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​Prologue - How It All Began
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In December of 1988, my life took a dramatic turn when my family moved from Golden, Colorado, to Kotzebue, Alaska—a small community located 35 miles north of the Arctic Circle. At the time, I was only 15 years old, and the announcement of this move felt like a seismic shift in my world. It wasn’t just another relocation; it was a journey to a place that felt like the edge of the Earth. The Arctic Circle was a concept I had only read about in geography books, and now, it was about to become my home.

My father’s career as a hospital administrator had always kept our family on the move. We had bounced between hospitals across the country since I was very young, starting from our roots in Northern Michigan. When I was 10, my dad landed his first administrative job at Memorial Hospital in Craig, Colorado. We spent four years there, long enough for me to form friendships and feel a sense of belonging—only to have it uprooted again when we moved to Golden, Colorado. Golden was a picturesque town nestled in the foothills of the Rocky Mountains, and I had just begun to settle into life there when my father dropped the bombshell: we were moving to Kotzebue, Alaska.

The announcement came out of nowhere. None of us had any idea that my dad had even applied for a position in Alaska. The news was met with a mix of shock, disbelief, and a tinge of excitement. For my siblings and me, it felt like we were being sent to another planet. Kotzebue wasn’t just another town; it was a remote community above the Arctic Circle, accessible only by plane. The idea of moving to a place where the sun didn’t rise for weeks during the winter and didn’t set for weeks during the summer was both thrilling and terrifying.

Kotzebue was a community of about 2,500 people during the winter months, though that number could swell to nearly 5,000 during the summer tourist season. The town was located on the west coast of Alaska, just north of the Bering Strait, and was surrounded by vast stretches of tundra, frozen lakes, and the icy waters of the Chukchi Sea. It was a place where the rhythms of life were dictated by the extreme seasons and the traditions of the Iñupiat people, the indigenous inhabitants of the region.

We arrived in Kotzebue in December, in the heart of the polar night. The sun had already dipped below the horizon, and it wouldn’t rise again for weeks. The darkness was all-encompassing, a constant presence that took some getting used to. Time seemed to lose its meaning. One night, we were jolted awake at 2:00 a.m. by the sound of children sledding down the roof of our house. For them, the lack of daylight made it impossible to distinguish between day and night. It was a surreal experience, one that underscored just how different life in the Arctic would be.

The extreme daylight hours were another adjustment. During the summer, the sun never set, bathing the landscape in an eerie, golden light for 24 hours a day. It was disorienting at first, but over time, I came to appreciate the unique beauty of the Arctic. The endless summer days allowed for adventures that would have been impossible anywhere else, and the winter nights, though long and dark, were filled with the shimmering glow of the northern lights.

One of the most significant changes in my life came when I started working with the local EMS fire service. It was a dream I had harbored for years, though my path to joining the service was anything but straightforward. It began with community service, a requirement after a accidental blaze, but it quickly turned into something much more meaningful.

During my first winter in Kotzebue, I made two close friends: Kim, whose Iñupiat name was Iriuruq, and Jeremy Sharp. Kim was a native of Kotzebue, and his knowledge of the land and its traditions was invaluable. Jeremy, like me, was a newcomer, and we bonded over our shared sense of adventure and curiosity about this strange new world.

That first summer in Alaska, we began a routine of overnight camping trips far from the village. It was a common practice in Kotzebue, a way to connect with the land and escape the confines of the small community. The day before each trip, we would scout the area on ATVs, searching for the perfect spot to set up camp. Once we found it, we would mark the location and return the next day with our gear.

On one such scouting trip, Jeremy stumbled upon an abandoned snowmobile. In its trunk, he found a can of WD-40. Ever the prankster, Jeremy began playing with the can and a lighter, setting small fires and then stomping them out. It was harmless fun—or so we thought.

As we walked back to our ATVs, I was in the lead, with Kim in the middle and Jeremy bringing up the rear. The tundra stretched out around us, a vast expanse of grasses and low shrubs swaying gently in the breeze. We were about 30 yards apart when Jeremy suddenly shouted something. Kim and I turned to face him, and what we saw stopped us in our tracks.

Behind Jeremy, flames were dancing across the tundra, fueled by the dry vegetation and the wind. The fire was growing rapidly, and Jeremy seemed oblivious to the danger. Kim and I exchanged a panicked glance before sprinting toward him. The shock of the situation left us all momentarily frozen, but instinct kicked in, and we began to act.

Kim tore off his denim coat and ran to a nearby creek, soaking the fabric before throwing it onto the flames. I, in a moment of sheer panic, began blowing at the fire as if I could extinguish it with my breath. Jeremy, meanwhile, had resorted to more unconventional methods—he unzipped his pants and started urinating on one section of the fire. It was a chaotic scene, and in the moment, none of us were thinking clearly.

The flames continued to grow, and it became clear that our efforts were futile. The fire was spreading faster than we could contain it, and the reality of the situation began to sink in. We were in over our heads, and the consequences of our actions were staring us in the face.

As the flames continued to spread across the tundra, panic set in. The distant wail of sirens from Kotzebue pierced the stillness of the Arctic air, signaling that help was on the way. The local fire department, equipped with a unique vehicle—a repurposed World War II tank converted into a fire truck—was responding to the growing blaze. The sight of the tank rumbling across the tundra on its tracks was both reassuring and surreal. It was a reminder of how remote and resourceful life in Kotzebue could be.

Kim, Jeremy, and I knew we had to act quickly. We scrambled back to our ATVs, our hearts pounding as we devised a plan. It wasn’t a good plan, but it was the best we could come up with in the heat of the moment. We decided to ride our ATVs in the opposite direction, away from the fire, and then loop back toward the road where the fire trucks were approaching. Along the way, we hastily concocted a story to explain our presence near the fire. We knew we would be questioned, and we needed to stick to the same narrative to avoid suspicion.

By the time we reached the road, the fire department was already at work, battling the flames with the tanker’s limited water supply. The fire was intense, but the firefighters managed to contain it before it could spread too far. When they questioned us, we told our story with rehearsed precision. We claimed we had been out exploring on our ATVs when we noticed the fire and rushed to get help. To our relief, the firefighters believed us. They commended us for our quick thinking and sent us on our way.

But the weight of what had happened was too much to bear. That night, as I lay in bed, the gravity of the situation pressed down on me. I couldn’t shake the image of the flames dancing across the tundra or the fear that we had put ourselves and the community in danger. Kim felt the same way. He confessed everything to his father, Kim Sr., who was a state trooper and one of the most respected figures in Kotzebue. Kim’s father listened quietly, his expression unreadable, as his son recounted the events of the day.

I held out through the night, but when Kim told me the next morning that he had come clean to his father, I knew I had to do the same. I went to my mother, who was the more approachable of my parents, and confessed everything. My father, the hospital administrator, was a man of integrity, and I knew he would be disappointed in me. But I also knew that honesty was the only way to move forward.

Jeremy, however, took a different approach. Despite Kim and I coming clean, he continued to deny any involvement in starting the fire. His refusal to take responsibility only made things worse. It was one thing to make a mistake, but it was another to lie about it, especially when the truth was already out. Jeremy’s denial strained our friendship and nearly landed him in serious trouble.

In the end, the three of us were given community service with the Kotzebue Fire Department as a way to make amends for our actions. It was a fitting punishment, one that allowed us to contribute to the community we had put at risk. For weeks, we scrubbed hundreds of feet of fire hose, cleaned equipment, and assisted the firefighters with various tasks. It was hard work, but it was also a valuable learning experience.

Jeremy, who had come close to facing criminal charges, was given a second chance. The agreement was clear: if we completed our community service and took responsibility for our actions, no charges would be filed. It was a lesson in accountability, one that stayed with me long after the fire hose had been scrubbed and the equipment put away.

Looking back, the fire on the tundra was a turning point in my life. It taught me the importance of honesty, responsibility, and the consequences of our actions. It also deepened my respect for the firefighters and first responders who risked their lives to protect the community. That experience, though born out of a moment of recklessness, ultimately set me on the path to pursuing a career in emergency services—a dream that had been with me since childhood.

The fire on the tundra, though born out of a moment of recklessness, became a pivotal turning point in my life. What began as a punishment—scrubbing fire hoses and cleaning equipment for the Kotzebue Fire Department—soon transformed into an opportunity. The firefighters noticed my dedication and passion for the work. They saw how I approached every task with focus and determination, even when it was tedious or physically demanding. It wasn’t long before they began to mentor me, teaching me the basics of firefighting and emergency medical services.

The Kotzebue Fire Department was a tight-knit group, a family of sorts, and they welcomed me into their ranks. They saw potential in me, and they were willing to invest their time and resources to help me grow. They offered me the chance to undergo formal firefighter training and EMT certification, opportunities I had dreamed of for years. It was a chance to turn my mistakes into something meaningful, and I seized it with both hands.

Firefighter training was intense, both physically and mentally demanding. It required discipline, teamwork, and a willingness to face danger head-on. The training took place at the fire department itself, as well as through the University of Alaska Fairbanks Chukchi Campus, which had a satellite location in Kotzebue. The combination of hands-on experience and classroom instruction gave me a well-rounded education in fire science and emergency response.

I learned how to operate firefighting equipment, from hoses and axes to breathing apparatus. I practiced search-and-rescue techniques in simulated environments, navigating through smoke-filled rooms and collapsed structures. I studied fire behavior, learning how to predict the spread of flames and how to use water and foam to control them. Every lesson was a step closer to becoming the firefighter I had always wanted to be.

One of the most challenging aspects of the training was the live fire exercises. These were controlled burns designed to simulate real-life fire scenarios. The heat was intense, the smoke thick and choking, and the noise overwhelming. But through it all, I learned to stay calm, to trust my training, and to rely on my team. Firefighting, I realized, was not just about bravery; it was about preparation, communication, and trust.

While firefighter training was physically grueling, EMT certification was mentally taxing. It required a deep understanding of human anatomy, physiology, and emergency medical procedures. I spent countless hours in the classroom, studying everything from basic first aid to advanced life support. I learned how to assess patients, stabilize injuries, and administer life-saving treatments. I practiced CPR, intubation, and IV insertion until I could perform them with confidence.
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