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The Earthquake and its aftermath were felt miles inland. One of the widespread effects was the disruption of communications. Most people don’t even know how the basics of communications work, let alone the intricacies of satellites, towers, repeaters and antennas and how they work together. When cell phones stop working, the public goes into a panic. This was a big problem for everyone because no one was prepared. The world shrank to what people could see or hear by line of sight. 

There used to be nine full-time Backcountry Rangers (LE) at the Park. Budget cuts and manpower hiring freezes had culled the numbers down to three full time Law Enforcement Backcountry Rangers. During the tourist season, each one supervised a crew of seasonal backcountry staff. After the tourist season is over, there are only the three full time Rangers left to patrol the expansive wilderness accessible to the public only with permits. Each had a place within their areas to live for weeks at a time. Right now, Doug was the only one in the actual backcountry portion of the park. With the earthquake, he was busy. Doug was used to it; in fact, he liked it that way.

Doug tried to raise the base camp right after the quake, with no reply. His mobile radio wouldn’t connect to the repeater. He knew the cell phone would get nowhere out here. It never could. He tried his satellite phone. He could call out, but the main camp ranger station was not picking up. The only way he could connect would be if he could call someone else’s satellite phone. Unfortunately, the other park personnel who had them were not picking up. This meant Doug was once again working alone out in the wilderness, not something uncommon for his kind of Backcountry Ranger.

Doug knew the problem was most likely with the repeater tower. He didn’t attribute it to the quake. He didn’t think it would affect it comms this far inland. Afterall, they had been having problems with the towers about every other month. 

Normally all it took was someone coming out to reboot them. These newfangled computer-driven repeater units were linked to all the other ones mounted at the remote stations and the main complex.  The repeaters were the source of most of their problems. The IT guy in charge of communications swore by them, claiming the system was robust and reliable, but it never ended up being him going up to the pinnacle and resetting things. Instead, it was usually him or Stephen who had to do it. Doug hated those things. 

Oh, the joys of the backcountry. With Stephen in San Diego, Doug knew it was up to him to go reset it. It didn’t matter if Stephen was in San Diego or not. he wouldn’t be able to get ahold of him anyway. Doug had to go try the Mac solution. Troubleshooting 101 with a computer? Turn it off, let it think about what it did, hoping it figured it out so you would not have to do it again, turn it back on. If it did not work did again. He hoped it worked or that song would be stuck in his head all day.

Doug spent most of the morning traveling up to the rocky peak where the park’s radio repeater was. This took a lot longer than normal. There were downed trees blocking part or all of some of the roads he was taking. Doug had to cut and pull or roll the debris out of the way of his truck. With all the other damage he saw along the way, he made sure to stop and check the couple of bridges on the route before he tried to drive across them. Close to the peak, some of the glorified goat trails masquerading as the road was gone, slipped down the side of the ridge, forcing Doug to continue on foot. 

Doug knew it was a lost cause before he got to the base of the tower because normally, he could see the top of the tower through the trees by now. This time, he couldn’t. No tower could definitely explain no signal and no comms. On up the trail he went. 

Reaching the peak, he could see the concrete stubs the tower used to be bolted to. Only one leg was still attached now, the tower stretched out over the opposite side of the pinnacle. Doug pulled out his phone. He had to show the boss what the condition of the tower was, and pictures were easier, even if he had to hand deliver them. He knew his boss would never come up here short of a helicopter or a Congressional visit.

Things were looking more and more strange as Doug examined where the bolts were sheared from the three concrete stubs still in the ground. He tried to find the fourth one but all he saw was a hole in the ground. He scanned the remains of the bottom of the tower thinking he would never find it there. There it was, still bolted to the bottom of one of the legs. Shit! Something strong enough to not only rip the tower from it stubs but pull a bolt out. 

Doug looked back to where the tower used to be. In the middle of the base of the tower footprint was where the housing for the solar array and battery bank were, or where they were supposed to be. When the tower went over, either the cable leading up the tower or the tower legs themselves plucked all that gear up and tossed it over the side with the tower. This was not a normal quake!

Doug shot some more pics of the base before moving towards the remains of the tower. He had to be careful. The destroyed tower was proof of how unstable it all was up here. He moved cautiously towards the edge of the pinnacle where the legs of the tower were jutting up into the air. 

One of Doug’s major safety concerns was the location of the batteries and cables. Up here was no place to end up against a live wire. He had a healthy respect for what electrons could do, especially in big bunches. The lesson was brought home to him years ago assisting with a body recovery off a large transmission tower. A bag of charcoal briquettes would’ve looked more human than that man’s body did. He was charred so bad, there was no smell to him.

He worked his way forward, stopping frequently to add to the pictures in his phone. He didn’t bother digging the tiny camera out of his chest rig. That was for more important things. The ones he was taking right now would just get dumped into the computer when he got to main camp.

Soon Doug could look down the length of the tower as it stretched out down below him. He could see the trail of debris beyond the end of the tower. That mangled junk down there represented what once was the main central communications tower for the park. Not for the first time he cursed technology and its fragile nature. 

Doug spent the rest of his day making his way down to the main park center to report the problem and check in. It just seemed to take forever. Just like his trip to the repeater, he had to deal with trees, road problems and worries about the bridges. Finally, Doug got to the main administrative building. 

“There you are! I was worried you might have fallen off the planet! What took you so long?”

“Nice to see you too, boss. I went up to check why the radios were out.”

“And?”

“Chad the IT guy is going to have to set up a whole new system. Someone is gonna have to go up there and put up a new tower. The roads and bridges need clear. It is a mess out there!”

“So much for Chad’s system”

“More like his Poseidon adventure...” Doug grinned, even though it was no laughing matter.

“The transmitter is still attached to the tower. The problem is, the tower is no longer attached to the pinnacle. It’s pulled free and fell halfway down the hillside, smashing everything attached to it in the process.”

“Damn! With everything going on, we won’t have anything usable till at least spring or summer.”

“That long? Wait, what else is going on? What am I missing?” Doug asked confused by Matthew’s response

“Doug, you have been in the bush too long. You had better get a strong cup of coffee before I even begin to tell you what has been going on in the civilized world.” Matthew filled his coffee reaching into his special drawer to add that little something extra. He gestured to Doug. Doug shook his head no. He was too concerned what was going on and if his family was ok.

It didn’t take long for Matthew to tell Doug what had gone on while he was in the backcountry. He told him about the tsunami and the chain reaction caused by it. Matthew explained as much as he knew so far. And here Doug always worried about earthquakes when he was working Yellowstone. 

Doug stood there in the front office area as his boss went through all the gory details he knew up to this point. Halfway through, Tiffany joined them, a serious look on her face. Doug understood it more now than when he first walked in. If he had this information, then he would not have said what he said when he first saw her. Man, did he feel like an ass right now. He had to apologize to her later. 

“So, you see, Doug? All the temps are gone for the season, half the permanent party hasn’t checked in, and we still have shit going on I need checked out. I got Tiffany running the checks and patrols down here in the front country with the other guys. 

“You are the only one I got that I can send to the back half of the park. You got to ID the problem areas for me so I can send others to take care of them while you move on sweeping the next. You know I wouldn’t ask this of you, by yourself without help, if I had anyone else who was familiar with the area, the danger or could do it without hurting themselves or worse getting killed. You know I’m right or I wouldn’t be asking you.” Doug could see Matthew’s pleading eyes and if he waited just a few minutes longer Matthew might fall to his knees. He would like to see that. His father always said the bastard never been on his knees unless a promotion was on the line and it had nothing to do with praying. He didn’t want to embarrass Matthew in front of Tiffany.

“Damn it! I guess that makes sense, except I can’t call you to get the other guys headed my way since the radio repeater is down.”

“I’ll tell Chad when he gets in to start building a repeater package to cover the gap until we can get a new tower in place.”

“OK. Main roads and bridges first I take it?”

“Actually, that will be second. We got lucky. Most of the campers were gone, and the few down here left after the quake. The only ones we still have to worry about are the four groups registered for the Backcountry and Wilderness sections. I need you to check on them and make sure they are ok. When you find them, strongly suggest they cut their trip short and head back.” He took a deep breath “Once they are gone, well, we aren’t taking any new campers in right now. I’m closing the park until we get a handle on things. With the other four groups gone, we can focus on infrastructure and repairs.”

“Anything else you need me to do? Muck the stalls? Whitewash the fence?”

“Smart ass. No, there isn’t. Before I get sidetracked father, how’s your mom?” 

“Dad said it’s almost over.”

“That’s too bad. I really liked her. Make sure you check in with them before you go back into the middle of nowhere.”

“I’m going to call him as soon as we are through here.”

“Tell your dad, your family is in our prayers.”

“I will and we appreciate it. We really do.”

“If it wasn’t for all this other bullshit and the people MIA out in the park, I’d tell you to go on over there and be with them. They need you.”

“I’ll go over maybe tomorrow evening after I find our lost campers. Right now Dad and Angelique have it covered.”

“I know it’s a shitty reason to have your daughter visit, but at least you are getting to spend some more time with her.”

“Yeah, I was thinking of dragging her out to the cabin for a few weeks to unwind, after it’s over.”

“That sounds really nice, and there won’t be any campers in the park to disturb your father daughter time.” Mathew took a deep breath before he continued. “I wish my son was interested in outdoor stuff like that. If I brought my kid out here, all I’d hear is bitching about weak WiFi and no cell signal. Your daughter is an absolute treasure, Doug.”

“Don’t I know it.” Doug couldn’t help but think of his own son, a son who wouldn’t even think to talk to him unless under threat of death. He was a real clone of his mother’s.

“Alright Doug. If you are going to get everything done, time to quit kibitzing and get to work. Tiffany has the packets for the four groups ready for you. For now, she already has her marching orders to clear the roads and inspect the bridges and drainages in the front country so she will have her crews busy for the next few days. Just identify where we need to fix shit, and we will address it in turn. For now, find the campers and clear the park of outsiders, then get your ass over to be with your dad.” 

Doug looked over at Tiffany. She just smiled and shook her head side to side before she spoke.

“Don’t worry, it’s just some simple groups; a busload of geriatric nuns, two pre-school classes full of blind autistic kids, and that agoraphobic encounter group” she said with a smile as she handed over the packets of info.

“You’re real fucken funny. I ought to kick you in your good knee.”

“Joke’s on you. I don’t have a good knee.”

Doug looked in the packets. Two groups of two and two groups of four. Not too bad, other than they were spread to the four corners of the backcountry.

“I’ll get on this first thing in the morning, boss.”

“Good. The sooner we can clear up the stragglers, the sooner we can focus on resetting and fixing all the crap shook loose.”

“OK, I’m going to make a couple phone calls, grab the stuff from the other building, fill the truck and head back to the cabin.”

“Don’t forget the crap from the snack bar while you are at it.”

“Already on my list, not that I know what to do with sixty pounds of hot dogs.”

“At least it’s not veggie burgers and tofu like last year.” Tiffany added.

“No shit! I couldn’t even use it for bait to lure in real food. The raccoons wouldn’t even touch it.”

“Not my fault guys. I didn’t order it.”

“Yeah, but you signed off on it, boss.” Doug said.

“At least Janice isn’t here anymore. I hate to think about how much she would be bitching how the earthquake was an inconvenience and how she couldn’t work late since we didn’t request it thirty days in advance.” Tiffany spat.

“I never did hear why you two hated one another, other than she was a bitch.” Doug wondered aloud.

“Other than she was stupid, self-centered, full of herself, backstabber, mealy-mouthed, and a raging assclown? I can’t put my finger on it.” 

Doug knew Janice was always a good topic to get Tiffany spun up.

“That’s OK. I know you are just sad she isn’t here to teach more classes in vertical rescue.” Doug smiled at Tiffany’s expression as their boss cut in.

“You two behave. Doug, you got shit to do, and Tiffany, you got sweeps to organize.”

“Yes Sir.” They replied together and walked out to their respective chores.
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Outside the Office
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Doug had a full plate of activities to do all by himself. Not for the first time he wished this had happened two weeks ago when they had all the Rangers and the summer hires here that could take care of a lot of this stuff. ‘Oh well, that’s why the full-time staff gets paid the big bucks’ he snorted to himself as he went about his preparations to return to his cabin. 

In the other building was the Snack Bar. It was there for the staff not the public. It was only in use Spring, Summer and Fall. There weren’t enough staff around after the temp hires left for the winter. Everyone chipped in a small amount at the start of the season, and weekly or monthly dues were paid in from all who used it. At the end of the tourist season and the temps would leave, everything would just sit and rot or get freezer burn. Worse, the permanent party had to clean up the mess. Eventually rather than throw it all away in the spring, Doug hatched an idea during one of their annual team building exercises otherwise known as a long day of spring-cleaning. He paid into the fund every year but was almost never there to use it. Instead of throwing the shit away in the spring, he would clean it out in the fall, splitting the stuff with the others on the over-winter staff. His boss didn’t care as long as things were clean and reset for the Spring.

Now here he was, looking through the leftovers, trying to gauge how many boxes he would need to pack it up. After a quick glance, he reminded himself to get his phone calls done before he got too distracted packing boxes.

Doug called his father’s house. He lived not too far from the park, a matter of necessity for his father. He had to be close since he was once one of the Rangers here in the Park. When he retired, he bought a small convenience store and was selling food, fuel and supplies to the campers these days.

Most days he would have called the store if he wanted to talk to him, but this wasn’t most days and hadn’t been for many months now. His father was spending more time at home to be with his wife, Doug’s mother.

His mother had been fighting Cancer off and on for years, but this time they all knew she wouldn’t win. She fought as hard as she could, but the end was very near. 

With real hard line telephone access, Doug was taking the opportunity to check in with his father, making sure everything was good with him at the house from the quake.  It was good to hear his voice when he picked up, even as sad as it was.

“We are ok. Nothing broken with all the shaking.”

“That’s good. I was worried when Mathew told me about everything getting trashed up and down the coast.”

“You keep an eye on that Bureaucrat boss of yours. He’s ok people but he needs you, Stephen, and Tiffany there. He will fold like a cheap suit in a crisis.”

“It’s ok. He did something smart. He has Tiffany running the front country now and I’m it in the backcountry.”

“Where’s all the others?”

“Budget cuts. We cut all the temps and summer hires loose about a week ago.”

“Did he steal Stephen too?”

“No, he’s down in Southern California. His mom was having surgery the middle of last week, so I’m sure he’s got her all squared away and will be heading back soon.”

“He’s probably going to have to drive. The news said all flights along the West Coast are hosed for now.”

“Well, that boy has enough leave saved up, it won’t even put a dent in it if it takes him a week or two.”

“Hell, he can’t have saved up that much leave. He’s only twelve!”

“Dad, he’s damn near thirty!”

“Sure as hell doesn’t look it.”

“How’s Angelique holding up?”

“She’s doing great! She and Alek are running the store just fine without me.”

“You be careful! Child Labor laws exist here, unlike Russia. She’s only 17.”

“Ha! Seventeen going on thirty more like it! She’s your daughter. It’s a struggle with those two not having adult supervision, but Alek is swapping off back and forth doing two hours at a time. He says sometimes he has to call her back in for her shift.”

“Back in?” 

“Yeah, she has one of your old books and is across the street up in the trees trying to identify plants or find weather patterns in the shape of moss chunks or something. You know Alek. He wouldn’t know a Beech from a Pine if you labeled them and hit him with them.”

“That’s Alek. Strong like Ox, smart like Ox, at least in the woods.”

“His strong suit was definitely elsewhere, but he’s a loyal friend and his other talents are useful.”

“True. He’s the ‘I know a guy’ kinda guy all day long. Just make sure he doesn’t teach too much of that to your granddaughter.”

“Alek would never do that. He treats her like his own granddaughter.”

“Yeah, well he taught me a shitload of it when I was a kid.”

“And it served you well when you were working down on the border too, didn’t it.”

“You got me there.”

An extended silence hung there as both tried to find a better topic to talk about than the one they knew was coming. It didn’t work.

“How’s Mom doing?”

The phone was silent again.

“She’s not hurting right now. My heart tells me it will be soon.”

“With all the crazy stuff from the quake, I won’t be able to make it over there tonight, but I’ll try to clear everything up and get there tomorrow night and stay for a day or two.”

“That would be good, but are you sure you can spare the time?”

“My boss said we are all in his prayers and has no issues with it other than getting some last-minute campers shooed out of the park. Once they are out, he’s closing down for recovery operations.”

“Shit! I didn’t think he had it in him! Closing the Park? He did something smart.”

“Yeah, so as soon as I get the lost puppies corralled tomorrow, I should be able to make it down late tomorrow night or the next morning.”

“That should be soon enough. You be careful.”

“You know me. I will.”

“I mean it. You don’t have back-up.”

“I promise. I will Dad.”

“Good. Now get to work.”
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Doug’s head was swirling and churning on things all the way to the cabin. Matthew dumped a lot of stuff on him to get done tomorrow. He dangled the carrot, the faster you can get it done the quicker you can get to your poor sick mother. He hated Matthew for that. Matthew knew exactly what he was doing. He knew how much Doug’s mother meant to him and used her to manipulate him. Doug always defended Matthew to his father but maybe this time he was right. He was getting spun up. It was a good thing the cabin was not too far away.

Doug knew it was irrational, but for some reason he always seemed to relax when the cabin came into view sight. Something about just seeing the old stone cabin put a lot of things into perspective. Could it be it reminded him of a simpler time and place when things were not as complicated. A time when a man’s word meant something. The cabin was a product of the Civilian Conservation Corps back in the late thirties, along with many other bridges, Ranger Stations and fire towers all along the West. This one was one of the remote ranger stations from back in the day.  

Doug let out a sigh as he remembered when his father would bring him here as a kid. Doug hoped he would have time to pass the stories on to Angelique. He wanted to tell her about its original design to accommodate six Rangers operating out of it at a time. It had everything a state-of-the-art late thirties Ranger Station needed. The main room in front was a combination-use room, holding the kitchen, space for a dining table, a large stone fireplace, a pair of wooden desks, a bookshelf, and a row of large built in storage cabinets for the outdoor gear each Ranger would need.

Doug still had a couple pictures on the wall from the late forties showing the main room, complete with Rangers working and living out of this station. A big part of him wished it had never been renovated later. He would love to have it back to this original condition. Such was the price of Progress. 

Doug had things to do before he went into the cabin. He drove up to the large barn across the access drive. It was newer than the stone cabin. It was built in the sixties to replace the smaller, older barn dating back to the original cabin. The first barn was for the Ranger’s horses. Once things went mechanized, they upgraded to the larger one he was using now.

Doug pulled his truck into the barn to offload the stuff from the snack bar. He didn’t want to drag it around in the back of the truck tomorrow. He might need the space if he was driving campers out of the backwoods. It would also make it easier to get the bicycle in and out. 

Bicycle. He hated the darn things. He had to use them a lot, but it was a pain to carry enough gear to make it worthwhile. Not enough space for his med pack and rescue gear. He grinned despite being alone. He remembered the phrase he was taught and later taught other medics. ‘A Paramedic without their monitor and drug box is someone who can tell you exactly what is going wrong that they can’t do a damn thing about.’

He kept telling himself he had to make sure his bicycle was ready for tomorrow as he unloaded the boxes from his truck into the freezer and onto shelves. According to Tiffany’s notes, at least one of the groups was cycling. He looked over at it sitting on its maintenance stand. He may as well check it tonight and put it in the truck. One less thing to do in the morning. 

Doug went over to the two-wheeled torture device. All the normal stuff was in its place. Tool kit, pump, light, pannier racks, water bottles, all were there. The tires were up to pressure and the gears shifted as they should. He had a habit of always checking and resetting things whenever he put the bicycle back onto the maintenance stand. 

He didn’t know what shape the campers would be in when he found them. He waged a mental tug-of-war he both won and lost. He grabbed the pre-loaded panniers from the shelf. The bag on the top of the rack had a small set of bare minimum rescue gear while the two side panniers had a small but comprehensive medical kit. 

As he loaded the med kit, a small corner of his brain reminded him he had to get off his ass and take care of his Paramedic recertification this upcoming spring. He didn’t want to forget after how hard he worked to get it. He would have been fine if it was the 150-question paper test but nooo it was when they switched to that fucking computer adaptive test. It took him three times and a couple of extra classes before he passed. He swore he would not let his certs expire. 

He memorized that rule from the NREMT because he NEVER WANTED TO TAKE THAT DAMN TEST AGAIN: ‘Emergency Medical Technicians of all levels had to periodically recertify they maintained their skills and were still currently able to perform their tasks at the level required.’ 

Backcountry (LE) Rangers had to maintain at least an EMT level. Even though keeping his qualification was easier than getting them the first time, Doug still dreaded recertifying every time it he had to do it. He had to spend weeks studying to get smart enough to survive all the classes he had to take. The last time had to be one of the hardest. 

Doug got himself in a bind. He was close to expiring and needed to find a course quick. He didn’t have much choice and hated to use a friend like this, but he didn’t know what else to do. Doug called his friend Garen. Hopefully, the school Garen worked for would have a refresher course he could take at short notice.

Doug first met Garen when his boss John and him when bring students from their training center into the forest for a variety of field training exercises. Doug would work with them on land navigation and a little survival skills stuff. It paid a stupid level of money for the same thing he was doing as part of his job as a Ranger. At least these people when you asked them which way was North, they didn’t point up. They didn’t answer I asked my cell phone ‘What do I do when I get lost in the forest?’

After the first couple of times, he got a better feel for what Garen and his group were like and as he worked more and more with them, he started treating them more like, well more like he was working with another government agency instead of a commercial school. He justified shortcutting some of the red tape at least to himself since their students were usually other Federal Government people preparing for official trips. He just made it easier to co-ordinate. Instead of having to get message traffic from the FBI, or the State Dept, or whatever agency they were from, and all the other hassles, they just used Garen as the middleman for all of them.

Doug started to worry someone might report him since things were going so well. He decided it was time. Doug broached the subject with his boss, who promptly told him that as long as he kept an eye on them, kept them segregated from the public and didn’t let them run wild or burn the place down, he didn’t care how Doug ran the Backcountry. 

This made things easier in his mind moving forward. When Garen wanted easier routes to get to the training areas they were using, he showed him some of the old, decommissioned logging and mine access roads in his sector. This also opened up more locations for Garen to conduct training. Doug’s only standing rule was they had to get with him first and let him know where they were going.

With the frequent scouting trips, he got to be decent friends with him and his wife, Bekka. She was not what he expected but perfect for Garen. She appeared calm but somehow you knew not to poke that bear. Often times she would come with him and not not just tag along with him either, to scout locations and in general futz around in the park. You could tell he valued her opinions, and she was not only along for the ride, she was involved in what he was doing out there. Together they could best be described as weird, but they had fun.

After Doug found out they lived on the Northwest edge of the National Forest, he showed them some routes on the maps they could use, so they didn’t need to go all the way south to the main Park entrance. This led to them doing some driving on some normally closed or Park Employee access only places. He didn’t mind since they were responsible and always let him know.

He usually tried to meet up with them on some of their trips into the park. They were fun people, and he was able to ‘let his hair down’ metaphorically speaking, when he was with them. A lot of times they had another person from Garen’s group with them. 

It was their friend Kara. Doug hasn’t quite figure that one out. She was fun but confusing. She reminded him of some of the other campers who spent a lot of time in the wilderness half of the Park, all ‘peace, love, save the whales’ but he had seen her on some of the training exercises all kitted up and looking like she just stepped off of one of the BORTAC Border Patrol SWAT posters. She was also the primary Instructor for the Trauma block of their refresher class. 

Garen was able to help Doug out. Boy did Garen hook him up. He felt especially dumb in the refresher class Garen put him in. It was full of superspooks, and it was evidently for Remote Paramedics. What was he going to do with that? He asked for it so he should at least try but...

Garen was the Chief Instructor teaching the refresher. There were a bunch of things they went over that were way beyond Doug’s scope of practice. They were teaching all kinds of things he knew he would never get authorized to do. His boss would lose his mind if he put a Foley Catheter in someone. His medical director would just flat out drop dead if he started suturing wounds in the field. Field cricothyrotomy? Chest Tube? Holy cow! After seeing the curriculum for the two-week refresher class, Doug wanted to quit. He felt it was so far over his head he would never be able to learn it or use it. He was kidding himself and should walk away so someone else could have the spot in the class instead of him wasting Garen’s time. He made up his mind. Doug pulled Garen aside to tell him this.

Garen was pretty persuasive and assured him he was in the right class. It was geared a little more towards the Remote Paramedic rather than the Wilderness Paramedic. Doug was confused and had to ask the difference. Garen had a very simple and succinct answer Doug would always remember.

“A Wilderness Paramedic can keep you alive while they evacuate you from the backcountry. A Remote Paramedic can medically treat you whether you are being evacuated or not. Think remote medical support rather than straight medical emergency.”

Doug thought about what Garen said. It sank into his brain. It made sense, he could put two and two together maybe he would be able to get through this. The “Wilderness” in front of his certifications meant he was trained in more specific medical issues he would encounter more often in the backcountry and a high degree of focus on the ability to be able to treat people as he is evacuating them from the middle of nowhere. What it really amounted to was better training in environmental emergencies and fracture stabilization plus a lot of hyperthermia and hypothermia focus. He knew a ton of ways to make stretchers and traction splints from backpack parts and tree limbs. 

He wondered if Garen was still going to have a refresher in time for his recertification. As much as he felt like he was drowning during the last class, Garen and Kara were always there to throw a life preserver when he needed it. They both had very different teaching styles. Garen stressed knowing anatomy and physiology because if you know how the body works and you know what’s wrong then you can figure out ways to fix it. What do I need to change to get the body back to right? This was confusing at first because it was not what he learned when he went through paramedic school. Garen never seemed to follow textbook ways of doing things or explaining them.

It was hard to describe or even remember some the bizzarro parallels he would come up with. He used things like sex to describe how to shoot a gun to an Air Force Lt. She ended up shooting expert after only hitting the target once the first time she tried to qualify. Some of the other things were so out there if Doug ever told anybody they would not believe it or laugh in his face.

Kara, ‘Miss you don’t have time’ was all about the immediate action drills. Primary assessment was her specialty. ‘Find and fix immediate life threats. Ignore everything else.’ He heard her say it some many times by the end of the course she would start the phrase the class would finish it. She was all passion and energy but was all about find a solution right now. 

Kara and Garen made a great team with their different styles. He would hate to have to start over with new instructors or a new school. 

Doug figured he might just try to get Tiff to come along this time. Afterall, she was already a Wilderness Advanced EMT. In her own words ‘being a Wilderness Paramedic ain’t that much different it’s just a few more drugs. I’m already giving I.V.s and most of the meds.’ He would love to see her struggle. She kept picking on Stephen when he was studying for his paramedic. It was hard not to tease him a little, even Stephen calls himself an academic overachieving geek. Doug thought Stephen was going to have a stroke when he told him about failing a quiz. Come to find out it was only a ‘B’ but in Stephen’s book he failed. Doug would have been dancing around shouting hazzah if did that well. 

Stephen graduated top of his class with a degree while working full time. Doug sometimes wished he had a degree. He only had a certificate, but it was, as they say, ‘good enough for government work’. 

Doug warned Stephen neither of them would end up doing that much Paramedic stuff. Neither of them was dragging a big ass cardiac monitor around or administering long term care. As they all joked, Doug was mostly a ‘paper’ Paramedic with some real good drugs he could give if the need arose. 

Doug was proud of Stephen being a newly minted Wilderness Paramedic. He did wonder why Stephen did it. He didn’t need it for the job, it didn’t get him a pay increase, it wasn’t easy and he really didn’t seem that interested in it. Doug finally cornered him one day.

The answer was not too much of a surprise. Stephen went to night school and upgraded to Paramedic mainly because he had to get the highest skill certification. Stephen always told him that was the reason why he had to get his Eagle Scout and all the Merit badges he could. He couldn’t wait to see Stephen’s face if he chose to take the recertification class with Garen’s group. It would be easy to convince him. All he had to do was tell him it was the best. Stephen’s ego would have to do it then. 

Doug had too much to do now to be thinking about what he needed to do next week. He had to get in the cabin and get stuff ready. He had to get those campers out of his Backcountry. He had to get back to say goodbye to his mother, take care of his father and be with his daughter.
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In the Cabin
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Doug walked into the main room of the cabin. He had an antique hall tree just inside the door. On its hooks went his coat, hat, and hiking gear, along with his rifle. Doug was methodical. He did this every time he walked in the door. There was some comfort it this routine. He took a deep breath. He looked around. He was home. There was some peace here.

Doug was happy his boss was letting him stay in the cabin full time. It made somethings a whole lot easier. It was a win-win for sure. He didn’t have to pay rent or drive a crap ton of miles each day to get to work, and the boss had a LE Ranger almost always in the backcountry. Hell, for what it would cost to own a place like this, Doug would have to pay ten times his salary. If they let him keep the cabin, he would work here for free the rest of his life. He loved it out here. Being out here in the wilderness, helping keep people safe. That’s what this job was supposed to be about, or at least it used to be a hundred years ago.

The retiring park superintendent briefed the incoming boss on each staff member. Some thought it was excessive, maybe it was all the charts, diagrams, 47 pictures with circles and arrows on the back of each one. When it came to Doug, he called Doug a throwback to the Rangers from a bygone age. Technically he was law enforcement, and heaven help anyone who forced him to act like it. Doug got there as the junior LE Backcountry Ranger over ten years ago and learned as much as he could from the old salts that help create the LE Backcountry program here, including his own father. Now Doug knew more about the backcountry here than any other Ranger on staff. 

As he stood there just inside the doorway of the cabin, he could see all the familiar sights. Although, the Stone Cottage had a timeless nature to it, there were some upgrades mixed in. Doug did his best to keep them low key, an easy task since this was an unfunded location and the Park Services did not do any of the upkeep. This was the place Doug felt most at home indoors. It was his refuge after the divorce. It was the place he refound his calm. It was where everything made sense. 

It was the simple living and design he liked. In the main room was a dining table with four chairs and a sitting area in front of the fireplace. Along the front wall was the simple kitchen, complete with the original pump handle well spigot at the sink. It still worked but there was also a pressure tank and cistern for the indoor plumbing. Hurricane-style oil lamps were along the wall, along with small LED light fixtures under them. Gone were the multiple desks from the original layout. Now a single small rolltop desk in the corner did the job with the docking station for his handheld radio on top and the work computer inside. Most of the time Doug didn’t even open the lid.

He walked on through, headed towards the back of the cabin. As he walked down the hall, he passed the front two bedrooms, long since converted to food and supplies storage in one and search and rescue gear storage in the other. As long as you didn’t look at all the nylon packs and ropes in the rescue gear room, this place would pass for being anywhere from fifty to a hundred years ago.  

The back two rooms were still set up as bedrooms. Going towards his own, he looked over at the other one. He had finished cleaning it out last week. It was the room he prepared for Angelique. 

His daughter was seventeen and full of life. She inherited her mother’s height and build, and her hair was the same coal black. Stuck somewhere between cute and beautiful, she would break hearts wherever she went, if she had a mind to. Her mother was the social butterfly, the society activist. Much to her mother’s ultimate disappointment, Angelique wasn’t interested in that pursuit. Her daughter seemed to want none of it, no matter how hard she was pushed. It pissed her mother off but Doug liked it.

She had her mother’s temper but wasn’t prone to lash out. Her passion she got from him, and her unstoppable drive and intelligence had to come from his own mother. He blamed her stubbornness all on her grandfather. He was so proud of his daughter. Sadly, his son, while physically almost the spitting image of himself, was almost a cookie cutter clone of his mother’s personality and attitude. After the divorce, his son treated him like he didn’t even exist. That hurt a lot, but he had no way to change it. He wouldn’t even talk to him anymore. Oh well, his ex-had to have one of the kids be like her. 

Angelique came out here to visit at the end of summer to help her grandmother and grandfather since his mother was so sick. And she did help. But that was the big crowbar she used to get away from his ex-wife, her mother. It was later she conspired with her grandfather and sprang it on him she wasn’t intending to go back east. This was a serious turn of events that he didn’t have the heart to fight. He loved her and was happy she wanted to be here with him.

Seeing the spare room made up for her, he reminded himself he still needed to talk to his boss about his daughter staying here with him full time, not just a visit. Shoot! It’s not like it would cost the taxpayers anything extra. The Park Service authorizes dependents to live in on-site houses in the main camp. This would just be an unofficial extension of that policy. Or, if that didn’t work, maybe he could sell it as an overwinter unpaid volunteer learning the ropes of Backcountry Ranger. He thought this might help persuade the man if for some reason he balked. He didn’t expect his boss to care.

In any event, he was not too worried about being caught before he had a chance to talk to him. The last time he had any unannounced visitors, his current boss was getting his initial orientation to the remote parts of the park.  For now, most of the time she was staying at his dad’s place helping him out. He did have a bag or two of her clothes here at the cabin already, but it wasn’t like she moved in full time yet. Anyway, this was a problem for another day. 

Doug started thinking of the big circle he would have to drive to hit both stations and the other campsites on his list. He would have to get an early start if he wanted daylight when he was finished. He knew he would recheck his gear in the morning before he rolled out, whether he did it tonight or not. Better to get more sleep and do it all at once in the morning.

Moments after crawling into bed, he was asleep.
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Early to Rise
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Doug found he couldn’t sleep much. After initially falling asleep, he was back awake at three a.m. After tossing and turning, he gave in and got up. A quick scrub down while his coffee heated, and with a thermos of coffee, he was ready to start the day’s activities. He wasn’t looking forward to telling campers he was ending their vacation early. He knew how hard it was to get reservations to go into the backcountry and now some douchebag ranger was going to walk up to and tell you to pack up you got to leave the park is closing sorry, sucks to be you doesn’t matter you are finally putting the world behind you and relaxing. He hated to be that jerk. Well, it comes with the territory. He better get with it.

Old habits, Doug thought, as he did a quick once over of his equipment loadout that he skipped last night to get some sleep. Now he could finally leave the cabin. His Search and Rescue pack and med kit were already in the truck. He was taught long ago, reset everything as soon as you get back because there might not be time before the next call. Besides, this was supposed to be a look and see not a rescue. He had enough stuff in his truck to do light level rescue and accomplish most of the common medical elements he normally ran into. 

Doug’s brain was already bouncing from one thing to another. He was thinking about his mom then the campers he had to evict, then his dad then how screwed up it was he had to do this alone and then about Angelique and this and that. He forced his mind back to the task at hand. He wished his coffee would kick in so he could get his mind to stop all this freewheeling it was doing this morning. If it didn’t he was going to have a headache before he left the cabin.

Doug made sure he had his normal minimum gear set in case he had to go looking up the trails for the four sets of campers. A chest pouch and hydration carrier were his standard for this and the only thing he normally carried into the cabin at night. A few more energy bars and a top off on the water bladder was all these normally needed if he knew he was going to be out for any length of time.

When he slid into the driver’s seat, he tried to clear his mind of extra crap and focus on what was in front of him. His first planned stop this morning would be the Landing Zone cabin. It was the farthest location. Everything else would be on the way back. If he hurried, he could raid the fridge there for breakfast. Stephen owed him that, at least.
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Familiar Faces
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Doug started out toward his first location but for some reason he changed his mind. Something was gnawing at him. He decided to make an additional stop on his way to the Landing Zone Cabin. He headed towards one of the patchwork of old homesteads and mine sites still in the forest. Most of these area reverted to Federal control but a few still remained the possessions of the families owning them that predated the park. 

Doug was headed to a particular one these houses. It was next to a stream up a small side canyon along the route he would take to the landing zone cabin. It was owned by a long-time friend of his father’s, Zed. He wasn’t sure if Zed was going to be there. If he was he wanted to make sure he was ok. 

Zed had befriended Doug when he was younger and just learning the Backcountry. Now it was his turn return the favor. The homestead people didn’t have to check in through the front office to go to their property. It was a holdover rule for these few places. Doug made sure someone checked in on him. Today it was his turn. 

He hoped Zed was there. Talking with him always made him feel better. Doug loved the old stories about the park and how the homestead had been in Zed’s family for generations. Doug envied Zed’s son until he learned what an idiot he was.

According to Zed, his son wanted nothing to do with the homestead because the greedy bastard can’t make any money off it.  He can’t sell or rent. According to law the homesteads couldn’t be sold, only passed down within the family or it reverts back to federal land if there was no one left to inherit it. If only Zed could adopt him, Doug would love to have a place like this to live forever and pass on to Angelique. 

Talking with Zed was like talking with his father without the thick accent. Marta was like a second mother to him when she was alive. Like his own father, Zed was getting older and his wife died in the spring. Zed’s wife Marta was a good friend of Doug’s mother, and he knew they would soon be sharing coffee and bread like the old days soon, if not already. 

His father told him last night he thought his mother was very close to passing now. She was drugged enough to be comfortable, but her body was well on the way to shutting down. She had fought cancer back three times in the past twenty-five years, but she didn’t have enough fight for this last time. No more hospitals, no more treatments, no more waking her every hour to give her drugs that were supposed to make her feel better and see how she was doing. She was always irritated by the dumb question even though the nurses meant well. It was getting harder to smile and give the answer that will get me out of here sooner. She was dying how was she supposed to feel. The drugs made her feel disconnected and empty. 

Doug’s father told him he would not let his sweet wife die alone in a hospital. He had to get her home. His father knew it was time. It was the day she thought she was alone, but I was around the corner. His dad went on to tell him she had tears running down her cheeks. She was alone in the dark praying that God would come to take her, taking away her pain and sparing her loved ones the misery of watching her fade away. It was time for her to come home to her family. 

His father had been doing what he could but with all the responsibilities it was wearing him out. Finally, it became too much taking care of her and the store. His father had hospice care come in to help with his mother. Hospice was big help. 

His father hated to let other people do his work and that included the store he owned just outside the park. Doug and his father had quite a few conversations on how Angelique was adult enough to run the store. She was not that little girl running around the forest chasing bugs and hiding in the underbrush anymore. Now she climbs trees and chases small animals but is darn near a young woman with boys chasing her. If she could fight off boys she could run the store he told his father. His father eventually gave in. He had to he was too tired to argue and loved having his granddaughter around no matter the situation.

His father always thought he had to take care of everything, everybody but it was time for him to think about himself and his wife. In the end he this was allowing him to spend as much time as he could with her.

Doug was happy his daughter Angelique was here to help. She was a huge boost to everyone’s morale in such a tough situation. To think, he had to fight his ex-wife tooth, nail, tiara and high heel.  

It made him furious he had to beg, threaten, or blackmail the selfish bitch to let him see his own daughter. It wasn’t like Angelique didn’t want to come see him, either! Was he such a horrible person when they were married that she still wanted to hurt and punish him at every turn and opportunity? Hell! He never cheated on her, never abused her, never struck her back when she would fly into a fit of rage, punching, kicking, and slapping him. The worst part was in the beginning, he loved her and thought she loved him too. All of this, this early in the morning, blurred his eyes with tears of sadness and rage. 

Doug sat in his truck for a few minutes at the turnoff to Zed’s cabin until his breathing slowed back down and he could see well enough again to make out the narrow double track path at the turn. As he crept up the lane, barely wide enough in some spots for his full-size truck, he could smell wood smoke through the open window. The familiar odor gave him a reason to continue down the road. Someone was home, or he needed to stop a fire. Either way, he had to keep going now.

The canyon widened out a bit after a tight spot and a turn. Sitting halfway up the side of the canyon was an old log cabin. Anyone who looked at it could tell it was special. From first glance a person could tell this wasn’t one of the trendy ones from a log kit company bought by yuppies and hipsters. The logs were not machine pre-cut from some tree from in California or Redwood leftover after a fire. The cabin belonged here, the trees that it was built from came from here, the hands that built it came here to live and care for the land, it was passed down from generation to generation to care for it to add to it. One need only look to see how each generation had added on.  The latest was a tiny clone sitting next to it, smoke rolling out of its small chimney. This was a true legacy pioneer cabin.

Doug could feel it sitting like a giant puppy waiting for a friend, who brings cookies to visit, ready to pounce on him and lick his face every time he saw it. It was like a living thing. Every time he came up here, he wanted to scratch its chin. He wanted to listen to its stories. He wished his cabin was like this, something he owned, something he could give Angelique.

A white battered late sixties or early seventies Toyota station wagon sat near the cabin in one of two obvious parking spots on the lawn. On the porch sat two men in rocking chairs.

He knew Zed right away, but at first glance he didn’t recognize the other one. Doug tried to remember the man’s name, but it eluded him. Finally, when he stood up to greet him with Zed, he could see it was Mr. Barnhart. Doug should have known it was Mr. Barnhart. He used to work at the park doing mechanical repair and communications back when Doug’s father was still one of the senior Rangers. He still came around the park upon occasion and was a nice enough person the times he talked with him. He knew his father thought the world of him. Doug hated forgetting names. It was part of his job to remember but with the day he was having it was amazing he knew his own name.

“Morning Zed, Morning Mr. Barnhart,” Doug called as he got out of the truck. 

Zed was the first of the two older men to speak.

“Hey, kid! What brings you up this way? I thought this was Helga the one-legged pirate’s territory?”

Between the laughter of Doug and Mr. Barnhart, Doug was able to spit out a few words as he climbed the stairs onto the porch.

“Zed, that’s not nice. Tiffany is good people, and you know it! You two pick on each other so much, you would think this was elementary school.”

“I know, Doug, but with her last name almost fifteen letters long after hyphenating, and barely a consonant among it, I told her she needed a more Germanic first name. Where’s she slacking off this week?”

Doug leaned against the rail as they talked. When he saw the pair of them sitting there, he knew this wouldn’t be a short stop. There had to be some socializing. It was just the proper and polite thing to do despite everything on his plate for today. Things have a pace to them, and he didn’t really need daylight to find his cabin tonight, did he?

“She tweaked her knee again. I think it’s bad enough this time and so much cartilage is gone, they will have to finally replace it. The boss is even looking to promote her to lead front country LE to save what’s left of her knees.” Doug looked from Zed to Mr. Barnhart. 

“How are you doing Mr. Barnhart? I wish you were still on the payroll here. If you were, we might still have stuff that worked. That newfangled radio rig I told you they contracted out and had built to replace the ‘antiquated’ system you had working just fine out here? Well, it’s in half a dozen pieces and crushed when the quake toppled the one big tower with all the links and repeaters.”

Mr. Barnhart was just shaking his head as he replied.

“The federal government could screw anything up. It seemed purpose-built for that very thing. I told them, again and again, stick with the three small towers and the bone simple repeaters and all would be fine. The new guy wanted to consolidate stuff. Laziness, that’s what it was all about, he wanted to sit at the main station, not leave his desk, drink his diet soda, eat his candy bars. Have you seen the size of that guy? He needs the exercise of going out to the various stations. I tell you what that’s what happens when you have a damn computer guy trying to be a radio guy! Why in the hell don’t they hire a radio guy to do radio work and IT guy to do IT work! They are fucking separate things!”

“Jesse, calm down and watch your blood pressure.” Zeb was laughing so hard he almost rocked himself off the porched. Doug wasn’t sure what he started but was trying to think of a way to stir the conversation to a less volatile topic. Thank God Zeb jumped in.

“So, you out doing her rounds as well as your own?”

“Actually, I’m out checking all the stations and the roads. Stephen is down in San Diego. His mother is having surgery, and between that and some excess leave he had to burn, he wasn’t supposed to be back on shift in the park for a couple weeks. With the quake yesterday, the boss has me checking all the worry points back here and looking for a couple groups of hikers still registered for the backcountry.”

Mr. Barnhart shook his head as he replied. “With the earthquakes and tsunamis all down the coast, he will be lucky if he ever makes it back here period. Everything is trashed all up and down the coast. Baja Mexico to the tip of Alaska got flattened and flooded.”

Doug turned to him, the shock and disbelief plastered on his face. He knew Matt said something like that, but he thought Matt was being over dramatic. Now hearing it from a more reliable source, like Mr. Barnhart, it made him wonder just how bad it was. “Wow, how did you find this out?”

“Son, I did communications for Uncle Sam in far flung parts of the world long before I did it for the Park Service. With the right stuff, you can hear things and get signals from all over the world, even use
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