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David Arms

An Ambiguous Equation
“Get the hell out of here!” I shouted. “I’m sick of you!”

   I aimed the football at the squirrel, warning that I meant 
business. 

My friend yelled too, mostly jokingly, “Yeah! Yer not welcome 
‘round dese parts! Now skeeter!”

 The squirrel burrowed where the roof of my house and the 
roof of my front porch met. I had spent years listening to his scur-
rying and rustling above my bedroom in the middle of the night. I 
considered him and his family as loud and inconsiderate squatters. 
I never truly hated them, but I did find it enjoyable to yell at them 
whenever they crossed my path. Eventually, the squirrel disap-
peared within my roof and we went back to playing catch in the 
street. 

As my friend and I tossed the ball around, the squirrel snuck 
out of the roof and onto the telephone line. I threw the ball, and 
suddenly we heard a loud crack above us. We immediately looked 
up to see the squirrel being electrocuted from chewing on the 
wire. He sizzled for a few seconds and then dropped through the 
air, landing at our feet. His body lay stiff and petrified. The smell 
of its burnt carcass filled my nose. After I recovered from the 
shock, all I could think of was how I had warned it that it didn’t 
belong here.

About two years later, my childhood friend, Jesse, decided to 
celebrate his twelfth birthday by inviting his friends on a camping 
trip on his grandfather’s land. So, one late summer day, he and his 
dad picked me up in their roofless, black Jeep. We drove through 
town, passing houses and businesses. I slowly began noticing the 
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distances between houses growing longer as we began to drive 
outside of the city limits. Soon, all signs of mankind disappeared, 
until eventually there were none other than the road.

Jesse’s dad yelled over the wind for almost the entire drive. 
“Y’know, when I was a kid camping for the first time, I ended up 
having to wrestle with a bunch a kai-yotes!” 

“Coyotes? And shut up, Dad. No one cares.” 
“Yeah, they all sprang up outta nowhere in the middle of the 

night. Of course, since I was the strongest, fastest, and smartest, I 
had to protect the women and children! So I grabbed a couple of 
the spikes holding the tents down…” 

“Oh, my god,” Jesse said, burying his face into his palm while 
his dad finished his story. This would not only be the first time I 
went camping, but also the first time I would be immersed in na-
ture. I smiled as I started wondering what adventures this camp-
ing birthday trip had in store for me. I pondered what animals I 
would see and what interactions I might have with them. I felt 
excited, curious and uncertain about all of the possibilities this 
trip presented. I didn’t completely know what to expect from this 
new environment, but I was anxious to explore it. 

After about forty minutes, we arrived a few hundred yards 
away from the campsite. We had to park the car next to the barn 
and walk through a forest to get there. As I jumped out of the 
Jeep, I looked over a fence towards the forest. I was looking into 
a world very separate from the one I had become accustomed to. 
The grass on the other side of the metal cattle fence stood tall. The 
blades wavered in the wind, unsure of where they should position 
themselves.  It seemed like a desperate and futile attempt to avoid 
being eaten by the cows that were gradually grazing their way up 
the hill and into my line of vision. Behind them, thick maple and 
oak trees seemed to bend over each other, completely shrouding 
our campsite and who knew what else in their dense, interlock-
ing branches. A raccoon suddenly shot out of the grass and darted 
through the horizontal rungs of the cattle gate about twenty yards 
from me. I turned with it and watched it sprint toward the barn 
beside me. I wondered why he would leave his real home and join 
us on the other side of the fence. I thought, “You’re just like the 
damn tree rats that live in my attic, aren’t ya? You guys just don’t 
get it.” As it disappeared around the barn, I looked up to see the 
rest of Jesse’s party guests arriving.

Eventually, someone opened the gate, and we started hiking 
towards the campsite. As I walked amongst my friends, I paid 
little attention to what they were saying. I focused on examining 
the cows from a distance and peering through the gaps between 
trees, eagerly anticipating that nature would surprise me some-

how. I finally caught a glimpse of what the trees had been hiding. 
The campsite stood a mere 100 yards from me. Behind it flowed 
a long, winding creek. A few cattle drank from it, while the rest 
of the herd grazed in the grass beyond them. The peacefulness 
transitioned my eagerness into a relaxed awe. I quickened my 
pace, left my friends, and headed down the trail alone toward the 
campsite. 

My walk turned into a sprint once I saw a tin roof and a fire 
pit peeking through the trees from the bottom of the hill. The 
slope was so steep that by the time I reached the bottom, I had an 
incredible amount of momentum. That’s when I noticed a long, 
thin wire suspended horizontally in front of me. Since I couldn’t 
stop in time, I reached my arms out to grab it and prevent it from 
catching me at the waist. As soon as I took hold, my entire body 
stiffened and my senses turned inward. The only thing I was 
aware of was the shock running through my limbs. The wire sent 
reverberating waves of electricity through my body. The sensa-
tion was not only intense and terrifying, but peculiar. The feeling 
seemed to come from within my body, suggesting that I was the 
source of this dangerous sensation. I somehow managed to pull 
my arms away from the electric barrier and slumped down to 
digest what had just happened. 

“Dude! You guys! David just got electrocuted!” someone yelled.
“Hey, you okay?” another party-goer asked.
I didn’t even attempt to discern who was yelling behind me. 

I sat for a few more seconds, collecting myself. “Wow, how’s that 
for an introduction to nature?” I asked myself. Then, I got up and 
walked with the rest of the group for the final fifty feet. I was 
told the fence’s purpose is to prevent cattle from wandering off 
to where they’re not wanted. The memory of the squirrel sizzling 
above me flashed into my thoughts. If I believed that the squirrel’s 
electrocution was karma for burrowing into my home, then why 
was I shocked? 

“You guys can’t go running off by yourself out here! This isn’t 
your backyard. You have to be careful. You could get hurt,” Jesse’s 
dad lectured.

I wondered what made me any different from the squirrel. 
I decided that if the rest of his family could continue to live in 
my home every day, then I should even the score, and I walked 
forward. 

“Yeah, David! Can’t say no one warned you now, can ya?” 
added Jesse.

Discussion of my electrocution died out as we began setting 
up tents. Our campsite was just outside of the forest, on the edge 
of an extensive, wide valley through which the creek intersects at 
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multiple points. After we settled in, we started to look for meth-
ods of entertainment. I looked up to the forest beside our camp-
site. Birds, squirrels, and acorns decorated the trees like orna-
ments. I looked down to notice that a lot of the acorns were on the 
ground at my feet. Unfortunately, this inspired one of my friends 
to suggest we have “an acorn war.” 

“Let’s divide into teams…and throw the acorns at each other!” 
is probably along the lines of what this genius said. And so we 
did. The two teams filled up some buckets of acorns in the forest 
and positioned themselves on opposite sides of the creek. Then, 
an onslaught of acorns graced the sky with their trajectories set 
upon the faces of the opposing troops. When one army ran out 
of ammo, they retreated into the forest for more acorns, and the 
valley became still. There was no longer any clamor. The creek’s 
surface, untouched, seemed not to move at all. Unseen birds, 
hiding in the surrounding trees, tranquilized all life in the val-
ley with their melodic vocalizations to one another. The cattle, 
scattered about the area, peacefully enjoyed their inactivity. They 
grazed quietly until the army, who had not yet retreated, hit them 
with a surprise attack. 

“Watch this!” someone said right before hurling their larg-
est acorn at an unsuspecting heifer. The loud thud of the impact 
against the cow’s body was followed by cheers and compliments 
from others in the group. Soon, everyone else joined in, and we 
attacked all the cows within distance. If they were lucky, our 
acorns missed and flew into the forest, causing the birds to scat-
ter. We didn’t want to cause tremendous pain to the animals; we 
just wanted to create some excitement. There was nothing the 
cow could’ve done but endure acorn after acorn and hope we 
left it alone soon. Then war cries flooded the air and the other 
army strategically emerged from the forest, whipping acorns all 
around us. This process persisted until Jesse’s mom called us in for 
a dinner of hot dogs and hamburgers. An unofficial ceasefire was 
announced, and without declaring an end to the war, we headed 
back to camp.

Once it got late, everyone settled into their assigned tents. It 
was time to call it a night, so my friends zipped up the door of the 
tent, and we got in our sleeping bags. Though it was impossible 
for me to get comfortable against the jagged ground, my friends 
all managed to fall asleep. As I lay there, twisting and turning, I 
heard the howls of coyotes and the stories of Jesse’s father re-
entered my thoughts. The coyotes’ piercing shouts made me kind 
of worried. I wondered if they were looking for me, organizing an 
attack, or at the very least, telling me to leave. The idea of spend-
ing a night in the wild had thrilled my instinct earlier, but I now 
asked myself if I truly belonged here. Throughout the course 

of the day, we had terrorized some wildlife, gotten a bunch of 
bug bites, worried about being charged upon by bulls, and I had 
gotten electrocuted. I imagined how chaotic things would be for 
ourselves and the nature of this area if we were here every day. I 
pondered again if that electric fence was there to prevent not only 
cattle, but humans, from wandering where they’re unwanted. I 
was aware that we, as a species, need nature, but I asked myself, 
“How much does nature really need us?” 

I dwelled on this question for a long time. I thought of the rac-
coon from earlier. I recalled how it had hurriedly left its domain 
and crossed over to join us by the barn. Perhaps he had come to 
our side of the fence instinctively, much like I to nature. Maybe he 
had felt compelled to be around us for some reason. I opened my 
eyes, giving up on sleep. I turned on my side and began watching 
the shadows of trees in the moonlight infiltrating the top of our 
tent. The tree leaves and branches were wavering back and forth 
just like the blades of grass beneath the cows had. I wondered 
what trees could possibly be afraid of. I thought about the fire-
wood that had warmed us earlier and a potential answer sprang 
to my head: Me. I tried to discard the thought and remind myself 
of all the reasons I love nature and why I should stop thinking 
so much and just enjoy my surroundings. I didn’t want to believe 
that I’m just an affliction upon nature. I wondered if the squirrels 
lay awake in my attic every night, pondering these same issues. 
Neither of us seemed to belong in each other’s homes, yet that is 
exactly where we were. Despite the fact that humans and nature 
distress one another repeatedly, we seem oddly drawn to each 
other. The shadows on the floor began to slowly mesmerize me 
into relaxation, and I was starting to feel like I might get some 
sleep. Before I closed my eyes, a tiny orb detached itself from one 
of the shadows. I looked at it for a second, trying to figure out 
what exactly could be producing this image. Then I noticed its 
eight legs and, without thinking, I instantly jumped up, grabbed 
my shoe from beside me and smashed it. I didn’t fall asleep that 
night. 

The next day, we all woke up and left the tent. We had donuts 
for breakfast. As we ate, everyone complained about how the 
mosquitoes and gnats would not leave our bodies or food alone. 
For the first time there was no fire in the fire pit. We had used up 
all of the firewood. Someone dumped the ash onto the ground a 
few feet in front of the forest, a sacrilegious burial. Its scent filled 
my nose and immediately triggered my memory of the electrified 
squirrel that wasn’t welcome in my home. I took a step back and 
looked up at the forest. The trees stood tall, looking down at their 
slain brother and I, not saying a word as a storm brewed in the 
distance overhead. 


