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D

an lays in bed after a restless night filled with worry and fear. He is always easy-going and rarely has any personal problems. Now he is plagued with a vengeful wife attacking him and his newfound love, who is being tested by an internal fraud investigation unfolding at her job with the postal service. It all began less than two years ago when he was just a normal law enforcement park ranger enjoying life and working for the park service.

Dan wakes up completely and knows the day won’t be a great one. Outside, the wind is blowing hard enough to make the windchimes sing, hanging on the front porch. He hopes this day will be less eventful than the earlier one, which ended so late.

It is late fall, and temperatures are starting to be in the upper 40s to a low of 30 most nights. He glanced around his bedroom and watched the dying tree leaf shadow reflections that were bouncing up and down on the wall over the dresser. It is 8:25 am, and he must get moving. At least the sun is shining as he rolls out of bed to do all his morning rituals. While making breakfast—eggs and cereal—he thinks about the tasks for the day. Reviewing his patrol log, he double-checked whether he had included everything about the previous night’s incident in his report. It was now back into full detail from memory. He knows he must get the report to the Chief Ranger early this morning before he calls him for it. The Chief Ranger always monitored the radio, so he knew almost everything that was going on in the district. Dan is the lead law enforcement ranger in district number one, having the most experience. He is designated as the lead ranger for any incident. 

It began when the dispatch radio called him out to search for a missing child from “The Bend”, campground number three in his district.

The call came after he went to bed at 9:51 pm. The missing child, Rose, was an 11-year-old girl with learning difficulties. Her age, condition, and gender made the search even more urgent. A lot of things were unknown at the start. Dan dressed quickly, grabbed his gear and arrived at the campground. He went directly to campsite number 23, which was one of the farthest sites from the road, arriving at 10:19 pm. He found a female in complete distress, unable to be much help. A second female at the campsite began giving him information that would help. She was a sister to the mother of the missing child. Both women were in their early 30s. Barb was the girls' mother, now unable to help. Meg, her sister, was very articulate and helped Dan. 

The women's husbands left about 8 pm to go night fishing for catfish on the lake that is located 8 miles east of the campground. They weren't expected to be back until after midnight. In this area, cell phone service was poor to mostly nonexistent in most areas. The husbands couldn't be contacted to let them know of the problem with the missing girl. 

Meg told Dan she thought Rose may have slipped out of the tent looking for fireflies, as she had caught one earlier. She wanted to find more, but her mother said it was time for bed and had her go to the tent. Rose has a younger brother who went to bed earlier and was asleep. It had been in the 70s that day, and Dan was glad they only had one child to look for as the night air was now noticeably colder. Hyperthermia occurs more quickly in younger children as they usually don’t think to have proper clothing with them. The girl was still wearing her daytime outfits: blue shorts, an off-white tank top with blue tennis shoes without socks, which she had worn that day, and her coat was still in the tent.

Dan quickly organized a group of campers into three search teams. Each team consisted of four people and a handheld park service radio, which had an approximate range of 2 miles. The search began in the area. The full moon provided decent visibility that night. All ended well. At 11:48 pm, dispatch called off the search—Rose had been found. Three other Park Rangers had arrived and joined in the search. Some lived over one and a half hours away. When a child is involved, all Rangers are called out to assist.

Rose was found by one of three teams searching. She was located approximately 1-1/4 miles from the campground. She was sitting on a log in a clearing, waiting for more fireflies. She had two fireflies in her plastic jar and a black beetle. She was grinning happily from ear to ear. She kept asking if she was in trouble, as everyone told her no, everything was just right. The group relayed their location by radio, and Dan met them there. He examined her, found no injuries, and reunited with her mother. Dan had led many searches in his career, and finding missing people was one of the most enjoyable parts of his job. Most of which were successful, and this one had a happy ending. Dan finally got to bed at a little past 1:30 am after completing his report and filling out his log. He always has a little smile as he nods off with contentment and satisfaction after a night’s success such as this one had been. 

It was now almost 9:05 am, and he was certain the report was complete. He put it in his briefcase and went out to his patrol vehicle. After checking all emergency equipment and the vehicle lights, he began driving to the Chief Ranger's office, which was located at the main lodge. It was less than 4 miles, so it was a lovely morning drive to admire nature’s work through the forest. It was a winding, hilly drive through the forest with a maximum speed limit of 45 MPH. The various hiking trail highway crossings were well marked with white lines and with posted speed limit signs of 15 MPH. It’s early, so running the radar is normally a waste of time, and he’s not using it now. 

Usually, he did not have to go to the office first thing, but after the previous incident, he knew this morning he had to. He just hoped the chief couldn’t find any issues with how it was handled.

Now, he was pulling into his reserved parking space at the lodge. It was 9:35 am, so the chief would hopefully be in a good mood. It was 10:50 am, and Dan was back in his patrol car, the meeting had gone great. The little girl’s father had been to the office earlier, just before Dan. He had given nothing but high praise for how well Dan handled the whole incident and how quickly she was found. The father had left before Dan arrived, so he missed meeting him. 

The Chief Ranger, Bill Morgan, said that Dan's report was complete and that he performed his duties exceptionally well after reviewing it. Dan felt very proud as he drove away from the lodge. He always worked hard to be the best of himself in all the various incidents. It came naturally for him and made him proud to be a law enforcement park ranger. 

Chief Morgan instructed him to inspect the river patrol boat, which had been reported damaged after being used by a Ranger from District 3 after hitting a submerged rock with the jet-foot the previous day. The jet-foot replaces the propeller of a boat's motor. It functions similarly to a jet-ski and is ideal for river use. When patrolling the river, there are many rocky areas to go through. Dan often mentioned that his favorite job was working on the river patrols. Typically, he was the ranger who operated the boat and carried out the patrol. He had the most experience of operating boats for river patrols and performing the river rescue missions. 

Upon arriving at the maintenance shop, he spotted the damaged boat. As he parked his vehicle, he could see damage to the boat. It was more than the jet-foot area. His beloved boat had been wrecked. It was his favorite and the newest patrol boat. The rear port side had a gash at the water line over half a foot lengthwise. The Jet foot had some of its lower housing gone. It appeared the boat had hit a rock or something at full speed. How is he going to report this to the chief? He will have a hysterical fit. Dan decided to find out more before he reported it. 

He just hoped the boat would not be needed before it could be repaired. He determined the vessel could not be used again until repairs had been made. It would have to be taken to the marina where the vessel had been purchased. 

Dan reviewed the boat patrol log to identify the last operator. He couldn’t believe it. It was Carl from district three. Carl was a good operator and never had any problems. Dan knew there had to be more to this story than had been told so far. He knew Carl would never lie to him. He located Carl in the District 3 office a little while later. 

As soon as Carl saw Dan, he knew the jig was up. He tried to think how he was going to explain what happened when Dan said, “What the hell happened to the boat?” 

Carl stood there frozen, unable to find any words. After regaining composure, they sat down at a table, and he began unfolding the event. It quickly became clear: a huge mistake had been made. He said, “I really fucked up and I’m afraid I’ll lose my job.” 

Carl was only 23 and in love. He decided to take his girlfriend on patrol, even knowing that taking her was against the rules. He was trying to impress her and sped the boat through the toughest shoals to show her how great the boat would navigate the rushing water through the rocks. Alas, the river proved him wrong, and a lot of damage occurred to the vessel. Luckily, no injuries occurred; the only damage done was to the boat itself. 

Dan now had to tell the chief. He will need a lot more damage control than the boat, which needs repair. He also knew Chief Morgan would first blow up, but then, after a few minutes, he would sit back down in his chair. Dan could tell him what had happened at that point, leaving nothing out. He told him he thought the ranger should get a second chance, believing he was honest and could have lied. He had completed the report and turned it over to the chief. 

Chief Morgan gave Carl 3 days off without pay. He could have fired him for breaking the rules by putting someone’s life in danger. Carl will never do it again, and he was never called on the carpet for breaking the rules again. 

With the second meeting with the Chief Ranger on the same day, Dan was ready to get back to normal duties, such as checking the campgrounds for any new problems. Occasionally, he may find people at the wrong campsite or even in the wrong campground (since campgrounds and campsites were reserved as permitted sites only).

The three campgrounds in his district were all backcountry sites with no running water or electricity at the campsites. They had latrines and a non-potable pitcher pump water available only. Campgrounds one and two had three small self-contained RV camper sites each. They were restricted, with no portable or on-board generators allowed to run after 10 pm. Rule-breaking was rare. This was mainly family-style camping, and most everyone respected their neighbors. Many campers were frequent visitors as this was their favorite park. 

There were no RV sites at campground number 3, which had tent camping only. Right before the campground, Dan saw a new drag marking crossing the entrance road. Drag marks were made from dragging a killed animal from the kill site to a pickup area or campsite. The park service permitted rudimentary hunting twice every autumn and winter. The use of muzzle-loading-type weapons and bow-and-arrows was the sole option available to hunters. 

During the weeklong hunts, the region was only accessible to licensed hunters and off limits to tourists. Now it was not a permitted time to hunt. This drag marking was the same he often observed throughout the managed hunts. After parking, he followed the marking trial that ended just before the campsite. He arrived at the big tent with several large ice chests setting about. He didn’t find anybody there. Although he wasn’t allowed to look through the coolers in a strict sense, he was drawn to one that was bigger than the others. It was positioned apart from the other coolers, as if being concealed from sight. He opened the lid to find a fully field-dressed wild hog mostly covered with ice. After closing the lid, Dan went back to his car and dialed dispatch to request additional rangers. 

After approximately twenty-five minutes later, an old Dodge pickup pulled into the campground and drove up to site number 6. This was where the suspect cooler was. There were three male occupants in the vehicle, all dressed in camo. Dan went cautiously back into the site after the men got out of the vehicle. He noticed two were wearing sidearms, which were now permitted with the new gun laws that he hated because of this type of situation. 

He asked the men, “Hey guys, doing a little hiking?” 

The tallest of the three said, “Oh, we are doing a little hiking and fishing.” 

Dan then asked if they knew anything about the drag mark near their site. Looking at each other, acting like they knew nothing about it. 

He then asked, “Hey, mind if I look in your cooler to ensure there’s no alcohol. You know, alcohol isn’t allowed in the campgrounds, right?” 

He was pointing to the one farthest away from the one holding the hog. After a nervous reply, “yes”, he could, Dan opened the one he pointed to and found it packed with food and ice. He checked the next one, finding it only filled with ice. 

He asked, “Planning on staying a while?” 

The smallest man replied, “Just don’t want anything to spoil.” 

Dan then went over to the one with the hog. Just as he was getting ready to open it, his backup Rangers arrived. Law enforcement, Zack and Dess quickly got out and joined Dan. 

Zack asked, “What is going on?” 

Dan replied, “Oh, just doing a little campground compliance check.” 

He was now in front of the cooler with the hog. All three men tried to distract him by asking why they were at the campsite and if they were allowed to be there. Dess told them they had the authority to check for compliance if something was out of order or suspicious. Dan slowly opened the cooler lid, exposing the dead hog. 

He turned and asked, “Whose cooler is this?” 

Moments later, Jackson White said it was his. Dan placed him under arrest and put him in Zack’s patrol car. It was equipped with a prisoner transport cage, which Dan's car did not have. The other two were issued citations for illegal hunting and possession of illegal game. They were ordered to pack everything up and leave the park immediately. Dan took possession of their weapons and the cooler with the hog and took it to a freezer in the evidence lockup for trial. All three men had lost their weapons as they were confiscated for being used in the commission of a crime. 

The man named Samual Hardy sobbed with tears as he gave up his holstered 357 handgun. He said he had just bought it for this trip and had saved money for over a year to get it, and his wife was going to be really mad that he lost it already.

He finished the incident report at his office and sent the citations to the magistrate’s office for processing, and arraignment dates could be set for their trials. He really disliked having to deal with this type of situation. He would be very happy if law enforcement were never necessary, but the world just wasn’t built that way.
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I

It was his last day before a much anticipated off-duty weekend. For Dan, weekends were normally Tuesdays and Wednesdays every week. He always worked all holidays, events, and calendar Saturdays and Sundays, and he had done so for most of his career. He liked it that way because he enjoyed working with the visitors, and the park was busiest during his workdays. Now he was looking forward to some quiet time to regroup and revitalize. 

Approaching his 52nd birthday, Dan couldn’t help but reflect on how close retirement was creeping. He felt he could contribute a lot more to the service, but an age 55 mandatory retirement had been enacted for law enforcement personnel, and it was not what he wanted at all. To qualify for full retirement, a ranger needed 30 years of service—he had 24. He couldn’t receive full retirement benefits because of the new mandatory requirement, unless he switched to a different division, such as an interpretive ranger, to accumulate the necessary years. Besides, he had not yet figured out what he’d do for post-retirement. He would need something he could enjoy as much as being a park ranger and working outdoors, but nothing else felt quite right.

Just before leaving the office, he had received a call from his wife, Marty. She told him she’d be visiting the next day. He thought then, there goes my weekend. They had been married for over 18 years but had been separated by their work positions for the past nine years. They both had careers with the park service but worked in different parks with different days off. Over the last few years, they had seldom spoken on the phone or even seen each other. Dan could only wonder just what she was up to or wanted. He had come to dread her visits, and later, he went to bed, working out several scenarios in his mind. 

The next morning, Marty arrived much earlier than expected. It wasn’t even 9:00 AM. Marty was at the door, and Dan greeted her with a polite smile. After a brief hug, he asked if she wanted any breakfast or coffee. She said she would take a cup of coffee and sit down at the table, which was unusual for her. He noticed she didn’t bring in any luggage and was dressed in a new suit. Usually, she wore the same old suit she would wear to a wedding or special occasion when she visited. 

His curiosity peaked, and he finally asked her point-blank, “What the heck is going on now?” 

He knew she was interested in becoming a resource management specialist but knew very little about anything she was doing at work or even in her life, for that matter. He had given little thought to any of her doings in the last few years. 

She began, “Well, I applied for a training program for a resource management specialist position over a year ago and had given up on getting it. They just started a new program, and I was accepted into it. It will run for two years, and I will be attending class training nationwide. The park service pays for everything.”

She told him that she received confirmation last month and has been going crazy getting everything ready and lined up to go. 

As she stood, she said, “Actually, I am on the way to the airport now and just stopped by to update you on the good news. So, goodbye for now, and I’ll keep you updated. Love you,” and kissed him on the cheek as she walked out the door. 

Dan was totally surprised, but he noticed she seemed happier than he had seen her in a very long time. Over the past few years, they had been growing apart, and their last few encounters together were often tense, with her leaving unhappy. He had only visited her once in the past year, as she was a poor housekeeper, and one of the things he really disliked was that he never stayed on a visit any longer than was needed. Once again, he was happier to see her leave. 

Now he began thinking about the woman he had met over a month ago and had hired: Joyce.

Joyce was a volunteer he had hired to aid the park’s interpretive division. The park service hired volunteers there and in the maintenance division, and some also did light office work like filing. The Interpretive division has used several more volunteers than any other division throughout the year. They were needed for all the various projects and events the park service hosted. Dan oversaw volunteer hiring and always tried to match people with the roles where they’d thrive. Volunteers were provided with uniforms and shared a dorm-style cabin for a three-month commitment to aiding their division. They typically had up to five volunteers, which gave each division at least one person to assist, providing significant help.

There always seemed to be staff shortages in the summer as the events required several more workers to help. Dan always kept an updated applicant list on file. Joyce showed up at work in person to apply for a position. 

She said, “Hi, I’m Joyce McBride”, she had said with a confident smile, extending her hand. “I wish to apply to volunteer. I am a very quick learner and know I can help wherever I’m needed”. 

She told him she was recently divorced. Joyce was looking for a meaningful way to spend her time. She had been married for several years, but she later revealed it wasn’t a good one. She was very attractive and had long, beautiful black hair. She appeared very elegant and heartwarming, and stood out as enthusiastic, far more than most applicants applying for the few available positions. He felt she would be a great asset to the park, told her he’d be in touch, and accepted her application. 

Dan was waiting for an opening to get her on, and a couple of weeks later, an interpretative position came open. The position required three 8- to 10-hour workdays each week, as needed, and involved a three-month commitment. Days off could vary but could be accommodated if needed. Most volunteers had no problem with this type of scheduling, as they normally enjoyed all assignments given and really didn’t care what days they worked. Many of them were like families that kept in touch over the years. Joyce stood out, and he brought her on board. 

Over the years, volunteers have become like family. Dan and Marty never had children, although they had discussed adoption. The park became his home, its people his extended family—families with kids who made noise, left messes, and eventually packed up and left. He loved checking campsites and helping campers have the best experience possible. Some families stayed in touch. Most drifted away. However brief, the connections warmed his heart. 

Dan's thoughts finally returned to things that needed to be done around the cabin. It was his sanctuary—simple, neat and always inspection-ready. He was always prepared, as the park service could call unannounced, for a housing inspection at any time, and they could arrive with just one hour’s notice. He did not really mind that, as he always kept his place within requirements. A few Rangers have been scolded and written up due to the surprise inspections over the years he has worked for the service. He never had any problems like that. He was the kind of person who always tried to be prepared and kept his place neat and clean.

He was ready for bed and was satisfied he had carried out everything he wanted to do this weekend. He even cleaned out the storage shed, which had not been done in a while. This included disposing of the old lawn mower that was no longer functional. Dan was a bit of a hoarder because if he thought he might use it later, he kept it. He discarded several old things this time and was proud he had done that much. The storage shed looked even larger inside. 

The next morning marked his return to duty. His breakfast routine unchanged for a decade—consisted of scrambled eggs, cornflakes, toast, orange juice, and coffee. The foundation under his old cabin had become so bad that it was deemed uninhabitable, and he really hated to move, as it had a beautiful view of the lake and the mountains in the background. The one he now lives in is nestled deep in the forest, offering only views of trees. It was pretty, but nowhere near as good as the old one. He does get some great wildlife photos. Often, a deer or occasionally a black bear would visit his yard. Park rules said not to feed the wildlife, but if they happened to eat a few of his garden vegetables or some of the wild bird seed, it was not his fault. He always kept his camera ready just in case one strolled by. He had a shoebox full of photos he had taken over the years. Occasionally, he would take it out and recall the times he had spent with each of them. His camera was an old 35mm Canon, but it still took great photos. At least they were great to him; no one else ever saw them.

Technology, though, was leaving him behind. However, finding a place to develop the film was becoming increasingly difficult. He was dreading having to get a replacement camera. He looked at cell phones and decided he didn't need one because they wouldn't work where he lived. He had other rangers stop by for a visit, and none of theirs would work inside the cabin or anywhere outside. However, he heard they were installing a new communication tower close to the park, so maybe one might work there soon.

On Thursday, Dan was back on patrol. After checking campgrounds one and three, he arrived at Bear Cave campground (campground number two). No one ever found a cave in the area, but the name stuck. Dan decided to hike and check the trail conditions leading up to the waterfall, which usually takes about an hour to reach. It was rated as a moderate to strenuous hike, but Dan usually did it in just under 45 minutes, and the day was so lovely he was in no rush. The sun shone, accompanied by a warm southern breeze gently blowing across the area. Everything smelled fresh, and birds were chirping as if they were talking to each other. 

During the hike, he met a young couple from Georgia. It was their third time visiting the Falls. They appeared to be in their early 20s, and Dan thought he couldn’t remember meeting any other couple that could be any happier. Dan learned he had just proposed marriage to her while they were standing under the falls. By the booming expressions and smiles with the giggles, there was no need to ask what her answer was. She was a petite girl with blonde hair in a ponytail, and he appeared to be a large, athletic man with black curly hair that was flipping out from his ball cap. He congratulated them and went ahead to the waterfalls. 
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