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Damian Asher dedicates this book to all the children, wives, husbands, brothers, sisters, mothers and fathers of the members of the Fort McMurray Fire Department, as well as the members of the departments that came to our aid. 


    A department is a family, and without your support, no member would have been able to do what they did in this historic event. 


        It’s a dedication to you members who have moved to Fort McMurray for a job and have made it a home, to your support in our community and to your choice to protect it by laying your lives on the line. 


    I am humbled to be in your presence and to call you family.


Omar Mouallem dedicates this to his parents, Ahmed and Tamam.
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AUTHORS’ NOTE





This book is a narrative construction derived from Damian Asher’s telling of the Fort McMurray fires, as well as some twenty interviews of firefighters, locals and wildfire experts. Innumerable weather and government reports, news articles and event timelines were studied to find the most consistent evidence of the truth; however, the authors have taken some creative liberties.


While most characters are based on real people and are depicted using their real names, a few names have been changed, and some characters are composites. The authors have re-drawn conversations and story dialogue, in most cases based on the recollections of those involved. Some public figures appear who were instrumental to true events. In earlier chapters of the book, some scenes were composed to dramatize an average day at the fire hall and to introduce characters to the longer story. These decisions were made thoughtfully and with both the subjects and readers in mind.





PROLOGUE





There’s one road in and one road out of Fort McMurray, and that one road was gridlocked. The whole southern lane crowded with cars too slow to outpace clouds of smoke chasing them from the north. The sky, hardly visible through the smoke, was a sea of flames three hundred feet tall in the boreal forest surrounding my city. My city that had turned black and orange in an instant. My city on fire.


Ten minutes ago, I’d arrived at Fire Hall 5 on my afternoon off. When I was called in, the town was hazy but visible and the highway lightly trafficked. By the time I’d buttoned my shirt, laced my duty boots and packed my bunker gear as a precaution, the winds had quickened to sixty kilometres per hour and shifted northeast towards us. I was racing out in a fire engine before the bay door touched the rafters, driving alone into the inferno.


Turning onto the highway with sirens blaring, I dodged cars trying to evacuate from the city. They were climbing from the ditches, barrelling across parking lots and jumping curbs as flakes of burning ember rained on them. The way out of town was bumper-to-bumper and side-door-to-side-door, five lanes of vehicles on a three-lane road, and the northbound route was filling with southbound traffic too. I crushed the air-horn button and swerved into the centre lane, sharing a millisecond of eye contact with the drivers I passed, enough for me to see the fear in their eyes. And now I’d find out for myself what it was they had seen.


The radio hissed. “Captain Asher, it’s Training Officer Kratochvil.”


“Yeah, go,” I snapped back.


“I saw you leaving the hall. I’ve got the new recruits. We’re following you in.” A white Ford F-150 swerved behind me, the bed filled with a crew of kneeling firefighters holding on for their lives. “Where are we going?”


“Beacon Hill.” That’s where my kids go to school. The radio hissed with other chatter, other neighbourhoods under threat, but everything—reports, sirens, honking, the world—it all muted as I imagined Taya and Aidan’s classrooms filling with smoke.


My wife and I had received the email from their elementary school, asking for parents to evacuate the students. She’d have to come from the grocery store downtown, but judging from the surrounding mayhem, any town road would be equally gridlocked. The lineup for fuel at gas stations flanking the highway snaked onto arterial streets; the Flying J gas station had no lineup because it was on fire. Roadside onlookers stood in harm’s way, gobsmacked by flames on the filling station’s roof, flames in the grass, flames across the western horizon. Trees lit up ten at a time as an inferno crested down the valley, carrying flames tall as cellphone towers searing in the hills. Cars scraped each other and people ran up and down the sides of the roads. It wasn’t just people in a panic—deer pushed out of the bush by the heat were galloping into town, nearly causing road accidents.


“Melanie! Mel!” I shouted into my cellphone. Her voice was too faint to hear above the sirens, horns and roaring winds. “Did you get them?”


She said something about a traffic jam at Save-On-Foods.


“The fire’s hit Beacon Hill. Call Pam! Call Pam!” Pam is our neighbour and the school librarian. She could bring them home.


“I tried, I tried, I tried.” Melanie repeated it enough times that I heard it clearly. I told her I loved her and tossed the phone on the passenger seat.


As I approached the intersection of Beacon Hill Drive—the neighbourhood’s single entry and exit point, like Highway 63—it was utter chaos. Police officers directing traffic in respirator masks were trying to keep control and move vehicles out. My air horn cleared a narrow path for me to cut through the traffic and enter Beacon Hill. The crew tried to follow my tracks but couldn’t keep up. In the haze, I had no clue where I was going until I spotted a school-zone sign.


Good Shepherd School is across from the hill bank, and far from the Hangingstone River, where the wildfire was thought to be contained. But the blaze had done the impossible and jumped two rivers, climbed up the valley and crawled a hundred metres from the only road protecting the children. I braked by the main doors, in the school bus lane. The playgrounds and soccer fields were quiet. The parking lot was empty. It was Tuesday afternoon, but it looked like a Sunday, so I left.


The smoke had thickened, but blew away from me for a clearer sightline. It was brown from the spruce and poplar engulfed by the blaze. I prayed it didn’t go black, a chemical reaction from burning synthetics, which could only mean that the fire had touched homes.


Friends’ homes. Family’s homes. Homes I grew up in. Homes I built with my own two hands as a contractor in my spare time.


As flaming debris and branches blew across the windshield, I stopped myself from thinking of my house on the other side of town, a palatial bungalow I’d spent three years on, hammering every nail and loading every beam. We’d moved in a year ago, and just that morning I’d finally started landscaping. My stomach turned, but I had to focus on the job in front me.


Choppers and tankers whirred over the block of mid-century bungalows around me. They were unscathed, for now, but flames at the greenbelt on the edge of the valley crowned in the spruces, burning their canopies off like dandelion heads. They dropped to earth before torching the trunks. All down the block, residents stuffed their vehicles with bags, pet kennels and kids. Husbands and wives bumped into each other while they bolted in and out of their houses with whatever they could think of, forgetting whatever they’d soon regret.


I parked by a red hydrant near where the fire was crowing out of the trees and heading towards the houses. I flicked the switch for the monitor, and the deluge gun attached to the roof showered the trees. There were 2,000 litres in the tank, but with 4,800 litres sprayed per minute that wouldn’t get me far. I radioed dispatch: “Dispatch, this is Captain Asher.”


“Captain Asher, go for dispatch,” she responded.


“Dispatch, Captain Asher. I’m on Pumper 310, all by myself, on the corner of Beacon Hill Drive and Beaver Hill Crescent, setting up for fire attack.”


“Captain Asher, dispatch. Acknowledge.”


I jumped to the pavement and sprinted to the back cabinet for a large inlet hose that was pre-plugged into the truck’s tank for a fast connection. Wrench in hand, I hoisted it over my shoulder and pulled it to the hydrant through a blizzard of embers and burning spruce needles. I popped off the steamer port, connected it and turned the nut atop the hydrant. It takes sixteen rotations to open the valve.


One, two, three . . .


Sweat dripped on my sleeves. My eyes stung. I coughed into my arm and shielded my face from the unbearable heat.


Seven, eight, nine . . .


The only sound was windswept flames, roaring like a rolling train that drowned out the sirens and yelling.


Twelve, thirteen, fourteen . . .


Just then, an ember the size of a softball hurtled across the road and smashed through a front window. Flames swallowed the curtains, and with a last twist of the wrench, I watched black smoke engulf the living room.
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CHAPTER 1



LIKE ANY OTHER MONDAY


Soon as my eyes open, I’m awake. Ready to go. Hit the alarm, kiss the wife, grab my bag and slip out the door. I grew into this habit when my kids were newborns, so I didn’t disturb them. But it’s also my firefighter instinct. You could be deep asleep in dorms, but the instant dispatch calls, lights flash and tones ring, you better get in your gear, out the bay and to the scene in seven minutes. And you better be ready for anything: a house fire, a motor vehicle accident, an overdose, a child birth, or a cardiac arrest. Just look at what’s in front of you and get the job done.


Monday, May 2, 2016, the day before the biggest evacuation in Canadian history and the costliest natural disaster this country’s ever known, started like any other. That the dawn air stunk of campfire was no more concerning than the plumes in the sky west of me. When you’re born and raised in the boreal forest, the lungs of Canada, the scent of burning wood is akin to fermented grapes to a wino. My nostrils took a long, sweet drag of it, tilting skywards at a roaring commercial airliner swooping so low I could read its registration number on the wing. I tossed my gear in the back of my 1999 Toyota Tacoma, a four-seater that’s had better days, and set out to Fire Hall 5.


Sunrise gave the smoke columns psychedelic shades, resembling cotton candy in a hazy sky. Ahead of me, two airplane tankers water-bombed the fire with a red retardant blending into the plume, and forestry helicopters circled the periphery. By my estimation it was ten clicks from town, blowing southwest, away from the houses, oil plants and industrial camps. The night before, the wife’s friends fussed about the fire on Facebook, but the reality was no big deal. Blazing black spruce has a way of thumping its chest like this, lifting high and fluffing up like a menacing thunderstorm cloud. Besides, forest fires are as much a part of our lives as hunting, fishing and hiking. Or, if you’re parents of active kids like Melanie and me, as much a part of life as shuttling from dance recitals to birthday parties.


Not what you think of when you think of Fort McMurray? Doesn’t surprise me.


Since the oil boom of the early 2000s, a bunch of foreign reporters have parachuted in and told different versions of the same one-sided story. It’s practically a colour-by-numbers picture: shade in the big trucks and six-figure manual labour jobs, the get-rich-quick with no education. Paint in deforestation and pollution. Colour in the poisoned ducks and don’t forget to scrawl the idiotic nickname “Fort McMoney” on it.


That story might make a good stereotype, but it misses the real draw of our community. Driving to town from Saprae Creek Estates, a woodsy southeast hamlet, I’m reminded of it every day.


On Airport Road, my truck curled around the valley cradling the lower townsite, past the creeks and rivers where Dad taught me to fish, before gliding into the shade of timbered hills flush with spruce, poplar and knotted pine. When I was a child, my family and I would hunt deer and moose in those hills. The Ashers have always been outdoorsy folks, and to this day there’s nothing my eight-year-old boy, Aidan, and seven-year-old girl, Taya, love more than quadding the bumpy trails right outside our front door. There are those who see Fort McMurray as nothing more than a place to work—get in, get what you need out of it and leave (and those people always bring their broke asses back for another withdrawal). But the reason third-generation families like mine call it home isn’t a mystery.


Nine thousand years ago, a catastrophic flood tore across the continent, carving river valleys, cliffs, coves and inlets into this northern chunk of the Prairies. Another great flood from the Clearwater and Athabasca rivers flattened the centre, forming a perfect habitat for ancient nomads and modern nomads today, representing seventy-six countries. So although Wood Buffalo (the municipality including Fort McMurray, Saprae Creek and the other hamlets) is a dot higher on the map than the capital of Siberia, nature, at its most violent, has sculpted it into something beautiful.


Nature did another amazing thing. It shoved a sticky mixture of gravel and bitumen from the earth’s depths to the surface. We now call this pungent tar the oil sands. Ancient people burned it for mosquito repellent and plastered it over their canoe cracks. For centuries after, European settlers couldn’t figure out what to do with it. Not until the 1960s did they understand its potential. Suncor led the way, but now a hundred companies make good on this trillion-dollar goop, and the town has seen a steady stream of migrants ever since.


The year my dad was born, 1951, about nine hundred people resided in Fort McMurray’s humble trailers and shacks. By the time he and Mom joined the surge of oil and gas prospectors in Alberta twenty-six years later, it was sixteen thousand. Like so many young couples, my parents had been summoned to the promised land, from northern British Columbia, with rumours of big labour shortages and high wages. They followed friends to Fort McMurray one summer, and the first two companies where they applied hired them on sight. Mom had just finished high school and waitressed at a diner popular among oil field workers; their tips overflowed from her apron pocket every shift. Dad was a house-painter, toiling for gigs in B.C. that had become less and less frequent. Up here, he worked overtime as a natural gas lineman every day.


The city continued to grow in the following years, and at last count the population of Wood Buffalo was over 125,000. That includes the “shadow population”—folks in industrial camps, flying in and flying out two weeks at a time. Regardless, the city has never kept up with demand. Boys younger than Aidan have to try out for minor hockey because there’s not enough ice time to go around, and the province just finished twinning Highway 63, the main highway in and out of the city.


Sixty-three has another nickname: “the Highway of Death.” Wish I could say it’s another stereotype, but this one earns its bad rap. I extricated eighteen dead, mangled bodies on that road last winter, and three dozen more survivors. If it’s not passing a wide-load truck that gets them, it’s a blizzard. If not a blizzard, ice. If not ice, then a shift-worker asleep at the wheel.


Highway 63 is Wood Buffalo’s only access point, so I have to pass through the infamous route to reach every fire hall but 5, which is on the outskirts of town, just before the turnoff to 63, in a big open field, empty save for an identical-looking transit garage and, across Airport Road, upper-middle-class townhouses in the new neighbourhood of Prairie Creek. The morning of May 2, like many before, I steered the Tacoma into the lot, parked in the captain stall and carried my bag inside the wood-panelled building.


While our other halls have five bay doors, this one has fourteen, and inside the rest of its fifty thousand square feet is room for administration, mechanics and equipment for training the next generation of the Fort McMurray Fire Department. There’s even a rock-climbing wall inside. It’s also home to the Regional Emergency Operations Centre (REOC)—“the war room”—for whenever disaster might strike, with a seat for the mayor, fire chief, police chief and even liaisons from several oil companies. The city built hall 5 because they were expecting another thirty thousand people to move into the new subdivision between the hall and the airport. They budgeted for halls 6 and 7, too, but oil markets crashed, the industry hemorrhaged jobs, and real estate prices nosedived, putting the plans on hold. I’ve lived through three busts in my thirty-nine years. Such is life in the boom town.





I was born under the northern lights on April 24, 1977. When Mom was in labour, Dad was next door on construction of a larger hospital, dashing from work to the delivery room under the green streak in the sky above. There were so many babies on the way that mothers were wheeled into the corridors, and Mom’s OB-GYN was also the town’s emergency physician, running between howling women and whatever workplace injury awaited him. I hope the doctor enjoyed his retirement. Dad didn’t. He had a massive heart attack at work in 2009 and died of heart complications a few years after his early retirement.


Like me, Dad was his own man and never needed to be part of a group setting to enjoy himself. Left alone in a mall, Dad would be lost in minutes, but you could drop him in the middle of the bush and he’d find his way out two days later, with a deer in tow. He loved his solitude, and even when he brought me along to hunt, we’d split up and not see each other again until it was time to light a campfire.


Personable isn’t a word anyone used to describe my father—nor me, for that matter—but he was a keen helper, whether one needed a hand skinning game or running the barbecue at a school fundraiser. They simply needed to ask and he’d bend over backwards for them. But he was easygoing, which, admittedly, I am not always. I believe in rules, in the chain of command, in the right way and the wrong way of doing everything. My mom says that I see the world as black and white, and I have her to thank for that, though it took me a while to adopt her traits.


“Stay out of Snye Creek,” she’d demand of little me. Imagine her surprise a week later when she found her twelve-year-old boy on the cover of Fort McMurray Today, splashing around in the Snye. Or there was the time in high school when a stranger in blue coveralls knocked on our door.


“Is Damian here?”


“Damian’s in school,” she said.


“Well, he won a draw to get his carpets steam-cleaned.”


“What?” she yelled. “When? Where?” But she knew the answer: against her orders, I had skipped school to go to a trades expo, where I’d entered every draw. She scolded me for it later.


“Are you still getting your carpets cleaned?” I asked.


“You bet I am!”


That was the trouble I got into. Nothing too illicit. No DUIs or B&Es. Years of cadet training had instilled self-discipline and hard work in me, so my parents never had to worry about their boy selling dope behind Peter Pond Mall. Even if I did drink until four in the morning, Dad would be hovering over my bed two and a half hours later, shaking me awake and saying, “Come on, boy, it’s time for chores.” He had no issues with me enjoying myself, but he wanted me to know that come the morning, work always needed to be done, regardless of what had happened the night before. It made me who I am today: no matter how little sleep I’ve had, I’m up at six thirty the next day.


It also helped that from the time I was in size-two shoes, I needed to busy myself. As a kid I would wait by the window and watch to see if the neighbours had something for me to do. If someone was unloading rocks from their truck for landscaping, or stacking firewood for the winter, I was eager to help. My first job was sampling ice cream at a family friend’s business; the perks were nice but the pay sucked and the work was too easy. I had a better time mowing my neighbour’s lawn and shoveling his driveway. “I don’t want to have to ask you to do it,” he told me. “Just do it often and I’ll pay you often.”


My parents fully encouraged my restlessness by putting me to work inside the three-bedroom bungalow where they raised my younger sister, Danielle, and me. In the 1990s, ten years after the boom went bust, our parents didn’t think they could hold on to their house any longer. By then, Dad’s hours had been trimmed, which was good for his health, but Mom was raising us full-time and money was short. For Sale signs riddled front lawns all the way down to Franklin Avenue, the city’s main street. A realtor took one look at the peeling linoleum floor and laminate cabinets in our home and shook her head. “See that house?” she said, pointing outside to an identical bungalow. “It’s completely upgraded—and I still can’t sell it, so how am I supposed to sell this?”


Dad put me in charge of upgrading the carpets, tiles and kitchen cabinetry. He trusted me because my only good grades were in shop class and I’d started collecting high school credits for work experience under Tim King of King Construction, a greying contractor who preferred to do everything himself than to call someone “boss.” When my dad and I finished renovating, the agent was begging to represent us, but there was a problem: she valued the house at $80,000, the same price my parents had paid twelve years prior. So they hung on to it. Good thing, too—if Mom wanted to sell it today, it would go for a fair penny.


Architecture would’ve been my future if I’d had the attention span and patience for university—or the marks. I skidded by on low fifties through school, and my attendance rate was even worse. I liked climbing ladders with Tim more than sitting in desks. You’d figure the obvious plan B would be carpentry, but I’d talked to enough tradesmen to know there was more necessary desk-time to get my Red Seal than I was willing to commit to. Instead, I floated through my late teens and early twenties in Jasper National Park, where I discovered mountain climbing, one of a few sports I enjoy.


Most Canadian boys take to hockey, but in hockey the kid with the most money succeeds. He gets the extra ice time, the extra summer camp with professionals. The kid with the $400 stick has more chances to be better than the kid with the $100 stick. In mountain climbing, there’s not much gear, so everyone is equal. And only you can push yourself to conquer something bigger, steeper, faster. The competition is between you and what’s ahead. Of course, mountaineering wouldn’t get me what I wanted—a good-paying job that didn’t feel like a job, a big house and a happy family—but it grew my love for nature, and reminded me not to take the beauty of the boreal forest for granted when I returned home with some life direction.


I’d earned lifeguarding certificates through cadets, and following that, my emergency medical services training. Firefighting was a natural progression. In some fire halls, you meet guys who dressed as firemen when they were little and chased fire trucks on their trikes. For them, becoming a firefighter was destiny. For me, it was a rational decision. A decent salary for a hands-on job that scratched my helper itch.


At twenty, I phoned my mom to tell her my plans. “There’s no way you’ll pass the study,” she said, mortified. The image of her only son running into an inferno wasn’t what scared her. It was the textbooks.


She had a point. I’ve voluntarily read only two books in my life. Both were about Mount Everest, and each took me over a year to finish. Determined to make something of myself, I applied to fire school in Vermilion, near Edmonton . . . and was promptly rejected.


They accepted me the next year, after I took my emergency medical responder training. Burrowed in my dorm, my dirty blond mop of hair fell over my face as I pored over the texts, shutting myself out of the keggers down the hall in residence. The only things distracting me were the rosy cheeks of a bright-eyed girl in the residence halls.


Melanie was a marketing assistant at the Alberta Fire Training School, a small school where everyone knew everyone. She was outgoing and good-hearted, and I admired the hell out of her independence. Sometimes she’d leave the raging party next door just to say hi and offer me a study break. There was never a sweeter girl.


We dated for a few months, but split after I returned to Fort McMurray to start my career—or at least try. The fire department wasn’t hiring. Nobody was, because in 1999 the economy was still in the toilet. I worked construction before getting hired as a private firefighter on a gas refinery in Southern Alberta. It was dreadful. They hardly let me piss without taking a safety course and passing through two checkpoints.


I eventually landed a coveted job with the municipality in 2001. When I returned to Vermilion to upgrade my training two years later, Melanie was on her way to Australia to live for an indefinite period as a beach bum. We stayed in touch, but I wouldn’t see her again until 2005. By then the Iraq War had destabilized the oil market, causing the price of a barrel of oil to soar. The strenuous and expensive task of turning bitumen tar into petroleum made financial sense again, and Fort McMurray’s population surged like never before, attracting labourers and service workers from all over the world. By the time Melanie and I rekindled the flame, my FMFD helmet’s leather badge, with my member number 209, had four years of soot stains. At the end of every tour—two day shifts followed by two night shifts—I’d hang my helmet in my red locker and drive straight to Melanie for my four days off.


We were older now, in our late twenties, and all that time as friends had primed us for each other’s personality. So she knew what she was getting into in January 2006, just three months into our rekindled relationship, when I proposed and she said yes. By May, she’d quit her job and moved to be with me in Fort McMurray. We married in Costa Rica that October, and on our honeymoon we were pregnant. Friends must have thought we were nuts, but building a future with Melanie was no different than anything else: You look at what’s in front of you and get it done.





Two dozen framed photos of graduating classes furnish the entry to the captains’ office in Hall 5. Each class is larger than the one before it, from six recruits in 2001 to nine in 2010 to fourteen in 2016. I glanced at the latest batch of probationary firefighters and didn’t recognize a single fresh-faced “probie,” whose member badges were now in the 590s. Not that the graduates in between 209 and 590 all stayed in town—FMFD is treated as the farm team of fire departments, a training ground for the rest of Canada. Guys come and go for many reasons: they can’t get used to the northern lifestyle, the isolation gets to them, or there just aren’t enough gals in town to settle down with (the male-to-female population is rumoured to be three to one). The high turnaround is a struggle from time to time, but new faces bring new opportunities. As a captain, I know that wherever the probies end up, people’s lives will be in their hands, so I’m determined they leave us as the most disciplined workers our profession offers.


Captain Ryan Pitchers was stacking paperwork when I entered our office. Pitchers is one of my oldest friends, going back to our time together in air cadets. But while I simply internalized the regiment training and transferred it to lifeguarding, he followed through and enlisted in the army. He’s a bulky, bald man who joined the department in 2000 after a tour in Bosnia. Like me, he takes the stripes on his navy blue uniform as seriously as an army sergeant. He has a soft spot, though—Pitchers is a sucker for animals and runs a pet shop on the side. A lot of the older guys in the department have side jobs, including me; not only do I protect houses, I still build them through my side business, D’s Custom Woodworks.


“Morning,” I said, setting my duffel bag on a chair. “How was B-Shift?”


“Long night,” he said, concentrating on the files. “Wildfire got too close for comfort. Pumper 4 soaked it good, but they needed extra men for the cleanup. Our boys didn’t get back till the morning.”


“This the fire out west?”


“One of ’em,” he said, glancing up. “That’s by Horse River, Alberta Forestry’s bag—they’re on top of it now. But we’ve been doing lots of overtime laying waterlines in Prairie Creek; left a decent creek along the highway—they might have to name it after someone. The equine club needed some help getting their animals out. Should’ve seen Firefighter Stephenson manhandling this mustang into a trailer.”


“Bet he could’ve knocked it out cold.”


“If he wanted to.”


“Did you get civilians out?”


“Negative,” said Ryan. “Mayor gave evacuation orders for Prairie Creek and Gregoire, but by the time we got back here, three or four maybe, she lifted the orders. Temperatures dropped, chilled it out. Still burning, as you can see, but water-bombers will finish the job.”


Normally I’d have been on top of all this, but I took the Sunday off to drive the family to St. Albert for a dance competition. Aidan is in competitive dance, and is proving himself to be quite the performer. His team won a small treasure chest of medals, and by the time we got back to Saprae Creek, it was midnight.


“You said there’s another wildfire?” I asked.


“Up north, TaigaNova woods, probably ATVs,” he said. All-terrain vehicles—quads, trikes—are one of the main causes of brush fires. In this town, with all the disposable income, the vehicles are as abundant as running water. And after such a dry winter, hardly anybody could wait to whip ’em out. It just takes one spark from a backfiring muffler to scorch the earth.


Pitchers continued, “That one was a close call—burned to city limits. They diverted bombers from Horse River right to the edge of town there. Woykin”—as in our battalion chief Mike Woykin—“said they had two crews trying to convince these shops in a strip mall to close while embers hailed down on them. The owners thought they could put out the hot spots themselves with buckets of water. Anyway, it’s out now, but there’s a hell of a lot of ash and debris to shovel.”


I thanked Pitchers for the update and entered the captains’ dorm at the back of the office, took off my hoodie and khakis and had a hot shower. I unzipped my bag and pulled out two clean uniforms, folded so you could see the Canadian flag on the chest. I always bring a second one. As a member of an integrated department, I’m a firefighter as well as an EMT, and it’s impossible to predict what I might be wiping off my clothes at the end of a shift—projectile vomit from teenage girls, crap from the sick or elderly who couldn’t get out of bed, the putrid smell of a house fire. I’ve lost count of how many suicides I’ve cleaned up after—and those calls never get any easier—but I’ve got nine notches on my belt for every baby I’ve delivered in the field.


I buttoned my shirt and pants, fastened my FMFD belt buckle, grabbed a sack of oatmeal from my bag and strode to the kitchen. A debate in the lounge detoured me. No surprise, it was Chris Relph, an eight-year firefighter pacing the floor, and Kyle Hitchcock, a seven-year firefighter, who was taking the green team’s beating with more grace. (That’s about the extent of my NHL knowledge: there’s the Edmonton Oilers, the Calgary Flames and then a bunch of other-coloured jerseys I don’t recognize.) I stuck my six-foot-one frame in front of the flat screen, pretending I was oblivious to the fact that these guys are the biggest sports fanatics in our department and never miss a practice with the department hockey team, the Pylons. “Oh, hey guys, what’s going on?” I teased.


“Cap, come on!” pleaded Relph, furrowing his thick dark brows.


“What? Is there something happening behind me?” I turned three-sixty, nodding as I faced them again. “Oh, organized men’s figure skating. My favourite.” They rolled their eyes, having seen my bit a hundred times before.


“Sorry, Cap,” Relph apologized. “It was a long and busy night, so we missed the game.”


“So I’ve heard. They gonna need extra men for cleanup?” I asked.


“Maybe a couple firefighters,” Hitchcock advised.


I nodded. “Good to see you back,” I told him.


Hitchcock had just come back after tearing his acromioclavicular joint at the top of his shoulder during a Pylons game. “Great to be back,” Hitchcock replied.


You can quickly sort the get-it-done from the get-it-done-better boys, the type who return from a call and say, “Wow, that’s new—better study up,” and hit the books (instead of wishing for better luck next time). They’ve also got the right heart for the team. Hitchcock is damn passionate and is the first to step up to a task, even if it’s washing the rims. Relph is a prankster, famous for sending embarrassing department-wide emails from your account if you didn’t log out—asking the captain for advice on hemorrhoid medication, for instance. But after you’re done blushing, he’ll ask how your wife and kids are, and he always remembers your birthday. That little stuff goes a long way.
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