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      The GPS loses signal forty minutes outside of Anchorage, which is either a technical failure or the universe's way of telling me I've driven past the edge of civilization and into whatever comes after.

      What comes after, apparently, is moose.

      Three of them. Standing in the middle of the road like they own the asphalt and I'm the one who needs to explain myself. The biggest one—and I'm talking the size of a small apartment building with antlers—turns its head and gives me a look that says, You're new here, and I'm not impressed.

      Fair enough. Most people aren't.

      I honk. The moose does not move. I honk again, longer, like maybe volume is the variable this animal was waiting for. Nothing. The moose chews something—a branch, my dignity, hard to tell—and stares at me with the calm superiority of someone who has never once questioned a life decision.

      Must be nice.

      My phone buzzes from the passenger seat. Ryder Lockwood, right on schedule, calling to check if I'm dead or just lost. Ryder has been my best friend since we were nine years old, when we met at hockey camp in Fairbanks and he punched Billy Kowalski in the mouth for stealing my lunch. I repaid the favor by taking the blame because Ryder's dad was the fire chief and mine wasn't the type who'd notice I was gone. Every summer after that, camp. Then we kept in touch the way hockey kids do—texts during the season, trash talk during playoffs, the occasional visit when I could afford the flight. He went home to Ashwood Falls. I stayed in Boston. We've been uneven ever since. He does the big, noble things. I do the loud, questionable things. It's a system.

      "Tell me you didn't get lost," he says, by way of greeting.

      "I'm not lost. I'm in a standoff with a moose. There's a difference."

      "How big?"

      "Ryder. This moose has a mortgage. This moose files taxes. This moose has been to more PTA meetings than my mother."

      A pause. "That's Morris."

      "Excuse me?"

      "Morris. Town moose. He hangs out on the main road and judges newcomers. Just wait him out. He moves when he's ready." Another pause. "Welcome to Ashwood Falls."

      I hang up and stare at Morris, who is still chewing and still unimpressed. In Boston, I was good at exactly two things: playing hockey and making sure no room stayed quiet for longer than four seconds. Those skills got me onto the ice, into beds, out of trouble, and—eventually—into a different kind of trouble entirely. The kind that ended with me selling everything I owned, loading what was left into a truck that smells like bad decisions and air freshener, and driving 4,500 miles to a town I've only visited twice—both times by plane, when the GPS was someone else's problem.

      Ashwood Falls. Population: small enough that a moose has a name and a reputation. Wi-Fi: presumably theoretical. My best friend lives here. The rest is a question I haven't figured out how to answer yet.

      Morris finishes chewing, gives my truck one last look of existential disapproval, and ambles off the road with the casual grace of someone who was never in a hurry to begin with.

      I drive.
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      Ashwood Falls looks like someone took a postcard of a small Alaskan town, gave it a personality disorder, and said, Yeah, that'll do. Main Street is maybe six blocks long. There's a general store with a hand-painted sign that says OPEN WHEN WE FEEL LIKE IT. A fire station that looks like it doubles as a community center. A coffee shop called The Ashwood Café with a chalkboard out front that reads: Today's special: coffee. Tomorrow's special: also coffee. We don't overcomplicate things.

      And at the end of the street, set back from the road like it's been waiting for someone to notice it—a bar.

      Not a good bar. That's important to establish. The sign says THE GRIZZLY in letters that were probably painted with confidence thirty years ago and have been losing the argument with weather ever since. Half the Z is gone. Two of the windows are boarded up. The porch sags in the middle like it's had a long day and given up on posture.

      It is, without question, the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.

      Which tells you everything you need to know about my standards and also the last six months of my life.

      I pull into the gravel lot—optimistic word for it, it's more of a dirt suggestion with ambitions—and kill the engine. For a minute I just sit there, staring at The Grizzly through the windshield. The building stares back. Neither of us blinks.

      "Okay," I say to no one. "Okay."

      This is the plan. The plan is: buy a bar in Alaska, start over, stop thinking about the things that happened in Boston that I drove 4,500 miles to outrun. The plan is spectacularly bad on paper and even worse when you say it out loud, which is why I've stopped saying it out loud and started just doing it. Momentum over reflection. My life motto, tattooed nowhere because even I know that's too on the nose.

      My phone buzzes again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ryder: You pass the moose test?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: Morris and I have reached an understanding. I don't respect him and he doesn't care. It's the healthiest relationship I've had in years.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Ryder: Meet me at The Ashwood Café. Dotty wants to inspect you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: Who's Dotty?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Ryder: You'll know when you know.
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