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In Praise of Fire in the Heart

“This is a story of love, friendship, wildfire, and death written in vivid prose fresh from the fire line. Mary Emerick was a little girl with spindly arms and legs who toughed it out to become a career wildland firefighter, hoping for ‘the big one’ in the West and filling in the off-season as a ‘panther babe’ on burns in Florida. There’s as much heart as fire in this book. It took a ‘big one,’ the South Canyon Fire on Storm King Mountain, to bring home the deepest meanings of love, loss, and the bittersweet renewal of life that follows the flames.”

—John N. Maclean, author of Fire on the Mountain: The True Story of the South Canyon Fire, and other books

“Hour by hour, season by season, fire by fire, readers crisscross the country with Emerick as she rises to the challenges of this difficult life, even as she asks herself whether she can ever stop moving and find another kind of life, where staying might not mean entrapment, where freedom means home.”

—Bette Lynch Husted, author of Above the Clearwater: Living on Stolen Land

“Imagine facing a wildfire with nothing more than a pulaski and a drip torch. Now, imagine you are a young woman on a crew comprised mainly of athletic young men out to prove something to themselves and to each other. You’re carrying a forty-pound pack on your back and slung under the pack is a deployable fire shelter that you may or may not need for your survival. Should the fire jump the line. Should you not be able to reach your safety zone. It will depend on the wind, the relative humidity, and things intangible, like luck. Like fate. Like bravery. Fire in the Heart is Mary Emerick’s lyrical meditation on one woman’s search for identity. A mesmerizing and compelling story of fire and courage and love and transformation.”

—Pamela Royes, author of Temperance Creek: A Memoir

“Mary Emerick’s journey back to nature is one in search of herself. After two decades of fighting wildfires, she came home with the kind of stories we all need to hear; stories that help us understand that at times, we can be brave, we can be strong, we can be fully human.”

—Murry A. Taylor, author of Jumping Fire: A Smokejumper’s Memoir of Fighting Wildfire

“Beautiful. Riveting. Satisfying. An honor to read.”

—Ellen Airgood, author of South of Superior

“Emerick’s story unfolds much like a fire. There are quiet moments at dusk, staring off into the distance, mesmerized by the particular beauty of fire. How landscapes and people take hold of our lives and change us. How wildfire and fighting fire regenerate. And frantic moments of trying to stay one step ahead: of catastrophe, of personal transformation, of grief. To read Fire in the Heart is to become part of the link in the chain, to find your place on the fire line, to understand more deeply what it means to be a wildlands firefighter, and to keep one foot always in the black.”

—Cameron Keller Scott, author of The Book of Cold Mountain, winner of the Blue Light Press Poetry Prize

“Masterful! A beautiful, gripping exploration of Mary Emerick’s twenty-five-year journey through the insular, dangerous, hyper-masculine world of wildfire. In riveting prose, Emerick writes of what she gave up—and what she gained—by choosing a life as a wildland firefighter. Fire in the Heart is a thoughtful meditation on the impact of wildland fire suppression on the American landscape, and on one woman’s heart. I love this book!”

—Mary Pauline Lowry, author of Wildfire: A Novel

“A tough and tender tale of human bonds forged through fire. Riveting.”

—Elizabeth Enslin, author of While the Gods Were Sleeping: A Journey Through Love and Rebellion in Nepal
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Through our great good fortune, in our youth our hearts were touched with fire. It was given to us to learn at the outset that life is a profound and passionate thing.

—Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.


Holding the Line

I had been fighting fire for so long that I was not even sure what day it was. In the last two weeks the days had blurred together in a constant waking dream of smoke and fatigue. Roll out of the sleeping bag, pull on stiff leather boots, grab my pack and tool, dig fireline for sixteen hours, fall into bed, clothes still on. Repeat.

The state of my flame-resistant Nomex shirt might be a clue. I must have been wearing it for at least five days for it to smell this bad. My Kevlar pants were worse, stiffly crusted with spilled saw fuel. I thought I remembered taking a shower two days ago, though my legs were permanently stained black from walking through knee-deep ash.

My long hair was knotted into dreadlocks under my sky-blue hard hat; my lips scabbed from sun and wind. I did not look or feel like a woman anymore. I was not anything substantial, just a constant motion. I only bent with the pulaski in a kind of endless dance. Scrape the duff down to mineral soil. Take another step. Ignore the sweat that trickled down my neck and between my breasts. Shove everything else—hunger, thirst, regret, fear—deep beneath, in some other place.

The sound of deep fire coughs echoed down the line. We had all sucked in enough smoke to equal two packs today. There were no masks light enough to wear and still do this job. We did it half-assed instead, pulling bandannas over our noses and mouths. The smoke filtered in anyway. Weeks after I left here I knew that the tightness in my chest would linger.

The rest of the twenty-person fire crew were falling into the usual grooves, the kind that you ground into after a few days on the same fire. At first, everyone had kept their mouths shut and their tools flying, but after a few tough shifts, I could size up the crew pretty well. I knew who the slackers were, and the freelancers, and the good ones. There were those who could save your butt if things went south, and others who would fall apart, lose it, and get burned up.

I couldn’t think about that tonight. Instead I kept an eye on the crew, because invariably they were doing something they should not. “Look into the green!” I yelled down the line. The rookies were making the typical mistake of staring, mesmerized, at the fire itself. It was an impressive sight as it jumped into the tops of black spruce and sizzled in the oven-dry needles. But where we really needed to be looking was in the green, unburnt section, our backs to the fire. This was where spot fires could blossom, caused by unseen sparks tossed across by wind. Firebrands, they were called, and the analysts in camp carefully concocted predictions of ignition in terms of percentages.

The scale went up to one hundred percent, meaning that if an ember were to fall on unshaded vegetation, there was a hundred percent chance of a spot fire beginning there.

Today was more like fifty percent, a long night stretching ahead of us without the adrenaline rush of spot fires. We had pulled the night shift again, or more accurately the dim shift, since this far north in Alaska the sun never really set, just sort of puttered around near the edge of the horizon. There was already a snap in the air, which did not bode well for staying warm. Our initial attack backpacks were already stuffed to the brim with extra food and water, so it would be a cold night without the sweatshirt left behind at camp. A loud thrashing in the brush could be a moose; one had been spotted on the fireline.

We were spaced out evenly along the line, the next person a hundred feet down the hill, so we could only shout to each other. Already there was mutiny in the ranks, evidenced by sounds of loud unnecessary chopping. Several green aspens already lay skinless and bleeding on the green side of the line. The sawyers were knocking down trees for the hell of it, creating their own clear cut. Each thump was greeted with a rebel yell, as if they had conquered something bigger than themselves.

“Hey! Stop sport falling!” I yelled.

“Yeah, whatever,” Dan, the ringleader, yelled back.

I sighed.

Years after we were gone, the scars we left would still be here—our three-foot line, snaking through the permafrost, the ground laid bare, unzipped to its core, the stumps, the tracks of dozers. I thought of all the other fires, in Florida, Wyoming, Colorado—long swathes of forest changed forever, not only by the fire but by our stopping it. The cut trees, the brush piles, the thin red line of fire retardant.

My mind wandered. How many times had I stood just like this, shivering a little bit in my thin Nomex shirt, carrying a pulaski, holding the line? There had been nights of spitting rain, huddling under flimsy space blankets. Nights curled around warm stumps, praying for the sun to poke out from the other side of the mountains. Nights spent hauling water up the line, each of us sunk in our own private misery, icy water from leaky bladder bags snaking down our backs.

There had been a hundred other nights like these, both on the fireline and on a trail, countless hungry, freezing, desperate nights that were sometimes easy to forget. When was I going to call it quits, say enough was enough? I was forty years old. Shouldn’t I have had kids, taken them to soccer practice, become another, different woman with shiny hair sweeping my cheeks at a careful angle, fingernails the color of tangerine, everything perfect, not used up, stained, broken? What kept me here, what was this thing that grabbed me and wouldn’t let go?

I looked down the line at the rest of the crew. There was a row of hard hats as far as I could see, stretching down the line and around the corner. Some leaned on tools, their chins resting on the handles, staring into space. Others fiddled with Meals, Ready to Eat; packets full of lumpy, mysterious stews and pound cakes the consistency of sawdust. All of us were here because we were fascinated by fire. Some said it was for the money, a little extra to see them through the lean winters. But press each of them a little bit, and it was something other than money that kept us out here season after season. One thing was for sure: you either loved it or you hated it. There was no in between.

A rookie named Robin hiked back up the hill to my position, a halo of fuzzy blonde hair escaping the confines of her hard hat. “Hey, what are we supposed to be doing?” she asked, planting her shovel in the skinny line that separated burnt ground from green.

It was a clear violation of the rules for us to be clumped up like this, but I welcomed the distraction. This was her first fire and she was not sure yet whether she liked it. Coming from an academic world where everything made sense, this pointless standing around bothered her.

“Why are we so far from our safety zone?” she asked.

We watched the main fire back down the hill through a cluster of hardwoods. Going against the wind, it was slower, almost casual, the flames here only waist-high. It seemed almost benign, inconsequential. It was hard to believe that this tame fire was related to the creature that roared in the canopy of the black spruce or the same thing I saw tearing through the prairies in Florida. The same thing that killed. It would be easy to turn my back, to discount it, if I didn’t know better.

Robin echoed my thoughts. “The hardwoods are burning. Where are we supposed to go if we have to get out?”

I didn’t know what to tell her; what we were doing was miles from fire school, where situations were put in simplistic terms. It was black and white. Never do this. Always do that. Out here it got messy and complicated. Sometimes, something you had taken for truth turned around and bit you in the butt.

“I think we’ll be okay,” I said insincerely, though in all honesty I wasn’t sure. “See how cold it’s getting? The fire should lie down soon.” She nodded, unconvinced.

Laughter broke out to our south. Somewhere in the black, a few brave souls decided to huddle around a burning stump, risking the Division Supervisor’s wrath. The Kalskag crew, farther down the hill, had pulled out their coffee pot a long time ago. They put on black crew sweatshirts and talked softly. When they didn’t want us to understand, they spoke in their native Yupik.

Robin and I looked at each other. “Screw it. I haven’t seen the Div Sup in hours. Let’s go over,” I said. “What are they going to do? Fire us? Send us home?” She laughed.

Robin and I cut across an area that had been nuked, everything green and alive gone. This was what we called “good black.” The ground was crunchy under our boots, the consistency of burnt potato chips. The heart of the fire had passed through here, and there was no chance of any reburn. It was a safe place to be. It was what we looked for on every fire, a solid carpet of black, a place where we could let our guard down for a little bit.

The rest of the crew shifted to let us in. We leaned against our packaged fire shelters, the flame-resistant tents that were supposed to save our lives. I knew by now this was not always true. Not everyone who went in a shelter came back out alive. They made a comfortable backrest, though, even though we had been warned that this practice damaged them. We didn’t plan on using them anyway. That was another deception we told ourselves out here.

That’ll never happen to us.

The crew had been telling fire stories, each one more badass than the one before. Five pairs of eyes turned to me.

“You’re an old fire dog. You’ve been doing this for how long, since the eighties?” a rookie wanted to know. He was eighteen.

I had been fighting fire longer than he had been alive. He couldn’t imagine rebellious knees, unstable from years of holding the line. He didn’t know how hard it was to dig a little deeper each year to stay ahead on the hikes. He did not have the memories, polished stones tumbling around in my head: Florida to Alaska; grass, desert, and mountain; all different but all somehow the same.

He stirred the fire with a stick. “Were you at Yellowstone? South Canyon? You must have some stories.”

They waited. Time was irrelevant on the night shift. Each minute contained an hour. The fire crackled to itself. We were miles away from a town. A dim light spanned the horizon, the remains of sunlight. At another spot a couple of others, following our lead, quit chopping and hunkered down over their own warming fire. I could see Dan’s wiry silhouette outlined in the flames as he threw logs onto the fire, building it up way past what was acceptable. I could hear him winding up one of his interminable stories. “The time that I was in jail,” he began. Sensing a captive audience, he warmed to a tale that may or may not have been true; none of us could ever tell. I gritted my teeth; Dan had been on my last nerve ever since the beginning, galloping downhill into the fire without scouting, standing too close to the sawyers as they felled danger trees. Unconvinced of his mortality, he sizzled with energy that he seemed unable to contain. Nothing I said convinced him to rein it in.

Under cover of the night I could talk about the years of fighting fire. Kentucky, Wyoming, Texas, and all the places in between. I could talk about saving houses and back burning and mopping up. I could talk about sleeping on a mountain’s shoulder somewhere near a nameless lake. But there was still one fire I couldn’t talk about. One fire that would not let go of me. I was afraid I would forever be in its grasp.

The kid asked the question again, the one that I had been avoiding for ten years. “Were you at South Canyon?” he asked. “You know the one where thirteen people died?”

Fourteen, I thought. There were fourteen. “No,” I said. “I wasn’t there.”

It was true that I wasn’t there. But what was also true was that I carried that fire with me everywhere.

There were still hours to go, hours that would stretch into days on this fire. Despite our best efforts, all of our saw lines and hose lays and standing here all night with our tools, the fire would go nuclear, crossing the Little Chena. The rains would come too, the one thing that really could put the fire out. In the spring it would happen all over again, an endless loop.

As I sat there it came to me. I had been running away all my life. It was, finally, time to stop.

The fireline was just another way to run. I didn’t know if I would ever see myself the way I wanted to be. I couldn’t outrun the girl I used to be; I’d tried that already. I had not drowned her in the rivers we crossed; I had not lost her in the canyons. She would always be a part of me, like it or not.

I thought of the other women I knew who faced no such dilemma. Not firefighters, they never had to grab two forty-pound cubitainers of water and a pulaski and haul them uphill. Nobody had ever yelled at them to close the gap because they were walking too slowly in the single-file line. They were content to let men help them. They had never felt like they needed to prove anything.

For so long my identity had been as a firefighter. I had spent years building this persona, years of trying to crank out enough pull-ups, my hands sweating on the cold metal bar, years of gritting my teeth to keep up on the hikes. Only I knew that it now felt like a carefully orchestrated act. The person that others saw was someone I had created, layers of thick skin enveloping the softer girl who was hidden underneath. The one who would sometimes have liked to lean on someone. The one who would sometimes have liked to stop.

The men on the fire crew offered few answers. They seemed content to live this life until they were halted by their failing bodies. They seemed equally able to put the past behind them, whether that was their younger self or a cross on a burnt hillside. Their conversation was an equal mix of trash and longing, stories of girlfriends who didn’t understand why they couldn’t stay home. The women on the crew earned their respect by carrying loads without complaint, but they didn’t want to marry us. Their women were lipsticked and glossy, not firefighters.

Who would I be without fire?

I recognized my own younger self in every set of bright eyes around the warming fire, every flash of white teeth against a grimy face. There was probably more to all of them that lay beneath, just like there was with me. Probably each of them had something that split them in two, something they were trying to cover up by diffidently spitting Red Man into the fire or wielding the chainsaw in a shower of falling sparks. I was not the only one who wondered whether to go or stay. I was not the only one haunted by a fire from long ago.

As I sat there, thinking of the right words to speak, I knew deep in my heart that it was time to try to stay home. It was time to hang up my fire boots for good. Turn over my gear to the next girl, the one with bright eyes and a long ponytail, the one who did not have as much weight to carry. It was time to go back to South Canyon, to climb Storm King Mountain, to finally hear what the mountain had to tell me.


Burning the Prairies

One of the best memories I had of the three of us was the last time we burned the prairies together. I could still recall everything about that day. I could feel the weight of the squat steel canister I clutched in one gloved hand, smell the combined kiss of diesel and unleaded as I lit a match to the wick. I could see the three of us walking parallel, lines of fire behind us, merging together into one blaze.

The effortless Florida dusk dropped like a heavy stage curtain and a distant glow marked the path of the main fire as it tore toward us across a savanna of sawgrass.

The smoke column rose thousands of feet into the air, high enough into the atmosphere that it created its own weather. Today it brewed up a thunderstorm: lightning forked out of the smoke and a few drops of rain sprinkled onto our blue hard hats under an otherwise cloudless sky. Tourists headed up Alligator Alley, the main highway belting the state, pulled over to take pictures, running with cameras and flip-flops along the safety fence.

Roger, Jen, and I were on foot, carrying our long-handled flappers and drip torches as we finished up our burnout, the blackened edge that would ring the prairie. As we walked, fat eastern diamondbacks wriggled out of our backfire and across the trail.

“Watch out for burning bunnies,” Roger called. It was true: an animal, fleeing our fire, could spread flames across into the unburnt “green” side and trap us.

Sometimes the snakes, inexplicably, turned and wriggled back toward the fire and certain death. We had seen it before, an entire field covered with dead snakes. Even though none of us really liked snakes, we tried to save them with shovels, herding them out into the unburnt neighboring unit. They resisted, striking at the metal blade and slipping past us back into the heart of the fire.

What lay under our boots, hidden by a thin layer of soil, was an immense field of limestone, tipped so that underground water flowed over it toward the Gulf. In places the acidic water had eaten through the soft rock, making grooves where trees had taken over from the prairies. Here, mere inches determined what grew. There were the lower-lying cypress strands, awash with black water, and the slightly higher hardwoods, oaks and pond apples and strangler figs in mounds called hammocks. Often, walking through those, we found the bones of small animals that had died there, stranded during the wet season. They starved, running out of food on an island refuge.

Another few inches and we encountered pine stands with a soft grass understory. Drop low and we were in the pancake-flat prairies, dotted with solution holes as the limestone eroded away. Walking through the prairie, hearing its whisper against my thighs, sometimes made me feel like I was being swallowed by grass. It could grow so tall it was over my head and I would become lost momentarily, adrift in a pool of grass, like a swimmer on her back. I imagined backstroking all the way to the Gulf in the summer wet season, my long hair mingling with the grass until we merged into one being.

What the fire did here depended on a delicate balance of moisture and ignition. If it was too wet, the air musky and swollen, flames flickered out. If it got dry, below thirty percent humidity, fires ripped across the prairies and thundered through the cabbage palms. Even the green, live vegetation burned; saturated with volatile oils, it sizzled and torched high into the sky. This was a country built to burn.

Our progress that day was slow and even, marked by triple lines of smoke. With our drip torches, our task was to burn out all the fuel in front of the main fire. As we walked we kept an eye on the wind, because a shift could mean flames shooting past us and our fireline. We kept an eye on each other too.

The swamp buggy, an oversized jeep built just for the Florida swamps, lumbered behind us, its slip-on pump clattering in readiness. The two Mikes, one on loan from the state park and the other a seasonal worker on the wildlife refuge crew like Jen and Roger and me, had drawn the short straws today and sat resigned on bucket seats, Nomex shrouds cinched tight around their faces. The buggy crew choked the most smoke and was doomed to crawl along behind the action, either dousing spot fires across the line or cooling down burning snags. It was a boring job at best and the Mikes faced a long evening of laborious laps around the fireline while the rest of us skipped off to clean up. We would be in shorts and bare feet while they were still peering through the smoky circle of headlights.

Jed, our boss, had already called the shots with assignments, and fair or not, we took them. No matter that the Mikes had been stuck on the buggy for the last two burns, or that someone else got the freedom of rocketing around on the ATV again. What Jed said went. None of us would think to argue.

Close-cropped peppery hair, steel-cut eyes—Jed set high standards for us and we worked hard to meet them. He seemed ages older than me although in actual years it was less than ten. Fire did that to you. It put creases in your face from squinting across canyons to size up the flames. It settled in deep on your shoulders, responsibility for the lives of others resting heavy.

Our safety briefing this morning was sprinkled with his colorful Arkansas-born sayings. “Roger, you run the lighting show. Take one or two burners, whatever melts your butter. Keep an eye on the east line. When this gets romping and stomping, I don’t want everyone scattered from here to breakfast.”

He adjusted his floppy hat on his head and fixed us with a hard stare. “With this wind, we’ll be busier than long-tailed cats in a room full of rocking chairs.” The message was clear: don’t screw up.

This was the thing about prairies: they were easy to burn, as easy as laying down a match. We burned them hot, as hot as they would get, lighting them so the wind chased the flames. The fire rolled across the grass faster than we could run, in an undulating carpet of red and gold. It burned so hot that even the water flowing under the sawgrass looked like it was on fire.

The main fire was lit from the helicopter by Steve, our foreman. From the air, he burned the interior that we could not safely reach; from the ground, we burned the fringes, creating a black edge. That ensured two things: fire would not cross, or slop over, to the adjacent unit, and the heat from the main fire would suck ours toward it, preventing a wall of flame heading in our direction.

Wind was the main ingredient and in places other than prairies it was easy to get wrong. Too light and the fire might fizzle, not meeting the wildlife refuge objectives. Too strong and the fire would rip through the pines, killing them. Direction was important too. Head fires ran with the wind, the hottest, most dangerous fire there was. This was all right for the resilient prairies but deadly for the oaks and the pines. A flanking fire, one that slunk perpendicular to the wind, or a backing fire, moving slowly against it, was better. All the ingredients had to come together to pull off a successful burn.

I had come to Florida wanting to fight fire, but we were starting more fires than we put out. We were using fire to shape the land, setting the prairie on fire on purpose. The stated reason was to reintroduce fire into the landscape, as if it were a stranger long gone from these parts. Fire, meet prairie. Prairie, meet fire. This part of Florida, south of Tampa and north of the Keys, was so irrevocably messed up—canals diverting the lifeblood that used to flow to the Everglades, concrete covering over what once was slash pine forest—that it was uncertain if our small effort made a difference.

Adding fire back in where it used to belong, Jed told us, put the missing piece back in the puzzle that was the Everglades. The plants and animals we saw here had grown up with fire, learning how to tolerate it in several ways. Take the slash pine, he said, the main conifer on the wildlife refuge. The young trees were killed easily by fire, but by the age of ten, they became more tolerant of it, developing a scaly bark that flaked off, shedding embers. Fire, passing through, killed off their enemies the hardwoods and laid the soil bare, helping new pines generate. This also cleared out the undergrowth, all the vines and ivy and thick palmetto that crept in without fire’s broom. Deer couldn’t pass through the fortress of all this vegetation and neither could their main predator, the endangered Florida panther. Fire was the thread that kept everything in balance. Pull out the thread, and it all unraveled.

I had never looked at a forest before and picked it apart, seeing what belonged and what didn’t. There were ghosts of the missing: bees that used to pollinate the fleshy lips of the cigar orchids; swallow-tailed kites, rare now. There were the invading armies: Brazilian pepper with its blood-colored berries and glossy green leaves; thirsty meleleuca, once seeded from airplanes in an effort to dry up the swamp. Sometimes it seemed like everything was on the edge, and the golf courses and condos would swallow up our refuge in one hungry gulp.

We kept at it, though, setting the prairies alight once every three or four years. This was what was called a “prescribed fire,” as though we were prairie surgeons. Fire in small doses, Jed had told us in one of his impromptu fireline lectures, renewed the grasses and cleared out the choked brush in the forest. Deer could slip through the clearings, followed by the endangered Florida panthers we were all desperately trying to save.

A fat moon rose as Roger headed into an unburnt patch with a drip torch, bringing a line of fire with him as he walked. “I’m being followed by a moon fella,” he sang loudly and off-key, convinced that those were the correct lyrics to the Cat Stevens song. Jen and I, waiting with our torches, collapsed in laughter.

“Moon fella?” we screamed, delighted, and he turned to look at us, fire framing his lanky silhouette. “What?” he called, not understanding. With bangs hanging in his face under his hard hat, he looked about fifteen. Then he was swallowed by the tall grass. We marked his progress by the line of smoke rolling out from the prairie and took up our positions, Jen halfway between Roger and me.

The Jet Ranger helicopter clattered near us, finishing up strips in the interior. Steve had the best job of us all, hanging out from the back seat of the helicopter, one foot on the skid as he fed little white spheres we called ping pong balls into the aerial dispenser. Riding in a helicopter was as close as you could get to flying yourself. Up there he had a view of the entire fire that we didn’t; he could see the blackened edges we walked and the fiery heart of the interior flames. From up there, we looked like small puzzle pieces that Jed, sitting in the front seat, rearranged depending on how the burn was going.

Looking up, I saw the balls fall like hail onto the prairie below. With a skim of potassium permanganate inside, and injected at the last minute with glycol, they ignited in twenty seconds. This put more heat on the ground and herded the main fire where we wanted it to go. When he got close, Steve amused himself by throwing a few uninjected balls at our feet, watching us scatter.

“Hoot!” Roger yelped from the woods.

“Hoot!” Jen and I chorused back. It was still impossible to see him and it was important to keep our line slightly staggered so that I, the last burner on the trail, hung back behind him. Otherwise my fire and Jen’s could flank together and move toward him before he could run out of the way. This had happened to people before. They had died this way, from friendly fire.

Tracks clanked as Bill, our heavy equipment operator, walked the dozer slowly up to the next corner. He puffed a cigarette, looking contemplative. “Put a fork in it, it’s done,” he said. Last week a psychic told him he would meet a beautiful dark-haired woman and retire from his job with a disability. Since then he had been mentioning his aching back more frequently. The woman had yet to make an appearance.

Burning season was just about through. There might be one, two more weeks. Maybe a month, if it rained some more. Already we could see changes in the weather, the wind switching more often from the southeast, cold fronts no longer able to push down this far. Summer was on the way with its higher humidity and daily thunderstorms. We could burn up to about seventy percent relative humidity, but after that nothing lit well. Instead we ended up with patchy, dirty burns, black splotches in the green.

Soon those of us on the seasonal fire crew would pack up our trucks and head west—Roger back to McCall to work as a smokejumper for the summer season, Jen to build trails at an island park in Lake Superior, and me to work as a Forest Service ranger in the Idaho wilderness. Both Mikes were locals, our Mike picking up summer work in the off time, and Fakahatchee Mike, who was just on loan to us for some burns, went back to the state park we nicknamed him after. The rest stayed to slog through the rainy hurricane season.

Steve, Bill, and Jed held down the fort, overhauling the equipment and catching up on paperwork. If they were lucky and it was a good western fire season, they could get called up to go out there too.

The three of us who left never thought too much about it, but we all assumed that each season would be like the last. There would always be prairies to burn, and it would always be us three out here burning them.

The grass parted and Roger emerged, blowing out his torch. “Tied in,” he said. We stood and observed our handiwork with pride. Our flanking fire joined together and swept like an ocean wave to meet the main fire, colliding in a confused rush of flame. The fire jumped and whirled a hundred feet high in a symphony of crackling sound.

A big fire front did not have just one noise. There was the high-pitched whine as resins and oils caught, the crackle-pop of crunchy dry leaves. There was the thunder of trees bursting apart and falling and the sizzle of sap as flames climbed high, wrapping around the trunks.

Way out in the prairie where the fire had nearly burned itself out, a dense glowing carpet of embers like fallen stars spread out for a half mile. An orange glow filled the slice of sky that was visible over the tops of the trees. Its light was reflected on the faces of my friends next to me.

Watching this, I swallowed hard, a lump in my throat that I couldn’t quite explain. This one moment was so perfect it felt like love and I wanted to wrap my arms around all of it, to stop the night from turning and the fire from going out. For a moment I couldn’t move, my boots firmly rooted to the damp soil beneath. The love I felt right now, for what we were doing here and for the two friends who stood here with me, was what I had been looking for all of my life.

In the distance I saw the buggy slogging toward us, back from its mission of spraying down the billboards by the highway to save them from fire. “We’d better do something even if it’s wrong,” Roger concluded. He was right: there was always something to do. We couldn’t stand here all night, even though I wanted to let the dark velvet absorb into my skin and watch the fire for as long as I could.

Roger and Jen began to move and I walked with them. We walked through the burnt grass, flattened and black under our boots. It seemed that nothing could survive this, but in only a few days, small juicy shoots would poke out—deer candy. This land was more resilient than it seemed, but in other places around here it had taken a beating. Canals had been dug, diverting the water that was the lifeblood of this grassland. Development sprawled over the places where we had fought fire only a few seasons before, the cabbage palms and slash pines taken out. The panthers we were trying to save hovered around thirty adults, decimated by mercury and habitat fragmentation. Our wildlife refuge was a small island in a sea of development. It was not enough.

Though we could not know it then, this was the last time all three of us would burn a prairie together. That evening walk through the tall grass, all three of us in a staggered parallel line, separate rows of fire following each of us, was the last walk we would ever take together. As we walked, the three lines merged together, none distinct and separate anymore, but indistinguishable, gone forever.

In less than six months, one of us would be dead.


The Accidental Firefighter

In the beginning I was an accidental firefighter, pressed into service because there was a state of emergency in the Northwest. Four months earlier I had floated across the country like a dandelion seed to land at Olympic National Park for the summer. Most of my friends at home were locked in, framing their college degrees, settling into marriage and real jobs. Some of us, though, took different routes, striking out in beat-up cars long past their prime, long-haired girls with unexpressed dreams. Most of them came back home. “You’ll be back,” they said as I drove away. I was determined to beat the odds.

There had to be something more, I thought—a country I had read about in books, a country that could change a woman. When my friends came back, sometimes with a new puppy or a new man in tow, they seemed exotic and new, touched by distant mountains. After a time, though, they settled back into the familiar landscape of well-trodden paths: the bar on Saturday nights, wearing too much blue eye shadow, a dismal job at a desk, an inescapable history.

I had grown up loving the woods, and seasonal work at a national park was easy to get, even for someone with an English degree like me. You just had to accept five dollars an hour for your pay, drink cheap whiskey passed hand to hand on bunkhouse porches, and believe promises from sweet-talking men that did not last more than a summer. I had never had an adventure of my own, growing up sheltered and soft, and I craved those late nights surrounded by people who had been everywhere, who didn’t think past the next ninety days. Unlike where I grew up, your past did not follow you.

The park was immense and sprawling, with moss dripping from ancient trees and peaks that held snow year-round. I was from an iron-flat state punctuated with bumps we called mountains. The woods there were fenced off and private, slender second growth logged out long before, woods with no mystery. Out here, the whole world seemed to stretch before me with infinite possibility.
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“There’s as much heart as fire in this book.”
—JOHN N. MACLEAN, author of Fire on the Mountain:
The True Story of the South Canyon Fire






