
with a snowplow driver as she swept Highway 550, one of the 
most avalanche prone roads in the lower 48. Thousands of feet 
above us hung tons of heavy wet snow waiting in their cut paths 
of granite, and I hadn’t even had any caffeine. But believe me, 
I was alert and present the whole time. And there was never a 
doubt as to whether I’d do the story. Of course I would. It was 
assigned; it was my job. 

I’m not alone in my life outside the clickable box. There are 
many of us. We might live in our trucks. We might work in a 

seasonal tourist town so we can have the off-season 
to travel, following a mention of a great charac-

ter in the next town over. We might spend two 
whole days with a community of people 

without electricity or running water, suck-
ing said water up through a garden hose 
from a plastic blue barrel to simulate 
“running water” when it’s our turn 
to do dishes. We might do that with 
the knowledge that the story we write 
about those people may never see the 
light of day, but we do it. Because on 
the other hand, it might.

I did apply for a job once in 
retail, the kind where you fill out an 

application, then meet the employer face 
to face, shake hands and talk, that sort 

of thing.  He looked at my application and 
saw my freelance work. He got kind of quiet. 

But then he said, really slowly while looking at 
the application, “Freelance writing. You have to be 

a bit of a bulldog to survive at that don’t you?” 
I loved him on the spot, and I got the job. It didn’t hurt 

that his mother had been an English teacher and had drilled him 
repeatedly on the importance of good communication skills. But 
either way, he “got it.” He understood that the determination, the 
work ethic, the attention to detail, the communication skills, the 
ability to interact with different kinds of people were transferable 
to what he was looking for, which was a store manager for a season. 
And in gratitude, I wrote the text of his website for free. 

Unfortunately, I don’t foresee that an application program 
will compute such nuance, that life experience is often more than 
what is categorical in an algorithm. Humans are not quantifiable 
by data alone. 

I am still looking for more stability in my life, and thus 
continue to check job boards regularly, but I don’t have a lot of 
faith that I’ll find something this way. I seem to do better when 
I can shake a hand and look someone in the eye and tell him or 
her why I’m the best for the job. Until then I’ll keep writing and 
looking for those inspiring individuals who want to share their 
stories with me. They typically are found somewhere outside the 
box as well, often not even trying to find their way in.

 recently ap-
plied for a full-time position that used 
an online application system. It was a 
corporate job, but they wanted a sto-
ryteller, someone who would work 
with their different departments and 
write the stories of their projects. Great, 
I thought. I’ve been writing people’s  
stories for 15 years. I can do this.

The problem began with the upload of 
the résumé. Mine is set up to reflect my years 
of freelance work first. Second come the “normal” 
jobs I’ve held in the past, and that became the problem...
they were in the past. Distant past. When I finished my applica-
tion and hit review, instead of showing my résumé, it showed an 
aggregate of the information pulled from my résumé, which I 
can only assume was designed to hit on key words…like “work 
experience.” It looked as though I had been unemployed for the 
past several years. None of my freelance work showed at all. 

I’ve had this problem before when applying for a normal 
life. Those moments when I decide to step securely back into the 
bounds of societal expectations looking for a stable lifestyle. But 
it’s never been easy; I’m rarely quantifiable. Though there are 
exceptions. There was a period when I freelanced for the same 
newspaper for eight years, so when the clickable box asked for 
an employer and the duration for which I was employed, I was 
able to click with the confidence of long term commitment.  

But other employers may have only needed me for a few 
months or a few stories depending on subject matter or projects 
required. That makes for a long list of experience that doesn’t fit 
in the allotted boxes. I look erratic. I look irresponsible. When 
really, I’m very dedicated. Just not in the categorical way they 
are used to seeing. If they asked how long I’ve situated my life 
to being available to write, to meet people and find out what 
their world-views might be, it would be different. If they gave 
me space to explain, I would. 

Likewise, if they wanted to know how freelance writing 
translates into “real world” work experience, I could tell them. 
If they asked about organizational skills, for example, I could 
say: try juggling multiple deadlines for different editors and their 
needs versus the whims of those you are interviewing, while also 
coordinating which photographer you are using for what story 
and what their respective schedules are as well. I could make it 
clear that it takes a calm head and great list-making skills. But 
all that extra information doesn’t fit, even when I am using my 
best concise writing skills.

And there is often the question about a willingness to work 
evenings and weekends, especially for those of us who seem 
so undedicated to work. But I could talk about the 2 a.m. ride 
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