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was almost completely frozen. I attempted to pout some into Kodi’s mouth, but he winced

and shook when it hit his tongue. He seemed content on eating snow instead.

In the distance I saw a random area of sparse spruce heads and alders. It was the
only growth Id seen for miles, and I didn’t know how long it would be until I came upon
another area like it. My vdad took me out hiking one day when I was fourteen, and when 1
asked why we weren’t packing a lunch like we normally did he responded with, “You can’t
always rely on a bagged lunch, son. And today you’re gonna learn just what 2 man can eat
when his food runs out.” The whole day we scavenged for all this plant life to eat and all
could think about that day was the stuff I could have been eating that tasted way better than

flower petals and berties.

How I had come to appreciate that lesson as I approached this area of growth. At
the base of one of the trees I began to dig through the snow in hopes of finding some
rosehips, or black berries. All those plénts I complained about eating before were going to
be the salvation I needed because hunger had long set in since this motning. I found them
several tree bases later. They were frozen, and tasted disgusting just like I remembered. A
bitter aftertaste followed the rosehips, and the black berties had no taste at all, they were too
frozen for any of the juices to spérk my taste buds. At least with my dad the plants weren’t
dead when we ate them. I needed the nutrition from them though. It was still snowing, and
beginning to come down harder. The night was going to be extremely cold. My father’s
voice ran through my head again telling to me to stay where I was, collect wood for a fire
while I was near some, and to dig a hole in the ground to sleep in. “Don’t be stupid,” my

dad would say, “use the shelter nature provides when she gives it. She ain’t likely to provide
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it again later and you don’t want to be caught with your pants down when a snow storm

comes in.”

I hadn’t traveled very far, but I couldn’t risi( continuing on. Dad would have had us
stop if he was here. How I wished he was, or even Gary. Something about the solitude of
the éituation made it that much worse. Kodi was great company, but the conversation was
definitely one sided. The wagging of a tail isn’t the best answer to every remark. I kept
thinking about how if I hadn’t left my gun then I would have confessed I was planning on
going alone and my dad would have stopped me. The ‘what if game wasn’t a good idea to be
playing right now, but it beat the level of introspection that was beginning to set in. I was
still playing the ‘what if’ garrie as I tried to‘use my magnesium stick to light the wood I'd
gathered. Most of it was slightly damp from the snow so the process was taking longer than
usual. The sun had gone down and the snow had let up, but it was still cold. I had to take my
gloves off to get a spark. My hands ached and shook from the cold making the process

harder than it had ever been before.

When I finally got it lit, I pulled the shovel out and started digging a snow trench for
me to sleep in. The ground was too frozen to dig so I had to use the snow on the ground to
build walls. It was yet another thing my dad had taught rﬁe to do. The hole would keep the
wind from hitting me, and vprovide more shelter than just lying on the ground. Typically, you
don’t build a trench near trees because snow tends to accumulate near them, but I needed
the branches from the trees to lay on the bottom of the hole so I could keep my sleeping bag
dry while the tarp draped over the top. I was about done when I heard Kodi growling. I
looked up to see the fire light catch the beads of two tiny eyes. I jumped a bit at the sight.

When I gof a hold of myself, I took another glance. There they were staring right at me.
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Kodr’s growl got deeper and my shoulders tensed. The rifle was out of arm’s reach. I was
afraid if I went for it, the sudden movement might make the thing come at me. I say thing
because I wasn’t sure what type of creature those red eyes belonged to. I shifted my weight
and the movement caused the back strap of my pants to push against the handgun I still had
placed there. I started to breathe lighter knowing that I had a gun, even if it was just a small
one to protect myself. I slowly moved my right arm behind my back and up under my parka.
I never turned my head; I just kept looking straight in the ditection of those beady eyes. I
didn’t stare straight at them; the feeling that swept over me when I did made me too scared
to keep it up, I got the gun pulled out and aimed it straight at the eyes. Kodi’s growl lowered,

as if he knew I was aiming for the shot.

BAMI I fired without much of a hesitation. I sat back from the squatted position I
was holding and wiped my forehead. Sweat had managed to accumulate thete from the stress
of the situation. I took a deep breath and let it out. The beady eyes were no longer catching
the light of the fire. I pulled a piece of tree branch from the fire and walked over to see if I
hit my target. Sure enough,\-red snow appeared the closer I got and that’s when [ saw it.
”fhe creature that had got my blood pumping, the creature I just blasted away was only a
squirrel. I had decapitated it, blew its head straight off. My dad would have been so proud of
me for the shot. “That’s my boy. Aiming straight and keeping one eye open. Darn good
shooting.” I wasn’t as enthused as my dad would have been. If I had known it was a squitrel,

I might not have taken the shot. Still the little thing would make for a nice dinner.

I took out my survival knife again, but not for the compass. This time I was using it

to skin the fur off the squirrel and to gut him out. I placed him on a twig and roasted him
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over the fire until he was nice and ready. I pulled a piece off and fed it to Kodi and then

took a bite myself.

“Tastes like chicken don’t it, Kodi?” He just wagged his tail and whimpered for

more. “Fine, one more bite but that’s it. Remember you ate yesterday, I didn’t.”

I crawled into my snow trench and zipped Kodi and me into the sleeping bag again. I
had thrown a few more branches onto the fire. The heat from it was slowly making it in to
the area [ left open for air to get in. It kept us nice and toasty until it died out in the middle
of the night. The sun rose pretty shortly after that, so I decided it was time to get up and
start hiking the rest of the way out of here. I had gone probably fifteen or so miles yesterday.
That left at least twenty if not more. I packed up my gear and headed out. It had to have
been below freezing because the sweat was freezing on my face and in my hair. I felt ice

form inside my nose; the cold never allowing the snot to drip its way out.

The snow had gotten higher; instead of two feet it was around four. Trudging
through it got harder and harder for me and Kodi. The clouds had cleared so it at least
looked as if the snow had stopped falling for the day. There was nothing in sight but wide
open spaces of snow covered land. The wind whipped at and tore around me. I was walking
so slow, and shivering. Kodi was practically consumed by the snow and he was lagging
behind me. I knew I might have to carry him soon, but I didn’t know how long I could make
it holding his extra weight. My lips had dried out and were splitting. The rest of the sodas
wete frozen solid this morning, so I had nothing to drink. I cupped some of the snow and

took small bites of it for water. It had been hours and we hadn’t made it very far. We came
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upon another area of growth, but the snow was too high and the ground too frozen to dig

for plants. I leaned up against a spruce tree and Kodi laid his head across my lap.

“What have I got myself into, Kodi? What if we don’t make it out of here?” I was so
out of breath this came out in huffs and puffs. Kodi just looked up at me with his brown

cyes.

Tt was at this moment that it occurred to me that I might die out here. I might freeze
to death because I hadn’t wanted to miss out on a hunting trip. I thought about how guilty
Gary Woﬁld feel about not going and not telling anyone I went alone. Wonder if his
girlfriend Bethany would think it was all her fault for making Gary stay. Would my death end
their relationship? And what about my dad—what would it do to him? It was just me and
him these days. My mother left when I was younger. She needed a warmer climate and my
dad was too stubborn to give up his wilderness for sandy beaches in Florida. No. He always
said 2 man can’t be a man 1f he’s never tested by nature, so he needed the cold; it was a part
of him. He tried to make it a part of me as well. I guess that’s why he had been teaching me
how to shoot, how to fix the four—wheeiet, how to skin animals, how to work a compass,
how to know what plants to eat in the wild, and basically how to survive if this type of
incident occgrred. I realized that I wasn’t thinking about myéelf ét this moment. I was
thinking about others. Weird. I would have thought that when my own death was presented
to me, I would only be wotried about myself. Instead I kept thinking about Gary, Kodi, and

mostly my dad.
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If I couldn’t make it out of here for me, then I had to make it out of here for them,
especially my dad. He hadn’t passed all his wisdom down on to me just so I could waste it

during the time I needed it most. No, I was going to get out of here. I was going to live.

I stood up and lifted Kodi up in my arms. I started walking out of there. My pace
wasn’t any fasterjthan it was before and I was certainly out of breath, tired, and cold, but I
kept walking. I would put Kodi down when my arm couldn’t take the weight anymore and
let him fend for himself through the snow until I could pick him up again. I made a mental

note to put him on a diet when we got out of here. The sunlight was starting to fade, but I

wasn’t going to stop for the night again. I needed to keep moving and it wasn’t that late yet.

I had just put Kodi down to rest my arms when he started growling again. I took a
defensive grip of my rifle and turned in the direction he was facing. 1 stared in disbelief, and
then took a step back with the rifle aimed at the thing. I thought it was a black beat, but they
weren’t common in this area, and definitely not during this time of year— a grizzly beat
sighting was more likely. It kept moving closer to us, and Kodi stopped growling and started
making his way towards it. The moonlight hit this thing’s quills and almost blinded me. It
was what my father called an Alaskan thorny pig. It looked bigger than Kodji, and those
damn quills scared the hell out me. I knew that the quills came out with contact. We weren’t

that far apart. I hesitated too long pondering.

That darn porcui)ine darted towards us. “Kodi” When it darted, Kodi darted and
then its quills came in contact with Kodi’s face. All I could do was watch it happen. And
then suddenly I turned around and I wasted the damn thing. I hadn’t even realized I took the

shot until I felt the kickback in my right shoulder. The handgun would have done the job
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with less of a mess, but it was too late now. Red snow covered the ground for the second
time. Kodi was whimpering in pain. I rushed over to him. I cringed at the sight. He had
seven quills along the right side of his face and going down his neck. Another one of the
things my dad taught me was that their quills expand and c'onttact with warm skin and that
meant he would be in constant pain until they were out. I fumbled through my pockets,
hoping that I had left the pliers in one of my pockets from when I worked on the four-
wheeler. If T hadn’t, I wasn’t sure how I would get those quills out of Kodi. They were in

there pretty deep and I didn’t think my bare hands were going to do the trick.

“Hold on, Kodi, I'm looking for éorriething to get them out. It'll be okay, boy.” Why
did my parka have to have so many )darn pockets? I mean there must be about twenty, and I
kept finding ones I didn’t know I even had, and it was the not the time to be making new
explorations with my parka compartments. Where are the pliers? I need the pliers. Then I
felt my fingers hit metal, and I wrapped them around the item and pulled it out. I have never
been so ecstatic to be holding a pair of pliets. I only had 2 moment of respite, because now

that I had the pliers I had to begin pulling the quills out.

“Alright, now stay still boy, this is go.ing to hurt like hell.” I took hold of one of the
quills with the pliers and pushed down on Kodi to lessen his squirming. His whimper when I
pulled the first one out made me want to cry. His whimper became higher pitched as I
moved on to the next one and then the next one. God, why did that thing have to get him
with seven quills? Tears began streaming out from my eyes and freezing before they made
their way down to my chin. The blood that was coming out of the holes in Kodi’s face from
the quills was ffeezing also. This would help make the blood clot, but the sight of it was

disturbing to say the least. When I managed to get all of the quills out, Kodi lay there
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motionless, no longer ﬁahng a sound, and his red fur was matting up because of the blood
loss. I tipped both of my thermal shirt sleeves off and bandaged him up the best I could
with them. I had always viewed Kodi as invincible, but as he lay there whimpering and
vulnerable, his face wrapped up in white clo>th with blood soaking through it, I knew that I

had been wrong.

I looked over at the porcupine cadaver; the meat was useless because of the where
the shot hit. Not to mention trying to skin the darn thing with just my survival knife would
have been the biggest challenge of this whole situation so far. I knew Kodi wasn’t going to
be able to go any farther so camping for the night seemed like my only option. If I had
calculated right, I should run into Glen Highway at some point Athe next day. I had to catry
Kodi about half a mile so that we would be far enough away in case the blood from the
porcupine attracted something bigger. I was worried that since Kodi was bleeding, it might

not do too much good, but I figured it was less of a risk if we moved.

The snow trench didn’t take me as long to build this time since I had some practice
from the previous night. There weren’t any tree branches around, which meant I had to lay
the tarp down and fold it over us, but more importantly no branches—no fire. It was going
to bea céld night for sure. Kodi fell fast asleep, but I couldn’t go to sleep as quickly as I had
last night. I was worried about Kodi, about both of us really. Not to mention I was

shivering my butt off.

The wind was really blowing. It would hit the tarp causing it to shake violently. The
snow I had placed on top of it to keep it weighed down wasn’t working all too well. The

howling of the wind was continuous and at a time throughout the night I was sure I heard
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growling, but I never bothered to check it out. I figured it was my imagination and my being
paranoid. The next morning when I climbed out I realized that hadn’t been the case. There
wete fresh paw prints in the snow. Paw prints that belonged to a grizzly. They led up right
to the edge of the trench wall; there literally had been a grizzly right beside us during the
night with a thin wall of snow between us. Who knew how far away it was to us now or
rather how close. The snow was still high even though it hadn’t snowed, so I still had to
carry Kodi even more so now that he was injured. Having him in my arms meant I wouldn’t
have the rifle ready to aim. All around us was tundra, so at least there wasn’t anything

blocking my view except the few and far between rolling hills I couldn’t see over.

It was the third day and I hadn’t seen a person or heard another’s voice. I was
beginning to question the accuracy of my compass reading. Had I been going the wrong
direction? Should I turn around? I decided that if I didn’t make it to the road by the end of
the day I was going to change directions. I had started second guessing myself and panic was
becoming an unwelcomed visitor. I started to console Kodi who was getting heavier and
heavier with each step, but I was trying more to console myself. “We are going to be okay,

Kodi. We’ll make it to the road today. I just know it.”

The sun was high, but it didn’t warm us. The windswept over the open area and
smacked against us since we were the only two things getting in its way. Because there hadn’t
been any fresh snow fall for over a day, the remaining snow on the ground had begun to
harden making it easier to walk through. Kodi didn’t sink as much, and even though his face
must have hurt, he managed to keep up with me when my arms gave out and I had to put
him down for a while. I kept looking around, making sure the grizzly wasn’t following us. I

had Kodi’s face wrapped up pretty good, but grizzlies have a good sense of smell and the
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wind could catry the aroma of blood right to it. My dog was not going to turn into bear

meat, and neither was I.

Th¢ silence of my situation was more than I could take. I could hear my feet
crunching into the snow, the weight of my body sinking into it and causing indentations. My
breathing was regulated to the point of being annoying like the sound of a ticking clock
when all you want to do is sleep. Kodi’s occasional whine could almost be timed down to
the minute. My heartbeat pounded in my chest sounding ﬁké a hammer against a nail. I was
paying attention to these noises when I heard the whitring of what sounded like a truck. I
ignored it, blaming the whj;ring of the wind and my imaginau'onb for the foolish hope. But
then I heard it again, and agéin. It couldn’t be. I stopped where I was, turned frantically to
the left and right, then completely around trying to find the source of the whitring. Kodi

whimpered and stepped back a few steps trying to figure out what I was doing.

“You hear that, boy? Do you hear it too? It’s the highway—it’s gotta be.” I kept
looking but I couldn; t see anything before me except a huge stretch of flat ground covered
with snow. I kept moving forward, and the sound of the whirring got louder and louder. It
had to be the highway. Soon I heard the squeal of brakes, and then I knew we had to be
close. I still didn’t see anything. That was when Kodi started to bark, and I saw it. A
semitruck flying across my line of sight. It was the road. We had made it to the road. We

were going to live.

“We made it, boy! We made it.” T mustered up all the energy I had and scooped
Kodi up into my arms and started walking as fast as I could in the direction I saw the truck.

Another one flew by and another. To my left I saw a patch of trees that lined the edge of the
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road right. There was on open space between them that gave drivers a view of where I was
walking. They were covered in snow, but I recognized them as the alders that I'd seen when
I was driving out to the lodge. I made ‘it to the edge of the road and plopped down. A few
cars flew past and I probably should have tried to wave one down, but I didn’t. I just sat
there. Tears burned in my eyes and froze half way down my cheeks. Kodi rested his head on

my lap and we stayed like that for a while.

The feeling of relief that I felt when I sat down next to the road dissipated quickly
when I realized that as soon as I flagged down a vehicle and made it back to GunSite Lodge
I was going to have to call my dad to come get me and the four-wheeler. My trip wasn’t over
yet, and I knew my dad was going to be furious with me. I guess that was why I just sat there
on the side of the road for so long. So long in fact I didn’t even get the chance to wave
down one of the passing vehicles when a truck pulled off to the side of the road. The guy
inside slowly rolled down his manual window, and leaned out over the door frame a bit.

“You need a ride there, pilgrim?”
I just nodded my head yes.

“Well get in here, then. Your dog, too. Just hop ﬁp here in the cab. It’s damn cold

out there. You must be freezing.”

I walked around to the passenger side; I took my backpack contraption off and
threw it into the bed of the truck. I opened the door and Kbdi and I climbed in. The warmth
from the heater hit the bare skin of my face, the only skin exposed. The heat caused it to

burn and ache. I pulled off my gloves and my hands began to throb as the heat hit them.
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Kodi made himself comfortable and welcomed the heat. I cursed it a little in my head;

defrosting was a painful process.

“It ain’t much of my business, son, but you mind telling me what you and your dog
was doing out there? And if you’re feeling real generous maybe telling me what happened to

your dog’s face?”
I stayed silent for a moment debating on where to start.

“Well,” I began, “a thorny pig got my dog. Darn thing was huge, about the size of
Kodi actually. And as far as why I was out there, my four-wheeler broke down about forty
miles out near Big Nelchinaand I had to hike out. Took a few days.” The driver of the truck

just glanced over at me then put his focus back on the road.

“Thorny pig, huh? Near Big Nelchina. Walked out.” He repeated my story as if his

repeating it would help let it sink in better. “Well son, you look about fifteen.”
“Sixteen actually.”
“Sixteen, mmhmm.”
“I’'m Kasey by the way. In case you were wondering.”
“I wasn’t, but the name’s Mitch if you were. Your parents know where you’re at?”

“Well, my dad knew I was going out to GunSite Lodge to hunt.”
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“Yeah, well when I get you there, ya call him up. Get that dog to a vet. And tell him
ol’e Mitch, who gave you a ride, said he’s got one hell of a son to make it out of the valley

there, thorny pig attacks and all.”

“Sure thing. Thanks again for the ride.” If my dad would actually think the way
Mitch here did, then the next few months or even days of my life would be easier. I’d tell
him what ol’e Mitch said, but I doubted he’d give two cents for the opinion of some

stranger.

We pulled into GunSite Lodge about fifteen minutes later. I hédn’t been too far off
on my calculations as to where it was geographically. I had walked out of Nelchina Valley
about twelve miles east of the lodge. Kodi and I hopped out of Mitch’s beat down Chevy
truck and walked over to the place where I patked my jeep. I unlocked the door, threw my
stuff inside, and headed inside to use the phone. My first thoughts. were to just eat, get a
room, shower, and sleep, but I needed to call my dad and have hlm start the drive out here.
Food was a necessity and so was water, so | figured after I got that I’d ask if there was a vet

office nearby so I could drive Kodi there and get him looked at.

“Excuse me, can I use your phoner” I asked the lady at the front desk. “I gotta make
a call to my dad.” She didn’t even respond, just placed the phone up on the counter and
went back to typing. I pushed the numbers to call home as slow as possible. I had never felt

this kind of dread listening to each ring.
“Hello.”

((Dad?”
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“Who else you expecting to answer the phone?”
“No one I guess, um, listen Dad—>
“Don’t tell me you and Gary did something stupid now.”

“Gary and I, no, and I wouldn’t exactly say stupid, Dad, but um—" I hated how he

always cut me off. It was hard enough trying to tell him what happened, but worse every

time I had to start over.

“Get to the point now, I ain’t got all day, ya hear.”

“Well, Dad the four-wheeler broke down about three days ago forty miles out, and I
wasn’t able to fix it so I hiked my way out of the valley. I need you to come help me go get

lt »

“Hike out of there? Did I hear you right? Gary too selfish to put you on the back of

his four-wheeler? I know— Wait what aren’t you telling me here, son?”

“Gary didn’t go with me, Dad. He bailed and I went alone. But I’'m okay. Kodi needs

to see a vet, but it’s nothing too setious I promise.”

“Well talk about it when I get there. What's the problem with the machine, do you

know?”

“I flooded the engine crossing the Big Nelchina. changed the spark plugs, but it

still wasn’t firing, so I checked the fuel tank. There was some water. Guess I didn’t have the

cap on tight enough. You know how it doesn’t sctew on right. I drained it out, put in fresh
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fuel, but still the engine wouldn’t turn over, so the water must have done some damage I

couldn’t figure out.”

It was silent on the other end of the line for a while. I knew he had to be

disappointed and furious at me. Some parents only hit you with one of those emotions, but

this was a special occasion.

“Combustion chamber’s dead volume must have been reduced by the water in the

fuel tank. This puts too much pressure on the starter motor, so it won’t turn ovet. It’s not an
easy fix, but it can be done. You get that dog to a vet and rent yourself a room out at the

lodge. I'll be out there in the morning with Gary’s dad to haul the thing out of there.”

“Alright Dad, I'll see you in the morning then.” He didn’t seem all that angry which
wottied me. I hung up the phone and asked the receptionist if there was a vet nearby. She
just put the phone book on the counter. Apparently, she wasn’t feeling too social. Wonder
what could have possibly happened to her in the last three déys to be in such 2 mood. I
welcomed people, loved the noises that they we;e making, the pointless conversations, and

the warmth that the buﬂdjng gave. I was glad to be alive and unharmed.

I found a local vet not too far away from the lodge, but food and water were the
priotity of the moment for me and Kodi. I went into the gift shop and grabbed some snack
bags and a few bottles of water. I headed out to my jeep and chowed down after pouring
some water into a bowl for Kodi. He didn’t drink much ofit. His face was that sore. I turned

the key in the ignition and the engine fired up.
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Tleft Kodi at the vet’s office over night. They numbed him up and cleaned the
wounds. The doc said it was best he stay overnight to get some X-rays to make sure the quills
were completely out, and because his bowel movements might be uncontrolled with the
meds they gave him to numb the pain. I agreed. All T wanted to do was sleep. Back at the
lodge I got a room, showered in the hottest water my skin could bear and then plopped

down onto the bed. I was out in no time.

I'awoke to a pounding sound that came from the door. Groggily I walked over to
unlock and open it. I knew it would be my dad, and sure enough he and Gary’s dad Marvin

were outside the door.

“I'need you to show me on a map where you left the thing.” He began unfolding a

' piece of paper that I assumed was the map I was to mark.

“I can just go with and show you where it’s at, Dad.” I started putting my boots on.
((No 2

“Wouldn’t it be easier that way? Besides I want to help bring it in. It’s my fault it’s
out there in the first place. I shouldn’t have crossed the river where I did and shouldn’t have
been out there by myself.” Did I jﬁst admit to being responsible for this whole sttuation? I
had sort of expected.myself to blame Gary for not coming with me or something, but those
words never made it out of my mouth. In fact they were far away from what I was thinking

about the situation as well.

-« taught you well and if you thought you were ready, I guess you were.” He walked

over and sat next to me on the bed. “A lion has to know when to let the cub go. You think
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that was just chance, a good run of luck that you made it out of the valley during and after a

snow storm on foot?”
“But, Dad, I disobeyed you, lied to you, flooded the engine of the four wheeler—”

“Yes you did. First thing you’ll learn about becoming a man, som, is you can only
learn from your mistakes cause you’re sure as hell gonna make em.” He squeezed my left

knee and stood up from the bed.
“So 'm not in trouble then?” I stood up too, right boot in hand.

“We'll talk about that when we get home. Marvin and | got this. You get your dog

and head on home.” He handed me the map to make the mark where the four-wheeler was.
“Alright.” T took a pen and marked the spot where it was by the river.

On the drive back home to Big Lake I thought about what Mitch said before he
| dropped Kodi and me off at the lodge. Tell my dad he has one hell of a son. Was he right? I
had thought the whole time I was out there walking that my dad was going to be furious,
pissed, and that I had to make it out of there for him. And I had made it out of there, but I
realized in the moment before my dad walked out of my room at the lodge that I hadn’t
made it out of there for him, but because of him. All those annoying lectures, skills that he
taught me, weren’t for him to be able to say he was proud of me for being like him, but for
me to survive. For me to still be standing even through the worst of circumstances, sort of
like those trees. Thgy may have had their roots attacked by salt water, but they hadn’t
stopped surviving, they continued to stand. They adapted to their circumstances, just like

my dad Had taught me, so I could keep surviving.
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