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Dalzell Gorge, Alaska

February 27, 2008






I could feel the collapse
coming. I could feel it in my
heart.

My body shuddered and shook as I knelt into
the snow, clutching the frost- coated fabric over my chest in a
futile effort to squeeze out the ominous pounding of my pulse. A
narrow strip of sky swirled with green light; the rest of the night
was so dark I could see flickering reflections across the canyon —
a pale, sickly glow. I forced deep breaths and listened against the
sinking quiet to the hard beating of my heart. It seemed to think I
was sprinting but my mind knew I was barely crawling. If I moved
any slower, I’d be dead.

The gnarled silhouettes of spruce trees bent
over me like holes cut into the smooth, snow-covered surface of the
mountainside. My muscles ached dully as though they had been
breaking down slowly for years, and this was the place they were
meant to die, like an old Datsun left to rust on some backwoods
road. But the nearest road I knew of was 200 miles away. I had
pedaled away from that road two days before when I mounted my
bicycle and set out toward the deep Alaska wilderness, all in an
effort to race to a town some 350 miles distant.

From where I kneeled, the
nearest outpost of civilization — a tiny wood-heated cabin and a
few tattered tents — was at least 20 miles away. A long way to ride
a bicycle — a much longer distance to walk a bicycle, which is what
I’d been reduced to, for the past 12 hours, as I waded over a
mountain pass blanketed in deep, soft
powder. I stood up, coughed violently, and plopped down beside my
overturned bicycle, which was weighed down with a lung-busting load
of survival gear. My head was spinning. My heart was racing. This
was the kind of fatigue that was going to need more than a few
minutes of downtime while I caught my breath. This was a full-body
revolt.

I sat in the snow and tried to comfort myself
with the knowledge that my body was just running low on energy, a
condition so common cyclists have bestowed the ugly but appropriate
word “bonk” to describe it. But this was unlike any bonk I had ever
experienced. It was too comfortable and calm, frighteningly so.
Like the last few sputters out of a car engine before it quits,
this bonk quietly indicated that there really was nothing left; not
for a racer, not for a cyclist, not even for a survivor. I had
already spent the last several hours hoping I was at least the last
of the three.

“But I am a survivor,” I
thought angrily. It wasn’t like I was actually entirely out of gas.
I was still moving and breathing. And I still had a huge tank of
fuel strapped to my bicycle. I unzipped my frame bag and fished out
a frozen bag of dried cranberries. Using my mittens to chip away at
the icy mass, I stuffed handfuls into my mouth and waited for the
ice blocks to soften before swallowing.

The carbohydrate clumps felt heavy in my
stomach, already lurching with empty nervousness, and I could only
force a couple handfuls down before I started to gag. Before I
risked losing what I had successfully consumed, I stopped
eating.

My dull senses stifled the familiar terror
rising from deep corners of my memory. My urge to scream came out
as a sigh. A few cranberry calories did not bode well for the
ten-hour snow march in front of me. I may or may not survive this,
but two things were certain in my mind — I had never been a racer,
and I was no longer even a cyclist.

Alone in a remote quadrant of the Alaska
Range in late February, my choices were few. I reached for my
emergency camping gear on my bicycle, and in the slow-motion
struggle of a fly in a refrigerator, I prepared to bed down for a
few hours. If I could get a little sleep, could get a little food
down, everything would be fine. I could wake up and start pushing
again, could march into the human outpost called Rohn, could
survive and be alive. My mind was indifferent. My body was less
than convinced.

Beside my sleeping bag, the Iditarod Trail
was stamped with the footprints of the racers who came before me.
Some were large and pocked with stud marks; some were narrow and
adorned with the symbols of expensive boot manufacturers. All of
them pressed deep into the soft trail. All of them were bordered
with the shallow tread of bicycles that had to be pushed, not
ridden. All of them had been through this exact same struggle, and
all of them had survived — at least to this point.

But rather than feel
heartened by the footprints, I felt diminished. Theirs was a
success story that taunted me in my weakness. They were merely
ghosts to me, fading into a future I wanted so badly, disappearing
into a distance I needed more than
anything. But I was a just a straggler in this race, trapped in the
past — literally trapped

— by my own body’s
inability to move forward. I pressed both mittens into the trail as
I shoved my stiffening body toward my bag. My mittens left their
own distinctive mark against the footprints, the indelible imprint
of bundled fingers and outstretched thumbs, of a human who had been
reduced to crawling while others walked. Pretty soon those who
followed, the last remaining bicyclists, as well as the runners and
the skiers in this race, would stamp out those handprints. I
smirked in spite of myself at the thought. The race — some race. It
was probably one of the few races in the world in which some of its
competitors crawled. But was I the only one who was
crawling?

The trail was soft and deep now, but
eventually the cold would sink in. The trail would set up and
harden, only to be blanketed by fresh layers of snow. The racing
dog teams would come through and stamp it out again, followed by
recreational snowmobiles tracking it out until the warm air of
spring left the surface rotten and unusable. Then summer would come
and take the rest of the snow- pack with it, leaving behind only
open tundra and narrow passages through the alder where the trail
wound through a canyon below Rainy Pass. In a few short months,
there would be no sign of the winter trail or anybody who followed
it. The Iditarod Trail was a ghost itself.

But that night, beneath the moonless twilight
of the Northern Lights, the Iditarod Trail was more of a ghost than
any trail I had followed before. Not in the way it frightened me or
battered me, but in the way it haunted me, even as I lay beside it,
like it was some distant part of my past and inevitable part of my
future.






My journey to that point had
been a long one. I had ridden and pushed
and pulled my bicycle 200 miles over snow and ice in two days, but
even the race was just another leg in my journey. Since the
previous November, I had been almost single-mindedly focused on
this single race, the 350-mile Iditarod Trail Invitational from
Knik to McGrath, Alaska. I had ridden thousands of miles in cold
rain and breathtaking wind and snow and ice and sleet, just to
prepare for the race. I had spent my downtime poring over maps and
reports and ordering gear on the Internet, and working long hours
just to pay for it all. But it even went beyond that ... beyond the
previous year’s human-powered Iditarod race that I followed online
like a hopeless fan ... beyond the two 100-mile Alaska snow bike
races I had ridden in the two years previous to fulfill my winter
lust for adventure ... beyond my decision to move up from the Lower
48 and become a real Alaskan who laughed at winter and scooped up
slushy water with my bare hands from holes in the ice. My journey
went even beyond that.

But the Iditarod Trail did
not care about my history or preparations. It was just a line in
the snow. The physical manifestation of the trail had no past or
future. The Iditarod Trail was only an idea, written in footprints
and tracks, and harbored in the minds of drifters, like myself, who
were seeking something along its ever-changing surface. To those who have never pressed their
feet into the Iditarod Trail, the shape of our journey is largely
unknown. In a few short days, I had realized our journey at its
core is the unknown. What we seek is the truth. Not the truth
shaped by human knowledge, but the Truth: harsh, unwritten and
startlingly real. There is no ideology that can shield us from the
searing wind, the frozen emptiness, and the desperate loneliness of
a night in the Alaska Range at 20 below. And there are no words
that can prepare us for the raw amazement, the sweeping beauty and
the quiet joy spread across white, unbroken land. We find so much
wonder it makes civilized life seem shallow, and so much pain it
makes death seem kind. We find love we can’t express in a place so
uncaring it breaks our hearts. We find that we’re stronger than we
ever hoped to be and weaker than we ever imagined. We find that
there is reason to hope, and there is always reason to hope, as
long as weary hearts keep beating. And what we realize is that
everything we were looking for was inside of us, all
along.

I took one last glance at the twisting spruce
shadows before I zipped up my bag and closed out the green-tinted
night. My shallow, frightened breaths finally began to slow as the
body-heated humidity of my sleeping bag surrounded me. I switched
off my headlamp and pulled my icy bladder of drinking water next to
my torso, wincing as the chill of my ice baby cut through to my
heart. Despite my pounding pulse and churning stomach, I could feel
my muscles relax and eyelids droop. A curtain of warmth settled
over my thoughts and I closed my eyes. I could feel my fear melting
into the serene indifference of sleep. I wondered if I would ever
wake up. I had no way of knowing for sure.







Bells Canyon, Utah

Summer 1990






The year after the Berlin
Wall fell, Becky and I no longer felt
reason to fear. So we reinvented ourselves as
adventurers.

Before that we were sixth graders, pulling
our stringy hair back in ponytails and combing the suburbs in
search of identities. We spent the summer traversing sidewalks,
kicking the cuffs of manicured lawns and plotting our routes by a
progression of whimsical mailboxes.

“There’s the fish with the
big mouth,” Becky said. “My Dad has something like that hanging in
the garage. His one sings.”

While we were busy daydreaming aloud about
Arctic expeditions and our futures in professional photography and
novel writing, the wide-mouthed mailbox fish always alerted us back
to our place in the world. We were two blocks from the red barn,
three more to the windmill, and the next blue mailbox marked
Becky’s house.

It was easy to feel powerful when we were
walking. We were out on our own, out where our parents couldn’t
tell us to wash the dishes and teachers couldn’t ask us to use
“attractive” in a sentence and the popular girls couldn’t laugh
shrilly at unheard jokes we suspected were directed at us. School
and home were wildernesses of confusing expectations that neither
of us felt that comfortable navigating. Becky struggled with her
grades and was always getting sick and missing school. I sucked at
sports and dance and gymnastics, and I couldn’t wedge myself into
my preferred social circles. But when we went outside, those
distinctions didn’t mat- ter. We could talk about school like it
was a silly game and giggle at our own inside jokes like the girls
at recess and wave at the older boys playing basketball at the
park. When we were mobile, the thrill of new experience moved with
us — there was never a chance for it to settle, to become stale, to
decay.

It was with this fresh outlook that we
discovered Becky’s dad’s coffee table book about Mount Denali,
splashed with colorful pictures and stowed away on a dusty
bookshelf in the front room. I saw distant mountains outside my
bedroom window every day, but never anything like the mountains in
that book — jagged, whitewashed and hovering above a ceiling of
clouds that I could only imagine meant they were the roof of the
world.

The photos were alternately stark and fuzzy.
In some, climbers squinted in the sunlight and cast unassuming
smiles at the camera. In others, lines of climbers hunched in
blizzards so complete it looked like their blurry images had been
cut out and pasted on a piece of white paper. Then there were the
photographs in which climbers sat in tents with purple blisters on
their cheeks and glassy-eyed, distant looks on their faces. Those
vacant gazes were as intriguing as the moonscapes where they
walked.

“What are those purple
marks?” I asked Becky. She scanned the photo captions. “Frostbite,”
she answered. The summer burned hot and frostbite was thousands of
miles away. But where we walked, the abstraction of adventure was
beginning to take shape. The pictures of Denali lingered in our
thoughts, and instead of watching for the big- mouth fish, we began
to avert our gaze to the eastern mountains. Knife-edged granite
peaks carved a stark silhouette against the sky. Streaks of snow
still lined the high peaks even as we roasted in 90-degree
afternoons in the valley. The mountains were so close we could
almost reach out and touch them, but so far they still clung to
remnants of winter in July.

“Does your family ever take
you hiking?” I asked Becky.

“Yeah, all the time,” she
said. “We went to Bells Canyon last month. I think that’s it.” She
gestured at a narrow depression cut into a nearby slope. “It’s
kinda steep, but it’s really pretty up there. There’s a waterfall,
and this meadow with wildflowers.”

“Wow, it sounds really
cool,” I said. “So you know where the trail is?” “Yeah. Just off
Wasatch Boulevard.” “Do you think your parents would let us go
hiking in Bells Canyon?” I knew

my mom would disapprove, but Becky’s dad was
all about trial-by-fire adventure for all of his children. He would
probably even drive us to the trailhead. I could tell my mom I was
going for a walk with Becky, and that’s all she needed to know.

“That’d be fun,” Becky
said. She stopped walking and directed all of her focus toward her
new role as mountain guide. “Let’s see. We’ll need water, and some
granola bars. You’ll need a backpack to borrow. I think my
brother’s old one is still in the closet. How comfortable are those
shoes?”






After much coaxing,
Becky’s older brother agreed to drive us to the
trail head and pick us up in two hours.

“I’m going to be back at 4,
so don’t be late. I’ll leave your butts here, I swear I
will.”

And with that, we were standing alone at a
wooden sign with the words “Bells Canyon” painted in yellow. A
sun-faded map behind some glass plotted the trail. It might as well
have been Sanskrit. We studied it briefly before hoisting our
granola-bar-filled book bags and stepping onto the dirt.

The trail ascended quickly and my lungs
burned amid clouds of dust being swept off the foothills by a stiff
breeze. I looked around for a view of the snow- capped peaks, but
all I could see was skeletal scrub oak with tiny leaves that
offered little shade. Becky and I breathed deep,
uncharacteristically wordless, concentrating our thoughts into
motion rather than the other way around. Becky was taller and
faster than I was, and after several minutes I could no longer see
her ahead of me. Alone, I clawed my way up the hillside, coughing
dust and wiping grimy sweat from my forehead. My book bag rested
against a puddle of sweat on my back.

“What’s wrong with this
trail?” I thought. “This isn’t fun.” I tried to call out to Becky,
to tell her to wait up, to talk her into turning around, but she
was out of range.

When I didn’t catch up to her at a stream
crossing, a dark cloud of dread descended over me. The roar of the
water rang in my ears as I walked up to the bank. The water boiled
white as it swept beneath a bundle of pine tree logs. With branches
and needles still attached, they appeared to be the only bridge. I
couldn’t believe anyone in the history of the world had crossed
this torrent, let alone Becky, but she was nowhere to be seen. I
paced back and forth, calling her name. I could barely hear my own
words over the rushing water.

That was it. Becky was dead, and I was going
to have to be the one to tell her family. The thought seemed
ridiculous, but at the same time, too plausible for comfort.
Anyway, if she wasn’t dead, I couldn’t be the one to just leave her
there.

I knelt at the log at placed both hands on
the wet bark. Then I grabbed a sappy branch and crawled onto the
largest log, crouching like a frog as I crept forward. I couldn’t
help but look down. I felt like I could only look down as I inched
over the open water, which was boiling and churning so wildly that
all I could see was white, stark white, a whiteout as complete as
any moonscape or blizzard.

When I reached the other side I began to run
up the trail, desperate to find Becky because I still couldn’t
quite believe she hadn’t fallen into the water. I began to breathe
hard and felt my lungs burning. I was breathing fire, but I
couldn’t stop running.

“Becky! Becky,” I wheezed,
until my desperate breaths stole my voice. Seasons passed. White
spots began to cloud my vision. I ran until I tripped and fell to
my hands and knees. I was hunched over on the trail, gasping for
air, when Becky jogged back toward me.

“Where have you been?” she
asked. “I waited for you up there, but, oh, we’re not going to have
time to make it to the waterfall. We have to get back before my
brother comes. Why are you going so slow?”

I just wheezed and gulped and shook my head.
“Well, come on,” Becky said. “Let’s go back.”

I followed Becky back to the log bridge,
certain that I was incapable of crossing it again, but hoping that
if I could only watch her do it, I’d be OK. She stepped onto the
narrow crossing, held out her arms, and walked across it. Walked
with perfect confidence, as though she were an Olympic gymnast on a
balance beam. Just four steps and she was done. I stood my ground
on the wrong side, still wheezing, bewildered. If ever in my life I
had been doomed, it was then.

“Are you coming?” she
shouted over the rapids. I shook my head. “I can’t,” I said,
speaking barely above a whisper. “What?” she yelled. “I can’t!” I
yelled back more forcefully. As far as I could tell, truer words
had never been spoken. Becky was going to have to go home and
summon a helicopter. That’s all there was to it. A look of concern
washed briefly across Becky’s face, and then she
grimaced.

“You have to!” she shouted.
“Just walk across it; it’s not hard.” I shook my head. She began to
walk upstream and stopped at the deepest, loudest stretch of the
channel. “Well, try jumping then,” she said. “Right here. It’s
pretty close here.”

I walked over to Becky’s channel and stared
into the churning whiteout. It was a gorge, a chasm. It didn’t
matter that it was only about three feet across. It was a
universe.

“Go back a ways,” Becky
instructed me. “Run, and then jump.”

Fear and anger boiled in my gut. As a
10-year-old, it was my job to stay home and watch after-school
cartoons and learn my long division. It was not my job to leap over
the stream of death. The ugly landscape of scrub oak and dust and
barren mountainsides swirled all around me. I felt dizzy. I
couldn’t focus. A blizzard of white light shot through my field of
vision. The sweat on my forehead cooled and trickled down my face
like melted ice. I walked back to the edge of the trees, turned
around, and launched into a dead sprint straight at Becky. I
thought I could see her cheering me on as my last foot left the
ground and I clawed at the sky, the churning water so close I could
feel frigid droplets hit my legs as I flew through the air. Then I
was on the ground again, a heap in the dust.

“Wow, nice jump,” Becky
said. But she looked nervous and coaxed me to get up quickly. As I
brushed myself off, I noticed there was a little blood on one of my
knees.

Becky was already hiking
down the trail again. As I followed her down the trail at a slight
limp, tears started to trickle down my face. I did not fight them,
and I didn’t try to chase her. Surviving the jump did not make me
feel happy. It made me feel even more helpless and scared. I
couldn’t blame Becky because the hike was my idea. I couldn’t keep
up with her because my knee hurt. She wouldn’t wait for
me because she actually thought her brother was
going to leave us, even though he really never would. It all seemed
so cruel, cruel enough to cancel out all the beauty of the
mountains, cruel enough to be pointless.

The trail, so distinct when I had followed it
up, began to fade. Matted grass covered the surface, until I
reached an open meadow and couldn’t see a trail at all. I pushed
into the brush and groped around for an opening. Maybe I had taken
a wrong turn. Where their wrong turns on this trail?

I turned back toward the scrub oak and tried
to retrace my path. I finally located hints of the thin dusty line
on the other side of a wall of vegetation. I pushed through tall
strands of pale green plants, when suddenly my arms and neck
erupted in a blast of fire. I yelped with pain and leapt backward,
clutching both arms with both hands as red welts boiled up on my
skin. Stinging nettle.

I had never seen it before, nor did I know
what it was at the time. All I knew was I was being attacked.
Everything about Bells Canyon, about the mountains, was lashing out
against me, and all I had wanted to do was go for a hike.







Knik, Alaska

February 24, 2008






“You in
that bike race?” a man on a bar
stool asked as I stomped across mud-caked linoleum in my expedition
winter boots.

“Who me?” I replied, and
nodded. “Yes, I am.” “So what’s a girl like you doing in a race
like that?” The Knik Bar, dark and dingy at midday, was a flurry of
incompatible activity. Men in oil-stained Carhartt jackets and
shiny snowmobile suits crowded around the counter, filling half the
building with traditional Alaskan values and amused facial
expressions. On the other side of the bar, which was set up
restaurant style, were table after table of Europeans in down
jackets and ski boots, skinny cyclists in knee-high overboots and
lycra-clad runners wearing sneakers when it was 20 degrees outside.
The athletes devoured big plates of hamburgers and didn’t seem to
notice me at all, but the real Alaskans swilling beer and whiskey
at 1 p.m. made known their disapproval.

“Sorry?” I said, slowing my
beeline for the bathroom and removing my sun- glasses to reveal
skin already flushed after mere minutes in the February sun. The
man wore a brown knit hat and a flannel shirt. He was squinting in
a thin stream of light that had escaped through a crack in the
front door.

“You’re
with those people, right?” he asked, nodding to the other side of
the bar. “Yes,” I said, glancing at the large group that looked as
obviously out of place as tuxedos
and evening gowns at a barn dance. I had never met a single one of
them.

“And you’re gonna be in
that race? That Iditabike?” “Yes,” I said. Brown hat laughed.
“You’re crazy. All of you. Crazy.” “Yeah,” I said. “I get that
often.”

“If my daughter wanted to
do that, ride a bike across the tundra,” the man said as he nudged
another guy sitting next to him, “I’d kill her. I would. It would
be a less painful way to die.” His friend laughed. He was almost a
mirror image of brown hat, but with stubble on his chin, and a blue
parka.

“Did you bring a gun?” the
man in the blue parka said. “Um, no,” I said. “Gotta have a gun,”
he said. “There’s moose out there. A lot of em. They’ll stomp you
just as soon as look at you.” “Right,” I said, looking around for
the best way to make my exit for the bathroom. “People think bears
are the thing to be afraid of; they think in the winter they’re
safe,” blue parka continued. “But that ain’t how it goes. Moose are
the most dangerous animal around. More deaths than by bear every
year.”

“Ah, she don’t need to
worry too much about moose,” brown hat said. “She needs to worry
about bad ice.”

“Bad ice,” blue parka
nodded. “Gets a lot of snowmachiners. I heard the Yentna froze
uneven again this year. And then we got that rain last
week.”

Brown hat laughed. “Rain? Can you believe
it?” “I heard,” I said. “But you’re not from around here?” brown
hat said. I shook my head. “None

of them are, either. You all come a long way
for this Iditabike. Most Outsiders aren’t prepared for what
Alaska’s really like.”

“I’m from Juneau,” I said.
Brown hat and blue parka just smiled. “I should go,” I said, and
without waiting for a goodbye or more advice from real Alaskans,
walked quickly into the empty ladies’ room.






Outside, the blue sky blazed
clear and cold, wrapped like a blanket
around a heatless sun. It was an affront to my Juneau
sensibilities, which had been softened by gray skies and endless
days of cool rain.

Even at its most harsh, Juneau is tropical
compared to the deep-frozen desert of Interior Alaska. North of the
Alaska Range, where ocean breezes never blow, temperatures whip
around like a condemned carnival ride. It could be 40 degrees or
minus 40 degrees; neither is very livable. Winds blow at hurricane
force, driving chills to flash-freezing depths. And they bring
storms, raging storms, storms that will erase the whole world, fill
it with blinding snow and lock a woebegone traveler in a frantic
state of motionlessness — like static on a television screen.
Juneau is not the place to live if one is trying to prepare oneself
for what Alaska’s really like.

I stopped to check my pockets, confirming I
still had sunglasses, sunscreen, a GPS and my fleece gloves. Two
Clif Bars rested against my ribs, borrowing body heat to keep them
from freezing into inedible blocks. I pulled on my fleece hat and
unzipped my own winter shell to make sure all the layers were there
— fleece pullover, vapor barrier vest, polypro base layer. Beneath
soft-shell pants and polar tights, my knee braces and cycling
shorts squeezed my skin. I had gators, wool socks, vapor barrier
socks, nylon socks and a headband to pull over my nose if my face
started to get cold.

The clothing hugged my body like a scuba
suit, but I couldn’t have felt more naked as I stood in the
snow-packed parking lot between lines of snowmobiles and gear-laden
bicycles. The glaring sun was about to expose me for the fraud I
was. I wasn’t an athlete like the down-bundled Euros, and I wasn’t
a real Alaskan like the owners of those snowmobiles. The men at the
Knik Bar had said it all between a couple swigs of beer. A girl
like me didn’t belong in a race like this.






I shuffled over to my
bike and grunted as I hoisted it out of a
snow bank. It was loaded down with a bunch of gear I had
technically never tested, and I had no idea how much it weighed. My
most optimistic guess was 65 pounds. It could have easily been 10
more ... either way, more than half my own body weight. The bike
itself was weighted with bags that contained a bunch of stuff I had
only used in theory, while camping in my back yard or very near by:
a sleeping bag rated to 40 below zero, a bivouac sack, a foam pad,
extra clothing, stove, lighter, bike repair kit, medical kit,
drugs, food, water.

The list weighed heavily in my mind. This was
my survival gear. My survival gear. I wasn’t just going out for a
fun overnight camping jaunt. I was pedaling into deep Alaska
backcountry in February with no one to depend on but myself, and I
somehow had to live through it. It suddenly struck me just how
imbalanced my training had been. I had spent 25 hours some weeks
putting in hard miles, riding for 10 hours straight, lifting
weights, running intervals, trekking through soft snow. In those
same weeks, I’d spend maybe one hour total browsing the Internet
for the cheapest used sleeping bag I could find, testing my stove
in the back yard, compiling a vague food list.

How could I have been so nonchalant about my
preparation? Why did I waste so much time on fitness? In a race
like this, the biking’s actually optional. The survival stuff’s
not.

I wheeled my bike over to Geoff, my boyfriend
and fellow competitor, who was fiddling with some of the straps on
his sled. Geoff entered the race in the foot division. In our two
and a half years in Alaska together, he had emerged as an
accomplished ultra-runner, dominating local races and blowing up
records as a relative novice. He was a real athletic force compared
to my weekend warrior, “everyone’s a winner if they have fun”
persona. But we had both entered a race that took participants 350
human-powered miles over the Iditarod Trail, some- thing only a few
hundred people in history had ever signed up to do. I was one of a
few dozen women to ever take on the challenge. Among the 650,000
other Alaskans who were driving in cars, watching TV and shopping
for new carpet, there were a few who were willing to give us credit
as the state’s hardcore elite. But certainly not anyone in the
Carhartt half of the Knik Bar.

The Iditarod Trail Invitational, the current
human-powered version of the much more famous Iditarod Sled Dog
Race, had flown under the radar for so long that it had morphed
into something of an urban legend. “Bikes on snow?” my coworkers
had said. “I’ve heard about that. People don’t really do that, do
they?” There’s no money in racing it and even less glory. You’re
more likely to be branded crazy than strong. You’ll be called
stupid by more people than would ever call you brave.

So why bother entering it? And if you’re not
a really strong cyclist, why enter it? And if you’re a scared
little desert-bred girl from the Mormon suburbs of Salt Lake City,
why enter it? I had asked it myself so many times that the question
became its own answer, like the famous cop-out first uttered by
doomed Everest mountaineer George Mallory. I entered it to enter
it. Because it was there.

Bill Merchant, the wiry, 50-something race
director and longtime participant, had a more eloquent idea.

“This trail gets under your
skin, gets into you,” he said to me while we spoke briefly before
the start of the race. “People keep coming back year after year.
They don’t know why.”

“Because it’s fun?” I
offered weakly. “Oh yeah, it’s fun.” “Or because they forget it’s
awful?” “That too.”

Bill waved me over to the starting line. I
leaned over to share a last, lingering hug with Geoff. We had known
each other more than seven years; we had always been partners in
each others’ adventures, cheerleaders for each others’ goals. None
of that factored into our thoughts the moment we let go. We were
here to run our own race. This was my adventure in
self-sufficiency. His adventure in solitude. We broke away from our
embrace. I nodded and took my position next to the cyclists. The
last time I glanced over, he was looking forward down the trail.
The chasm I felt between him and me was as deep as a divorce. We
assumed our roles as competitors in the biggest race of our lives,
staring into a playing field as long as Alaska itself.






The clock crept closer to 2
p.m., Sunday, Feb. 24, 2008. The tyranny of
my gear list crept back into my head. What had I forgotten? What
had I brought? I stood side by side with strangers. Some were the
endurance cycling elite, heroes who I would see for these anxious
few seconds and then likely would never cross paths with again as
we spread out over 350 miles of terrain. A giant sign that read
“Alaska Ultrasport” marked the beginning of the trail, which
followed waves of frozen snowmobile tracks over the surface of Knik
Lake. Less than a half-mile from the start, the trail shot up a
steep embankment and disappeared into the woods. I fixated on its
vanishing point. Spindly spruce trees guarded it like a fortress,
dark and jagged against a solid blue sky. I had no idea where the
trail went beyond those trees. No idea at all. Would I even be able
to find it?

Every planned experience has its moment when
expectations meet reality, and often they don’t connect. This was
my moment, the moment I became acutely aware of my own smallness
and inadequacy. Uncertainty flooded my gut with bricks and bile. I
wanted to lean over and vomit, and had to fight the urge to do so.
What did I have left to purge? What part of me thought I had the
stomach for this race? Or the heart?

All of the insecurities I had been coddling
during my short two hours in Knik flooded to the surface. I was the
two-year resident of southern Alaska, the one who had never seen a
temperature below minus 15 and never ventured more than 25 miles
from a road. I was the cyclist who once struggled through 50 miles
a day of a relaxed road tour. I was the hiker who had a panic
attack on Mount Borah because I saw a few snow flurries. I was the
teenager who cultivated an interest in the outdoors mainly because
it garnered cool points with cool boys. I was the scared little
girl who got lost during a mile-long hike on a major trail.

I did not belong there. I did not hear anyone
say “go.”







East Canyon, Utah

April 19, 1996






“Are we
really headed up there now?” John
asked as he turned the steering wheel and merged onto Interstate
80.

“What are you talking
about?” Spencer asked. “We’re already nearly there.”

“It is ...” John paused
while he squinted at the flickering display on a geriatric car
stereo. “It’s 6 o’clock. So, yeah, we only have ... what ... 12
hours to kill in a parking lot?”

“Thirteen,” Spencer said.
“The ticket counter opens at 7.”

“Do we really need to get
there this early? I mean, really, who’s going to be standing in
line 13 hours ahead of time?”

“We’re talking about Tori
Amos,” Spencer said with mock offense. “Who wouldn’t?”

From my position in the back seat, with my
head pressed against a fogged window, it was hard to comprehend
what a Tori Amos concert could mean to the world at large versus
what it meant to my 16-year-old values. Everything I needed was in
that car, in that canyon — friends, freedom, the promise of
adventure and something to hope for in the future. And there was
Spencer, who was sitting right next to me with the prospect that
he’d stay that way all night. Spencer, who I hadn’t yet dared to
look directly in the eyes for fear he’d look away.

The sun rolled low on the horizon behind us
as we drove into the shadows of Parley’s Canyon. The green wash of
new growth that coated the Salt Lake Valley in April was already
beginning to fade. Broad leaves changed to tiny buds, which changed
to bare branches as the elevation climbed, and further up drifts of
dirty snow clung to the mountainside. I was fascinated with the
barren landscape, moving further into winter as though we were
moving back in time.

“It’s going to be cold
tonight,” Jenny spoke up in from the passenger seat. “Did we bring
any blankets?”

“Spencer grabbed some
sleeping bags. We should be good,” John said as his battered boat
of a Buick started to sputter on the steepening grade. “I mean,
we’ll be good if we don’t have to spend 13 hours huddled in
sleeping bags in an empty parking lot.”

“OK, then, let’s do
something,” Spencer said. “Let’s go for a hike or some-
thing.”

“I don’t know,” Jenny said.
“I think we should try to get there as early as
possible.”

“Trust me, Jenny, no one
else is going to be lining up to spend all night in front of an
Albertsons in Park City,” John said. It’s going to be boring and
frozen. Nope, we’re going to be the only dumbasses out there until
dawn. I’d put money on it.”

The rhetorical bet made me smile. I would
have paid a million dollars to be where I was. I couldn’t believe
the rest of the world wasn’t willing to join me.

“There’s something,”
Spencer said, looking in the direction of a sign marking an exit.
It simply read “East Canyon. No Services.”

“East Canyon,” Spencer
said. “I feel like I’ve been there before. We could check out the
canyon. That’d kill some time right there.”

“East Canyon it is,” John
said, banking the car wide over the rumble strips as we jolted off
the interstate and onto unmarked gravel. John crossed beneath the
highway and started up a wide canyon. The Buick had only been
bouncing down the road for five minutes when Spencer leaned into
the front seat.

“Right there,” Spencer
said. “Stop there.” “What? Where?” John looked over his shoulder.
“Ahead,” Spencer said. “Right there. Hike. There.” “What are you
talking about? I don’t see anything. I see a pullout. Spencer,
that’s not a hiking trail.” “Good as any,” Spencer said. “We park
here. We hike there.” He pointed up a steep slope, choked with
scraggly sagebrush and cut by a single narrow channel of loose
scree. “Up. Hike. There. We’ll go up and see what we can
see.”

“Whatever,” John said as he
pulled the car to a stop. “I told you we should have stayed home
and headed out in the morning. I even rented
‘Labyrinth.’”

“Damn, it’s cold out here,”
Jenny yelled as she stood out of the car with one foot still
planted inside. I jiggled my own door open and stepped out into the
chilled air. A blast of wind sliced like needles through my
T-shirt, which was oversized and black with a big Smashing
Pumpkins-trademark “ZERO” screen printed on the front. As far as I
was concerned, it was the most attractive shirt I had, but it did
nothing to barricade the cutting cold. Spencer all but sprinted out
of the car and bounded up the hillside in his faded Army jacket and
holey jeans with stick figures scribbled in ballpoint pen across
the thighs. His long blond hair whipped like a frayed flag in the
breeze. I held my own hair back with my hand. Jenny and John held
the car doors open with bewildered looks on their faces.

“Really?” John called
out.

Spencer took a few more sliding steps up the
scree and turned around. “C’mon, it’s a beautiful evening,” he
yelled. He took a deep breath and began to sing in his best
falsetto, “The Hi-il-il-ills are aliiiiiive.”

I walked toward him, trying to cast my own
smile as bemused while hiding the fact that I was secretly deeply
impressed. As long as I had known him, about six months, Spencer
was perpetually sidetracked into something theatrical. I could
never tell what he was passionate about and what he was mocking.
His signals were impossible to read and I began to take from them
what I wanted, what I thought I needed them to be. His
take-no-excuses assault of a nameless hillside told me was gunning
for a way to separate the couples, Jenny and John, him and me, and
I was determined to keep up with that moment.

His “Sound of Music” impressions faded out
pretty quickly as we fought our way up the gravely hillside. We’d
take two steps forward, and slide three steps back, stopping to
rest only to feel the wind bite deeper as it brushed our sweat-
soaked backs. John, trudging several steps ahead of me, seemed
resigned to the prison sentence of the whole night. Jenny, just
behind me, grumbled audibly until still finally announced her
intention to wait for us at the car, and started back down.

Spencer, silent up front, didn’t stop, and
John marched like a wounded bear between us. There was no way
around him.

The scree-filled channel faded out and we
were soon traversing an open, grassy hillside. It wasn’t as steep,
but there was no evidence we were anywhere near an overlook. I
glanced around nervously as I felt myself losing track of the scree
trail. Now we were just weaving through open terrain. I had no idea
where we were going; I only knew I was following Spencer to the
frigid end. Wherever that may be.

I wanted John to go back and find Jenny. I
wanted Spencer to turn around and tell me he had invited me to come
with him to get tickets tonight because he really wanted to go to
the concert with me and spend more time hanging out with me. I
wanted Spencer to tell me that I wasn’t just another arrow in his
quiver of friends and music and thrift store clothing, which he was
always shooting into the sky as he conquered his way to a cool
existence. I wanted to be the conquest. I wanted to be the
existence. I wanted to know where I was.

Spencer veered away from the uphill climb and
began to walk laterally along the slope.

“Uh,
isn’t the top up there?” John asked. “I think the view will be
better this way,” Spencer said, pointing to an edge
on the hill that seemed to dip
downward. I imagined a beautiful vista just over its horizon line,
but when we reached the point, all there was to see was more sage-
brush, more grass, more hill. And Spencer kept going, moving almost
downhill now, still away from our original path.






On every hike I’d ever been
on, there’d always been evidence of steps
that came before. I never realized how much comfort could be
derived from stacks of sandstone piled on top of larger boulders,
letters slashed into bark or shoeprints in the mud. Trail blazing
was different. There was no sense that a path was right and good
because somebody else had picked it. There was only the wilderness
— unbroken, unmarked and unmapped as far as we were concerned. Did
it even have anything to offer us? Any kind of real destination?
Spencer didn’t seem to care. Without direction we were free to
wander. And it was the wandering, not the destination, that
mattered.

We hit a wall of sagebrush and Spencer took
another sharp left. I looked for a way to weave ahead of John but
the brush held me to our narrow path. Spencer was humming something
that I couldn’t quite hear. There was no longer a view of either
the road or the car. The wind needled through my clothing and
chilled beads of sweat on the back of my neck. I gasped with each
big gust. The cold had entered my bloodstream; it was surrounding
my heart. There was a foreboding feeling of real danger but I
couldn’t let Spencer see me shiver. I couldn’t tell him I felt
lost.

“Where are you going?” John
said.

“Um, back toward the car,”
Spencer said, as though John should have known that all
along.

“No overlook?” I asked,
stifling an urge to chatter my teeth.

“It’s not like we had time
to walk all the way up a mountain,” Spencer said. “We’re just out
getting some fresh spring air.”

“Yeah, taste that spring
air,” John wheezed, his voice going sour amid the wind and walking.
“Spence, I’m about to morph into a Popsicle. Can we please
hurry?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, quit yer
whining. We’re going back.” Spencer turned and smiled. His teeth
were huge, and they glowed pale orange in the fading sunlight. I
tried to remember the first time I had seen his smile ... when I
brushed by him and his friends at the thrift store? When my best
friend and I conveniently bumped into him at one of his high
school’s football games? Over the phone when he first called me out
of the blue? I thought often about the first time he called
me.

Even though I couldn’t see him at the time, I
felt his smile, in my gut, as though it were approaching me at a
dead sprint before we launched off a mountain together.

Then it was months of not much, before his
random call the night before: “Hey, you’re into Tori Amos, aren’t
you? Well, me and my friends are headed up to Park City to be the
first in line to buy concert tickets ...”

I held my breath until he asked me if I
wanted to go with him. How do you tell someone you’d follow them
off a mountain? ... “Yeah, Tori Amos is pretty cool,” I had said
nonchalantly over the phone. “What time are you guys leaving?”

Even as I felt surrounded by cold and growing
fear, Spencer seemed more loose and comfortable with every step. I
couldn’t drum up the courage to tell Spencer how I felt about him.
I couldn’t even hike well enough to walk with him on the hillside.
There was never anything tangible to hold me back — no real trail,
no real barriers. There was only the vague sense that he did not
feel the same way. It was a wall higher than any vertical cliff in
the world.

We started dropping steeply down the hillside
when we reached the original gravel wash that we had climbed up.
“Oh look,” Spencer said, waving his arms back and forth and
mimicking his best Grover-from-Sesame-Street impression. “It’s the
car.”

I looked down and sure enough, there was the
roof of the car several dozen feet below us. I could even see
Jenny’s sullen face through the windshield. Spencer jumped into the
loose pebbles, held out his arms and took long, loping strides down
the slope. John and I tentatively entered his path and sidestepped
down the scree, wavering and biting our lips as we struggled to
keep our balance. As we carefully moved downward, flecks of white
began to flutter in front of our faces.

By the time we reached the safety of flat
ground, the flurries gave way to a full storm. Swirling snow fell
from a single dark cloud that hung over a lavender sky, still
framed in orange sunlight.

“Oh, this is great,” John
said as he walked to the car and jerked open the driver-side door,
brushing snowflakes from his hair. “Just what we need right now.”
By then Spencer didn’t hear him because he had already sprinted
several dozen feet down the road. He was twirling and laughing, a
silhouetted figure backlit by sunset colors and surrounded in the
novelty of a spring blizzard.

“It’s snowing! It’s
snowing!” Spencer sang. His voice echoed as the snow- speckled air
distorted his dancing silhouette like a flicker of abstract shapes.
I felt a sting of sadness, because I knew I was never going to love
him more than I did right then.







Yentna River, Alaska

February 24, 2008






There was little time to get lost in the
crowd.

In the fury of the race start, the small
peloton fanned out over the frozen surface of Knik Lake and broke
apart within seconds. Cyclists laid into their pedals and skiers
made long, sweeping strokes.

The foot competitors — who in any other race
would be called runners, but in a multiday race like the Iditarod
Trail Invitational are generally referred to as walkers — actually
ran, loping across the lake like they intended to keep that pace
for 350 miles.

The strongmen among the cyclists took a sharp
left toward a legal shortcut, which the inexperienced, myself
included, didn’t dare attempt for fear of being dropped.

Both of my ice cleats fell off my feet within
100 yards of the starting line. I stopped to pick them up before
standing out of the saddle just to crank up the first hill. My
refusal to take the shortcut and my short stop put me solidly
behind all but a few straggling cyclists but in front of every
walker and skier. And there, just a half mile from the starting
line, I had unknowingly established my status for the rest the
race.

The afternoon sun soaked in as I gave up the
pointless starting-line sprint and settled into a sustainable pace
— “sustainable” only meaning I had tested that pace in a handful of
10-hour training rides that I, until that moment, thought were
really tough. But I was 20 minutes into the real deal and already
sucking wind. As sweat boiled up from my “minimum” clothing layers
— which I had no other space to store but on my own body — I began
to rethink everything, again.

Had I actually overpacked? Undertrained? My
heart was racing and my legs protested under what I thought was a
routine effort. I stole a quick glance at my GPS receiver. I had
traveled four miles.

“Settle down, settle down,”
I told myself, wishing I had taken the time to establish some kind
of mantra that didn’t sound like a mother scolding her unruly
toddler. “Take it easy. Sit back. This is a long race. A long race.
A long, long race.” The mantra began to sink in. “Long race,” I
chanted again. Long race meant there was no foreseeable end to the
suffering, so I might as well get used to it.

Still, I noticed that my wheels were rolling
surprisingly easy. In all of the anxiety and frenzy of the race
start, I had failed to notice what amazing shape the trail was
in.

In any kind of snow cycling, the condition of
the trail is the largest unknown and generally makes the largest
difference. Weather, terrain, gear, food, fitness, skill, climbing,
descending — everything takes a back seat to the nature of The
Trail. Forged over an ever-changing surface, snow trail conditions
can mean the difference between a laborious, 1.5 mph slog through
frozen sugar and an effort- less 15 mph sprint over hard ice. In
any given year, the Iditarod Trail doles out plenty of unworkable
situations, which can shift by the hour and even the minute. Those
who finish the race are those who cope best with this reality.
Those who finish the race are those who ride strong but do not give
up hope while they crawl.

But this year, at mile five of an
unfathomable 350, the Iditarod Trail was hard- packed and smooth.
Fat, four-inch-wide tires on top of any kind of surface don’t
exactly roll easy, but I was becoming more and more comfortable
with 10 mph — for me, an almost unthinkably fast pace. The fast
movement soothed some of my apprehension, and I began to glance
around at my surroundings.

Spindly spruce trees cast shadows over the
rolling hills as skeletal alder branches and frost-coated cow
parsnip stalks poked out of the thick snow cover. There is a
sameness to Alaska’s winter terrain as it crawls up river valleys
and approaches mountains. It’s a sameness that becomes even more
pronounced as it dips into the deeply frozen Interior, where every
form of life struggles to survive. Despite the extreme climate, the
spruce and alder remain. Even as they become scrawnier and sparser
with every mile, they remain. Even as they’re nearly devoured by
frozen swamps as pristinely blank as the surface of the moon, they
remain. There’s a quiet beauty to that staying power, a consistency
I take comfort in even as the sameness begins to tug at my
sanity.

As the evening sun began to sink into the
horizon, I rolled across Flathorn Lake. The landscape felt as
familiar and friendly as a route I had ridden a hundred times, but
I had only been to that spot twice in my life. In the two years
prior, I entered a race called the Susitna 100, a 100-mile event
that looped around this part of the Iditarod Trail.






What compelled me to enter
my first Susitna 100 is something I’ll
never fully understand. It was early winter in 2005. I was a brand
new Alaskan, having motored up the Alaska Highway just months
before. I was a recreational bicycle tourist, a lapsed one at that,
with only a marginal interest in mountain biking. I had never
competed in a race in my adult life — cycling, running, charity
event or otherwise. It was Thanksgiving break — a brutally cold,
blizzard-filled Thanksgiving break — when I grabbed a Susitna 100
brochure at the Anchorage REI.

“Bikes on snow!” I told
Geoff. “That could be fun.”

“Or crazy,” Geoff replied.
And that was all. Such a meaningless moment. A brochure. A few
pithy comments. But I kept that brochure in my car and eventually
looked up the race Web site. That was all it took to launch me into
a deter- mined training regimen that culminated in a tear-filled
but ultimately successful race in 2006, which in turn lead to an
entire year of training for a painful but also successful race the
following year.

Now, in 2008, I found myself working my way
across Flathorn Lake for a third time. I had become an established
Alaskan, an established snow biker, and a person who believed, at
least in theory, that I had what it took to ride past the reaches
of the Susitna 100, over the Alaska Range and all the way to
McGrath. I had yet to grasp the origin of the drive that brought me
back to that place, again and again.

Even Bill Merchant’s simple but Zen
explanation — “This trail gets under your skin” — didn’t begin to
justify the familiarity and peace I felt in the midst of the vast
and unknown surroundings of the Iditarod Trail. Or how much beauty
I experienced as the orange sunlight turned the tips of the spruce
trees to incandescent candles and cast long shadows over the frozen
lake. The kind of beauty you never see in a brochure.

Even in February, the early Alaska sunset
could still cast the sky in warm light. A deep red alpenglow
reflected off far-away mountains in the Alaska Range as I crossed
Dismal Swamp. Dismal Swamp was where I had my big moment during the
2006 Susitna 100 — a complete emotional meltdown.

I was trying to ride a full-suspension,
“skinny tire” mountain bike through the soft snow and I had been
failing miserably at it. I was sinking, falling, swimming,
stumbling and swearing every few hundred feet. I felt I was the
unsuspecting victim of poor gear choices and stark inexperience,
and to top it all off, it was raining — something I never thought
I’d see in this part of Alaska in February.

The falling rain turned the snow to almost
unwalkable mush. Dismal Swamp ate me alive. Something broke. I
broke. I fell off my bike a final time, knelt into the snow, and
just sat there. I did not cry. I was beyond crying. Crying would
have conveyed hope, and I had none. I put my head down and thought
about sleep. The rain poured down. Everything I was wearing, and
everything I had in my gear bags, including all of my survival
gear, was completely soaked. And it was not warm. 37, maybe 38
degrees. I began to shiver. As my shivering became more pronounced,
I looked up and realized that hopelessness was not an option. Being
broken was not an option. Moving, no matter how slow, no matter how
hard or frustrating, was my only option. So I got up. And I started
walking. And continued walking. And it took me 11 more hours to
cover the rest of the race course, all 30 miles of it, by slogging
through a seemingly endless expanse of slush.

That moment in Dismal Swamp stands out,
because it was there that I first conquered the tyranny of The
Iditarod Trail. It was the most satisfying thing I had ever
done.






But in
2008, 30 miles into what I believed to be
my greatest challenge yet, I was coasting easy and feeling as
though nothing could possibly go wrong. The Iditarod Trail had been
unbelievably kind this time, and I thanked it out loud, while
repeatedly chanting the word “Denali” at the massive peak glowing a
brilliant pink in the distance. Seeing Mount Denali was a sign of
good things to come: comfortably cool weather, sunny skies, and
hardpacked trails all the way to McGrath.

What had I been so worried about? This race
was going to be easy. The thought of it made me smile, as did the
realization how ridiculous such thoughts were a mere 30 miles into
a 350-mile race of this magnitude.

Darkness sank in as I crossed the Susitna
River and began pedaling up the Yentna River, a wide, frozen
highway surrounded by steep bluffs. I could see the flicker of
snowmobile lights in the distance. They had packed in a wonderful
trail, and I did not mind their presence in the least. The
temperature began to drop and I finally started to feel comfortable
in my layers. It was the same clothing I considered my base for the
best conditions possible in Juneau, but I had learned it was too
many layers for a day full of the best conditions possible on the
Iditarod Trail — 20 degrees and sunny.

I later learned the temperature dropped to
minus 10 on the river that night, and I never changed a thing about
my minimal clothing. How quickly we become products of our
environment.

As the scenery faded beneath the blanket of
night, I retreated deeper into the landscape of my mind. I imagined
I was paddling a little canoe down a great river, and at the end I
would find my home. I did not know what home was. I imagined
McGrath, an oasis in the desert, a warm yellow glow emanating
through a howling storm. I thought about all of the amazing food I
would eat in McGrath as I gnawed on a half-frozen Clif Bar until it
was thawed enough to chew. I sat upright and let the cold wind
stream through my bare fingers outside my handle- bar mitts as I
thought about the oppressive heat of the Salt Lake Valley and an
old home that was so far away, and so long ago.

Beneath the monotone hues of night, the
Yentna River looked like the surface of the moon. The real moon
burned harvest orange behind me. I could not help but crane my neck
around and look backward just to gaze at it.






I arrived at Skwentna Roadhouse, mile 90,
just shy of 2 a.m. I had been pedaling for most of the past 12
hours. I had let my apprehension about the unknown sink into an
acceptance of my situation, and quickly adopted it as my lifestyle.
I emerged at mile 90 feeling amazing and complete. I had been alone
and not seen a single other person, save for a short stop at the
relatively quiet 57- mile checkpoint, since the very start of the
race.

The chaos of Skwentna Roadhouse was startling
and strange. The strongmen of the cyclists had slept a couple hours
and were already filtering back out into the cold, ready to tackle
the next section of trail. As I beamed at them and greeted them
like an overly cheery receptionist, they mostly just grumbled and
grunted — strong men of few words. I settled into a brightly lit
dining room at a table with a red-checkered tablecloth.

The lodge owner brought me a plate of
spaghetti. I didn’t understand how an entire plate of spaghetti —
meatballs, glass plate and all — could exist this far out in the
wilderness. It seemed a million miles from the bustle of the Knik
Bar, light years from my home in Juneau. The lodge owner asked me
if I wanted any- thing to drink.

“Do you have Diet Pepsi?” I
croaked in my race-hoarse voice. “You’re in a bike race,” she
answered. “Do you really want diet?” “I love Diet Pepsi,” I
answered. She had a point. I needed every calorie I
could

get my hands on, but right then, what I
wanted most was something comfortable and familiar. Something close
to home. She brought me a light blue can, glistening with droplets
of water. The cold, artificially sweetened liquid inside tasted
like the elixir of life.

Strongman Jay Petervary was finishing up a
large bowl of soup as I sipped my soda. He asked me to take his
picture in the kitchen.

“You about to take off?” I
asked him.

“Yeah,” he said. “I had a
good three hours of sleep. Have to rest up if I’m going to race to
Nome.” His eyes darted around the room wildly as he spoke to me, as
though he didn’t even see me because he was already miles down the
trail.

After the 350-mile race, there are always a
handful of experienced competitors that push on toward Nome, a
small town on the Bering Sea that also was the terminus of the
Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race. The human-powered race to Nome, all
1,100 miles of it, was something I couldn’t even fathom. Nor was
the idea that three hours of sleep was somehow a lot. Jay seemed so
intense and I wondered if he could keep up his pace. But I believed
he could because he was famous in these circles, so I knew he had
completed races like this before.

Jay left with another cyclist just after 3
a.m., a time that had no meaning to them because in a race like
this, time doesn’t matter. Only distance. As the strong- men
disappeared into the dark, my doubt came creeping back. If the
intensity, the sleeplessness, the determination and talent that led
to fame — if that’s what it took to finish the race, what chance
did I stand?







New York, New York

December 26, 2000






I had never thought of
myself as a particularly strong or
spontaneous person, but I liked the idea of striving for such
traits.

So when I received an e-mail from my friend,
Anna, asking what I thought about taking a trip to spend New Years
2001 in Syracuse, New York with her friends, I was quick to hit the
reply button.

“Count me in!” I typed.
“What do I need to do?”

She wrote back with a link to an online
auction site where I could find deeply discounted airline tickets.
She wrote that it was the cheapest way go, but we would have to
commit without knowing the exact times we would fly, and we would
probably not end up on the same planes. I was 21 years old and had
never flown alone before. I had only been to the East Coast once on
a family vacation. But with that information, I surfed over to
Anna’s recommended Web site and put in a bid of $200 for an
end-of-year flight from Salt Lake City to New York. The site came
back and asked me where in New York I wanted to fly. When I checked
Syracuse, the site came back and told me there were no flights
available. I wondered how close Syracuse was to the big city. I
decided New York was one of those East Coast states and they were
all small. How far away could it be? I could take a bus. New York
City it was.

The Web site accepted my bid and came back
with a flight that left early in the afternoon on Christmas Day and
returned a week later. I e-mailed Anna the good news. She didn’t
reply until the next day.

“Oh,” the letter began.
“Turns out I can’t go until next week. Sorry.”

I was devastated. “Next week?” I wrote back.
“I can’t go next week.” Christmas Day was just two days away. I had
just spent $200, nearly an entire week’s pay at my part-time job,
on a nonrefundable plane ticket. I also had already basically
thrown away another week’s pay informing my employer that I
“urgently” had to fly to New York, securing a week of unpaid leave.
No, I was going on a New Years vacation. I set to work calling
Anna’s friends, who were acquaintances of mine but who I didn’t
really know that well, to work out the awkward details of my
spontaneous holiday.

“New York City is a
five-hour drive from Syracuse,” Anna’s and my mutual friend, Jen,
told me over the phone. “And my parents live an hour north of
there. You should definitely still come out. But I’m sorry, I can’t
come pick you up at the airport on Christmas.”

I began to study the ugly realities of
travel, of train tickets that cost more than my flight, of taxis
and subways and Greyhound buses, none of which were able to get me
anywhere near Syracuse on Christmas Day, and none of which I could
even really afford. I was just about to scrap the entire idiotic
idea when Jen called me at 5 a.m. Christmas Eve, 30 hours before my
flight was scheduled to leave.

“Is it kind of early there?
Sorry. But hey, my friend Geoff, he’s up here for the holidays too.
He’ll come pick you up at the airport.”

I knew Geoff, vaguely, as a friend of Jen and
Anna’s who usually traveled all over the country in a small truck,
going to concerts and making his living selling hemp jewelry to
hippies and prep school kids. He had spent the summer and most of
the fall in Salt Lake, crashing at Jen’s house.

I went on a camping trip to the San Rafael
Swell in November with about a dozen people, and Geoff had been
part of the crowd. We climbed a sandstone pinnacle in the desert
and stood at the top looking across the snow-dusted landscape, and
I remember he spent most of the that time laughing and joking with
a 5-year-old boy. I thought I had been bowling with him once, too,
but I couldn’t quite remember.

I thanked Jen for the offer and started
packing, but I still felt dubious at best. Was this near stranger,
a friend of a friend of a friend, really going to drive six hours
to pick me up in New York City late in the evening on Christmas
Day? I didn’t really believe it, but I didn’t have much left to
lose.






The plane touched down at
LaGuardia International Airport at 11:47
p.m. Dec. 25. The city’s skyline was shrouded in haze. I pressed my
forehead against the window to catch my first glimpse of Manhattan,
but couldn’t make out any tall buildings in a blur of muted light.
The pilot announced we would have to wait on the tarmac for a gate
to open. The scattered passengers in the nearly empty plane sat
back and waited.

Twenty minutes passed. Then 45. I could feel
beads of sweat forming on my forehead as I gazed at the terminal
that was only a few hundred feet from where we sat, completely
trapped. Was Geoff inside that building, waiting? Would he continue
to wait? If I were him, I probably would be halfway back to
Syracuse right now, swearing up a storm at Jen for talking me into
this mess. I’d probably have to find that Greyhound bus after all.
Or maybe I would hitchhike. Or maybe just wait in the airport until
it was time to catch my return flight. I looked down at my hands,
which were starting to shake a little. I was alone in New York
City. Frightened.

At 1:07 a.m., the plane lurched forward,
startling me out of my concentrated breathing and deep worry. I was
one of the last people to walk off the plane into an empty
terminal. As my fellow passengers fanned out, I came to the
stomach- sinking realization that there was no one left but me.

I slumped against a wall and looked back at
the exit ramp when I noticed a man walking toward me. Geoff — at
least I was pretty sure it was Geoff — emerged from the exit ramp
where I had just come from. I must have walked right by him. I
finally recognized his auburn beard and long brown hair — a memory
from bowling, maybe, because he had been wearing a hat during our
camping trip in November. He had a confused look on his face, but
he was smiling.

“Why were you out there for
so long?” he asked. “They wouldn’t let us off the plane.” “Why?” “I
don’t know. We were waiting for the gate to clear or something.”
Geoff pressed his lips as he looked around. “There’s absolutely
nobody else here.” “I know. It was like some kind of twilight zone
episode, the one with the people cage. No reason to it at all.” He
frowned. “I didn’t know it was going to be so late.” “I know,” I
said. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. You didn’t have to come pick me
up. I would have taken the bus.” He smiled. “Yeah, but that would
have sucked.” “You’re not mad?” He looked confused again. “No. Why
would I be mad?” “It’s just ... we’re like five hours from where
you live.” “It’s more like six,” he said. As we walked out to the
car, I explained the mix-up with Anna, the diabolical

Internet con that saddled me with a plane
ticket I wasn’t going to be able to use otherwise, but how I had
never really seen New York and this seemed like the perfect
opportunity. I apologized for getting Geoff mixed up in the whole
mess.

“You’ve never seen New
York?”

“Not really,” I said. “I
drove through here once with my family when I was 15 or so. I was
so surly about being 15 and being stuck with my family for a week
that I don’t remember much about it.”

“You should,” he said. “You
should see New York.”






We left the airport
and drove through neighborhoods and over a bridge,
emerging deep in a canyon of tall buildings. Geoff pulled his car
next to the curb and stopped. I still had my cheek against the
window, unable to stop looking up. Bright signs climbing hundreds
of feet into the air advertised Coca Cola and Broadway. Mountains
of city lights stamped out any semblance of night that I knew. The
street was so bright that I could read painted storefront signs
that were blocks away. The lights also illuminated the emptiness of
the city, with entire blocks devoid of pedestrians or
cars.

“Where are we?” I asked
Geoff as we stepped outside. A blast of cold air bur- rowed in to
my meager layers — holey jeans, a T-shirt and a cotton
hoodie.

“Times Square,” Geoff said.
“I thought there’d be people here,” I said. “Usually there are a
ton of people here. I guess not so much at 2 a.m. on

Christmas.” “Really, it’s December 26 now,” I
said as I opened the back door and pulled a snowboarding jacket and
hat from my checked baggage. I dug deeper but I could not find
gloves. Had I forgotten gloves?

“Man, it’s cold,” I said.
“How cold do you think it is?”

“I don’t know,” Geoff said
as he pulled on a thick coat and gloves. “Probably about 10
degrees.”

“Holy cow,” I said. “I
don’t think I’ve ever been anywhere this cold. I mean, sometimes it
drops down to single digits at Brighton when we go night skiing.
But we’re always really bundled up when at night, plus we’re
snowboarding, and that keeps you pretty warm.” I gazed up at the
pinnacle of glowing advertisements. “I’ve seen that somewhere
before.”

“Probably in
movies.”

I looked up again. “Oh yeah, this place is
pretty famous. Times Square. As in New Year’s Eve Times
Square?”

“Yeah. But trust me, you
don’t want to be here on New Years. It’s a mad zoo.”

“Yeah, better to be here
now,” I laughed and shivered. “At least now you can get a parking
space.”

A low moaning breeze swept through the
concrete corridors. Not a single car had driven by in five minutes.
Snow flurries fluttered around us as we walked up the empty
sidewalk. Storefronts were shuttered and dark. Thick clouds of pun-
gent steam rose up from subway grates. Traffic lights were
perpetually green. The city seemed vast and empty, like the desert,
and I couldn’t believe how familiar it all felt.

“Who knew New York was a
ghost town?” I said. “I feel like we’re in one of those
last-people-on-earth movies.”

“In a way, we are,” Geoff
said. We walked by a time and temperature sign. The digital display
flashed 5 degrees, 2:14 a.m.

38

“Is that 5 degrees
Celsius?”

“No, that’s 5 degrees
flat.” “I didn’t think it ever got this cold right next to the
ocean,” I said. “You’re thinking of the West Coast,” Geoff said. We
rounded a street corner and walked toward an open expanse of dark
space.

Street lights flickering above the sidewalk
illuminated trees and paths. “That’s Central Park,” Geoff said.
“Usually you never go into Central Park after dark. But right now,
I dunno, no one around; it’s probably OK.”

“Sweet!” I said. “Times
Square! Central Park! Wait until I tell my mom about all of the
places I visited. She’ll be jealous.”

We left the street and walked into the
shadows, on a path that circled a small reservoir. The tree cover
thickened but I could still see the sparkling peaks of the city’s
skyline. I picked up my pace to a near jog and Geoff followed close
behind. My toes, wrapped only in a single set of cotton socks and
skate shoes, felt heavy and numb. My thighs tingled against stiff
and icy denim. I held my arms tight against my sides, my gloveless
fingers clenched in the pockets of my thin coat.

There was no amount of exertion that was
actually going to warm me up, but I did not want to leave this
place, this beautiful city that Geoff and I had all to
ourselves.

“So you grew up in New
York?” I said. “Yeah, north of Syracuse,” he said. “You’ll see.
It’s nowhere near here.” “And that’s how you know Jen?” “We went to
high school together.” “I met Jen in college,” I said. “And Anna.
We were all in this environmentalist club, Terra Firma. A bunch of
the people in the club got this house, commune style.”

“I know,” he said. “I was
living there.”

“Right,” I said. “So you’re
living there now? I thought you mostly traveled around.”

“Mostly,” he said. “But
I’ve been in Utah on and off since March. I left in the fall, but
I’m going to go back after the holidays.”

“So, you’re done
traveling?” “No. I just want to spend some more time around Utah.”
“So what do you do when you’re traveling?” “I go to concerts, like
Dave Matthews and Rusted Root concerts. Make jewelry. Drive and see
different places. I go running and hiking. Sometimes backpacking. I
read a lot.”

“All by
yourself?”

“I go on trips with
friends,” he said, “but, yeah, a lot of the time I’m by
myself.”

“Man, I had a hard enough
time getting on that plane by myself,” I said. “When my parents
found out I was flying alone and not with Anna, I thought they were
going to handcuff me and drag me kicking and screaming away from
the airport.”

“How old are
you?”

“21,” I said. “Full-fledged
college graduate, too” “Do you have a job?” “I’m a catalog and
brochure designer for this art and frame company,” I
said.

“But I’m trying to get into
newspapers. I think I may have a shot at this job at a weekly paper
in Murray. Yeah, Murray’s a town in suburban Salt Lake.”

“That’s cool. Do you like
your job now?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Mostly, I
just want to find something full time. I mean, I haven’t stopped
working since the week I turned 16. Jobs all the time. Sometimes I
have two.”

“I haven’t worked a
full-time job since I was about 17,” Geoff said and smiled. “Nearly
eight years.”

“And you can get by selling
jewelry?”

“I make pretty good money.
Enough for food and gas, everything that matters.”






We returned to the beginning
of our reservoir loop and re-entered the
pavement, cast in pale yellow beneath the streetlights. The
tingling in my legs had subsided, and I noticed as I relaxed my
fists that my whole body seemed to be acclimating to the cold. I
couldn’t help but laugh quietly about the whole situation. There I
was, suburban Utah girl, first big trip away from home, walking
around big bad New York City with a virtual stranger, in the middle
of the night, in the dead of winter, and feeling more and more
comfortable with it by the minute.

“Do you ever think about
traveling?” Geoff asked me.

“You mean, like quit my
job, buy a Euro-train pass, backpack across Asia and canoe down the
Amazon?”

“Something like that,”
Geoff said.

“I don’t know,” I said.
“I’ve definitely thought about it. I’ve come pretty close a few
times. I even got a passport. But I just never felt like one of
those people who needed to travel across the world just to find
myself. Don’t get me wrong, I love vacations. But I like them in
small doses, little tastes of new places to help break up the
routine at home.”

“If you had a million
dollars, would you still sit around Salt Lake and work?”

I considered it for a second, but said,
“Yeah, I’d still work. Less, but, I like Salt Lake. Even though I
grew up there, it just feels like the perfect place for me. And I
like working. It keeps me grounded. Gives me more purpose than just
sitting around and going snowboarding once in a while.”

“And it’s not about
money?”

“No,” I said. “I mean, I’m
trying to be a journalist. You don’t really make money doing that.
But I do like food and shelter.”

“Cause, you know, money
really doesn’t matter,” Geoff said. “You don’t need a whole lot for
food and shelter. You can eat grilled cheese and sleep in a
tent.”

“I don’t
like grilled cheese.” “Well, I already have more money than I
need,” Geoff said. “I probably have $10,000. You can have it if you need it. It just accumulates
with me. I’ll give it to you.”

“I don’t need your money,”
I laughed. “It’s bad enough you had to come pick me up in this
remote outpost.”

“Well, you should really
get out and see the world sometime.”

“Yeah,” I said. “But, well
...” I pointed up at the towering buildings. “I’m already on my
way. I’m seeing New York.”

“You’ve seen the city,” he
said. “No one from upstate thinks of this as New York. I’ll show
you New York.”

A small sedan with a roaring muffler rumbled
by us just as a woman in the passenger’s seat rolled the window
down and screamed “Merry Christmas!”

“And Happy New Year!” I
yelled back with all the enthusiasm I genuinely felt, because I
knew it was going to be an exciting week.







Skwentna River, Alaska

February 25, 2008






Exactly one and a half hours
after eating, brushing my teeth, stripping
off all of my lightly frosted layers and hanging them around the
room to dry before collapsing into bed, I woke up ... without
prompting.

My digital camera, with an alarm set for 8
a.m., sat silently on the dresser. The time was just before 6 a.m.
It was Monday.

I blinked against a bright glare and realized
I had forgotten to turn off the overhead light. I felt much worse
than I had before I went to sleep. My heart was beating too
quickly. The veins in my legs were throbbing, and my muscles felt
disconcertingly like mush. I laid down and wondered if I should go
back to sleep, but my body was too amped up — and exhausted. Plus,
6 a.m. seemed like a good time to hit the trail again. I got out of
bed and went to work reapplying my layers. Some of them were still
a bit damp.

I stumbled into the bathroom and looked in
the mirror. I still looked strangely ... normal. Bloodshot eyes and
a pasty face, but, otherwise ... normal. I did not know what I had
expected myself to look like after my first day of the Iditarod
race. I think I had pictured blackened cheeks or some kind of
shell-shocked facial expression. In all of the months leading up to
the event, I could never quite

visualize my body in the actual race beyond
the horrifying if exaggerated images in movies about Arctic
expeditions. I think this may have been a coping mechanism that
helped me separate myself from the overwhelming reality of the
future ... by making it theatrical.

The morning was still as black as night when
I stumbled down the stairs. The same woman who made me spaghetti at
3 a.m. was still manning the kitchen. “Did you get enough sleep?”
she said, eyeing me suspiciously. I nodded wearily. “All you racers
don’t sleep enough,” she said, shaking her head. “Except that one
man, Peter. He’s been here since, oh, I don’t know, 11 or so?”

“Wait, Pete’s still here?”
I said. “Pete Basinger?”

Pete Basinger was a perennial favorite in the
Iditarod Trail Invitational. He had entered the race every year
since the early 2000s, back when I was still suffering through
short, simple day hikes and sleeping my way through a post-college
haze. Pete also won the race on a regular basis, and in 2007 set
the course record after an inspiring all-night push that had me
glued to sporadic Internet updates. Those simple text postings
sparked a personal dream about the Iditarod race, which quickly
flared into an obsession. When my friends and family asked me what
streak of insanity could have possibly coaxed me to enter the race,
it was easy to blame Pete and the strongman way in which he made
pain and suffering look so fun and easy. Naturally, I never thought
I’d meet him during the race.

“Yeah,” she said. “He’s
waiting for a bike pedal to be flown in. Last night he broke one of
his pedals, and he was riding it on the spindle, and then I think
the other one broke, and so he had to walk the last five or 10
miles into here.”

“And he still made it by
11,” I said, shaking my head with amazement. “And a full night of
sleep. I bet he’s pissed, isn’t he?”

“He didn’t seem too happy,”
she said. “All those other guys, those guys are long gone. He’ll
never catch them.”

I just smiled. “I bet he will.” Silently, I
wished I could be at home on the Internet to watch him try.

The woman offered me breakfast. I thanked her
but refused. My stomach just lurched and spun and threatened to
reject anything I sent down. I blamed it on nerves. I could eat in
a few hours, I decided. Another back-of-pack cyclist, Ted Calahane,
was also packing up to leave as I walked out of the wood-heated
building. The cold air outside slammed into me like a solid wall of
ice. I gasped for breath and rushed to my bike, which was already
whitewashed in hoarfrost. The air was windless, the morning as
still as death.

I couldn’t believe I had somehow survived a
night in these temperatures just hours before. I was still wearing
all the same clothing, but I felt like I would freeze solid if I
slowed my movement for even a second. I packed quickly and pulled
on my mittens. Adding more layers seemed like too much of an ordeal
unless I went back inside the cabin, and I did not want to admit to
the woman that I was too cold to even start the day. She didn’t
seem to approve of my quick nap and just might not release me
again. I decided the situation would improve if I just started
riding. I took a quick glance at the thermometer. The red line
hovered around 12 or 13 below. Ted and I rode along the short road
together before it veered onto a trail across a flat, open swamp. I
could see purple streaks of dawn hugging the hills directly ahead —
the Shell Hills. I had hoped to stick with Ted for most of the
morning, but my legs were still stiff and weak, and I had to push
too hard just to stay behind him. I let him gain a gap on me, until
all I could see was the pale white glow of his headlamp hundreds of
yards distant, and then I couldn’t even see that.






Warmth began to return as
morning broke and the real climbing began.
I followed fresh snowmobile tracks as they veered sharply up the
hills. I could hear streams gurgling beneath the snow under my
feet, even at sub-zero temperatures. Moose tracks punctured the
trail. I could tell a lot of them had been planted since even the
last cyclists came through.

I looked around nervously in the soft light.
Too many Alaskans have told me moose would rather stomp me than let
me walk by them, and I regarded the presence of moose with the same
apprehension that I felt toward bears in the sum- mer. But I didn’t
see any hulking brown bodies moving beside me ... only the spindly
spruce and alder, and a snowy expanse bathed in pink light.

I pushed my bike over the last big pitch and
started dropping toward a frozen lake a few hundred feet below.
Ill-advised, daring downhill runs would become a theme for this
section of trail, even though my technical skills failed to keep up
with my confidence surges. I was always so happy any time I could
ride my bike, especially if I had been walking it for a while, that
I didn’t even care if I was careening down a narrow trail,
fishtailing wildly and only one hard brake away from a big-air
endo. I was going to ride any time it was possible to keep the
wheels on top of the snow. So ride I did, banking on blind luck as
I recklessly attacked the tight turns and tear-inducing descents
out of the Shell Hills.

After I dropped onto Shell Lake, I caught up
with Ted. He was fumbling around with his bags and shivering
violently.

“I need to put on more
clothing,” he told me. “This wind is killing me.” I turned my face
to meet the cross wind that we had been bucking. On the only bare
skin I had exposed, the bridge of my nose, the wind did indeed feel
like the blunt side of a fist.

“Have you been down here
for a while?”

“About 20 minutes,” he
said. “I’ve been having a hard time with my stuff. But I had to get
out of the wind.”

I thought to point out that it was strange he
stopped in the middle of the lake to put on more clothing rather
than just ride to the other end, where there was supposedly a
lodge, and even if there wasn’t, there was at least the shelter of
trees to help block the wind. He seemed to be struggling mightily,
and I wondered if this was one of those critical trail moments I
had pictured before the race, a scenario in which I might meet an
incoherent, unreasonable fellow racer and would have to decide
whether to continue on my way or mount a rescue effort. I pitied
any racer who needed me as a rescuer, but at the same time, felt
even more uncertain about assuming as much about Ted — a man, older
and likely much more experienced than me — who was still
conscious.

“Are you sure you’re OK?” I
asked. Ted nodded.

“Well, I can’t stand around
in this wind much longer,” I said. “I’ll meet you at Shell Lake
Lodge? I’m headed there for breakfast.”

“I don’t think I’m going to
stop there,” Ted said. “I’d really like to get to Puntilla by
nightfall.”

“You think you can get
there by dark?” I asked, surprised. It was only 9 a.m. Puntilla was
about 50 miles away. I had hoped to achieve that checkpoint by
dinnertime myself, but you can never assume consistent movement
along the Iditarod Trail. The Iditarod Trail alone decides how fast
you move and when you will reach checkpoints. I personally would
never voice my goals out loud where the vengeful Iditarod Trail
Powers That Be could hear me. Better to keep my hopes to myself,
and if I achieved them, I could chalk it up to perfect
luck.

“Of course,” he said,
beginning to sound exasperated with me. I could tell he was
becoming suspicious of my concern, and he didn’t appreciate
it.

“Great,” I said. The chill
was starting the creep into my layers, so I waved a goodbye with my
mittens and continued on.






I was still not hungry at
the Shell Lake Lodge, which didn’t seem
possible. I had forced myself to consume exactly half a Clif Bar
sometime around 6 a.m., and one of my 12 precious peanut butter
cups since then. But I had been awake for nearly four hours, and
traveling for more than three, and I really should have had more of
an appetite than those 300 calories could fulfill.

The lodge was warm but not toasty. I felt
uncomfortably cold sitting around it my wet clothes. I stripped my
outermost layers and laid them next to the wood stove as a
soft-spoken woman brought me coffee even though I had not yet asked
for it. I took a long, savoring sip as she told me about the racers
who had already been through that morning and the weather they
expected to see during the day. Her words faded into the background
as I slipped into comfort food oblivion. Hot, caffeinated and
calorie free, the coffee was the most delicious thing I had
consumed since my Diet Pepsi the night before.



I ordered the only breakfast they offered —
bacon and eggs, something I would never in a million years eat at
home — and sat next to one of several Euro cyclists who all spoke
very little English and whose names I could never remember.

I drifted in an out of daydreams for the
seeming hours it took the woman to make our breakfast, which she
brought to us at the same time even though the Euro cyclist could
have arrived at the lodge hours before me for all I knew. We sat
together at the same table in the otherwise empty dining room,
wordlessly spooning greasy morsels of fuel into our mouths and
smiling occasionally because we could not communicate
otherwise.

My breakfast tasted like ash and bile. I did
not think it was the cook’s fault. I was simply in one of my
typical endurance cycling food funks. I had experienced a similar
inability to take in food during long rides before, and sometimes
wasn’t able to start eating again until I was done riding. But I
didn’t worry too much about it at the time because I knew I still
had days in which I could recover my appetite. With my endurance
racing time now measured not in minutes or hours, but days, my body
didn’t really have a choice.

I was picking slowly at the eggs and trying
to think about something besides the urge to vomit when Ted
sauntered into the building, looking, for lack of a better cliché,
like death warmed over. I had passed him less than one mile from
the lodge. More than an hour had gone by since he told me he
planned to bypass the building, so my concern jumped to the
forefront of my thoughts again. I pushed away my half-eaten
breakfast, picked up my coffee, and walked toward him.

“You OK?” I
asked.

“I took a wrong turn,” he
said. “I went about three miles up the lake before the trail just
kind of ended, and I saw a guy on a snowmachine who pointed me back
here.”

He looked really unhappy. His face was
scrunched up like a picked-on child who was struggling not to
cry.

“That sucks. But you’re OK,
right?” I asked. He nodded miserably and started taking off his
boots. I thought he might quit right there at the Shell Lake Lodge,
and I wasn’t about to try to stop him. In those early days of the
race, when I was still feeling relatively strong and had no idea
how deep one really needs to dig into the pain cave just to survive
the Iditarod Trail, I might have even encouraged it.

But at that moment, I was feeling sick and
sleepy and knew that as long as he was in a building, Ted was in
better hands than mine. I began to gather up my clothing and headed
back out the door into the bright morning. I had burned up well
over an hour procuring that horrible breakfast, but I must have
pushed some of it down because my energy level was hitting new
highs. Instead of exploiting it, I sat back and rode easy, turning
my face to the perfect blue sky and savoring each breath of frigid
air. Ted passed me on the trail less than a mile later and churned
on ahead. He was still pushing his planned schedule.

Alone again, I quietly spun over the smooth
snow. All around me, the jagged peaks of the Alaska Range loomed
much closer than they had the night before. The trail into the
mountains seemed like such a long approach — already a life- time
had passed since I had lined up in Knik the day before. And yet I
was surprised how quickly I had reached the distant horizon.

In any other lifetime, the Alaska backcountry
would have been an unobtainable fortress, surrounded by the wall of
my own inexperience. That I could just sit on a bicycle and power
myself into the heart of such a remote, empty wilderness made me
feel proud — and fearful. If I could pedal myself this far into the
backcountry, what was to stop me from pedaling beyond the point of
no return?






I had the Finger Lake Lodge,
mile 130, in sight when I heard footprints
approaching behind me. I looked over my shoulder and saw Pete
Basinger himself, pushing his bike through the soft spur trail that
led to the lodge. His clothing looked clean and pressed, like it
had just come out of a dryer, instead of being worn over 130 slow
and snowy miles. His curly brown hair clung to his scalp, wet and
glistening in the “heat” of mid-day. Even for a big guy, his
lightly loaded bike looked like a featherweight compared to mine,
and I could see it had two pedals. Knowing he likely had to wait
until at least 9 a.m. for a mail plane to land before he could even
fix his bike, I was amazed that he had caught me
already.

“Hi,” I said, with a
nervous smile. I couldn’t let Pete know I worshiped him in the way
other sports fans worship Lance Armstrong or Michael Jordan. It
seemed completely ridiculous to harbor such pretentions in a sport
this small — ultra-endurance snow biking — that I was in the
presence of the greatest athlete in the world, but I couldn’t help
but stammer like a star-struck schoolgirl. “So you were able to fix
your bike?”

“Yeah,” he said. “It’s
fixed.” He moved quickly past me. Of course he didn’t have time to
chat with me, a lowly, back-of-pack fan. He had a peloton to catch.
Inside the lodge, I grabbed some lunch with two other racers: Brij
Potnis, one of the strongmen who was purposefully taking long
breaks and essentially “touring” the Iditarod Trail, and Ted, who
was sitting at the table red-eyed and shaking and not even looking
at the plate of food in front of him. Pete turned down the free
lunch and began rifling through his drop bag, a 10-pound sack of
goodies that every racer is allowed to ship to themselves at mile
130 and mile 210. I stole glances to see what pros like Pete used
in this race. Inside Pete’s bag, I saw mostly candy bars and
chocolate. There were even Twizzlers and some type of color-coated
cartoon candy that I’ve never seen anyone older than nine years old
purchase. So that was the food of champions, I thought, and I
smiled knowingly. My Power Bars and mixed nuts suddenly seemed
idiotic. I wasn’t eating them; I was only carrying them like dead
weight into the frozen wilderness. Meanwhile, I hoarded my limited
peanut butter cups like an unreasonable miser and consumed my
body’s fat stores just to continue the forward motion. Pete started
switching memory cards on his mp3 player. I asked him what music he
was listening to. “I don’t know,” he said. “Mostly crap.” And with
that, he stood up, gathered his pile of candy and crappy music, and
rushed out the door. I wondered if I would ever have a chance to
tell him how cool it was for me to see him for that short time out
on the trail, out in the middle of nowhere in the heart of his
element. It seemed childish and ridiculous, but running into Pete
was a highlight of my trip. Back out on the trail after 5 p.m., I
joined Brij and the Euro cyclist I had eaten breakfast with as we
began the long walk into the Alaska Range. Ted opted to stay behind
at Finger Lake Lodge. “I need a nap,” Ted had told us. “I can’t
keep my eyes open.”

Brij, the unassuming strongman, quickly put
the gap on the Euro cyclist and me. We resumed our line of two and
walked together silently up the steep, soft pitch as darkness
fell.

After about a half hour of silence in the
twilight, the Euro cyclist surprised me by speaking his first words
of English to me — “So, The Push!”

I nodded — The Push. We had been warned that
Finger Lake to Puntilla gained the most elevation of any section of
the trail. It was time to walk, so walk we did. The Euro cyclist
walked faster than I did, so eventually I was alone again.






The rest of the night passed
by in a blur. I was so tired I felt like
laying down in the snow to sleep, but so amped up that my heart was
pumping at a rate I would have considered 80 or 85 percent of my
maximum — running levels — even though I was walking slowly up
relatively mild hills. The snail pace was frustrating, so I tried
riding every few hundred yards. I found pedaling to be possible
often enough, but much more physically difficult than it was
usually worth. The route climbed and dropped on a series of steep
rollercoaster hills as it made its way toward a place called Happy
Valley. I hit a few descents at fever pace, with my tiny yellow
headlamp bobbing up and down into the inky night as spruce and
alder branches whisked inches from my head.

I bottomed out in the Happy River gorge and
discovered I could not climb back out. The trail shot up a bluff on
a nearly vertical pitch. I tried pushing my bike up the middle of
the trail, but I slid and tumbled back down a number of times.

I tried stepping into the untracked snow off
to the side of the trail, only to sink to my thighs in the powder,
unable to take another step. Finally, I turned my 70-pound bike on
its side, kicked my own stairway into the hillside, and dragged my
bike up the wall, step by excruciating step, as the pedals dug in
to the snow and prevented too much backsliding. It was a 20-foot
section of trail that took me a half hour to conquer. And I still
had a lot of elevation to climb before I reached Puntilla Lake. I
let out a long sigh. I was officially crawling.

My frozen breath swirled in thick clouds
around my face and turned my balaclava into an icy helmet. After
what seemed like days of walking toward a spot- light in an
endlessly dark room, I reached the edge of Puntilla Lake. My eyes
burned as I walked around the last clump of trees and dropped onto
the open lake, where the wind hit my face like fire. I pulled out
my thermometer. It was hovering somewhere between 15 and 20 below.
Even before windchill, that was officially the coldest temperature
I had ever experienced. I was somewhat heartened by the thought
that it really didn’t feel so bad.

I pulled into Puntilla Lake lodge just as the
strongmen of the race were preparing to leave again after another
short night’s sleep. Pete had already left without sleep. The last
of the strongmen stopped to wish me well before he disappeared into
the 4 a.m. darkness.

“I feel pretty much awful,”
I told him. He just smiled. “You made it here,” he said. “You’re as
good as already there.” I decided I believed him, because at that
point, I had no choice.







Cataract Canyon, Utah

April 14, 2001






My hands were already
calloused, my fear softened when our small
expedition of friends reached the headwaters of Utah’s biggest
rapids.

I pulled hard on the oars and pointed Geoff’s
raft toward a narrow strip of land where the mint candy-colored
waters of the Green River met the hot cocoa patina of the muddy
Colorado. The boat plowed into a sandbar as Geoff jumped over the
front and ran a rope up to a stand of tamarisk. Bryan stood in the
opaque water and started the lunch chores, ferrying a cooler, a
table and a couple dry bags out of Geoff’s raft. I rubbed the dry
skin on my upper arms, which felt feverishly warm beneath the April
sun.

“Rowing is hard,” I
announced as Chris and his crew pulled their raft up on shore next
to us.

“Rowing the flatwater is
easy,” Chris said. “Wait until we start hitting the
rapids.”

“Oh, I’m not going to row
any of those,” I said. “Even if Geoff were willing to let me handle
his boat, which he won’t, but I wouldn’t. I’m pretty sure I’d just
dump us all in the drink.”

“You should get Geoff to
let you row some of the first rapids,” Chris said. “This river
pools and drops, so there’s usually a chance to pull over and scout
lines. The rapids pretty much get bigger and wilder as you go, but
some of the numbered rapids are pretty easy. You just point the
boat into the current and go. You could do it
blindfolded.”

“That’s good, because
that’s about my skill level,” I said. “But I think I’ll pass. I’m
happy to let Geoff have the fun. How many of those numbered rapids
are there?”

“I don’t know ... about
20,” Chris said. “Rapids one through seven or so are mostly pretty
straightforward, wave trains and stuff. Then you start going
through some bigger holes.”

“The Big Drops?” I
asked.

“After the numbered ones,
you get to the Big Drops,” Chris said and grinned sheepishly.
“Those are the crazy waterfalls that lose an insane amount of river
elevation all at once. Wait till you see them. They earn their
names.”






The Big Drops were
heralded almost exclusively in every piece
of literature I had skimmed about Cataract Canyon. Terrified as I
was about Geoff’s proposed spring rafting trip and the prospect of
willfully riding a rubber boat over the cold, churning water, I
agreed to go anyway. I tempered my fear by looking at every Utah
rafting book I could find at the library. I consulted their tips. I
gleaned their recommendations. I took their general opinions as
gospel, and, in general, most said the Colorado River was probably
not going to crush me.

The specific reviews were a bit more ominous.
The Big Drops, three of them, were the inspiration of many river
legends and the proprietors of a handful of deaths. “Experts only,”
one book warned. “Guide recommended,” said another. Geoff assured
me that all of the deaths happened during flood years and really
big water; this was early spring and the river was still running
well below peak velocity.

“Most of the rapids are
just little bumps this time of year,” Geoff had said. “You’ll see
huge rocks out of the water that are normally covered by holes.
Trust me, you’ll love rafting. It’s just being in the desert, deep
in the canyon, camping and cooking with your friends. It’s the
coolest feeling.”

He smiled with a sincerity I couldn’t resist.
Geoff had recently fallen in love with rafting himself, not long
after he returned to Utah from New York. He took one weekend trip
with Chris and immediately started shopping around for boats. Just
a month before, he had driven all the way to Mesquite, Nevada, and
paid $3,500 cash for what was essentially a 14-foot red rubber toy.
He had been taking near-weekly trips both with Chris and alone ever
since. Geoff was a novice oarsman at best, but Chris insisted he
was a natural.

“He’ll be rowing better
than me by the end of the summer,” Chris had assured me. “Trust me,
he’s really good.”

So peer pressure was the reason I found
myself boarding Geoff’s raft at a put- in point 50 miles upriver
from the confluence of the Green and Colorado rivers. The put-in
was the last time the road met the river before the legendary
rapids. That reality meant that once we hit the rapids, we were
many long days away from help. It also meant we had several days of
flatwater to contend with before we even hit our first rapids, so I
had plenty more time to sit on the boat and stew about my
fears.

Anxiety whipped up a churning in my stomach
that made it difficult to eat much or sleep at all during the lazy
days and nights. But as we floated farther into the wilderness, I
found myself resting a little deeper, opening more of my thoughts
to the towering scenery and even laughing with my friends as they
joked about whitewater swimming. Geoff showed me how to push and
pull the oars, how to shimmy the boat sideways or spin off an eddy.
I took my turns at the helm, and when the heat and the effort
started to sink below the skin, I would plunge into the milk
chocolate-colored river and swim alongside the raft, breathing
deeply as the gritty water caressed my skin and tiny catfish
nibbled on my feet.

Early in the evening, we’d pull up on a
sandbar and unload a mountain of dry bags from the boats. We cooked
elaborate meals and ate and drank late into the night as
driftwood-fueled fires illuminated the canyon walls. As the lazy
days and nights wore on, I watched as Geoff, my brand new friend
and even newer full- time resident of Utah, opened up fully in the
midst of his natural environment. After a few nights of laying in
the sand, divulging our life stories to each other and the stars,
we were old friends. And after a few days of rowing a raft over the
calm surface of the Colorado, we were old river hands.

Still in the back of my mind, the Big Drops
loomed. As fearsome as their names and reputations were, I couldn’t
quite figure out why those particular rapids had such a strong grip
on my thoughts. Despite the harrowing tales, the books I had read
made whitewater rafting seem safe and normal enough. I knew I could
trust my friends and was beginning to believe I could trust Geoff
most of all. But early in the morning, as Geoff went out for his
daily run and the rest of the group slept in the sand, I would lie
awake, listening to the quiet trickle of the river current as I
battled an indefinable dread. As much as I didn’t want our idyllic
calm-water vacation to end, the unfocused dread ignited a fight
response that longed to charge into the heart of the Big Drops so I
could finally see why they taunted me.

But as I stood at the end of the Green River
and the beginning of the Colorado’s famed descent into madness, the
dread began to take on its own shape. The canyon walls loomed over
our heads, imprisoning us in their unbroken shadows. I was still
sitting on the side of the boat when Geoff returned from the anchor
trees. He directed me to help him lift the last dry box out of the
frame.

“Those rapids,” I said.
“The ones before the Big Drops. Do any of them have
names?”

“Probably,” Geoff said.
“But most people just know them by their numbers. That’s how
they’re marked on the map.” We plopped the aluminum box down in the
sand. Geoff opened it and began clanging through the dishes
inside.

“So why wouldn’t anyone
name them?”

“I don’t know,” Geoff said.
“Maybe because they come so fast that the Powell expedition didn’t
have time.”

We threw together a quick lunch. Our group —
Geoff, myself and Bryan on one boat; Chris, Jen, Amy and Tim on the
other — gathered around the table to laugh and joke and stoke our
enthusiasm for the upcoming adventure. This, after all, was the
reason we had just spent three days on the river. The bonfires and
the big dinners and the heart-to-hearts with Geoff were just
killing time.

I ate my sandwich in silence, then slithered
into my wetsuit before anyone else had even finished eating. They
passed around a box of Chips Ahoy cookies.

“Better enjoy ’em,” Bryan
said in a mock sinister tone. “They may be your last.”






We packed up
and I took my place next to Bryan on the cooler at
the front of Geoff’s boat. Geoff, who announced it was too hot
outside to row and wear a wet suit, pulled on a thin winter jacket
over his T-shirt and took the helm.

It seemed like mere seconds had passed before
I first heard hints of a dull roar, echoing up the canyon like a
flash flood in reverse. “Here it comes,” Bryan said. We rounded a
bend in the river to face the roiling waves of Rapid Number One. I
held my breath as the nose of the boat plunged into the first small
hole.

The raft bounced wildly and Bryan let out a
happy yelp. I glanced nervously over my shoulder to look at Geoff.
His face was locked in red concentration; his arms rotated the oars
furiously as the boat spun toward the rippling channel. We bucked
and thrashed over the corduroy water until the river spat us into a
swirling pool.

“Eddy!” Geoff yelled.
Chris’s boat, just ahead of us, was floating off to the right and
seemed to have steered completely clear of it. Geoff, however, had
veered right into its gut. He cranked the boat around until it spun
free.

“Hit that eddy,” Geoff said
to Chris as we caught up to the other boat.

“Yeah, just keep following
my line,” Chris said. “A couple of these have some rocks at low
water.”

We hung on near Chris’s boat through rapids
two and three. My heart, which had been beating at stress level for
nearly a half hour, finally began to settle into a fatigued calm.
Whitewater rafting really was something like a bouncy ride, I
thought. This boat was pretty good at floating and Geoff wasn’t
terrible at keeping it off the rocks. Bryan couldn’t stop laughing
and peppering me with sarcastic comments about the splashy Colorado
and about how everyone thought it was so hardcore.

Chris and Geoff pulled off the river briefly
before Rapid Number Four to discuss scouting, but decided it would
be fine to row down river without stopping for a few more rapids.
The continuous roar had finally started to fade into the oblivion
of white noise. My fear was settling low. I started looking up, at
the canyon and the redrock and everything beautiful that rose out
of the bowels of the river. I fixed my eyes on the rim.

“It won’t be long, and I’ll
be up there again,” I thought.

The wave train of Rapid Number Five rolled
deep and wide and Geoff sailed right down the center. I watched as
Chris blasted through a wall of water, sending up an explosion of
white spray. Chris veered sharply to the right and Geoff turned his
raft in the same direction. With the nose pointed perpendicular to
the flow, I had to veer my neck sharply to the left to see the
monster crest that Chris had just plunged through. From that
perspective, it looked as high as the canyon walls, blocking out
the sun.

“Wow,” Bryan said as he
gazed up with me. “This one is going to get us wet.”

I uttered an almost sincere little laugh as
the side of the boat started to climb up the water wall, lifting
higher and higher into the bright blue sky until everything went
dark.






It was the contrast that hit
me first. The Colorado River I had known,
the echoing roar and glaring sun and roiling whitewater, plunged
into a world of silence and black, immediate and seemingly eternal.
That I could see or hear absolutely nothing startled me more than
the fact I could not breathe, more than the fact my limbs were
being tossed around by forces I could not fight, more than the rush
of deep cold that penetrated every pore. I felt my chest heave as
though an unseen force field was yanking me upward. I opened my
eyes in the gritty water just in time to see streaks of blue light
before my shoulder slammed into something sharp and
hard.

My body swirled around and pulled again
toward the blue light, when suddenly something like a rope caught
my neck. My legs shot ahead as I twisted and thrashed, kicking
wildly at the surface of the water. With a desperate surge of
energy, I tucked my knees to my chest and spun around until the
rope released its grip. My torso surged higher and my head popped
out of the water like a pool toy, bobbing helpless against repeated
submersion by the waves of Rapid Number Five.

Facing upstream, I could see the overturned
boat drifting farther away from me. Bryan was crouched on top of it
like a frog on a red lily pad, but without oars he was helpless to
direct the boat anywhere. The current was carrying me quickly away.
I pulled hard with my arms to spin my body so it was facing down-
stream, where I was certain I was about to meet the rock that would
end my life. As I flailed my arms and legs around in circles, I
spotted a head bobbing beside me.

“Geoff!” I gasped. “Geoff!”
“Don’t panic!” he yelled. “Don’t panic! Chris is coming!” I jerked
my head around, but all I could see were the towering canyon walls
and the narrow sky, which looked almost white in the glare of the
midday sun. From behind, I felt a new force grab the top of my life
jacket and yank my rag- doll body out of the water. I kicked weakly
as my skin rubbed against the hot friction of rubber and scrapped
over cold metal. Tim set me down in Chris’s boat, gasping and
sputtering with my mouth against the floor. As I struggled to sit
up, I saw Chris lassoing a bag of rope toward Bryan, who was still
perched on top of Geoff’s upside-down raft. Geoff grabbed a strand
of webbing and launched himself out of the water. He climbed over
the tube and settled on the floor beside me. When I looked up at
him, he was smiling.

“Damn,” he said. “Hit that
one sideways. Are you all right?” I nodded, wide-eyed and quiet.
“Hey,” Amy said from her perch on a cooler above us. “You’re
bleeding.” “Me?” I said weakly. “Yeah,” she said, and held her hand
up to her neck. I put my hand against mine. A warm trickle of
liquid flowed between my fingers. I held them to my face. They were
coated in translucent red, blood mixed with water.

“How did you cut your
neck?” Geoff asked as he inspected the damage. “Rope,” I said. “I
think I got caught in a rope.” “What rope?” Geoff frowned. “They
were all tied down.” “It was some kind of rope,” I said. “Right
under the boat. I came up right under the boat.” “Wow, that sucks,”
Amy said. “But it doesn’t look too bad. It’s not very deep.” I
glared at her. Being cut by a rope was not too bad. Being caught
underwater by a rope was an experience I didn’t think anyone should
write off so nonchalantly. That was easily the scariest thing that
had ever happened to me, and Amy was already laughing about
it.

“Too bad you guys couldn’t
see yourselves go over,” she said. “We all heard the sound and we
looked over just in time to see the whole bottom of your boat, like
this huge red whale jumping out of the water. It was like ...
really red.”

Geoff laughed. I didn’t even smile. An
involuntary shivering was starting to take over my facial
expressions.

“You cold?” Geoff asked me
as Chris rowed up to a sandbar, towing Bryan and the overturned
boat behind him.

“Yeah,” I said. “A
little.”

“Me too,” Geoff said. “I
don’t understand how you did so much swimming in that river. That
water is seriously cold.”

“I didn’t mean to take a
swim right there,” I said. “That was your brilliant
move.”

Geoff just wasn’t grasping all of the guilt
and blame I felt he owed me. He was still smiling and laughing as
we crawled out of the boat and stepped with numb feet onto the hot,
dry sand. Geoff, Bryan and Chris lined up against Geoff’s raft and
pulled together on the webbing until the boat flipped back over.
They started untying the bags and boxes, dragging each one onto the
sand. Chris opened Geoff’s dry box.

“Water in here,” he said.
He pulled out a dripping T-shirt streaked in beige. “Looks like
some bleach got out, too.”

Geoff opened up a few dry bags. “Wet, wet,
wet,” he rattled off the status of all of our survival gear and
current worldly belongings. “Wow, pretty much all of our stuff is
wet. Gonna be fun camping out tonight.”

I held my hand up to my neck and ran my
fingers through the sticky blood, which was already drying against
my clammy skin. My pulse was racing, responding to the immediate
past and indefinite future. I was uncertain if the rush I was
feeling was shock or fear or exhilaration. My new joy in the
thought of just being alive was tempered by a new certainty about
impending death. We had at least 15 more of these rapids to go
through, and then the Big Drops, and I didn’t think I could survive
another swim.

Geoff said something about dry clothes and
Chris said something about a fire, but all I could hear was the
unrelenting roar of Rapid Number Five. It just rolled on
effortlessly, merging with the quieter roars of the near future,
rapids Six and Seven, and beyond that was the unknown of the river,
and the deep canyon, and the Big Drops so far away that they seemed
like nothing. Nothing at all.


Rainy Pass, Alaska

February 26, 2008






The Puntilla Lake Lodge was
little more than a roof and a stove pipe
sticking out of a small mountain of drifted snow.

Its elevation was about 2,000 feet, an
unlikely altitude for human inhabitants in that part of the world.
Weather that would be considered extreme anywhere else — 20 below
temperatures, 40 mph wind gusts, white-out blizzards — was normal
weather outside the Puntilla Lake Lodge.

Around its wind-scoured walls, the last
strands of spruce before alpine tree line, with scraggly branches
all blown to one side, provided little protection. The wood stove
blasted out dry heat as the lodge’s manager — a teenage boy —
handed me a can of clam chowder that had been boiling on a camp
stove, and a thin paper napkin to hold it with. I took a plastic
spoon and stirred the off-white glop around the blackened can. The
soup burned my fingers and charred my throat, but I finally had
some of my appetite back and did not want to waste it. I began to
nibble on discs of pilot bread, a quintessential Alaska Bush
emergency food that supposedly never goes soggy or stale. It tasted
exactly like a soggy, stale saltine cracker.

Beds had been stacked together side by side
in the tiny, single-room building. They were mostly empty now with
the exception of Brij, who was sleeping soundly on a bottom bunk,
and the teenager, who seemed grumpy about the necessity of staying
awake past 4 a.m. He did not seem to want to chat with me. I tried
to ply information about the trail ahead and he told me simply that
two guys had been up to the pass on their snowmobiles the day
before, but he had no idea if the trail was broken beyond there. I
asked him if any of the other cyclists had opted to go over Hell’s
Gate, a long-way around that veers around

Rainy Pass but tacks on 33 extra miles. He
just shrugged. “I think they all went over the pass,” he said.

For someone who lived so close to the edge of
civilization, he didn’t seem to have much interest in what existed
beyond. I asked him if he stayed at the lodge year round. He said
he only spent the winters there, helping out his family, who
operated the lodge for hunters, snowmobilers and sled dog mushers.
I smiled at the thought of a winter destination resort in Alaska.
The wind outside rattled the cabin’s log walls, and frost was
forming near the inside corners despite the wood stove. Puntilla
was a strange place to spend a winter when most Alaskans were
retreating to California and Hawaii, but such is the nature of the
Iditarod Trail.

I sat down on one of the beds and began to
strip off my soggy clothing. I examined my problem areas and became
alarmed when I saw my right knee was extremely swollen, but then
again, my entire leg was swollen. I was probably just retaining
water. My right big toe was surrounded in an enormous blister,
which I decided I would believe was simply a blister, and not
frostbite. I took three aspirin, two Tums and two glucosamine
pills, covered my knees in menthol patches, popped a cough drop in
my mouth and laid down on the hard mattress.

I never expected the accommodations in this
race to be luxurious, but I was a bit surprised just how Spartan
they actually were. People actually lived like this for entire
winters. There were probably others who lived like this their
entire lives, in tiny cabins set against the continent’s largest
mountains, with only mortared logs and wood stoves to hold back the
constant needling of the fingers of death.






The unwelcome light of
dawn hit my face at about 8:30 a.m. Brij
was shuffling around the cabin, packing up his gear. The teenage
lodge manager was still awake, and still staring blankly out the
window. No one had come in behind us yet. Not Ted, and not the last
straggling Euro cyclists. I half expected to see Geoff catch up to
me by now, as slow as I had been moving. I looked around the room,
but all the other beds were empty. I asked Brij if I could head out
with him. He nodded, but we both knew I would only be able to hold
his wheel for a few miles. I opted instead to take off early, let
him catch me, and that way keep at least one racer in my time zone
for as long as I could.

My gut was still empty when I walked into the
glare of the heatless sun. I could not stomach the thought of more
pilot bread and can-flavored soup. I still had a frame bag full of
nuts and Clif Bars, so I certainly wasn’t going to starve. The cold
air wrapped around me, but its grip had been softened since the
morning before. I tried to tally how many hours of sleep I had
logged overnight and couldn’t decide if it was three or 27. It was
Tuesday now, 9 a.m., and I was already losing track of time to the
relentless pull of the trail. The morning was clear and cold and
bathed in a kind of intense beauty that was nearly incapacitating,
as delirious and exhausted as I was. All I could do was keep my
feet on the pedals as my eyes darted around in awe. In the
blindness of the night before, I had climbed all the way into the
sister peaks of Mount Denali. After 165 miles of watching them from
a distance, I was finally carving my way into their direct
shadows.

The trail, only shallowly tracked by the two
snowmobiles the lodge manager had mentioned, softened quickly in
the sun. After three miles, I gave up the hard pedaling and resumed
walking with my bike. A red fox darted down the trail beside me,
stopping briefly to look back before it raced ahead, much faster
than I could ever hope to move.

Brij soon followed, wishing me good morning
as he swerved through the soft snow in his strongman effort to ride
as much of the trail as possible. Sunrise climbed over the barren
peaks, and the last strands of spruce gave way to thin alder
branches and huge, open meadows that in the summer would be covered
in tundra. In February, they were simply expanses of snow, blank
sheets of paper scribbled with bare branches and the deep tracks of
a dozen riders who walked through here before me.

Footprints were always a discouraging sign.
Having watched them appear occasionally on the trail since the
second day of the race, I had ascertained that I was one of the
least skilled snow bikers out there. Most of the cyclists proved
able to ride in places where I could not, and their footprints were
a mark of the trail’s deterioration. When there were a single set
of footprints, I could often ride, but not always. When there were
three or four, mine were nearly always behind them, walking. When
there were eight or more, I didn’t stand a chance of mounting my
bike and coaxing the wheels to turn. The snow was just too soft,
the incline too steep, the effort too difficult.

Still, the long bike push up into the Alaska
Range was something I had expected, and nothing could sour my mood
in the midst of such sweeping beauty. I pulled out my camera and
shot a self-portrait against the chiseled white peaks. I looked at
the digital display, an image of my black hat coated in frost, a
swirl of frozen hair, a bright red face and a huge smile. I looked
so happy. It made me smile again.

I pulled out a celebratory peanut butter cup
and stuck it in my mouth. I was becoming more used to the culinary
experience of frozen food — tasteless, dry and repulsive at first
bite, it would slowly dissolve into warm and creamy sustenance. It
was still hard to coax much if it down. If I had a hundred peanut
butter cups, I probably would have eaten them all, but I didn’t, so
I forced down two crunchy granola bars and called my 400-calorie
breakfast good.






The wind picked up more
force as the afternoon approached. I
crossed the last long, open meadow and turned right into a narrow
canyon, the final ascent to Rainy Pass — at 3,300 feet, the highest
point on the Iditarod Trail. The trail took a turn for the very
steep; the pushing became backbreaking work. I dug my boots into
the snow, and with my hands clenched around the brakes, pushed the
bike forward with all of my strength just so I could take another
step. My shoulders ached and my biceps burned. I cursed the fact I
had not spent at least some of my training time in the gym lifting
big weights, but in the heatless sun of that third day, all of my
physical training seemed to hardly matter anyway.

Sure, I was fit, but I had probably been
nearly as fit for such an effort six months before. I really should
have spent more time researching light gear, learning to ride a
bike on top of soft snow, and buying peanut butter cups. It didn’t
even seem odd to me that, in the midst of a terribly difficult bike
race, my physical fitness suddenly seemed like a moot point. Not
all humans are equipped to win races, but everyone comes
preprogrammed with the will to survive.

My mood swung wildly all day long. In the
morning, I had experienced peaks of elation so extreme I could
hardly breathe. But as I clawed my way up Rainy Pass, I found
myself dipping into new depths of despair. A few times, I stopped
walking because I could not visualize another step up the mountain.
And then, just as it had so faithfully on Dismal Swamp in 2006, my
will to survive pushed the autopilot button, and the mundane miles
kept coming. After a few of those deep lows, it was hard to even
pull my emotions back to normal levels. The beauty of Rainy Pass,
which surrounded me like a fortress, was already slipping behind a
curtain of indifference. I did not even mind the impending darkness
as I crested the pass at sunset. If anything, no longer being able
to see all the miles in front of me might do my emotional health
some good, I thought.

I dropped down the pass several hundred yards
to get out of the wind. I ducked into a rocky outcropping that was
just unusual enough to have possibly been built by hands. Sure
enough, I found a sign, weather faded and coated in ice, with
simple black letters spelling out “Rainy Pass.” I took a lot of
comfort in that simple marker of civilization — proof that humans
had come through there before me, and proof that I was still on the
right track.

I thought wistfully of hiking with my dad as
a teenager. At all of our destinations, a scenic overlook or a
peak, there always seemed to be a sign or a register. We would mark
our accomplishment with a phone call home and a big lunch. But
there, on the wind-swept ice of Rainy Pass, there was no cell phone
reception for miles. I rifled through my frame bag to look for
something to eat for lunch and realized that the setting sun meant
it was nearly 6 p.m. I had eaten next to nothing since my granola
bar and peanut butter cup breakfast— a few nuts here and there, a
few dried cranberries and fruit leathers. I was probably lucky if I
had a thousand calories in me for the entire day, and still I did
not feel hungry. I settled on two more peanut butter cups — even
though I already had eaten my daily allotment — half of a
five-ounce chocolate bar, and a Clif Bar that I had been thawing in
my coat pocket. It was a meager dinner and it tasted like frozen
mud, but it was my duty as a survivor to put it down.






As I started down the
pass, the footprints grew more deep and
even more numerous. In fact, all I could see were footprints. There
were no longer any snowmobile tracks, no evidence of any trail at
all. There were simply the racers who came before me, stomping
through knee-deep snow down the steep slope, laying the only path I
had to follow as night descended. After three more miles of slow
downhill walking and no evidence of any trail at all, it became
apparent that not only did I have to walk up Rainy Pass, I was
going to have to walk down it as well.

Downhill pushing was an effort I never
anticipated. With big tires, bicycle riding in the snow is nearly
always possible downhill, even when the trail is soft. But without
a tracked trail, weight just sinks into the powder and wheels
become use- less. A set of skis or snowshoes could have at least
offered my body some float, but I had none.

I waded through the knee-deep snow and
wondered aloud, to the peaks disappearing into the night above me,
how much farther it was to the next check- point, Rohn. I guessed
it was at least 20 miles. At my most hopeful walking speed, 2 mph,
I still had 10 more hours to push. In the midst of a powder slog,
my pace was probably closer to 1 mph. The need for sleep was
surrounding me like a smothering cocoon. I did not know if I could
handle another all-nighter, but did not believe I could survive a
night out.

So I walked, because walking meant life, and
stopping meant death, and in that state of extremes, there is
actually little to fear. I knew I had to keep moving, so I did. All
of the surrounding threats — the cold, the moose and wolves, the
open streams, the looming darkness, the remote location — faded
behind a primal drive to stay in motion. Although I was quickly
succumbing to exhaustion and becoming more aware of just how far I
had still to go, I did not despair. I did not even hit the same
level of lows that I had experienced mere hours earlier, when my
toughest challenge was pushing my bike up a steep hill. I felt
good, actually, because I was still moving. And as long as I was
moving, I was alive.

Several hours passed into oblivion, not quite
awake but not yet asleep, as my bobbing light cast a sickly yellow
glow on the endless march of footprints. I followed them, down
steep hills, beside the twisting branches of spruce trees, across
thin ice over a rushing stream and into the heart of the night’s
darkness. I was lucky to have those footprints. If it had been up
to me to navigate myself in that state of mind, I might have walked
right off a cliff or into open water. But it’s hard to say how
inept I would have been if I had been completely on my own. The
will to survive is strong, and it drives as effectively as it can,
but only as much as it has to.

In countless hours of post-race reflection, I
have tried to piece together the sequence of “what went wrong” in
those final hours awake on the backside of Rainy Pass. My memories
are dim at best, obscured by physical overload and mounting
indifference. But I remember stopping, the way I had dozens of
times that day, turning off my headlamp and looking up at the sky.
A dim ribbon of green light wavered in the narrow strip of sky
above the mountains, peaks so white they glowed against the
moonless night. Stars glistened behind the northern lights, and I
groped for the elation I deserved, the appropriate response to
unspeakable beauty. I felt nothing. I turned on my light and moved
to take a step, but my legs wouldn’t move. They simply refused to
move. I knelt into the snow and let out a long, almost relieved
sigh.

My will to survive was firing just enough to
alert my retreated intelligence that I was in the midst of a
serious bonk. I had run out of fuel, finally and completely. The
will to survive would have let me continue if I had no other
choice, but what little intelligence I had left reminded me that I
did have other choices. I had pushed my body to a state of
inescapable exhaustion, but I had come prepared for the possibility
of motionlessness.

My bike still held survival sleeping gear —
stuff I had only used and tested a handful of times. So it was
strange that like clockwork, like a routine I had practiced a
hundred times, I unhooked my bivy bundle, dug a deep trench in the
snow, threw a few spruce branches in the hole, unrolled my bivy and
crawled inside.

My body warmth filled the sack and I took
several deep breaths while com- forting myself with out-loud
exclamations that “this isn’t that bad.” I reached out to pull my
CamelBak, my only source of water, inside with me, and cuddled with
the frigid bladder of half-frozen water.

Knowing I was in the midst of a bonk mandated
as much food as I could stomach, but I was only able to put down
the other half of my chocolate bar from dinner. At least I was
warm, warm enough to let the fear encompass me again, and the quick
glance at my thermometer, still bottomed out at 20 below after two
minutes inside my bag, was enough to reignite my smoldering fear.
What if the warm cocoon surrounding me failed? How would I possibly
crawl 10 or more miles into Rohn? I heard a low, dull howl in the
distance that was either a wolf or the wind. I could not remember
the last time I felt so alone.







Buckskin Gulch, Utah

May 2001






The frost coating my
sleeping bag in the morning set off all
kinds of new alarms in my mind.

The first light of dawn glowed pink over
sandstone cliffs, casting an ominously cool glow over the
surrounding desert. I nudged Geoff, who was wrapped inside his own
icy bag next to me in the sand.

“Geoff,” I hissed. “Wake
up! Everything’s frozen!”

Geoff kicked from inside his cocoon and
peeked out of a small opening near his head. “Huh?”

There’s frost everywhere! My sleeping bag is
frozen!” I said. “So?” “So,” I said. “We can’t possibly hike
Buckskin Gulch in this kind of weather.

We’ll freeze. We’ll die.” Buckskin Gulch is a
narrow slot canyon straddling the Utah and Arizona borders. At that
time of year, early May, the canyon was sure to be full of pooled
water that had never seen the sun.

“We’ll be fine,” Geoff
said. He sat up and looked around. “This is a good thing. Oh, don’t
worry. It will warm up. At least it won’t be wicked
hot.”

Our friends Jamie and Jen were already
stirring from their respective hovels. Jamie crawled out from the
back seat of the car as Jen thrashed around in her sleeping bag.
“Well, this sucks ass,” Jen said after she finally wrestled her way
free and emerged in our frozen world. “We’re in the desert. It gets
cold at night,” Geoff said, exasperated, as he stuffed his sleeping
bag into his backpack. “Don’t act like it’s the end of the
world.”

“We’re going to die,” Jen
said. “Yeah, we’re going to die.”

“How much water do you
think there is in Buckskin Gulch?” Jamie said in her quiet, earnest
way.

She was smiling, but there were flecks of
fear in her voice that made me feel that much worse. Jamie and Jen
had plenty of experience in Southern Utah canyoneering. I, on the
other hand, had spent my teenage years sticking to the
straightforward trails of national parks and peaks near Salt Lake
City. If Jamie was scared, where did that leave me?

“I don’t know,” Geoff said.
“There are probably a few bigger pools in there. Shouldn’t be
anything over our heads. I don’t think it ever gets that
deep.”

“Oh, that’s reassuring,” I
said. “So at least we won’t have to swim before we get
hypothermia.”

“No one’s getting
hypothermia,” Geoff said. “But we should get going soon if we want
to make it through to the camp spot tonight. We still have a ways
to drive.”






About an hour and a half
down the road, we reached the trailhead at
the end of a rough dirt track. Geoff, Jamie, Jen and I filtered out
of the car and hoisted our backpacks. The sun was out in full
force, but it was by no means warm. I had anticipated sloshing
through cold pools of water, but it never occurred to me to prepare
differently for it than I would for any other hike. I was wearing a
pair of old jeans, a cotton T-shirt, a polar fleece vest, and a
pair of shoes that were three sizes too big. They were borrowed old
running shoes from Geoff. I did not want to get my good hiking
shoes wet.

I had one change of clothes in my pack —
another pair of jeans and a cotton shirt — as well as a little
food, water and my frosty sleeping bag. My full-sized sleeping pad
was tied to the outside of my backpack. Geoff and I had opted to
bring a tarp instead of a tent. It was lighter, he reasoned, and we
were in the desert. What chance did we have of being rained on?

Jen didn’t even bring a change of clothing.
She had an old down coat held together by a patchwork of duct tape.
Jamie and Geoff were more realistic, and were both outfitted with
nylon pants and water resistant jackets. None of us had ever been
down the long, narrow slot canyon that empties into the Paria River
— storied, photogenic, and incredibly remote.

The sandy wash wove through sun-streaked
shadows of sandstone fins, then quickly descended into the bowels
of the ever-shaded canyon. Mere feet to either side of our
shoulders, sheer sandstone towers stretched toward a thin slit of
blue sky. The wash became deeper and cooler with every step. The
canyon walls were marbled with distinct layers of rock — glistening
whites etching stark lines between muted orange, brick red and
charcoal black hues. The rock was so smooth I could run my fingers
along the surface and find no handholds to grab; the walls were so
close together I could reach out with both arms and touch both
sides. The skeletons of pinion trees, washed in by past flash
floods, were wedged between slabs of stone dozens of feet above our
heads. It was beautiful, but in an apprehensive way. It seemed like
we were descending into an inescapable cage.

After about two miles, we arrived at our
first point of no return: a 10-foot sheer drop that required a
direct leap to descend. Without a rope, there was no way to climb
out. Once we dropped in, we were committed until the canyon’s end.
We threw our packs to the sand and jumped. Even Geoff acknowledged
that “this is it.”

My old fears kicked up as I flew through the
air, but began to settle nicely as I dusted myself off and picked
up my pack. I sauntered through ankle-deep pools of black water in
my humongous shoes and jeans as my lumbering, ill-fit- ted backpack
swayed over my head. I felt like a professional backpacker, and it
wasn’t too bad of a place to be.

Buckskin Gulch qualified as my first serious
backpack trip, with the exception of a backcountry class I took at
the university that hardly counted, and an overnight camping trip I
once went on with an ex-boyfriend in which I carried a sleeping-bag
stuffed book bag and a pillow tied with a rope to the outside.
Buckskin Gulch was my first excursion into self-supported
wilderness adventure. Two miles in, and I couldn’t think of any
reason why I wasn’t every bit as fit and prepared as any old
pro.

And just as I settled in to my comfortable
stride, a high-volume obscenity echoed through the canyon.

“What? What is it?” Geoff
called out as we rounded a sharp bend in the canyon. Jen was
standing at the edge of a foul-smelling pool, the color of rancid
chocolate milk and coated in beige froth.

“I can’t even see the end
of this one,” Jen said. “It’s like it goes on forever.”

“Well, let’s get this over
with,” Geoff said. He plunged in first and sloshed through the
noxious water as it rippled around his knees. I knelt down and
stuck my fingers in the pool. It was as cold as any mountain stream
I had ever walked through, but sickly stagnant. I tenderly stepped
in and inhaled sharply as the frigid water sucked all the body heat
right out of my shins. Geoff rounded the next corner as I followed.
We came to another tight bend, and another, and still as far as I
could see, there was no end to the water.

“Can’t you move any
faster?” Jen said directly behind me. “This is really
cold.”

“I don’t want to trip,” I
said, as my flipper-like shoes vacuumed up large quantities of
water with every step. I flattened my back against one canyon wall
and let her squeeze by. Jamie followed, stoically and wordlessly. I
brought up the rear.

Instead of drying up, the snaking pool only
became deeper. The soup-thick water crept up to my waist and then
my stomach. I had to hoist my backpack to keep the fabric from
soaking up silt water and sludge. My sleeping pad scraped ominously
against the rock walls, which were now barely wider than my back-
pack. Every ripping sound reminded me that my air mattress was
being shredded. But I had no place to take off my backpack and
rearrange my gear, so I accepted it as the canyon’s first casualty.
More concerning was the fact that I could no longer feel any
sensation in my legs. I could only hope the water level would not
rise above my heart.

I caught up to Jen, who was trying in vain to
hold the bottom of her down coat above the water line. She was
shivering violently. “Do you think we should turn back?” she
said.

“We can’t,” I said.
“Remember that cliff we jumped down?”

“How much longer do you
think this pool goes?” Jen said. “I have to get out of
here.”

“I don’t know,” I said. I
felt as bewildered as she looked, although grateful that I wasn’t
as visibly cold. We continued forward in relative silence,
interrupted by Jen’s occasional, unanswered questions — “Is that
the end? Does that look like the end?”

We met two other hikers who were wearing wet
suits and small packs. The told us they were taking a day hike up
from Paria Canyon. We asked them if they could offer us any hope.
“It’s only about another half mile,” one of the men said.

Another. Half. Mile? We had already walked at
least a half-mile in the knee-to- waist-deep pool, and even that
seemed like an eternity. Still, the prospect of any end at all
brightened our spirits. But a half hour later, when we were certain
that endless half mile must have passed, and we were still slogging
through the water, Jen was quiet and pale. I thought she might
start to cry. Later, she would tell us she was moderately
hypothermic and fighting for consciousness.

It wasn’t much farther, another 100 yards,
when we finally saw our first solid patch of ground in more than an
hour. Jamie and Geoff were waiting for us. They had changed into
their set of dry clothes. Jen finally admitted she had nothing to
change into, and I wasn’t willing to change into my only
replacements until I knew the pools were done.

“That was unbelievably
awful,” I said. “It wasn’t that bad,” Geoff said. “It was chest
deep!” I cried. “It wasn’t that deep,” he said, so I lifted up my
fleece vest to reveal my white cotton shirt, marked with a dark
brown ring all the way to my collar. Jen announced she couldn’t
stop shivering. We hobbled over a small patch of sunlight on the
canyon floor and tried to coax jumping jacks out of our cold
muscles until shadows crept over the light. “It’s getting a little
cloudy,” Geoff said. “We should start moving.”






Sure enough, the blue slit
of sky darkened to a pale shade of gray,
and then a dark shade of gray. We heard a few low rumbles, and then
drops of water began to trickle down the sheer canyon
walls.

“It’s raining!” I yelled,
to no one, really. Everyone knew it was raining. And everyone knew
what that meant. In a slot canyon, in the desert, rain can only
mean one thing: the flash flood alert meter moves into the
red.

“We’ll be fine,” Geoff
said. “Just keep moving.” I couldn’t tell if he was becoming
nervous, but I found the sprinkles of water from the sky more
terrifying than miles of rancid, frigid pools. Very quickly, the
sprinkles turned to sheets of rain, and then real waterfalls
started cascading from the plateau hundreds of feet above our
heads. Around our feet, streams started to form and flow. It seemed
like mere minutes before the water was already around our
ankles.

“The canyon is filling with
water!” Jamie yelled. It was her first real statement of fear. Jen
was very quiet again. Geoff informed us we should probably start
running.

He and Jen took off quickly. Geoff had
natural power, and Jen was probably in deep survival mode. But my
legs, which were just starting to come back from the numbing cold,
refused to pick up the pace. My jeans were soaked and stiff against
my legs, radiating all of the heat my body’s furnace could afford
to kick out, until my slowly warming skin felt like it was on fire.
My huge shoes sloshed and stuck to the mud. I felt like a clown,
and every effort I made to move quickly was morbidly comical, like
a fall-down drunk person plodding through a blizzard.

Jamie stayed with me for a bit, probably out
of concern, but even she began to put some distance on me. Every
time I heard the faintest roar, my heart leapt into my lungs. The
flash flood was coming, I thought. I certainly needed high ground.
I thought about taking off my shoes and pants, dropping my pack,
and just bolting. I looked around the canyon and made note of the
grottos I could duck into and the debris I could cling to when the
floods did come.

For some unknown reason, my fear had hit a
state of arrested development — just before the fever pitch sent me
into a panic, but not in time to keep me from slipping into the
indifference that comes with perceived doom. I could not accept
what I was certain was my impending death by drowning, but I
couldn’t run from it either. So I just walked.

I walked beside the dark brown waterfalls
that gushed from the lips of the plateau. I walked past veins of
ancient rock and through now-shin-deep streams that hours before
had been dry sand. I did not see the beauty and I did not think
about the future. Only the steps, every step, each one hopeful with
the possibility of being the step that would finally carry me to
safety; or, likewise, fearful of being the last step I ever
made.

So it was almost with disbelief that I walked
into a large, open grotto with a sandy bluff to one side. It was
surrounded by tamarisk bushes and a couple of cottonwood trees that
looked to have survived several decades of flash floods. Up on the
bluff, I could see Geoff working on building a tarp shelter. He was
40, maybe 50 feet above the canyon floor — tall enough to shelter
us from all but the worst flash floods, should one even come. I
darted up the steep slope, my heart starting to race now that the
impending doom had passed, and I could finally enjoy a delayed
surge of adrenaline. “We lived!” I announced. “We’re alive.” I
rifled through my backpack until I found the one thing that
mattered now, and tore open the plastic bag that held the pound of
cheese I had packed in. “That’s for the burritos!” Geoff yelled as
he saw me gnawing on the brick of cheddar like a greedy rat. Jamie
walked up and asked for a bite, so I broke of a large chunk for
her. Then

Jen joined in. The pain and cold faded into a
warm feeling of satisfaction. And deep in the canyon, where danger
lurked in every corner behind us, gratification was instant. Geoff,
seeing three somewhat hypothermic and sincerely frightened girls
devouring his only chance of high-fat sustenance, finally walked up
and collected his share.

“The burritos will be gross
without this,” he said.

“Screw the burritos,” Jen
said, polishing off the last of her four ounces. I felt like I had
just been shown the secret key to turning fear into joy.







Dalzell Gorge, Alaska

February 27, 2008






Warm air swirled around my
face when I opened my eyes, which surprised
me, because I immediately remembered where I was.

A thick humidity filled the darkness inside
my sleeping bag. My breaths were still short and frequent. What
time was it? How long had I been asleep? Had I been asleep? Or did
I just lose consciousness for a few minutes before jolting back
awake again? I pulled my legs toward my chest and grabbed my feet,
which felt numb. The thick wool socks were coated in some kind of
sharp, cold layer. Frost? Could that be frost?

I began to hyperventilate again and groped
around the assortment of gear near my head until I found my
headlamp. I turned it on and pointed it at my feet as I ripped the
socks away from my skin. I expected to find black blisters wrapped
around my toes, but in the soft light, everything looked normal. I
willed my toes to wiggle and they did, just like they always had. I
wrapped by fingers around them and they felt icy cold in my hands,
but they were moving, they were in tact, and I was alive. I was
alive! I don’t know what else I had expected, but the realization
of this simple fact gave me a new boost of confidence.

I glanced at my watch. It was 4:30 in the
morning. Wednesday. I hadn’t looked at my watch before I lay down,
but I guessed I had slept for three or four hours.

I felt like a flu-ridden child trying to pry
myself awake from a fever nap. An adrenaline surge from the frozen
feet scare still coursed through my veins, and I knew I either had
to reach away from my exhaustion or spend another feverish few
hours drifting in and out of consciousness in my bag. My feet
throbbed and burned as they began the familiar rewarming process,
and I recognized the possibility that I only woke up in the first
place because frostbite really was setting in. I opted to start
moving.

I kicked out of my bag, squeezed into my
frozen boots and frantically danced around my bivy spot in the
dark, trying to fend off the sharp assault of cold air. I knew I
faced a few unbearably cold minutes of down time while I packed up
my gear before I could start riding and rewarming my extremities,
so I sprinted up and down the trail until I no longer had the
energy to run. Then I knelt into the snow, removed my mittens and
began the methodical process of rolling up my bivy sack and
buckling it into its bundle.

The cold stabbed at my fingers but packing
was exponentially faster without mittens, so I clenched my teeth
and bared it until I could no longer move my fingers. Then I pulled
my mittens on, wrapped my fingers around a lukewarm chemical
warmer, did jumping jacks until they came back to life, and started
the process again.

The frequently interrupted packing took about
20 minutes to complete, and I celebrated both my success and my
survival with one of the day’s peanut butter cups and a few stiff
handfuls of dried cranberries. I mounted my bike and rode a few
hundred feet as my rear wheel dug deeper and deeper into the snow
until it stopped moving all together. The trail was still every bit
as soft as it had been the night before. I hopped off and resumed
the trudge. Some of my steps sunk all the way to my knees. I
started stepping only in the tracks of others and rolling my bike
over their tire marks, which required me to move my bike from my
left side to my right side. The new position felt strange. The
footprints were so deep that my handlebars hovered near my
neckline, and every step into the dark post- holes became an
ankle-twisting leap of faith.

My bike creaked and groaned as I dragged it
beside me. Often the bike became tangled in branches and I would
stop to wrestle it out. Many other times, I lost my balance in
deeper-than-expected holes. Whenever I came to a big snowdrift, I
had to stop and lift the bike over my shoulder. Every time the
wheels had to come off the ground, the effort added an exponential
exhaustion factor to each step. I couldn’t believe how tired I
felt.

In my swirling thoughts of doubt and fear, I
tried to reason ways I could somehow recover from that night and
stay in the race. But I was already comprehending all the ways in
which my race was over. I thought briefly of all the people who
would be disappointed, the friends and family, the strangers who
had sent donations and cards, the people in their warm houses who
were glued to Internet updates, just as I had been a year earlier.
I knew they were out there, watching for me right at that moment.
The thought of quitting broke my heart — quitting my dream, my
race.

“This is a long race,” I
chanted out loud. “A long race, and there’s still time.”

But another voice, a louder voice, crept up
from my frozen toes, my empty gut and worn-out heart.

“This isn’t a race,” the
voice from the ghost of my past said. “This is your
life.”






After a couple of slow
miles, the footprints stopped dead at the
edge of a rushing stream. I nearly pushed right through it before
my stifled intelligence wrestled its way through the indifference
of fatigue.

That was open water, and the temperature was
at least 20 below zero. Anything that became wet would freeze
within seconds of being re-exposed to the air. Wet feet — almost a
given in all of my training in the soggy climes of Juneau — were
not an option this time.

I started to hyperventilate again, but the
fact remained there were footprints on that side of the stream and
footprints on the other side of the stream, and there weren’t dead
bodies strewn everywhere. Others had conquered that obstacle. I put
down my bike and followed the footprints as they backtracked and
broke through the steep banks toward an open spot upstream. From
there, a crossing much more narrow but extremely deep came into
view. It looked like the strongmen had jumped from one side to the
other. But how did they do it with their bikes? It was too far to
leap with that much extra weight, too risky. The landing was on a
slanted slope, and tossing my bike, even if it successfully spanned
the gap, would likely result in it sliding back into the open
water. I could only guess that most of the strongmen had crossed it
with another person, and handed their bikes carefully over the
deadly gap.

I, however, was completely alone, and I
hadn’t seen another human since Brij passed me on his bike nearly
24 hours earlier. I was either going to have to cross the small
stream or turn around, and I couldn’t fathom the thought of turning
around. The stream was another obstacle among hundreds, and I just
wanted to get it over with. I had prepared for the contingency of
open water, unlikely as I hoped it would be, by packing two large
heavy-duty garbage bags. I pulled them over my legs and haphazardly
wrapped duct table around my thighs, realizing I left large open
holes where the plastic clumped up but not believing that to be a
problem. The water didn’t look that deep. I hoisted my bike onto my
shoulder — it felt like I was trying to move a piano — and stepped
into the stream.

The rush of current startled me and
immediately knocked me off balance. I wavered and tried to step
backward onto the bank, but it was too late. I could feel my heavy
bike slipping out of my hands. My heart raced. My stomach lurched.
I leaned against the pull gravity and strained to keep my body
upright. I heard a sickening splash and instinctively whirled
around to grab the bicycle I had just dropped directly into the
water.

As I knelt in to grab the top tube of the
frame, a surge of cold water rushed into the garbage bag around my
right leg. The water soaked through my pants and filled my boot,
instantly sapping my lower body of all of its heat. I gasped at the
sudden shock of sensation, like being struck by a bullet in the
midst of an anesthesia fog. The damage had been done so I knelt in
deeper to gain a good grip on my half-tipped bike, managing to save
the frame from falling completely over and soaking all of my gear,
but failing to keep the wheels and drivetrain out of the water.
Those parts would soon freeze solid, unable to roll or shift gears,
but the bigger concern was the water in my boot.

I marched through the depths of the stream
and crawled out on the other side, gasping for breath as I tossed
the bike in the snow and tore the garbage bags off my legs. I had
managed to keep my left leg dry, but the outer shell on my right
leg was already ringed in frost. My boot was soaked. I felt like a
complete idiot — a doomed idiot.

“Don’t panic, don’t panic,
don’t panic,” I chanted out loud through sharp breaths.

My options seemed dire, and yet my will to
survive forced me to sit there, struggling to breathe normally and
give serious consideration to every one. Should I crawl into my
bivy and wait for help? No, I wasn’t injured, yet. And who knew how
fast help would even come? And how would I explain that I wanted to
be rescued because my foot was wet? And how ashamed would I feel if
it turned out to be Geoff who found me? No, I would have to get
myself out of this idiotic situation.

Should I just ignore my wet foot and continue
walking? I decided I could stay mindful and continue to wiggle my
toes, and if they stopped wiggling, I would remove my wet boot and
wrap my right foot in all of the extra layers and chemical warmers
I had, tape a garbage bag around it, and limp into camp. Through
the darkness and fatigue of the morning, that seemed like a
perfectly reasonable option. I didn’t like to think about the
garbage bag part, so I resolved to wiggle my toes constantly. The
only thing I was sure of was that my race was over. And all that
mattered at the point was getting to Rohn.






The sun came up some hours
later, and I still had a long way to march.
My foot, despite being wet, had retained a normal temperature
thanks to the constant walking, which became even more difficult as
the canyon grew deeper and the footprints more uneven. The
strongmen probably thought they had it hard, breaking trail, but
their tracks were also incredibly difficult to follow. Eventually,
I started breaking my own trail a few inches to the side of their
path.

All around me, the new dawn gave depth to the
surroundings I had been struggling with during a seemingly eternal
night. I noticed I was skimming the sideslope of a deep, narrow
canyon. The surrounding mountains shut out the light and gave the
river gorge the claustrophobic feel of a slot canyon in the desert.
The stream I had soaked my foot in hours before had dropped
hundreds of feet below the trail. Open water rushed beneath a
porous shell of ice, quickly making its way toward the Tatina
River. I glanced at my GPS and noticed the river wasn’t far from
there — a few miles at the most. But at the pace I was moving, that
was a few hours. I wondered if I had ever before experienced
something so excruciatingly slow. Despite my frustration, I could
still look through the hopelessness and see the canyon for the
stunning beauty it harbored, hidden away from almost everybody else
in this harsh, uninhabited part of the world. Chiseled cliffs
descended into a thick spruce forest, which obscured the snaking
stream and its partly frozen rapids. The trail took a few hairpin
turns into the depths of the canyon. I watched the emerging
sunlight cast streaks of color across slopes high above my head.
The trail continued down canyon until I was standing directly over
the creek. A few crossings were nothing more than ice bridges over
open water. My heart stopped beating as I crossed them, but below
my feet they glistened blue and white like crystal sculptures,
beautiful works of art born of raw inspiration and natural
rage.

When I emerged on the Tatina River, I had
calmed down quite a bit. The certainty that I had just tangled with
death became more vague as I assessed what really happened that
night. I did not run out of calories, keel over, and simply die. I
just felt a little tired so I laid down to rest, got a little food
in me, and got back up. My foot did not flash freeze. It got wet,
but my warm-blooded body was an efficient system after all, and
nothing bad came of a little splashing through the cold water.

All of the despair and doom of Rainy Pass
faded into the background as I mounted my bike on the flat, smooth
river and pedaled toward the open sunlight, the end of the canyon,
and the Unknown that was Alaska’s Interior. The wheels shed their
coating of ice as I rode, but, as expected, the bike’s drivetrain
was stuck in place. Both derailleurs were frozen solid and every
effort to chip away the ice and unjam the shifters would not make
them move. I was singlespeeding, and likely would remain stuck in a
single speed for the remainder of the race, whether it went five
more miles or 150.

“Oh well,” I said to my
frozen, creaking bike. “At least you’re stuck in granny gear.” I no
longer was certain about quitting. But I remained convinced that
the worst of the race still lay ahead, in the icebox of the
Interior.

The sunlight of 10 a.m. felt almost warm as I
neared the Kuskokwim River, the same river that flowed out of the
Alaska Range and all of the way into McGrath. Those who didn’t
understand the nature of this race would believe it was all
downhill from there, but I knew better. I knew the trail abandoned
the river and climbed back into the hills before dropping into the
wildfire-charred wasteland known only abstractly as the Farewell
Burn. All of these places scared me, buried as they were in the sun
shadow of the Alaska Range, where temperatures could be and usually
were 20 to 30 degrees colder than the air on the other side of the
mountains. Blizzards could and usually did strike without warning.
Snow usually fell in flakes as hard and dry as fine grain sugar,
the kind of snow that never set up and was impossible to ride on
top of. Wolves prowled and ravens shrieked. Nobody else lived out
there. Out there was the heart of darkness. Rainy Pass was a walk
in the park.

I walked the last mile of woods before
emerging on an airplane landing strip lined with straw bales and
huge bags of dog food. The Iditarod Trail Dog Sled Race would start
in less than a week, and it seemed strange that such a quiet and
scary place was days away from becoming a circus of human
volunteers and hordes of sled dogs.

Humans have accomplished some amazing things,
but the fact they could inject civilization into this uninhabitable
wilderness seemed like the most amazing accomplishment of all. I
snapped a quick celebratory picture by an Iditarod Trail sign
before I went to rejoin the now-foreign circus of civilization
myself.







Mount Borah, Idaho

July 14, 2001






In the dust-infused light of
a windy afternoon, I was sure I had misread
the sign at the trailhead.

“Fifty two hundred feet?” I
said as Geoff closed the door of my dust-coated car and joined me
at the base of the mountain. “The elevation gain is 5,200? Feet? In
three and a quarter miles? How does that even work? Are there ropes
and ladders up there or something?”

I glanced toward the jagged ridge where it
sliced into the hazy sky. Giant slabs of rock shimmered in the
afternoon sun. Beyond the ridge was the peak I had watched from a
long distance north. Now too near to see, that peak had been the
one thing that dominated the skyline amid miles of lava rocks and
sagebrush fields — Mount Borah, the tallest mountain in Idaho.

I looked at Geoff and frowned. We had already
driven several hundred miles that day, all the way from an
arbitrary camp spot somewhere in central Montana. It was just one
among dozens of arbitrary camp spots that we peppered the continent
with as we drove thousands of miles during a summer-long road trip.
We had busted out another long stretch of driving on a Friday
morning, watching Idaho’s high point grow larger by the mile. When
Geoff suggested we climb it, I reluctantly acknowledged that we
probably should because I might never get another chance to bag
that particular peak. I sometimes dreamed about striving for the
goal of summiting each of the high points in all 50 states. Idaho,
if I made it, would be my first.

The time was well beyond noon, and the hot
July sun beat down through the dirty, cloudless sky. I was
road-weary and battling with the perpetual drowsiness of life on
the move. Just moments before I had been drifting in and out of
sleep as Geoff drove my road-weary car across the plains of eastern
Idaho. The pull of home, less than one day’s drive south, was
stronger than ever, and I was unsure what sounded more appealing
and what sounded more painful — the marathon drive toward my own
bed, or the marathon climb up Mount Borah.

“It’s just three miles,”
Geoff said. “Yeah, it’s a lot of climbing, but this is a big,
popular trail. It shouldn’t be that hard.” He looked at his watch.
“1:30. We should have plenty of time.”

“It says right here that
hikers should start at dawn,” I said, pointing to the trailhead
sign. “Oh, and here ... ‘death’ ... ‘falling risk’ ... ‘exposure’
... yup, sounds easy.” I analyzed every line of text, cracked and
faded by harsh winters and harsher sun. Why were forest service
officials so insistent on advertising only the danger of trails?
There wasn’t anything on the sign about stunning views or clear
mountain streams stocked with gold. I was far from sold.

“Since when are those signs
ever right?” Geoff said. “They’re just trying to keep people away
that don’t know what they’re doing.” I gestured toward myself as he
said it. Geoff pretended not to notice. “So do you want to go or
not?”

“I suppose,” I said as I
let out a long sigh. “I guess we’ll just see how far we can
get.”






I took my first steps
lazily, but the Mount Borah trail didn’t
dawdle, even for a second. Before the trailhead sign was even out
of view, Geoff and I were scrambling up a 45-degree slope coated
with sharp lava rocks and lined with the fire-charred skeletons of
pinion trees. My heart rate skyrocketed and the veins in my wrists
started to throb. The heat of the sun radiated off the mountain,
and I struggled to even see where I was going through streams of
sweat that were gushing down my forehead. I dropped to my hands and
started feeling my way up the prickly trail. The lava rocks seared
my palms, hot enough to convince me that they were either
radioactive or the deposits of a recent volcano blast. I eventually
had to pull my hands away.

Geoff quickly climbed a good distance ahead
and I let him go. We had learned over the course of our two-month
trip that we were happiest when we moved at our own pace,
reconvening when it made sense. During any hard effort, Geoff and I
thrived best in solitude. Geoff thrived at pushing his strengths
when there was no one to hold him back. I thrived at overcoming my
weaknesses when there was no one to criticize my efforts. And at
the base of Borah, already locked in one of my deepest levels of
personal struggle, I was grateful Geoff wasn’t around.

Soon my labored steps took on a mindless
rhythm ... the kick, kick into the loose talus, the tumble of
uprooted pebbles, the white noise of the wind and my own heavy
breaths that punctuated the harmony. The highway we had driven in
on stretched out in the distance, a string of pavement becoming
thinner every time I looked back. I wondered if I even knew the
name or number of that highway, or if I could remember anything
about the tiny towns strung along it. Every secondary highway in
America seemed to have that similar look and feel — a ribbon of
order amid a great void.

But my life looked remarkably different from
the new perspective that a summer on the road had afforded me. At
least I wanted to believe it looked different, that I had learned
something invaluable from the North American continent that I could
bring back to my routine life. It had only been two months since
Geoff and I quit our jobs, moved out of our apartments, picked up
the remaining pieces of our home-based lives and packed up my car
for a meandering trip toward destination unknown.

It was a cross-country road trip in the
classic sense of the term, but beyond that, it was my and Geoff’s
first real date — a roving experiment in compatibility and
cooperation. We headed south from Salt Lake City and backpacked the
length of Zion National Park. We pitched our tent over the white
sands of New Mexico and ate grilled-cheese sandwiches amid the
bobbing oil drills of west Texas. We stormed through the south,
living in free campgrounds amid the bugs and the bayous, before
snaking up the Eastern Seaboard to Geoff’s hometown in upstate New
York. From there we explored the northeast, Quebec, Ontario and
finally Minnesota and Montana as we descended back toward home. We
were so close to Salt Lake that I could already feel the pull of my
once-routine lifestyle. The stress about finding a new job and a
new place to live seemed to blot out everything I had learned about
being carefree and broke. And as hard as it was to face the miles
to Mount Borah, I started to feel worse about facing the last miles
of our trip.






My head was spinning
by the time I passed the last bristly bushes below
tree line. I was amazed how little distance I had covered. I could
still see the highway when I looked behind me, still less than a
mile away as the bird flies. But the vertical rise was crushing.
Geoff sat at the base of a saddle, munching on a Power Bar as he
patiently waited for me to shuffle toward him.

I momentarily made eye contact, but soon
couldn’t pull my gaze away from what lie beyond him. A knife-sharp
spine shot thousands of feet higher before curving like a dragon’s
neck toward what had to be the peak. To each side of the spine were
near-vertical talus fields that almost certainly would punish even
small missteps with a deadly tumble. I couldn’t recall ever seeing
a mountain ridge so narrow or exposed, and there I was, trying to
climb one.

“I really don’t feel
great,” I announced as I sat down beside him. He offered me a bite
of his crumpled Power Bar and I shook my head. “I think it might be
the elevation or something. I have a headache and I feel like I’m
going to throw up. I’m not sure why. Probably because I’m not used
to the elevation. What are we at? 11,000 feet?” “More like 10,000
here,” Geoff said. “It’s still a long way to the top.” “Right,” I
said. “And I’m already slowing down.” “So do you think we should go
back?” Geoff asked. I looked into Geoff’s eyes. Something told me
he genuinely didn’t care one way or the other. For Geoff, adventure
— like physical fitness — came naturally, so it really didn’t
matter whether he trekked to the top of the tallest peak in Idaho,
or simply laid down in the sand beneath the mountain’s shadow and
let the afternoon unravel slowly. He was happy either way. I, on
the other hand, had started out miserable and was becoming
progressively worse.

But I did care. We had come that far, and I
could already feel a cool mountain breeze easing some of the sweat
and struggle, so I told him I wanted to go on.

Geoff resumed his pace up the ridge. I
quickly found myself alone again amid the boulders, swinging my
legs over steep pitches and kneeling on narrow perches as I
searched for foolproof handholds. The route demanded full-on
scrambling, and we hadn’t even reached the exposed section yet. I
truly felt sick to my stomach, and I suspected it had nothing to do
with elevation.






I was still uncertain how I
felt about Geoff coaxing me so far out of
my comfort zone. After I returned from my New York vacation at the
beginning of 2001, I took a job at a suburban weekly newspaper that
folded six weeks later. I lost out on three weeks pay, bounced a
dozen of my own checks, and experienced an emotional breakdown amid
the financial disorder. I quickly signed up for a graphic design
job that I did not fit well and did not like. In those first months
of my post-college adulthood, I could see the scope of my workaday
future in all of its mundane chaos. And all the while, I had Geoff
urging me to give it all up, to free myself of my possessions and
my bills, and live my life in the moment, day by day.

I quit my job in May and hit the road with
him. He promised to show me the ways in which he found freedom in
poverty. He wanted to teach me that time was life’s most valuable
currency, and the duration of it was most valuably spent on the
move. We braided hemp necklaces we hoped to sell for gas money,
expended a lot of energy searching for places to sleep and things
to eat, and whatever time we had left, we spent hiking.

By July, my muscles were toned and my skin
was bronzed, but my mind was tired. Even as we bathed in the remote
beauty of the Blue Ridge Mountains or a nameless lake in Maine, I
started to think often about our brief brushes with
civilization.

In June, we made a three-day detour to a
massive arena in Camden, New Jersey, to sell our jewelry. The idea
was the make enough money to pay for our trip, to buy the time we
had so joyfully spent. Huge crowds packed the parking lot to sit
near their cars and drink large quantities of beer ahead of a
series of Dave Matthews concerts. We walked among them, holding out
our jewelry bundles and calling out “Hemp jewelry, five
dollars!”

I had been on the receiving end of that same
scene at least a dozen times as a teenager, but it didn’t occur to
me what my place in the world had become until a teenage girl
wearing designer jeans sprinted toward me yelling “Hippy Lady!
Hippy Lady!” It took me a moment to realize that I was the one she
was calling Hippy Lady. This girl, who just a few years earlier I
would have considered my peer, was calling me Hippy Lady. I became
startlingly self conscious of my ratty hair, my ripped cargo pants,
my sun-faded T-shirt and scuffed hiking shoes. I was a dirty hippy
with a handful of hemp that was my only source of income. The girl
bought $70 worth of jewelry from me without even blinking. I wanted
to tell her that it meant nearly a week of gas and food, but even I
could hardly comprehend the chasm between us — the difference of
how much that money meant to me versus how little it meant to her.
I knew then that the joys of poverty only stretched as far as a
full stomach and a warm place to sleep, and I wasn’t even
guaranteed those things as I woke up each beautiful morning and
headed down the road. As much as I had seen with Geoff, I couldn’t
help but long for my less humble beginnings.






The air had turned
crisp, almost fall-like, as the ridge
leveled out and I had a full view of the ominous bumps of Borah’s
backbone. Geoff had waited for me again at a place where the neck
made its first fatal dip toward the bowl, and I motioned for him to
keep moving because I did not want him to see me shaking. I would
later learn this section of the mountain is called “Chicken Out
Ridge,” and it took every ounce of strength I had left to not. I
wrapped both arms around a boulder and looked around, the hazy sky
clearing, the jagged mountains rippling toward the distant horizon,
and below us, far below us, there was still the highway, stretching
forever farther.

My vision was beginning to blur again, and I
could not reconcile the beauty of the vista with the darkness in my
heart. At moments like these, it was easy to be mad at Geoff, to
blame him somehow, even though every decision I made had been my
own. When we drove through Arcadia National Park in Maine, I wanted
to go hiking and he didn’t. So I set out alone. Halfway through my
hike, a sleeping woman’s pet pit bull lunged at me and latched onto
my leg, leaving two bleeding puncture wounds on my thigh. I jogged,
sobbing uncontrollably, all the way back to my car, where Geoff was
waiting for me. As he tried to calm me down, I was seething about
his absence. I could hardly talk to him through my anger, as though
he could have somehow prevented my run-in with a vicious dog.

At the uncomfortable beginning edge of
Chicken Out Ridge, I wanted him to do the same for Mount Borah, to
hold out his hand and drag me across the jagged edge of the knife.
But he was already out of sight, somewhere amid the boulders, and
my only decision was to follow. I crawled over the rocks, my
pounding heart and shallow breaths only partially distracting me
from the bewildering drop to either side. Rarely did my hands leave
the ground, and I often ended up on my belly, clinging to each side
of a rock as I slithered forward. When I reached the final saddle
and discovered it was coated in snow, I began to hyperventilate. I
turned my back to the trail and thought about New Jersey, about the
South, about home, until my breathing calmed down and I could turn
to face the narrow, icy bridge. I dug my fingers into the grainy
snow and crept through Geoff’s widely spaced footprints.

Finally on the other side of the knife ridge,
looking toward the mellow final ascent of the peak, every fear I
had been pushing back slammed me all at once. I was going to have
to cross that entire thing again just to get home. I couldn’t face
crossing that entire thing again. But without it, I was stuck on a
mountain at 12,000 feet. If I refused to cross it, someone was
going to have to helicopter me home — in spite of my fear, a fate
that seemed worse than death.

I felt a cold drop of liquid hit my cheek and
looked up. In all of my struggle and concentration, I had failed to
notice the dark clouds that had coated the hazy sky overhead. It
looked like a typical afternoon storm, but I hadn’t heard any
thunder. Another drop of water, sharper than the first, hit the
skin on my arms, and then another. They were so thick I could see
them falling from the sky, slamming into the rocks and accumulating
in translucent layers. It seemed a strange thing for rain to do,
but as I looked closer, I could see flecks of white. A white powder
coat started to cover the mountain. Powder almost as white as ...
snow. It was snowing. Snowing in July.

Quickly, the storm amped up to monster-sized
flakes that began to gather on my skin. They hit my exposed
shoulders and soaked into my cotton tank top. They turned my legs
red beneath a woefully unprotective pair of shorts. I was dressed
for July’s heat and it was snowing. I was hours from my tent and
car and it was snowing. I was on the wrong side of the scariest
ridge in the world and it was snowing. I could not breathe. I could
not think. All I could do was curl up in the snow-coated gravel on
the side of the trail and cry.

The mountain was too much. But even in my
foggy state of mind, I knew that my breakdown had nothing to do
with facing death and everything to do with facing fear. Geoff and
probably a hundred other people that day had managed to make it
over the ridge without a second thought, and even I had made it
over once despite my inexperience and overcompensation.

The freak snowstorm was moving through
quickly. Large windows of blue sky punctured the gray ceiling.
Despite being underdressed, I didn’t really feel all that cold. All
I needed was to clear my head and start moving again and I would
live through it. But that knowledge was not enough. I wasn’t even
sure I wanted to live through it. I knew that I never wanted to
feel that kind of fear again.

Twenty minutes later, Geoff found me still
sitting on the side of the trail, covered in a half inch of wet
snow. Tear stains streaked my cheeks. I did not look at him. I did
not know what to say. I could only be honest.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I
freaked out.” “Are you OK?” Geoff asked. “I’m fine,” I said. “I
just had this freak out that I needed to get through. I think I’m
through it.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I’m OK. Did you make
it to the peak?”

“I came about 200 feet
short,” Geoff said. “I stopped to wait for you for a while. When I
didn’t see you, I walked back to look for you. I walked for a
while.” “I’ve been stopped for a while,” I said. “Plus it took me
about a year to get over that ridge. “Aren’t you cold?” “I guess.”
“You’re shivering.” “Yeah.” “Well,” Geoff said. “It’s late. We
should go back.” I nodded. “Ok.” I followed him over the old snow
on the saddle, standing upright as I shadowed his every step. He
helped me over a ten-foot scramble and guided me across the narrow
boulder field, never drifting very far from my position and always
stopping to look back. On the other side of the ridge, streaks of
sunlight started to break through the clouds. The dark storm was
moving quickly to the south, leaving deeply clear blue sky in its
place. I looked at the peak, now snow-capped and sparkling pink
beneath the first hints of evening light.

“I’m sorry I kept you from
getting to the peak,” I said.

“It doesn’t really matter,”
Geoff said. “I guess that just means we’ll have to come back
here.”

I let out a forced little laugh. “Are you
kidding? You’d drag me back here? I’m pretty sure that’s the most
I’ll ever see of Mount Borah. Maybe if anyone asks, I’ll just tell
them I made it to the peak.”

“So are you feeling
better?” Geoff asked.

I held up my hands, still shaking and numb.
My legs tingled beneath the continuous stabbing of what felt like a
thousand invisible needles. Such was the painful price of
rewarming. My palms were raw from the lava rock and the crawling,
and one of my knees was for an unknown reason bleeding. My feet
ached with every long downhill step. My awareness was still
returning in fits and gasps as my thoughts continued to drift into
the safety of memories. My mind was exhausted from my curled-up
period of self-inflicted shock. I knew we still had a long way down
and it would nearly be dark by the time we got there. But my heart
was absolutely soaring.

“Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, I do
feel better.”







Rohn, Alaska

February 27, 2008






The Rohn cabin was smaller
and dumpier than I ever
imagined.

I had been warned not to expect much. After
my night on the pass, I should have been overjoyed to see it even
if it were an abandoned single-wide with a tarp for a roof. But I
could find little relief in the one-room log structure that was no
larger than the Forest Service cabins Geoff and I would rent out
for weekends in the woods. It was surrounded by wind-scoured canvas
tents where the people who volunteered for the Iditarod Trail Dog
Sled Race probably slept, and I guessed the little cabin was where
all of those people, perhaps a half dozen or more, gathered during
the day.

Snowmobile parts and firewood logs were
strewn everywhere. Foot-packed trails in the snow led to an
outhouse and meandered around the tents and cut a bumpy path to the
airstrip. Rohn was a homeless camp of the worst kind — a homeless
camp in a place where it was impossible to live without a home.
Although my disappointment with what should have been a relief of
civilization was not justified, I could not contain it.

I parked my bike in the sun, hoping against
hope that dim rays of solar light would somehow thaw its frozen
parts in the subzero air. I knocked tentatively on the cabin door
because I had been warned that the dog sled race volunteers were
not always friendly to cyclists. Maybe they didn’t like us because
we weren’t part of their race and therefore not their problem. Or
maybe it was because our sub- culture clashed with theirs even as
we muscled our way into their territory. I didn’t really know why
they might not be nice to me, I only knew that after a hard night
of homelessness and an early morning dip in the creek, the last
thing I wanted to deal with was a grumpy human.

A gruff man with a full salt-and-pepper beard
answered the door and immediately frowned at me. “Iditasport?” he
asked.

“Uh, yeah,” I said. “Your
tent’s not up yet,” he said. “My tent?” “Rob came in late last
night because they couldn’t get over the pass. They’ve spent the
whole morning breaking trail, so he hasn’t had time to put your
tent up yet.”

“Oh, OK,” I said, feeling
completely dejected. I half hoped the man wouldn’t invite me inside
the cabin, because I just wanted to ride off down the trail and
never think about that place again. In retrospect, he might have
been doing me a favor by simply closing the door. But instead he
opened it wider and let me in.

I noticed the wood stove burning hot and
asked him if I could take off my boots. He waved his hand. I pulled
off the ice-coated boots and set them next to the stove, then
peeled off my socks. One of them dripped cold water on the floor.
When the man wasn’t looking, I wrung the wet sock into the ash
basin beneath the stove and hung both socks on a small rope. I set
my boots aside and hoped that the unfortunately waterproof shell
would somehow let the soles dry out quickly.

“Would you like some
pancakes?” the man grunted.

“Pancakes?” I asked. The
word seemed so foreign. Was this man who so clearly despised my
presence actually asking if he could make me pancakes?

“I make pancakes for all
you racers,” he said. “That’s my job. My name’s Jasper. I do the
cooking for everyone. Your people tend to stay here longer than the
mushers, but at least you’re not as messy. Those guys leave their
garbage everywhere.”

“Really?” I said. “You make
pancakes for the cyclists and runners, too?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I would
have made breakfast for all those guys this morning, but they all
got up and left at 2 a.m. I’m a nice guy, but I’m not that
nice.”

I was beginning to think that his gruff man
with the grizzly bear exterior may have actually been the nice,
kind-hearted guy he said he was. Without even waiting for my
confirmation, he fired up his propane stove and began mixing up
pan- cake batter, even though it was after 11 a.m.

“So everyone left together
this morning?” I asked.

“Mostly,” he said. “They
all came in last night. Rob and the others couldn’t drive their
snowmachines over the pass to build the trail, so all the bikers
bottle- necked in the gorge, eight or nine right on top of each
other. They took turns breaking trail and got here sometime last
night. Boy, was that a rough night. All of them stacked on top of
each other in this cabin, all of them mad about the trail, but it
wasn’t our fault. This is a bad year! A lot of brush, a lot of
snow, a lot of open water. It’s a lot of work for us to build those
trails. I don’t think they realize it.”

“Those guys slept in
here?”

“Yeah. I told you, Rob’s
been busy breaking trail, so he hasn’t put up your tent
yet.”

Jasper handed me a small stack of pancakes. I
chopped large triangles with a plastic fork and struggled to stuff
them down. After my major bonk the night before, I assumed the food
would start sliding down freely. But despite an almost complete
lack of energy, I still had no appetite.

Jasper saw me eyeing the candy on the table
and told me I could take some.

“Some of the bikers left it
here,” he said. “Like we’re a garbage dump or something. It’s
expensive to fly trash out of here. Real expensive.”

Just as I was finishing my pancakes, a
dark-haired, younger man threw open the door and followed a rush of
cold air into the cabin.

“You Jill?” he asked.
“Yeah. Are you Rob?” Rob nodded. “Sorry, but I haven’t set the tent
up yet. But I’m working on it right now. Go ahead, have some lunch,
and hopefully I’ll have it ready to go in an hour or
so.”

Rob was the race volunteer for the Iditarod
Trail Invitational. I had heard his name mentioned in the slew of
information at the pre-race meeting, but had for- gotten that
someone specific would be waiting in Rohn for cyclists, skiers and
runners to go through. I felt a tinge of shame about how long it
had taken me to get there. Surely Rob had some record of when I
left Puntilla. If he put two and two together, he’d know I was
having trouble.

“Actually, I’m thinking
about getting going pretty soon here,” I said. “While it’s still
light out.”

An understanding frown settled into Rob’s
face. “You spent the night out last night?” he asked. I nodded.
“You should sleep here. Just for a while. This is a good place to
sleep. Out there, that’s not such a good place to sleep.”

Fear ripped away at my sense of urgency to
finish the long race. My will to continue was already fading with
each starchy bite of pancakes. Now I had a voice of reason urging
me not to go on until I was absolutely ready. A perfect excuse that
I did not want. My disgust for Rohn was growing by the minute. And
yet I wanted to stay more than anything. But I knew if I did stay,
I might not regain the will to leave under my own power.

“Stay!” Jasper boomed. “You
can help us out. We need someone to chop wood, sort dog food, lay
straw, that kind of stuff. Stay for a week or two, till all the dog
teams come through. Free room and board. Free flight out. It’s the
deal of a lifetime!”

That option sounded worse than finishing the
race barefoot, but I didn’t want to voice my opinion of Rohn out
loud to Jasper, the self-proclaimed “mayor” of Rohn according to a
sign posted outside the cabin door. So I just smiled and said,
“Doesn’t sound half bad.”

“Not bad at all,” Jasper
said. “We’ll even give you your own tent.” “Sleep,” Rob said.
“You’ll feel so much better if you do.” “You can sleep in here,”
Jasper said, “while Rob gets the tent set up. I’ll clear

some stuff off here,” he pointed to a wood
bunk bed just a few feet from the kitchen and moved to clear a
sleeping bag and clothing off the bottom platform. “Here, I’ll make
you a bed.”

I nodded gratefully at the gruff dog sled
race volunteer, who owed me nothing but still offered me everything
he had. It wasn’t much, but out in the Alaska Bush in the prison of
winter, it was the difference between living and dying. Even if I
was not overjoyed with it, I was truly grateful for it, and was
even more grateful for the Alaska Bush code of share and share
equally.

Rob rushed outside, and Jasper and I were
alone again. “I know this is a terrible thing to ask, and you can
say no,” I started.

“And?” he said somewhat
loudly. I took a deep breath. He had been generous to me and I was
already trying his patience.

“Well, my bike is frozen. I
dropped it in the river. By accident. But it’s all coated in ice,
all the moving parts, and ...”

“And you want to bring it
inside to thaw it out?” “Yeah,” I said. “Well, go out and get it,”
he said. “It can stay in here for a while until the others get
back. Then there’ll be no room for it. But it should be enough time
to dry out a bit.”

“Thank you!” I exclaimed.
“Thank you!” I darted out the door in my down booties to grab the
bike and wheel it in. I unrolled my frost-coated sleeping bag and
hung it next to all my other crap, crowding out nearly all of the
extra space next to the stove. I spread out my sleeping pad on the
empty bottom bunk and lay on top of it in my long underwear,
shivering quietly beneath a flood of apprehension and self-doubt,
pretending to sleep.

I even caught a few restless snoozes before
Ted Calahane walked in, several hours after I had arrived. Ted and
Jasper talked quietly for several minutes about the other racers,
the wind, something about a hard night on the pass.

“That Jill?” Ted
said.

“The woman? Yeah, that’s
her,” Jasper said. It hadn’t occurred to me before in this race
that I could be seen as “the woman.” Maybe that’s what netted me
this special treatment in Rohn. Either way, I wasn’t
complaining.

Ted sat next to me on the bottom bunk, not
even acknowledging that I might have actually been sleeping. I
pretended to stir from a deep sleep and blinked at him.

“Hi Ted, how are you
feeling?” I asked.

“Look at my nose?” he asked
me. I sat up. His nose was mildly pink and flaking a little skin.
It looked like a minor sunburn. “Does it look really
bad?”

“It’s a little red,” I
said.

“I think I frostbit it last
night,” Ted said. “I had to bivy right up on top of Rainy Pass. It
was awful. All that wind. Hit me right in the face. I didn’t really
know if I’d make it through the night.”

“I had to sleep out too,” I
said. “I was about ten miles down from the pass. It wasn’t that bad
where I was.” Of course I didn’t mention my own hyperventilating
certainty of doom and falling in the stream in the morning. No need
to spread that around.

“But you’re OK?” I asked.
“I guess,” he said. “How did you get across the steam?” I asked.
“The stream?” “The open water.” “Oh,” he said. “I followed the
footprints around to that narrow crossing.

Then I picked up my bike,” he said, lifting
his arms like he was holding some- thing heavy. “And then threw it
over the bank. Just tossed it. Then I stepped back, took a running
start, and jumped over myself.”

“You threw your bike over
the gap?” I asked. “Weren’t you worried that it wouldn’t make it or
slide back into the stream?”

“Honestly, at that point, I
didn’t care,” he said. “How’d you get through?”

“I just walked through the
water with garbage bags on my feet,” I said. “I dropped my bike in
the creek by accident. It was actually kind of an
ordeal.”

“Did all of your stuff get
wet?” “I caught it before it did,” I said. “Yeah, I didn’t care if
my stuff got wet,” he said. “I knew I was going to carry

it back here either way. I’m done with this
race. This is enough. I came here to have fun. This isn’t fun.”

“You’re quitting?” “I’m
definitely quitting.” “You should sleep on it,” I said, echoing
Rob’s soothing tones. “I don’t need to sleep on it. I don’t need to
think about it any more. I’m quitting here. I don’t care how much
it costs. What about you? Do you want to split a flight
out?”

“I’m going on,” I said.
“Are you sure?”

I let that question simmer in silence, and
Ted knew exactly what I meant. “Let me know,” he said. And with
that, he stood up and started stripping off his wet clothing.






I tossed and turned with my
uncomfortable thoughts until late
afternoon, when Rob walked back in and announced he had the tent
up. I stood up and started gathering up gear.

“Are you leaving now?” he
asked.

“Actually, I haven’t been
able to sleep at all, so I think I’m going to go into the tent and
see if it works better for me there.”

“OK,” he said slowly. His
wavering voice told me he was worried about me.

I walked outside just as Bill and Kathi
Merchant, the couple who organized the race and who were attempting
to ride all the way to Nome, rolled up on their bikes. I had
expected them to catch me but hoped against hope that it wouldn’t
be in the purgatory of Rohn. Both had participated in the race
since the early part of the decade, and both had completed the race
to McGrath several times. I looked up to them like heroes, for
everything they had done and everything they were trying to
accomplish. They accepted my desire to take up the Iditarod
challenge and encouraged me early in my training, even when many
others told me I was in way over my head. I didn’t want them to
join me in my weakest and most broken moments.

“Jill!” Bill yelled
jovially. “Fancy seeing you here! I thought you were long gone by
now!”

“I’m having a tough time,”
I admitted. “You’re doing great!” Bill said. “Making great time! No
need to hurry.” He turned to chat with Jasper and another Iditarod
volunteer who had just driven up on a snowmobile. I suddenly
realized Bill may have all the answers I needed. I waited several
seconds and then impatiently gestured to regain his attention. He
stopped talking to the volunteers and turned back to me.

“Do you know where Geoff
is?” I asked.

“Geoff? He’s great. He’s so
much fun. I love him to death. We had a great time up at Finger
Lake.”

“You saw him at Finger
Lake?” I said. “How is he doing?”

“Oh, I’m sorry, Geoff had
to scratch,” Bill said. “Yeah, he really hurt his ankle. Did
something to tweak it. He could run on it, but he couldn’t walk.
And he felt so bad when he had to walk back to Finger Lake after
leaving for Puntilla. I felt kinda bad, too. It was kinda my fault.
I heralded him with trail stories and got him all fired up and sent
him back out even after he knew he wanted to quit.”

“Geoff quit?” I said
weakly. “Geoff’s out?”

“Yeah. He already flew out
of Finger Lake,” Bill said. “Probably back in Anchorage right now.
It’s too bad. Hope he can come back next year.”

I just turned away and mumbled a quick
thanks, saying something about being underdressed for the cold
before I hustled into the unheated tent. I spread out my sleeping
back on the straw-covered snow and crawled inside. I shivered with
fear and devastation as the most uncomfortable anxieties I had
experienced in the race coursed through my veins. Geoff was gone.
Geoff wasn’t coming. Geoff was out of the race. Geoff was flying
back home. I couldn’t think of worse news to hear at that moment.
Bill could have told me the weather forecast called for the
blizzard of the century, that it was going to be 80 below before
wind chill, and, oh yeah, there’s a pack of rabid wolves on the
prowl over the Farewell Burn. Any of those situations would have
sounded more comforting than the news that Geoff had dropped out.
This outpost of civilization was all I had left and I was alone, so
alone, so completely and vastly alone.






Such a complete state of
loneliness was more than I could bear with
what I had left of my strung-out emotions, but the thought of
quitting didn’t rest easy, either. I couldn’t quit because I was
lonely. I couldn’t quit because I was scared. I had expected all
these things, plus 80-below temperatures and rabid wolves, so I
couldn’t let myself down now.

There wasn’t a thing I could think about
doing that didn’t make me feel physically ill. The sickness was so
debilitating that I felt I couldn’t do anything but linger in
limbo, not moving but not sleeping, not doing anything constructive
but stewing in a reel of unhealthy downtime, burning up hours I did
not have. Everything I did only made me feel worse.

Rob came in and asked me if I wanted dinner.
I told him I did not. The hours slunk by. I drifted in and out of
sleep, never for more than 20 or 30 minutes at a time as Rob
shuffled in and out of the tent, lighting a propane heater and
opening cans of soup on a camp stove. Ted eventually came in and
went to sleep. I thought about the Farewell Burn, the frozen
wasteland. I thought about the way so many of nature’s cruelest
elements condensed in a single spot, a place where my weak and
broken body could be ripped apart, strewn asunder, and swallowed by
ice and snow, never to be found.

This was no longer about cycling and no
longer about the race. My voice of doubt had been right — this was
my life. Only now it was my life without Geoff, my life without
hope, my life without real reason to go on. Going back out into the
cold and unknown seemed like calculated suicide, but suicide could
not possibly be any worse than the limbo and loneliness. I closed
my eyes and fell back asleep for a final time.
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“You off
to go training again?” my roommate,
Curt, asked as I polished off an afternoon bowl of Alphabits and
strapped on my bike helmet.

“Practicing,” I said. “When
you don’t know what you’re doing, it’s called
practicing.”

I wheeled Geoff’s old rigid mountain bike
through the living room. The chain clicked and the brakes squealed.
The noises were becoming harder to ignore. I had long since given
up looking for the source of another, increasingly louder rattling.
There was creaking, too, but diagnostics were impossible when those
sounds seemed to emanate from every part of the bike.

But the bike did have two wheels and did move
forward. So, I reasoned, it was everything I needed. Geoff offered
to let me borrow it while he was away for the summer. He told me if
I wanted to actually complete a long bicycle tour, I was going to
have to learn to ride a bicycle first.

“You’re going to have to
teach me how to do that thing with the thumbs,” I had told him as
we drove home from a camping trip two months earlier. We had been
crossing the desert for the better part of four hours and had big
visions of open roads in our heads.

“What, shifting?” Geoff had
replied incredulously.

“Yeah, shifting,” I said. I
was 22 years old and I had not pedaled a bicycle more than 30 miles
in my adult life. The last bike I had owned was a Huffy ten- speed
that I received for my 10th birthday. It sat in my parents’ garage
collecting dust from the day I received my driver’s license
forward.

But in the way most hobbies take hold,
cycling came to me in a flash of inspiration during that long drive
home from yet another backpacking weekend in Moab. I gazed out the
window at the snow-crusted hills, which were still struggling to
emerge from winter in mid-April, and asked Geoff if he had ever
done any touring by bicycle.

“Just a little. Why?” he
had asked. “Are you interested in bike touring?”

I told him that maybe I was, that maybe
cycling seemed like a great way to travel from one point to
another. That it might even been a great way to get from once side
of the country to the other. We launched into a long discussion
about possibilities and logistics of bicycle travel when Geoff
asked me if I even knew how to ride a bicycle.

“Probably,” I told him.
“That’s one of those things we don’t forget, right?” That admission
sparked a new conversation about the logistics and possibilities of
simply riding a bicycle. Geoff concluded that if we were going to
achieve my stream-of-consciousness-sparked dream of riding a
bicycle across the country, I was going to have to “practice”
riding a bicycle. So that’s what I vowed to do during the months
that Geoff was away on a rafting trip down the Green River, chasing
his own expedition dreams.

“So are you still falling
over on a regular basis?” Curt asked me as I lifted up the rear
wheel of Geoff’s bike and vigorously spun the crank, half-heartedly
trying to locate the source of the new squeaking.

“Not on the street
anymore,” I said. “And it was just that one time. I forgot to put
my foot down. Oh, yeah, I guess there was the time I took a corner
too sharp. Yeah, I laid the bike down then, too.”

“You told me you slammed
your shoulder on a tree the last time you went out,” he
said.

“That happened on a trail,”
I said. “I’ve started riding through Red Butte Gardens. I figured
I’m on a mountain bike. I should probably try some off-road riding,
get a feel for the dirt.”

“Think you should learn
on-road riding first,” Curt said.

“Yeah, I really am getting
better at that,” I said. “My butt doesn’t even hurt all the time
any more. Mostly just after the first hour or so.”

“So, are you going up to
Red Butte today?”

“Probably,” I said. “I’m
going to do the climb up Emigration Canyon first. Geoff says
training to climb is the only way I’m ever going to get over the
Rocky Mountains.”

“Oh, so you are training,”
Curt said.

“Training ... practicing
... whatever,” I said. In my opinion, training was for people with
hard bodies and minds solely focused on competition. Athletes
trained. Novices dawdled around and increased their chances of not
killing themselves. But in the end, it was all about
self-improvement. “Well, I’d say you’re training,” Curt said.
“That’s what it’s called when the things you do become necessary.”
“I thought that was called working,” I said. “Training, working ...
it’s the same thing,” Curt said. He laughed. “Especially when you
do it every day, even if it means tipping over in the dirt.” “Well,
I have to say, even tipping in the dirt beats working,” I said.
“Some lady called me at the Transcript today, just screaming about
a mistake in her mother’s obituary. I mean she was screaming at me,
and crying, too. And calling me every name possible. For like a
solid hour. Man, I’d rather ride a hundred miles a day than listen
to that. It was like we misspelled someone’s name in purpose. Like
everyone at the newspaper just sits around all day staring at our
computers and thinking about all the ways we can ruin people’s
lives.” “You mean that’s not what you do?” “Ha ha,” I said. “But
I’m starting to think Geoff was right. I should have given up the
job and gone with them on their long river trip. Too bad I hate
river trips.”

“Still afraid of
rafting?”

“I’m never going on another
river trip again, at least not if there’s rapids involved,” I
said.






I shook my head with rare
certainty. Earlier that spring, Geoff
coaxed me away from my Rapid Number Five trauma by promising me
that another section of the Colorado River, Westwater Canyon, was
much more gentle and easier to navigate. So in May, I reluctantly
crawled into his red raft for a second time, joining Geoff and his
two friends, Erin and Aaron, and their 6-month-old pit bull puppy
for a quick overnight trip down the river.

I hadn’t even gotten wet from splashing
before Geoff steered us into the pit of a rapid called Skull and
flipped the raft over in one of the first waves in the train, long
before we even reached the notorious “Skull Hole” followed by the
“Room of Doom” and “Rock of Shock.” I had to take on those monsters
myself, a helpless rag doll in the bowels of a raging cauldron,
flailing my arms and gasping for air. Roiling waves grabbed me and
pulled me under the river repeatedly, and the entire time, the pit
bull paddled beside me and wailed.

The puppy’s mournful cries continued to haunt
my dreams long after Chris pulled my limp body out of the water for
a second time and rowed us to dry land. So when Geoff announced he
and two friends were going to spend four weeks rowing the length of
the Green River during the summer, and asked me if I wanted to
come, I said with absolute conviction, “No Way.”

Instead, Geoff and I spent the remainder of
the spring talking about bike touring, about a more distant future
that involved pedaling a bicycle across the width of an entire
continent. Ever since we returned from our cross-country road trip,
I had an ever-more nagging suspicion that I had been presented with
a crossroads in my life during the previous summer. But instead of
taking one tangent or another, I had skirted every single option
and gone back the way I came. That my life actually was radically
different than it had been before I traveled across the United
States made this suspicion even more confusing. My landlords kicked
me out of my college apartment while Geoff and I were traveling. I
was homeless when we returned, so I moved into the commune-like
house that Geoff occupied — a cheap-rent lifestyle shared with
eight other post-college drifters. I took another newspaper job in
a small rural community 35 miles west of Salt Lake City. Although
that position was much more stable than my previous journalism job,
driving a long backwards commute from my downtown house every day
had started to wear down on my enthusiasm for working in
newspapers. Geoff and I became weekend warriors, traveling south to
hike and camp with a rotating group of roommates and friends. But
after he left for the summer, my lifestyle quietly slipped into the
driving-sitting-eating endless loop of a working drone’s existence.
My co-workers always seemed to move through their days in a daze,
and I found myself inclined to join them. After 45 minutes of
driving alone along the hot, barren shoreline of the Salt Lake in
my non-air-conditioned car, I would sit at my office desk, drenched
in sweat, and think about how fake the cool air drifting down from
the vents really felt. Sometimes I hated the walls of my office for
holding out the sunshine and morning breezes and desert heat, but
yet I couldn’t imagine life without them.

I was a community news editor and news clerk.
It was my job to write the fluffy feature stories for my small-town
newspaper, and take calls from people whose lives seemed to revolve
around weddings, anniversaries and funerals. Soon enough, I felt
like my life revolved around their weddings, anniversaries and
funerals. And really, when I thought about it, everyone’s lives,
when observed from the records we leave to future, must seem like
little more than a progression of weddings, anniversaries and
funerals.

The dull emptiness surrounding my latest
career advancement eroded away at my rediscovered sense of duty and
wore air holes into my aging wanderlust. When Geoff and I started
talking about bicycle touring, I jumped on the idea with every
ounce of enthusiasm and energy I could muster with my marshmallow
muscles.

Between the stagnant summer days full of
obituary complaints, and the long lonely evenings I spent trying to
maintain my sense of individuality and space among too many
roommates, I was beginning the believe cycling was my only escape.
If training was something people do because it’s necessary, then
the future bicycle tour was my necessary journey.






I wheeled Geoff’s
bike out the front door and began to pedal
through the visible waves of heat wafting off the pavement. I
gripped my brakes at the corner stop sign and paused a few seconds
before turning left onto a gradually inclined road toward the
foothills. I was still tentative on the corners, slow on the
climbs, and riding a borrowed bike that barely held itself
together. But “training” had turned me into
something new amid the discontent of my poison summer — a
cyclist.

And even when the cycling became a simple
extension of my routine, even when I left the house every afternoon
only to ride the same hills and trails, there was something in the
movement, an antidote, that felt both refreshing and regenerative.
And suddenly, the 45-minute drive to and from work didn’t hurt so
much; the wedding announcement-frantic customers didn’t scream so
loud; the hot summer afternoons didn’t wear so deep and the
evenings didn’t feel so lonely, even as I spent more and more time
alone in the sun.
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