face very much,” I say. “So no, it doesn’t itch.” 

 “What do you eat, Day 78 Man?” 

 “Day 78 Man?” I smile. “That’s catchy. Oh, I eat lots of things. Whatever I can find the cheapest. 

And tortillas, because—” 

 “My brother ate a whole can of Pringles one time,” the younger one blurts. “He threw up all 

over in the tent.” 

 I raise my eyebrows. “A whole can of Pringles? That’s a bold move.” 

 The older brother is proud. “Yeah. All in one meal, too.” 

 “He didn’t sleep for two days,” the father chimes in. 

 The kid shrugs, filling his mouth with a massive bite of s’more. “Worff it.” 

 

*** 
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Inside an RV: 1 

 After crossing the border into Utah a few days later, I see a sign for something called 

Goosenecks State Park, with an arrow pointing across the desert to my left. I turn down the narrow two-

lane road behind the sign, following it toward the source of my curiosity. The road ends at an open dirt 

lot, and I park near a short stone wall at the other end of the space. 

 I get out of my car and peer over the wall, which I discover is at the edge of a cliff; and 1,000 

feet below the cliff, a thick ribbon of brown water flows through a narrow gap between my side and an 

equally steep canyon wall opposite. The river twists and turns through a series of large curves, forming 

what I imagine someone would consider the shape of a gooseneck. I take a few photos, see the sun 

hanging low in the afternoon sky, and decide to set up camp. 

 There are a handful of others occupying various areas near the cliffs, but I already know that I 

will not be having a shared campfire experience like I had with the family who called me Day 78 Man. 

This is because all the other visitors to Goosenecks State Park have come in RVs. 

 Over the course of the summer, I have grown a special kind of animosity toward RVs and their 

inhabitants. What bothers me most about RVs is not their ability to block my view of an entire 

landscape, nor their capacity to send vibrations through a campground with their thundering electrical 

generators, nor their tendency to ruin a night’s sleep by playing a movie inside and leaving the windows 

open for the outside world to hear, nor their gas-guzzling environmental shortcomings, nor their glaring 

advertisements on the back for their rental companies, nor their ability to convince their users that they 

are “camping” and therefore should seek out a campground instead of a parking lot. No, my biggest 

problem is this: because users of RVs have brought all of their comforts of home on the road with them, 

they see no reason to leave the confines of their vehicle, deliberately abstaining from becoming a part 

of the campground’s unique community. I have never seen an RV owner venture out their door to 

wander around camp, going from fire to fire meeting other people the way many tent campers do. 
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 Near the edge of the Goosenecks, an old man sits in a folding chair just outside the door to his 

RV. He waves at me, and I wave back before getting in my car and driving as far away from his RV as I 

can. At least he’s sitting outside, I think as I pitch my tent. I write a letter to Danielle just before bed, 

telling her of the RV driver who almost gets it. He’s made it outside, I write, and with only a few more 

steps forward, he could perch his chair at the edge of the spectacular canyon. But alas, he sits instead in 

the shadow of his own vehicle. 

 The next morning, I leave my tent and walk on foot back toward the Goosenecks, hoping to get 

some quality photos of the river in the morning light. I pass the RV from the night before, and the old 

man is sitting outside in the same place. When he waves to me, I wave back and slow to a stop. After 

some consideration, I begin to walk toward him, intrigued by the possibility of actually having a 

conversation with an RV owner. 

 “Howdy,” he says in a friendly tone. 

 “Hello,” I say, stepping into the shadow of his vehicle. I point toward the canyon. “Pretty 

impressive, isn’t it?” 

 “Oh, I’d say so,” the man laughs. “One of this region’s hidden treasures, no doubt.” 

 My ears perk at the possibility that this man might shed some local knowledge. “You know the 

area?” 

 “Oh, well, only as much as anyone who’s been traveling for a few years might know,” he says 

with a smile. “My wife and I have been in this part of Utah for about a month now.” 

 “You’ve really been traveling for a few years?” 

 “If we’re going to call it traveling, sure. But it’s more like living at this point, if you know what I 

mean.” The man pats the edge of the RV with a rough hand. “I reckon we’ll keep going until these 

wheels can’t take us any further.” 



Wicker  113 
 

 “Whoever it is you’re talking to, you’d better invite them inside for breakfast,” a woman’s voice 

says from within the RV. “I’ve already put on the extra bacon.” 

 The man holds up his hands. “You heard the woman. I know better than to argue. Would you 

care to join us for a meal?” 

 I hesitate, glancing out toward the canyon and noting the perfect lighting for taking photos. But 

the prospect of having something other than oatmeal for breakfast is enticing, and my hosts don’t 

appear to pose any threat. I nod my head and follow the man inside. 

 The instant the smell of bacon hits my nose, I know I’ve made the right choice. “Thank you very 

much,” I say, introducing myself. The man and woman both shake my hand, letting me know their 

names are Bob and Ellen.  

 Ellen points to a booth at the back of the room for me to sit down in. “You can take a seat right 

over there, and we’ll be right out. Bob, I need you to help me get the plates ready in the kitchen.” They 

disappear behind a pantry door, and I take a few moments to take in the interior of the RV. I am in a 

small dining area, with just enough room for the three of us to sit. On the wall opposite me are three 

framed pictures: one of a tiny black dog, one of Bob and Ellen surrounded by a half dozen smiling 

children, and one of a world map. The map had lines marked in pen all the way across it, some in black 

and some in red, but none of them over land. The various squiggles and curves all occupy area over the 

world’s oceans and seas, with some stretching all the way across the Pacific and Atlantic. 

 When Bob returns to place a fork and knife in front of me, I ask him about the map. 

 “Oh, that’s from a little project Ellen and I did,” he says, a coy smile spreading across the 

wrinkles of his cheeks. 

 “Don’t be shy, Bob,” Ellen says as she brings out the plates of food. “Tell him about sailing 

around the world. Lord knows you want to.” 

 “You sailed around the world?” I ask, half-joking. 
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 “Oh yes,” Bob says as he sits down. “Two times. Once in the 70’s, and then once, well, we really 

just skipped the 90’s the second time.” 

 “We left in 1987 and returned in 2001,” Ellen adds, setting a pile of bacon and pancakes in front 

of me. “Sure made Y2K a lot less stressful, didn’t it honey?” 

 “You could say that,” Bob says, smiling up at his wife. “Now, this looks like a real breakfast to 

me. Do you get much bacon out here camping, Tom?” 

 I look from the plate, up to Bob’s expecting eyes, and back to my plate. “Umm, no, I can’t say I 

do. Wait, so you sailed around the world twice?” 

 “It’s not even that difficult these days,” Ellen says. “With all the technology and whatnot. You 

could set out and do it tomorrow if you wanted to. But when we did it, Bob had to navigate us by hand. 

Using the stars and all that.” 

 “And some basic math, that was all,” Bob says, taking a bite of a pancake. “As soon as my duty 

as a Navy engineer was done, Ellen and I were off to the races, let me tell you.” 

 As Bob dives into the story of their circumnavigation, I realize that I’m not going to miss those 

sunrise photos of the Goosenecks at all. I take another bite of bacon, sit back, and listen to Bob and Ellen 

lovingly reenact their past voyages. 

 

*** 
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Miles Driven: 11,423 

  I’m driving north on a road in Utah with no particular destination in mind. In the endless maze 

of canyons, mountains, arches, rivers, hoodoos, and cliffs that make up the southern part of the state, 

the idea of a destination seems rather silly. I feel like Jesse and Pixie, wandering aimlessly and blissfully 

through a world full of surprises. 

My current road is dead straight, with massive stone monuments rising on either side. Ahead of 

me is a plateau, and I’m following the road mostly because I’m curious whether it will go left or right of 

the promontory. I’ve gotten pretty good at this game, and I’m guessing this one goes to the right, 

alongside the bottom of the cliff, before heading into the next red rock valley. 

 The speed limit has been 55 for the last ten miles, but as I approach the cliff, a sign denotes an 

abrupt change to 25. I apply the brakes skeptically, with no one in front or behind as far as I can see. 

After a few hundred feet, I feel the asphalt give way to hard packed dirt, and then to gravel. I feel as if 

I’m driving in a runaway truck ramp, and I begin to wonder if I somehow missed a turn on the linear 

route. Then I see a sign by the road, and I stop the car to read it: 

10% GRADES 

5 M.P.H. SWITCHBACKS 

NARROW GRAVEL ROAD 

NEXT 3 MILES 

 I look up at the cliff above the sign and realize how wrong my guess was. A weaker road might 

skirt the bottom of this thousand-foot wall of rock before going around; but not this one. In a boastful 

display of engineering, the road cuts directly into the side of the cliff, switchbacking back and forth 

across the face. The only direction is up, so I shift my Chevy Cobalt into low gear and begin the climb. 

 The road is barely wide enough for one car, and the further I go, the more I wonder what will 

happen if another car comes down the other direction. After negotiating several hairpin turns, I stop at a 
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pullout about halfway up. I get out of the car to take a look at the road, which I am too afraid to do 

while driving. I see a minivan slowly making its way up the beginning of the road below, and I watch as it 

stops before every turn, debates whether or not to continue, and then creeps uphill a few more feet. 

When the van finally reaches the pullout, it parks behind my car and a family of four gets out. The father 

points his camera every which way, rapidly snapping photos while his family stands near the edge and 

gapes downward. 

 “Something else, isn’t it?” I ask them. 

 The father smiles at me and gestures at the valley below, wiggling his finger to mimic the path of 

the car coming up the cliff. “Wunderbar! Wunderbar road!” 

 While I later find out the route is called the Moki Dugway, I accept Wunderbar Road as a fine 

name for this crazy stretch of gravel. I get back in my car and inch the rest of the way up with the 

German van close behind. At the very top, we are stopped by a construction crew that is working on the 

next part of the road. I want to tell them they should be focusing their efforts on the part that goes up 

the cliff behind us, but I’m happy to wait and look out over the valley below. In the near distance is the 

Valley of the Gods, and Monument Valley looms on the horizon. 

 A black Jetta pulls in behind the van in our line. An Asian man steps out of the driver’s side and 

points at the construction worker holding the stop sign. 

 “Crazy American road!” he yells, flailing his arms about. His wife frowns in the passenger seat – 

whether at her husband or at the road, I am unsure. 

 “Wunderbar!” the German man repeats out of his window. 

 Wunderbar, I write in my notebook. 

 

*** 
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Natural Bridges: 14 

Beneath the bright sky of the late summer morning, I sit atop a cliff framing Grand Wash. Red 

sandstone rolls away from me to the left, polished smooth by the relentless forces of wind and water. 

To my right is the Wash itself, cutting through the rock some 1,000 feet below; and across it, another 

cliff, much like the sheer wall on which I am sitting. 

But in front of me, to the east, is the reason I have chosen this cliff over the other. The sun 

hovers just above the center of Cassidy Arch: a natural bridge hanging over the chasm beneath my 

dangling feet. The stone bridge spans 60 feet of air, and it branches out symmetrically from the apex 

toward its anchors on either side of the gap. An hour ago, as the sun rose, I had tested the bridge’s use 

as a natural walkway and stood in the middle, peering down into the staggering depths below. 

A raven glides silently into view and circles above the shrubs to my left. With a flutter of 

feathers, it lands on the center of Cassidy Arch. It pays no mind to me, but focuses its gaze beyond 

Grand Wash to the right. What use is a human in this landscape anyway? 

I am abruptly aware of a new silence. With the arch, abyss, and sky all changing colors in front of 

me, my eyes have been hogging all focus for the last hour. But the absence of sound shocks my sense of 

hearing into the forefront, and I realize that the constant monotonous chittering of birds greeting the 

morning sun has gone missing. The raven, perhaps proud of its authority, holds its head high and 

maintains focus on the rocky expanse to the south. 

 “Squawk,” it declares. The cry bounces around in the canyons below, echoes back, and leaves 

behind a silence even more complete. 

 Some irrelevant interval of time passes. No human can impose a schedule on this scene. The 

raven waits in the thick silence. 

 “Squawk,” comes the reply, far off across the canyon to my right. “Squawk. Squawk.” 
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 Satisfied, the raven on the arch ruffles a wing and inspects it with a long beak. It settles into a 

more relaxed posture. It would communicate again, but no need to hurry. The confidant in the distance 

will wait all the same. 

 With one beat of its wings, the raven propels itself off the edge of the arch. It glides across the 

gap toward me, banks to the south, and lands on a juniper a few feet to my right. 

 “Squawk?” it asks, perched on the canyon rim now. Do I really need to go all the way over there? 

 “Squawk.” A firm answer, from slightly farther away. 

 The raven extends its wings, steps off the branch, and glides across toward the south rim of 

Grand Wash. The motion of flapping is not necessary, and it soars across the canyon without a single 

extraneous movement. 

 When the raven reaches the other side, the chittering and tweeting of the smaller desert birds 

starts back up from the north side of the arch. The raven squawks again, but moves farther away toward 

its friend and out of my line of vision.  

 From the arch itself comes an explosion of sound.  

“Tweet, po-tweet, tweet!” 

My eyes don’t understand how such a multitude of birds could go unseen. It sounds as if there 

are hundreds of them, somehow inside the arch, celebrating in unison at the departure of the raven. The 

tweeting grows louder and louder, but still no visual sign of any bird but the raven that has left. 

Then, a whoosh. 

My ears hear the sound long before my eyes catch up to the dozen or so birds flying down from 

under the arch, curving up at the face of a rock wall, and soaring back out toward the sun. They fly as far 

away from me as possible, but I would be wrong to assume that I have any role in their decision. 

In the hours since sunrise, I have waited long enough for nature to forget I am there. I have 

nowhere to be, no appointments to make, no schedule to adhere to. The next date and time where my 
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attendance is required (an increasingly suspect term) in on August 26th, 2014 at 2:00pm, in room 123 of 

McClelland Hall at the University of Arizona in Tucson, for the first day of a class titled “Marketing 428: 

Sales Communication.”  

As that date approaches, I wonder: Who gives a shit about sales? Or even communication for 

that matter? What is there to sell or communicate about that could possibly be more important than 

the wilderness and our connection to it? 

But those thoughts are far away from Cassidy Arch. There would be time for worrying later. For 

now, the only things that matter are the birds, the arch, and the rising sun. 

Certain of their solitude, the birds have settled into a rhythm. Their cries start small, and grow 

louder and louder as more birds chime in. “Tweet, tweetweetweet, TWEET!” At the height of the 

crescendo, a number of feathery missiles shoot out from underneath the arch with a “whoosh,” 

silencing the birds that remain. The count of the fliers is different every time – it seems to range 

between 2 and 20 – but their destination is always the vast valley to the east, somewhere between the 

arch and the sun. 

This synchronized display continues until the hundreds of birds are all gone, the last diving 

instructions given with a resounding tweet before the final whoosh of their glide into the valley. 

Still I wait. While the birds search the desert for their breakfast, I eat mine, munching quietly on 

a meal of tortillas and crunchy peanut butter. I have found by now that the most effective way of eating 

this hiking staple is to scoop the peanut butter out with my spork, break off a strip of tortilla, use the 

tortilla like a little glove to grab the peanut butter off the spork, fold it into the strip, and place it in my 

mouth.  

“Mmm,” I hear myself grunt. My first word of the day. 

I wait in the same place for most of the morning. A few more ravens make appearances, but the 

smaller birds do not return to their perch beneath the arch. Perhaps they’re migrating on. Or perhaps, if 
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I am patient enough, I can stay all year and see if they return to this same spot our next time around the 

sun. 

 

*** 
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Tortillas: Infinite 

 My single biggest regret of the summer is not keeping track of the number of tortillas 

consumed. After the number of dollars spent on gas, I have no doubt that the tortilla tally would take up 

the most space in my notebook.  

The tortilla has three characteristics that make it the perfect backcountry food: 

1. It comes in at “decent” on the taste spectrum. 

2. It can be folded, stuffed, and squished into an odd corner of any pack. 

3. It provides the perfect container in which to eat all the more nutritional and necessary foods of 

the trail. Don’t want to clean a plate after that hearty meal of campfire-cooked sweet potato 

and bratwurst? Use a tortilla instead. 

In a small town (redundant term) in Southern Utah, I push my shopping cart through a store 

called Grocery. I confirm Grocery is the full name of the business when I ask an employee where the 

tortillas are, and I see only the one word embroidered on her work polo in red cursive letters. She points 

to the back of the store, and I roll my cart in that direction, hoping that Grocery carries Mission. 

Outside of Arizona, Mission is my favorite brand of tortilla; not that any one brand really tastes 

different than another, but I trust Mission because its packaging is the most Mexican. When I want a 

good tortilla, I want a Mexican tortilla. The shapes, colors, and church bell logo of the wrapping conspire 

to build an intense brand loyalty within me, and I am convinced that Mission supplies the tastiest and 

most high-quality tortillas on the market. After a short search, I find that Grocery does not share my 

sentiment. 

I pick up the only package available. Lynn Wilson’s Tortillas: Thin Style.  

“Lynn Wilson?” I say aloud.  



Wicker  122 
 

Above the title is the head of a white boy, who is smiling and looking up at the sombrero on his 

head as if to say, “It’s funny because it doesn’t make sense!” 

I throw two packages in my cart apprehensively. I have no doubt they will taste fine. It is very 

difficult to screw up a tortilla. But I’m afraid of really liking them – of enjoying this pioneering “thin 

style” enough to overturn my allegiance to Mission – because there’s no way I’ll be able to find Lynn 

Wilson’s anywhere outside of Utah. 

 

*** 
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Cliff Dwellings Explored: 4 

 A mile from the trailhead, I notice a pair of tracks beside my own. I bend down to examine one 

of the prints: two indents in the sand, both rounded at the back and more pointed in the front, 

symmetrically running the length of the foot along a line separating them in the middle. I’ve seen the 

pattern many times before, and I know it is made by the hoof of a bighorn sheep. 

 When I stand back up, I realize that the prints are the only impressions on the sandy trail. I start 

walking again, my pace slower than before. I’m not afraid of the sheep, since they aren’t particularly 

aggressive and have little reason to come after humans. But my heart begins to pound as I regard the 

otherwise empty trail in front of me. 

 This is the first time I can recall ever being on a trail of this kind with no human footprints 

whatsoever. Some trails traverse rocks or hard-packed clay, making them unable to receive footprints. 

Others may follow the bottom of a wash, leaving it up to the hiker to walk the side that isn’t traversed 

by everyone else. But this trail, a narrow ribbon of soft sand cut clearly between thick vegetation, has no 

way of hiding human traffic. 

 I look up and spot a handful of wispy clouds floating across the mostly empty sky. Those might 

form into thick rain clouds later in the afternoon, but I know this region hasn’t received any rainfall in at 

least the last few days, ruling out the possibility of water washing away any footprints. 

 I follow the bighorn sheep prints further down the trail, descending gradually into the mouth of 

a growing canyon. The low hills on either side of me grow into bluffs, and as I continue, the bluffs give 

way to outright cliffs. The trail begins to cut back and forth across a dry riverbed, sometimes running 

along the bottom and sometimes leading me up onto the rock at the base of the red canyon walls. At 

every narrow pinch in the trail, I find the familiar tracks of the bighorn sheep and no others. 

 After a few hours of hiking, I reach a fork in the canyon. Cottonwoods rise up from a lush grassy 

bank, thriving on the intermittent rainwater collected by two converging streambeds, both now dry. I 
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take a sip from my Camelbak as I unfold a map from my pocket. I note the junction of the two steep 

canyons, and point my finger to an X marked on the map beneath the words “Junction Ruin.” I fold the 

map away, leave the trail, and pick my way beneath the cottonwoods toward the base of the cliff in 

front of me. 

 After hacking through a series of bushes, I emerge to find what I have come for lying plainly in 

front of me: an abandoned cliff dwelling of the ancient Anasazi tribe. I approach the area slowly, taking a 

peek inside the low building closest to me. Cobwebs line the doorway, and stones are scattered across 

the floor of the small room within. I carefully move from structure to structure, studying the stonework 

that has held these walls together for the last 1,500 years. Five or six buildings from the end, a large 

circular pit is cut into the rock. I know this to be the kiva, a place of tremendous spiritual importance to 

the inhabitants of the village. On the other side lie a few more stone dwellings, all missing their ceilings 

and falling victim to varying degrees of erosion. 

 I take a seat up against the cliff on an empty space between the kiva and the wall of a one-room 

structure. Time melts away as I gaze at the cliffs lining the river valley, imagining what it would be like to 

live here, to grow up miles away from anything not in this canyon, to have to somehow find water 

during the dry months, and to build these structures with bare hands and only the materials available 

within the canyon. 

 I look to my right, down into the empty kiva. Whoever it was that crafted its rounded walls is 

long gone, along with everyone else who once lived here. Perhaps this canyon was not fit to sustain life, 

and its inhabitants moved to somewhere more hospitable. Or maybe they were all washed away by a 

flood. Or maybe they deemed the canyon unholy after a harsh dry season, banishing it and placing a 

curse on all who would dare to enter. 

 A shiver runs down my spine when I remember that I am the only human currently in the 

canyon. No one has been here since at least the last rain, and there is no telling when the next person 
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will come through either. I try not to think of something bad happening to me, but my mind wanders 

through enough dark scenarios to scare me with the knowledge that no one will come to save me. There 

is tremendous peace that can be gained from solitude in the wilderness, but at this degree of solitude, I 

feel more fear than peace. 

 I shudder and reach for my backpack sitting on the ground to my left. As I reach around inside 

for an apple, I catch a glimpse of movement on the rock wall behind me. I turn my head quickly, and 

come face to face with a black widow twitching on its web only three inches from my nose. 

 My body lurches out from the wall, my limbs flailing and almost dropping me into the kiva as I 

shoot out across the dirt. I sit up and look back at where I had been sitting for at least the last hour: my 

head only a few inches from the spider’s web, and my backpack directly beneath it. 

 I snatch up my backpack and leave the ruins without as much as a look back. I find the trail 

quickly and storm back along it, retracing my prints in the sand. I hope the bighorn sheep will come out 

of the bushes and join me, at least to say hello and make the long trail less lonely, but I have no such 

luck. My anxiety remains high throughout my gradual ascent from the canyon. At long last, my car 

comes into view, parked along the side of a road by the trailhead. 

 I unlock the doors, open the glove compartment, and grab my phone. All I want is to hear 

Danielle’s voice and tell her I’m okay. I find her name under “favorites” and raise the phone to my ear. 

 “We’re sorry, your call cannot be completed as –”  

 I swear at my phone, throwing it in the backseat. I punch the steering wheel and recoil at the 

loud HONK it produces. 

 My eyes water as I sit in the driver’s seat, slumped over the wheel and shaking. 

 After a time, I take a deep breath, turn the key in the ignition, and drive away. 

 

*** 
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Flash Floods: 1 

 I open my eyes. Where am I? 

 These first few seconds of every morning, when I try to figure out my location, have grown to 

become one of my favorite parts of each day. My surroundings are familiar, as the inside of the tent 

doesn’t change. But not quite knowing what lies on the other side of the rainfly is the most beautiful 

form of uncertainty, and it sets the tone for the entire day ahead. I unzip the tent door and peer outside. 

 A brown cliff rises high up above me, reaching to meet the pale light of the early morning sky. A 

river is flowing below, although it’s darker than I remember and there seems to be something wrong 

with its banks. I poke my head out and turn to see the camp next to me. The man staying there, who 

introduced himself as yesterday as Greg, is busy packing up his camp. When he hears me unzip the door 

to the tent, he turns to face me with a smile. 

 “Good morning,” he says. “You’re a heavy sleeper.” 

 I squint at Greg groggily, unsure what he means. “Thanks?” 

Greg laughs as he zips up an outer pocket of his pack. “That came out a little creepy, I’ll admit it. 

But take a look at the river bank.” 

 I wipe my eyes and study the grassy hill that leads down to the water. I remember there being a 

few low trees, but maybe I was thinking of somewhere else because there are no trees. Half the grass is 

ripped from the ground, and branches are strewn all over the slope. 

 “What happened here?” 

 “A flash flood,” Greg says. “There was a thunderstorm last night, not long after you had dinner 

and went inside your tent. You wouldn’t believe how loud it was. I thought you’d wake up for sure.” He 

turns to face the river. “And then the water just started swelling. It came all the way up to within a few 

feet of us, and wiped out all the bushes that were along here,” he points to the damaged bank on the 

edge of the campsite. “The river was filled with trees and shit. You should’ve seen it!” 
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 “I slept through all that?” I ask. 

 “Sure did,” Greg says, bending down to tie the laces on his hiking boots. 

 I stare at the river, its waters colored a deep muddy brown with sediment from somewhere far 

upstream. I’ve spent all of monsoon season in southern Utah and northern Arizona, taking care every 

day to be done hiking by the time the afternoon thunderstorms roll in, and making sure to pitch my tent 

on high enough ground to be safe in case of a flood. While my efforts in setting up a camp above this 

tributary to the Colorado have apparently rewarded me with my life, I can’t feel anything but 

disappointment that I missed the only flash flood that actually materialized the entire summer. 

 “I guess I’ll set an alarm for the next one,” I say to Greg. “You headed out this morning?” 

 “Yeah, all the way up to the rim,” he replies, lifting his backpack onto his back. “You too?” 

 “No, I’ve got one more day down here.” Only one more day? “And then I’m headed out, and 

then back to class on Monday.” I trail off after the word “class.” I look up at Greg, suddenly worried that 

the departure of this man, whom I have known for less than 24 hours, brings me one step closer to 

needing to leave myself. 

 “You have time for a cup of coffee?” I ask. “Nestle Taster’s Choice. Only the best.” 

 Greg holds up a hand. “As tempting as that sounds, I need to make good time on the trail to 

reach the top before the midday heat sets in.” 

 “I know, I know,” I say. “I’ll be doing the same thing tomorrow.” 

 Greg walks over to me, extends his hand, and I shake it heartily. “You have an entire day down 

here,” he says. “Spend that time lavishly, and don’t stop when you get home. So long, my friend!” Greg 

places his trekking poles in both hands and starts up the trail from the campground. I watch him until he 

reaches the point where Bright Angel Creek feeds into the mighty Colorado. He takes the trail to the 

right, around a corner and inevitably up to the rim, disappearing from view. 

 I turn to the river. 
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Stone River Jacuzzis: 1 

 Within half an hour of Greg’s departure, I am seated in the river, my lower body fitting snugly 

inside a circle of stones I’ve placed in the mud beneath the shallow surface. The cool, murky water swirls 

in and out of the makeshift Jacuzzi. Silt floating in the river from last night’s flood brushes against my 

body, catches in my hairs, and is lifted away downstream. In my hands, I hold an open copy of Edward 

Abbey’s Desert Solitaire, and I allow the gentle breeze of the lower canyon to turn the pages for me. My 

only interruption is the occasional glance down at a gold or brown fish nibbling gently on my leg, 

stopping to tickle me for a few moments before passing through the stone circle. 

 “Nibble at me all you want,” I tell one of the fish. “I don’t mind. Stay and feast, for we are both 

spending today lavishly.” 

 

*** 
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Days: 108 

 Danielle rests her head on my shoulder as I hold an arm around her. We are sitting on a log at 

the top of Mt. Lemmon, and the city of Tucson lies sprawled across the valley far below. Danielle looks 

slowly over her shoulder to the right, and points into the distance. 

 “Blowout,” she says softly. “Do you see it?” 

 I hold a hand over my eyes and peer into the desert on the other side of the summit. Across a 

wide valley, and on the other side of a smaller mountain range, the distinctive shard of Picacho Peak 

stands alone. 

 “Would you believe that,” I say, pulling Danielle closer. “108 days ago, we were drinking 

champagne from the top of that mountain.” 

 Danielle nods. “And you were drinking Smirnoff Ice.” 

 “I don’t think anyone will let me forget that.” I kiss the top of Danielle’s head, and we turn back 

to face the city. “I don’t want to leave the mountain,” I say. “Maybe if we keep Tucson at this distance, 

way down there in that valley, the summer won’t end.”  

 “Today doesn’t have to be the last day you ever have fun, you know,” she says. 

 I reach my other arm around Danielle to hold her tight. I think of the uneasiness of that first day 

of the trip, the difficulty of having to say goodbye after Havasupai, the elation of finding Danielle 

standing behind me at the bar in Seattle, the tenderness of our night in the car outside the Calgary 

airport, the loneliness of my first days of solo travel, and at long last, the joy of sitting atop a mountain 

with the girl I love, reflecting on the summer that bound us together. 

 “You’re right,” I say, taking her hand in mine. “There’s no stopping us now.” 

  

********* 
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Number of Items Tallied: 357 

 My alarm goes off at 7:15am. I roll out of bed and stumble across the room to turn it off. 

 I stand between the dresser and the bed, scratching my head and yawning. Daylight pokes 

through the slats in the blinds, casting evenly spaced bars of light across the bed. Danielle unconsciously 

shifts to her side, clutching the sheet and holding Minion, the stuffed dog from Calgary, between her 

arms. 

 Monday, I remember. Work starts at 8:30, where my boss will ask me to shave my beard for the 

sixth day in a row, because as a representation of the Arizona Student Union, I must reflect the 

professionalism of the organization at all times, especially while putting up signs for the Chicken and 

Waffles special at Cactus Grill. Then class at 11:00, the same class I had Monday and Wednesday of last 

week, but I’ve already forgotten which one it is. Marketing Analytics? Or Macroeconomics? I rub my 

beard until I remember. It’s Sales. Definitely Sales. Then some other class, and then back to work. 

 On the desk next to my phone and wallet is my little black notebook. Even though the summer is 

over, I still carry it in my pocket. Always prepared for adventure, I suppose. Or maybe I’m afraid of 

leaving it behind, allowing it to collect dust while the memories of the summer gradually disappear. 

 I pick up the notebook and crawl back under the sheets. I sit upright on my side of the bed, 

careful not to move too much and stir Danielle. I pull a blanket all the way up around her shoulders, tuck 

her in gently, and let her sleep. 

 Beneath one of the bars of light coming through the blinds, I open my notebook to page one. 

Miles driven, mountaintop ices, and dollars spent on gas are the first three tallies. I flip to the next page, 

and the next, and the next. I read every word, poring over all the numbers and phrases that are left of 

my adventure. 16 beautiful butterfly encounters, 1 school of fish swam through, 33 beers, 4 beers spilled, 

82 emails read, 9 cows impeding progress of car, 4 friendly cats, 4 bandanas bought, 20 cups of tea, 95 

cups of coffee, 49 games won, 7 deer visiting camp, 3 vultures ripping apart skunks, 17 tsunami hazard 
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zones, 3 episodes of Portlandia, 10 episodes of Archer, 1 shotgun fired, 12 banana slugs, 54 golf courses 

seen, 32 tunnels driven through, 2 hail storms, 1 power outage, 2 caribou, 1 elk, 9 bighorn sheep, 1 steak 

and Guinness pie, 16 bumper stickers, 12 states/provinces, 3 bison impeding progress of car, 2 snakes 

crossing trail, 4 propane canisters, 2 tires replaced, 1 stranger’s car pushed out of sand, 14 McDonalds 

Monopoly pieces earned, 12 McDonalds Monopoly pieces stolen, 1 Chinese fire drill, 3 rivers bathed in, 1 

tarantula, 1 scorpion, 3 trees climbed, 43 servings of oatmeal, 3 salmon– 

 BEEP. BEEP. BEEP. 

 Danielle jolts awake, reaches an arm across to her nightstand, and shuts off her alarm clock. She 

slumps back down into her pillow, and I kiss her softly on the cheek. She smiles beneath closed eyes. 

 Now that we’re both technically awake, I open the blinds to see outside. I squint to brace myself 

for the bright sun, but am instead met with the soft glow of a cloudy morning. The sun is concealed 

behind shifting layers of gray and white, a rarity in Southern Arizona. I give Danielle another kiss before 

getting out of bed, opening the door to the front sidewalk, and stepping outside. 

 I stand in the middle of Jacobus Avenue, a narrow alley wedged between cheap student houses 

in the West University district. The clouds hang low above the top of the neighbor’s palm tree. I walk to 

the end of the alley, where Jacobus intersects 5th Street and I can get a better view of the whole sky.  

 When I reach 5th, I look northeast across campus. The clouds fade gently from gray to white 

across the red brick buildings of the university. I look beyond them to the familiar Mt. Lemmon, and my 

breath stops. The horizon of the 9,000-foot mountain is gone, replaced by a shroud of clouds in every 

shade of gray and white. The clouds swirl around the mountain like frozen yogurt being poured into a 

cup, and I stand captivated in the middle of the road, watching the wispy shapes shift and change before 

me. When I hear a car coming down 5th, I turn and walk quickly back to the house. 

 “Danielle,” I say when I open the door, “How would you like to go up to Mt. Lemmon today?” 

 She opens her eyes and turns over to face me. “Huh?” 
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 “The mountain,” I say, gesturing wildly. “It’s covered in all these crazy clouds. Why don’t we go 

up there and see what it looks like from inside of them?” 

 She looks back at me, and a small, knowing smile forms on her lips. “On a Monday.” 

 “Do you have anything important you need to take care of at work today?” 

 She looks at the calendar on the wall, blinking at it a few times before answering. “Oh, you 

know, just a staff meeting and some other stuff. It’s employee appreciation week.” 

 I lay down on the bed next to her, bringing my face right up to hers. “I think the best way you, as 

an employee, could be shown appreciation, is to be allowed to take the day off to go play on the 

mountain.” 

 “Well,” she draws out the word with her tongue poking between her teeth. “The lighting should 

be great for some really mushy couple photos.” She bats her eyelashes to illustrate. “We could set up 

the self-timer on your camera and run down the trail holding hands, and then–” She stops suddenly 

when she realizes what she’s said. 

 “It’s okay,” I say. “Really, it is.” 

 “I’m really sorry, I didn’t mean to bring up your camera. I forgot you lost it for a second, and I 

didn’t –” 

 I interrupt her with a kiss. “I know,” I say. “I forget too sometimes.” 

 Danielle sits upright and places a hand on her forehead. “Do you think someone stole it? I just –”  

 “It’s my fault,” I say. “I think I left the camera on top of my car when we walked down to lunch. 

It’s expensive. I don’t even blame anyone for stealing it.” I smile, reaching out to squeeze her leg. “If 

losing my camera is the worst thing that happened to me all summer, I’ll take it.” 

 She furrows her brow and looks at me sympathetically. “I’m really sorry you lost all those 

pictures.” 
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 “I didn’t lose all of them,” I say. “Just the ones left on my memory card from the last few weeks. 

A shot of sunrise at Delicate Arch, a shot of a pair of rivers winding through Canyonlands, some sunset 

pictures from my camp in the Grand Canyon.” 

 “And some pictures of us on top of Mt. Lemmon together,” she adds quietly. 

 “True,” I say, “but I never caught the most important moments of the trip on camera anyway. I 

didn’t get any photos of Chase telling us about blowouts, or Brian falling at Havasupai, or my smile at 

the top of Half Dome, or the window of stars above my hammock in the Redwoods, or the look on my 

face when you surprised me in Seattle.” I take Danielle’s hand in mine. “That camera didn’t get us butt-

sliding down any glaciers, or breaking into my car, or winning Minion at the Calgary Stampede. It didn’t 

capture how scared I was when you left the trip, or how pleased I was to discover us growing closer, 

even when we were apart.” 

 “You’re making me cry,” Danielle says softly. 

 “Hey, guess what shitty photographer didn’t catch anything on camera when those birds flew 

out from under Cassidy Arch?” She laughs as I point to myself. “But I called you as soon as I got back to 

the car. Seeing those birds soar out into the sunrise… I wouldn’t trade that moment for any camera.” 

 She looks at me tenderly. “Can we go make one of those moments today?” 

 I nod and lift her chin with a finger.  

“Let’s spend today lavishly. In a cloud, on a mountain. What do you say?” 

 

********* 

 


