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            RULE #1: PLAN AHEAD AND PREPARE

          

        

      

    

    
      The excitement and chatter of nine warm bodies behind and around me makes it difficult to focus on driving, but I have to—and I have to make it look easy. Somehow as a group they all sense that we’re almost to the trailhead, but they don’t realize how dicey this section of road is. It’s actually two lanes, but this time of year the leaves cover the shoulders and outsides so thoroughly that it might as well be a single lane. I straddle the center line, veering around deep potholes. We crawl uphill at fifteen miles an hour through the darkness, slow enough for my headlights to show me the hazards before I get to them. No matter how many years I’ve run this trip, this part always makes me nervous. The trailer full of gear we pull behind us adds an extra challenge. Oh, and it’s pouring rain—so loud it sounds like a single ongoing roar instead of individual drops. Other years the temperature’s been anywhere from highs in the 80’s to lows below freezing. November in Arkansas.

      The turn-off appears ahead, so it looks like this won’t be the year I wreck the van. Our tires crunch over the gravel of the small parking lot. No other vehicles are here, which isn’t surprising given the shitty weather. In the passenger seat, Bianca, one of the two student trip leaders assisting me, quietly says, “Smooth work, Matt.”

      I give her a quick nod of thanks before turning to face Joey, my other trip leader, and the seven participants. “All right, everybody. You’re going to want all of your rain gear on before you get out.” Everyone digging through their stuff and struggling into it while smashed next to their neighbors is a pain in the ass, but cold and wet is not the way to start a trip. It’s always amazing the things I have to tell people. They seem obvious to me, but some of these people never even camped in their backyard as kids, much less went on a multi-day backpacking trip. It’s never the big stuff that does you in, anyway. It’s the little things. A hot spot someone lets become a blister because they’re too shy to ask for moleskin. An unbalanced pack. Sunburns.

      By the time everyone’s out of the van and loaded up, packs adjusted, rain gear in place, van and trailer locked up, I feel as worn down as if the whole trip’s already over. I love training the student staff, I really do, but I’ve been running this trip for too long—since I was a college student myself in the same program. Now I’d rather be home with my wife, warm, dry, and off my feet, but that’s the job. The trips go rain or shine, and we’re on too tight a schedule to delay. Bianca and Joey, at least, are second- and third-year veterans, so my part should be minimal this time around. Supervisory.

      In the dark once the van’s lights click off, through the heavy blur of rain, everyone looks the same, like antsy little kids lined up waiting for recess. They face me, Joey, and Bianca as Bianca gives them the ‘we’re hiking now’ intro. Under the shadow of their raincoat hoods, with their headlamps pointing straight out in obscuring beams, their faces are anonymous sources of attention—eyes on me that I can feel but not see. There’s always a strangeness to the wilderness at night, especially at first, but it’s been a few years since I felt it strongly enough to notice. Bianca finishes with her reminders, and everyone starts moving.

      The hike from the parking lot to the first water crossing is less than half a mile, but it always takes longer than it seems like it should. All ten of us have on a headlamp under our raincoat hoods, because it’s always full dark by the time we get here from Texas. (We have to leave after the final class of whichever participant has the latest exam scheduled.) Someone always trips. Someone always has to stop and adjust their backpack or retie their boots. Someone is always slower than they should be, despite our pre-trip warnings about fitness level and the strenuousness of the hike—old knee injuries kept secret or a surprise bout of asthma. I’m expecting all of these things.

      What I’m not expecting is the shriek one of the women gives out at the front of the line. It prickles my skin, wakes me up. I bring up the rear to keep an eye on everyone, so I can’t yet see what’s ahead that’s scared her. Joey stops, but the rest of us keep moving forward, so the line bunches up. We’re at the spot where the tightness of trees opens to the wide expanse of river. I fight not to shove past people to see what’s wrong. In the darkness, the water sounds louder than its size, as if we’ve reached the Mississippi instead of what could probably as accurately be called a creek or stream. Wide, but shallow, and not too fast. Not a big enough deal to shriek over.

      I nudge my way through the clustered people to see what’s going on. It takes me a few seconds to spot it, because I’m looking for a person or a fallen tree or something dramatic. What my eyes land on, though, is a dog.

      He’s a mid-sized mutt of some kind, short-haired and long-tailed. His back paws are dipped in the frigid water, as far as he can get from us. Even in the rain and darkness, my headlamp clearly displays the ribs protruding on either side of his indistinctly colored body. Brown, gray, who can tell? His tail is low and limp, ears floppy, and his eyes never stop moving, scanning all of us. He looks exactly like a dog from one of those guilt-you-into-donating commercials. His teeth are bared, but it looks more like a grimace than a snarl, and he isn’t making noise. Wary as hell, but he isn’t growling or barking, much less attacking. Poor little dude.

      I scan the group to see if I can tell who shrieked, but they’ve morphed into a glob huddled away from the dog. Some people just scream easily, I guess. Being in the woods at night makes a lot of people jumpy, but now my nerves are on edge from the false alarm.

      One person is rummaging through their pack, mumbling about giving it food. I say, “No, guys. Don’t feed it. We don’t know if it’s safe.”

      I look at Joey, reading in his body language that he wants to help the dog. I do too. If someone had found it at the rec center I would’ve humored them, even helped them look up the right people to call to get it care, but we don’t have that option out here. Joey clears his throat, but before he steps forward he asks in a low voice, “You want to hang back to be sure it doesn’t follow us, or should I?”

      I hesitate. Normally I cross the river first, set down my pack, and come back to the halfway point to help the participants across. But the reason I do that is because I always take the task of the least comfort—or the position of the greatest risk—which is normally being the one to stand in freezing water up to my shins for fifteen minutes. But if the dog were to actually attack someone, it should be me. “I’ll take care of the dog.”

      Joey nods and steps forward to guide the group. His voice is calm and clear, even through the rain. He tells them all to take off their boots and socks, get out their crossing shoes, and the whole shebang. Even when one of the participants expresses concern over the dog (“We can’t just leave him here, can we? He looks hungry.”), he firmly guides them away from rallying around saving it. It sucks, but we can’t stop a ten-person university trip to drive to the nearest town and look for a vet or shelter. It’s after hours anyway. Joey manages to comfort them without lying about what will happen to the animal. I’m proud of him.

      Meanwhile, Bianca crosses, drops her pack, and heads back to the center to guide the crossing. Once their attention is all on that, I sort of herd the mutt back toward the trail, the way we came. It twists guilt in me, but I can’t see any way around it. I don’t have the option of leaving to take him anywhere, but if he tries to tag along it (worse case) puts our participants at risk or (best case) distracts them from the point of the trip. I have to make him leave, for the good of the group. I walk him nearly back to the parking lot, planning to scare him away.

      His fur is dripping wet in scraggly rivulets. His tail stays low, but when I look at him it gives the barest hint of a wag.

      I can’t bear it. I break. Feeling guilty for giving in when I already told myself I couldn’t, I grab a protein bar from my pack and open it, crouching to hand it to the mutt. He edges closer, sniffing suspiciously. I’d toss it on the ground but it’s muddy. I hold it out so he doesn’t have to come too close, and he finally snatches it, jerking back as he wolfs it down.

      “Okay,” I say, appreciating that he doesn’t drop it. “Good boy. That’s a good boy. I’m sorry you’re stuck out here. I wish I could help.” Maybe if he’s still here when we leave I can drive by a vet in town and tell him where to come look.

      The dog has calmed enough that I decide to give him a gentle pet on his back. Talking calmly so he doesn’t startle, I run my hand along his mangy, wet fur. Poor dude must be lonely, because even though he’s shaking he lets me stroke him.

      I hear something from the trail. When I turn to look, I feel a sharp snap on my hand.

      “Hey!” I yelp, jerking it to my chest.

      The dog backs away guiltily, his lip coming up in the hint of a snarl.

      “You bit me,” I say, glancing at my hand. It didn’t break the skin. It was not a playful bite, but it doesn’t actually hurt. Maybe just my feelings. “God damn it,” I mutter. I knew better. My fault, not his.

      But this just goes to show why we can’t have him tagging along. I make my voice angry and scary. “You go away now. Go on! Get out of here!” I sort of jerk toward him to startle him off. It makes me feel shitty, but it works. He turns and runs to the far side of the lot, and he doesn’t follow me back onto the trail. He could probably track us, but he won’t want to now.

      I sigh, frustrated with myself. That could’ve been a bad mistake. The rain is lightening up a little, but still a steady nuisance. I remind myself that it could be worse. It could be raining and hot. I get enough heat on the in-state trips. Sweating under a raincoat is not fun.

      By the time I make it back to the river, all the participants have crossed and Bianca is on her way to the far bank too. Well, I assume it’s Bianca. In the dark, from the back, in their rain gear, everyone looks almost exactly the same—just vaguely humanoid shapes with strange lumps protruding from their bodies. I switch my shoes and wade in as quickly as I can, unused to being the one we’re waiting on.

      The water coats my feet and ankles in a seamless, breathless moment. Ice cold. The thick soles of my sandals protect my feet from anything sharp, but also make it harder to balance as I walk across the slick rocks. I take my time, placing each step carefully. The last thing I want right now is to eat it in front of the entire group. With my backpack on it would be a fucking nightmare to regain my feet, and of course me and my gear would be soaked for at least the remainder of the night. Not to mention looking like a dork in front of my staff. So, caution.

      It’s strangely calming. Maybe because I have to focus entirely on moving. For these few minutes, nothing exists but me and the river. When I get halfway, I pause and look up.

      The light beams from everyone’s headlamps cut through the darkness in random shapes, changing with their movements, shifting angles and intensity based on which direction they face and where they stand or sit to put their hiking shoes back on. The beams look unnaturally white with little moonlight to contrast with, hidden behind clouds. The lights pick out the rain, highlighting its diagonal pattern. I do my automatic count to make sure we’re all here. Nine, plus me: ten, all accounted for. It’ll make a great picture.

      It always takes forever for everyone to dry their feet and get ready to go. I have plenty of time. Still standing in the water, I wrestle the program’s waterproof camera from my pack’s side pocket and draw it up under my hood to look through the viewer. I almost turn off my own headlamp, but the beam highlights the rain in the foreground while theirs do the background. If it looks half as cool in the photo as it does through my viewer it’ll make a great promo shot for the Facebook page. I snap a few, glad I thought of it.

      As I’m wrangling the camera into my zippered jacket pocket, I’m charged with a sudden sense of foreboding, like the time I was standing on a soccer field when lightning struck nearby. Something’s wrong. I glance at the sky, but there’s no sign of the storm worsening, and we haven’t heard any thunder. I look behind me, wondering if the dog has followed me back—some type of misplaced subconscious unease—but the bank is empty. I look again to the group, and right as I do, a strange low humming noise hits me. A moment later, all of their lights grow brighter, each headlamp’s beam nearly doubling in intensity. A loud, electronic sound fills the air, a sharp, voiceless ffvvvvvvvvvvvvvvt. The lights shine brilliantly for a few seconds—the source of the noise, maybe. Then they dim, snuffed out. Mine does the same. I hear the surge and death of it directly above my eyes like an electric blow. Blindingly bright; darkness.

      The sounds of surprised panic. The girl who shrieked earlier screams again, plus other shouts and exclamations. Someone yells, “Shit!” and then everyone is talking in high-pitched voices. I can’t see anything. The surge of light ruined my night vision.

      I stand completely still, the water rushing past my ankles. In my blindness, the sounds of the water flowing and the rain spattering on my hood seem doubly loud, intensely close and still somehow distant, like I’m left in a private cocoon of my own personage. I swallow. I can taste the residue of the meal from the diner that stays open late just for us. I reach one hand carefully to press the button on my headlamp, click it several times. It’s dead.

      “My light is broken,” one of the participants’ voices carries over the others.

      I raise my voice and pitch it so it carries. “Everyone stay put, stay calm. Everything’s alright.”

      Bianca calls out, “You okay, Matt?”

      “I’m fine. Y’all good?”

      A hesitation, then, “Yeah.” Quieter, to the participants, “Everyone okay?” Murmuring from the bank and then Bianca calls to me, “We’re okay. All of the headlamps are broken.”

      Something is wrong, I think, and I feel a spike of anger at my disconcerting dread. I’m better than this. I’m the calm one they’ll look to for comfort.

      My night vision is slowly returning, picking out large, vague shapes like the delineation between the sky and the tops of the forest. The line where the bank meets the shore. Dim, diffused moonlight on the coursing water. My ankles disappearing into it. My own hands, held out to my sides for balance. Finally, the vague, shifting shapes of the people waiting across the river.

      What the fuck was that? No lightning struck. Some other sort of electrical charge that zapped our lights? An EMP or something? God, I hope our phones are still working. I’d pull mine out to check it and try the flashlight, but it’s tucked into my pack inside a dry bag. If everyone else listened to our instructions, so are theirs—along with any other electronics. I have no idea what we’ll do if we can’t get the headlamps working, but I do know I’ll need to be with my trip leaders and the participants to decide, so I begin picking my way carefully across the second half of the water.

      What am I going to do? If I have to guide this group back to the van with no lights it’ll take all night. And to cancel the trip once we’re already out here? Well, we’ve never had to do it before. Aside from an evac it’s pretty much the worst-case scenario I can think of. Refunds all around, an unhappy director, poor reviews from the participants. By the time my feet meet land I’m already tossing around compromise solutions. Could we camp for a few nights in the parking lot? Some of these folks are so green they’d probably still be thrilled with it.

      “Bianca, Joey,” I say. I can see figures but not faces.

      “Over here,” Joey calls from my left. “Sitting on the flat rock.”

      I pick my way to them, shuck my pack, and sink to a seat beside the smaller figure, which must be Bianca. I’ve packed my bag carefully enough—and the same for so many times—that I’m able to dry my feet and switch shoes quickly in the dark. Then I pull out my phone, shielding it from the rain with one hand as I turn it on. It still works. No bars, which is the norm out here, but it relieves me. “Everyone’s phone okay?” I ask.

      The participants all pull out their phones, whether dug from the depths of a drybag and powered on or simply pulled from a pants pocket. The ones that were turned off are okay; the ones that were on are dead. The satellite phone, unfortunately, was on. Joey looks sheepish as he admits that he’d left it on after practicing with it earlier.

      I use my phone flashlight to dig out the Ziploc full of extra AA batteries. Even if everyone has either a working phone or a handheld flashlight, we’ll need the headlamps. “Let’s see if a new battery will do it.” I struggle to pop open the little plastic door and swap out the battery. When I thumb the button, the light clicks on.

      Everyone cheers, which makes me laugh. I hadn’t realized until now that they’d grown collectively silent as they waited in the dark, like jaded flood victims doubting they’ll be saved. The rain has slowed to a gentle patter, too, so the night is almost thickly quiet.

      I break it with my voice as I put the working headlamp back on under my hood and reach out a hand for Bianca’s. “Now we’re talking. Good thing I always bring an extra, huh Joey?”

      “You win, boss.” He was ribbing on me earlier for being over-prepared. But ‘plan ahead and prepare’ is literally the first rule in my trip leadership guide, a hodge-podge of outdoor principles, group dynamics, and leadership theory that I train my staff with. Not only did I pack an extra battery for each headlamp, I packed an extra extra, too. Eleven fresh batteries in the bag, and I’m damn glad we have them.

      See? Nothing wrong. Everything is cool.

      Joey rallies the participants as I work. “Okay, everyone. Make sure you’ve finished drying your feet and changing shoes, then bring your headlamp to Matt so he can replace your battery.”

      With my own light working it’s easier to pop open the casings on the other headlamps. I hand all of the dead batteries to Bianca as I take them out. They look normal, no burn marks or leaking acid or anything. She collects them in a new Ziploc; we pack out all of our trash.

      Now the participants are all chattering, abuzz with excitement from the strange phenomenon.

      The bag of extra batteries grows lighter and lighter as the participants move through the little circuit we’ve set up. When I reach into the bag to grab one for the final participant, it’s the last battery. I hold up the bag to be sure my fingertips are right, and it’s true. The bag is empty, but I brought an extra. I blink, staring tiredly at the remaining battery in my palm, trying to make sense of it. I know I brought an extra, because Joey joked about it. I’m so certain about it that I actually wonder for a moment if one of the participants handed us their headlamp twice before I realize how goofy that is. I search the ground around the rock we sit on to be sure I didn’t drop one. Nope. I must’ve miscounted—only thought I brought eleven.

      It’s fine. We have enough. I shrug it off, handing the empty bag to Bianca too while I replace the final battery. I test the light and hand it to the young man waiting for it before hauling on my backpack. One crisis averted, plus a cool story for the campers, not to mention that the rain is slowing down. The sat phone uses a special battery type that we don’t have here, but in all my years running this trip, we’ve never needed it. I think I could get to cell signal fairly quickly if there was a true emergency.

      Bianca and Joey are already organizing everyone to start back on the trail toward our first camp. Everyone’s excited, talking and laughing with the energy from having survived something startling—like a group of friends leaving a haunted house. There’s the tone of a punchline said in a deep voice followed by a sharp peal of laughter and then more jokes shouted over each other’s shoulders.

      I smile, bringing up the rear. Most of them barely know each other and already they’re acting like one big crew, having a blast. I remember now: this is why I do this. Them making memories like this—it’s why it’s worth it.
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