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			Prologue

			 

			0230 hrs

			 

			“Rescue 1, are you available?”

			“Roger, what have you got?”

			“Respond to Providence College for a student who has fallen off of a roof.”

			“Rescue 1, on the way.”

			 

			We were worn out, finishing a thirty-eight. Lori hit the lights and siren and changed direction, driving toward the incident.

			It only took a minute to get there. The campus was quiet, most of the kids slept or crammed for finals. Lifeless soccer fields, empty administration buildings and classrooms led us toward the brick seven story dormitory. Twenty-five years ago ten girls jumped to their deaths from one of the dorms here, trying to escape a fire that started when some festive decorations lining the walls ignited. They couldn’t wait for the ladders that would have rescued them, the flames too hot and smoke too thick. Some crashed to the ground in front of their rescuers, seconds away from salvation. It was the worst day in the history of the Providence Fire Department. We have had more than our share of bad days.

			A security guard directed us up a hill to the base of St. Joseph’s Hall. Another guard had a student in his grasp, his anguish evident as he weakly fought to get free, his guttural wails echoing off of the buildings.

			At the top of the hill and the base of the building, lying in a crumbled heap was our victim. I got out of the rescue and walked closer, hoping beyond hope that this was some bizarre prank. It wasn’t.

			I am a firefighter. People look to me when they need help. The crumbled heap was a kid named John. He looked at me through eyes that were popped from their sockets yet miraculously still focused on my own. He tried to speak; blood and teeth flowed from his mouth rather than words.

			“It’s bad,” I said to Lori as she wheeled the stretcher close. With help from Engine 12 who had been called to assist we immobilized our patient then loaded him into the truck and headed for the trauma room at Rhode Island Hospital, the area’s only Level 1 trauma center. John fought for life all the way. His broken bones were hinged in multiple places, as he moved his shoulders and hips the limbs went in opposite directions. The hat he wore, a light brown wool cap with earflaps that tie if you want finally fell from his head onto the blood-splattered floor of the rescue. I remembered hats like from my childhood, when mothers and grandmothers would bundle their kids up before sending them into the cold. They have regained their popularity with older kids; it’s funny how things come and go. I picked it up and placed it on his chest, the only part of his body that didn’t appear outwardly broken. Inside, his vital organs were a scrambled mess. He somehow gathered the strength to grasp my wrist as I tried to keep him from moving. I was amazed both by the power still exuding from his broken body and the emotional response his desperate gesture had on me. The mangled mass of flesh and bone became more to me than I had intended, my quest to distance myself from the emotional carnage that lay ahead destroyed. His grip on my arm went directly to my heart, breaking once we become more intimate. I wondered to myself, who am I to be present and in charge as this drama unfolds? I’m just a regular guy who a few years ago couldn’t manage his own life, never mind leading a team of firefighters in this grim effort. 

			I put aside my self-doubt and marched on, no time for indecision when a life hung in the balance. The responsibility is sometimes overwhelming, but worrying about it doesn’t help anybody.

			I’m certain the look on the faces of Lori and the guys from Engine 12 mirrored my own. I saw horror and pity mixed with revulsion in their expressions as we worked. We did all we could, started IV’s, gave oxygen and tried to comfort our patient while we endured what for some of was is the longest ride of our career.

			An hour after we handed what was left of John over to the emergency room staff I sat on the floor outside the trauma room, state report on my knees, the empty spaces waiting to be filled. My hand held a pen that I couldn’t get going. The guys from Engine 12 were in the barn waiting for the next alarm. Lori was with the triage nurses who were busy with the kid who had witnessed his best friend fall eighty feet from the slippery dorm roof.

			The boys had finished cramming for their exams and were sneaking onto the roof for a smoke. A window in a janitor’s closet provided access to the roof if you were careful. This wasn’t the first time the window was used. A beautiful view of the city was the reward for those daring enough to make the trip. The first boy made it onto the roof then waited for John. Something happened; he slipped and started sliding down the roof toward the edge. It happened fast. John’s friend witnessed him go over, he then somehow made it back through the window, out of the closet and down the stairs to the first floor. He ran out the front door of the dorm to see if he could help. He was the first to see the result of an eighty-foot fall onto frozen ground. John was critically injured, his friend’s life forever changed by what he saw. I can only hope he gets the help he needs and doesn’t push it away as guys his age are prone to do.

			From the corner of my eye, a priest appeared at the end of the long corridor we call “trauma alley.” The hospital’s six trauma rooms line the narrow hallway, filled with the most advanced medical equipment available. At a moments notice these rooms can be filled with trauma teams consisting of doctors, nurses, respitory experts and support staff. Now, most were empty. One of the rooms showed signs of activity; a lone janitor mopping buckets of blood from the floor. John had been taken upstairs to surgery.

			Two people joined the priest and they made their way toward me under the bright fluorescent lights up trauma alley. They were my age, dressed is sweatshirts and sweatpants, things found at a moments notice, no coats. They clung to each other, the man holding the woman up, supporting her as they made the long walk toward an uncertain future that seemed so bright when the fell asleep hours before, now shrouded with uncertainty and fear. I knew why they were here and the bad news that awaited them, hoping beyond hope that everything would be as it was they struggled past me. I cowardly looked down at my empty report and pretended to write, not wanting to see up close the effects of this tragedy any more that night.

			They were a close, religious family from a nearby Massachusetts town, Mom, Dad and three kids. They sent their son to a Catholic college hoping he would be safe. They walked past, never knowing it was me who peeled their son off of the curb at the bottom of his dorm and held him together through the ride to the hospital. I know he would have died on the pavement if not for our intervention. I get some satisfaction knowing his parents will have the opportunity to hold their child once more while life flows through his veins. Whether that will be enough in the hard years to come I will never know. I don’t think he will make it much longer.

			Somehow I finished the report, helped Lori clean the rescue and limped back to the station. All quiet there. The engine and ladder company didn’t turn a wheel all night. In my office a stack of reports waited to be logged into the computer. Thirteen runs, I had three hours to go. I hadn’t slept in days; was exhausted, depressed and dirty. Too tired to shower or log the reports into the computer system, I collapsed onto my bunk. Mercifully I slept until my relief woke me at seven. After an hour doing reports I was on my way home. I turned on the radio, hoping to hear some music and clear my head. It was the top of the hour; my favorite station does a five-minute news segment at this time on weekdays. The story of the student who fell from the seventh floor of his dorm led the news. He was reportedly still in critical condition. I listened to the details, amazed at how cold and generic the information sounded when recounted by somebody who was just reading the news. My mind was still full of every minute detail, the smell of blood mixed with diesel fumes from the truck’s exhaust, similar to charred meat cooking on a propane grill, tension from the rescuers, horror from the witnesses and the victim’s pain all mixed together forming a cloud of desperation that can be felt only by those who were there. You could tell the story a hundred times and the people hearing the story will never feel it, can never appreciate what goes on. Only those unfortunate souls who live through such experiences bear the full weight of the memories.

		

	
		
			 

			Part One

		

	
		
			One

			 

			Minutes before ruining the morning tranquility I disabled my alarm clock, giving me a few more precious moments of peace. Beside me, my wife was sleeping, softly breathing. I’d been awake since four, lying in the dark, alone with my thoughts. I couldn’t get the events from last week out of my mind. I left the city exhausted, physically and emotionally drained after working seventy-two hours in four days. I’ve had a few days off; it was time to get back to work. I’d have preferred to lie there forever, warm, safe and happy. I couldn’t.  In an hour, it will be time to go.

			I had managed to forget almost everything about last week, forcing the memories deep into my subconscious mind where I hoped they stay forever. Some things refuse to stay buried. The kid who fell off the roof has to make room as another painful image crosses my mind. Lying safely in my bed I let it in, closed my eyes and drifted back to Broad Street.

			I remembered a good-looking kid dying, a bullet hole in the middle of his chest and another in his abdomen. He was fifteen. The bravado that helped him survive on the streets left him, snuffed out like the spark of life that faded in front of me.

			I don’t like lying to people who I know will be dead in minutes. It doesn’t seem fair. It’s hypnotic in the back of a rescue when the fight for life is lost and resignation appears in the victim’s face. I tell them to hang on, keep fighting, but they know the truth. I can see it in their eyes. The last thing they see before leaving this earth forever is me. Going back to work to do it again is something I dread.

			My old station wagon waited for me in the driveway, windows covered with frost. Leaving my family inside the house, I got in and started her up. Having no time for the defroster to do the job, I drove while peering out of the tiny porthole I made by scraping the windshield. The world seems a small place when viewed from a moving vehicle through a tiny hole. I had a fifteen-minute ride to the station; the view should have cleared by then.

			The first traces of dawn touched the sky as I left the suburbs and headed toward the city. Some of the homes lining my street showed signs of life as I passed. Lights in the little upstairs windows appeared, soon to be frosted with steam from the shower. My windshield cleared as I navigated the turns in the road that hugs upper Narragansett Bay. To my left sat homes of affluent families, their lawns glistening with frost. People are drawn to the area, seduced by the magnificent view. To my right, fog rolled in with the sunrise creating a mystical illusion as reds and orange from the rising sun mixed with the cool blue of the water and the fog’s whiteness. I’ve heard that seals swim in these waters though I have never seen one here. Every day that I travel this road I look, thinking today will be the day. Silhouettes of rocks that form the breakwater appeared through the mist; I knew that the seals were just beyond.

			Ten minutes from my home, about a mile past the water view I entered another world. Providence’s skyline appeared on the horizon creating an impressive backdrop in the distance. Homes are mixed with businesses on the main street, the side streets are lined with tenement houses we call ‘triple deckers.’ When I started my career with the fire department, a lot of these houses were vacant. Elderly people hanging on to memories of more prosperous times lived in some of the old homes, poor people with nowhere else to go filled a few.

			The area has benefited from an improving economy. One by one the homes are being repaired. The houses on these streets once again are filled with people, and a diverse community has appeared. Spanish and English are heard, sometimes a mixture of the two. What crime exists is underground and mostly out of sight. Families live here in relative safety, optimism replacing despair so prevalent years ago.

			The Port of Providence dominates the waterfront. Oil tankers make their way from the Atlantic down the Providence River to the tank farms. Metal recycling and other industry fill the shoreline. It is a popular dumping ground for stolen cars. An occasional body will be discovered here as well. Last Christmas morning I responded to the area for a “man down.” I found a twenty-year old with a bullet in his head. His lifeless eyes stared blankly, not seeing the bleak landscape, his skin the same gray as the frozen pavement he died upon. The security guard that found the body was shaking, maybe from the cold, maybe not. We looked at the corpse for a while, our breaths more rapid than usual, frozen mist as we exhaled the only movement on the deserted street. My radio cracked and interrupted the spell.

			“Rescue 1, will the police be needed?” came the dispatchers monotone through the mike clipped to my coat.

			“Roger, this is a crime scene with a DOA.”

			“Message received, police are on the way.”

			“Rescue 1 in service, and Merry Christmas.”

			I put the mike back into its clip, got in the rescue and waited for the police as the security guard stood over the body, lost in his own thoughts, my hopes for a quiet Christmas morning with my second family shattered.

			The dead guy was a street hustler, fond of preying on gay men, charging them for his favors then sometimes beating and robbing them. The police are still sorting out the circumstances surrounding his murder. My guess is he robbed the wrong guy and ended up on the wrong end of the gun that put a hole in his head.

			A few blocks from the fire station, high school students wait for the bus by the side of the road. I enjoy my morning and the peace it brings but I know the kids do not. It seems like yesterday that I was in their place, dreading the early mornings and wondering why school started so early. Though we live in a different world and time, we share the same hopes and dreams. Adolescent frustration feels the same now as it did then, whether growing up in the suburbs in the seventies or in the city today.

			I saw flashing lights in front of my destination.  Rescue 1 was on the ramp. I hoped that it was coming back from a run, not going out. Seeing the relief on Vinny’s face as I pulled in told me all I needed to know; they were going. Another day had begun.

			 

			Wednesday, 0657 hrs. (6:57 a.m.)

			 

			“The truck’s all set,” said Vinny.

			“How was your week?” I asked.

			“What do you mean?” he said.

			Vinny, the Captain of Rescue 1 is a fifteen-year veteran. I’ve never gotten a strait answer from him but always try. I’m sure that he worked a lot of overtime this week. He never complains, just keeps plugging along. He is my age, forty-two, but looked much older.

			“Where are we going?” I asked him.

			“50 Prairie Avenue for a terrible tragedy, everybody’s waiting for you, hurry,” he responded in a deadpan voice.

			I knew that Vinny was exhausted as I was when he relieved me four days ago. He opened the door, got out, and I got in. He handed me the portable radio. The torch has been passed. 

			Mike was behind the wheel, grinning.

			“Rescue 1, are you responding?” boomed the radio.

			“Rescue 1 on the way,” I said into the mike.

			“Rescue 1 and Engine 3 responding at 0657 hours.”

			    The cab of the rescue, a 2003 Ford F-350 diesel powered workhorse looked exactly the same as it did four days ago. The “wharf rat” sat on the dash, ever vigilant. He has been in the same spot for years, his plastic tail stuffed into a crack in the plastic. If rats could talk, the stories they could tell.

			I adjusted my seat. Vinny likes to move the seat forward and recline the back as far as it will go. I prefer to sit as strait as possible. Lingering body odor wafted from the back, invading our space. It smelled like day old shit, and probably was. A lot of our patients live on the street and are more worried about survival than hygiene. Considering the amount of work the truck does it is remarkably well kept; a testament to the work ethic of the people assigned here.

			A lot happens in this truck. Lives are lost, futures altered, hope abandoned and then reborn. Time relentlessly moves forward, impervious that some of the people who enter Rescue 1 are changed forever. We go into peoples homes and take them away, sometimes for months while they recuperate from whatever ails them. If they are fortunate they return home to find that for them, time stopped while the rest of the world kept moving. They tear off the calendar’s pages, stopping when they reach the present day. Some never return, are either put in the grave or moved to a nursing facility. Family members are reminded how fragile our existence and tenuous our grasp on life is when they clean out their loved ones homes and see evidence of the final days. Newspapers, phone messages and mail, sometimes months old bear the date of the accident or illness serving as a grim reminder of the day when for them, time stood still.

			I didn’t expect a ‘terrible tragedy’ at our destination. Years of working with Vinny have made me aware of his ways. If this truly were a life-threatening emergency, he wouldn’t have waited for me. Between true emergencies we transport a lot of non-emergency patients. Some people’s idea of an emergency needing a fire department response differs from others.

			 Sirens filled the morning air, flashing lights mixed with the colors of the rising sun, bouncing off buildings and reflecting off glass as we made our way to our patient through the back streets and light early morning traffic. Fifty Prairie Avenue is a Hi-Rise with six floors and about 200 apartments. Most of the folks living there are elderly people on fixed incomes.

			“How were your days off?” I asked Mike. He is relatively new to the job, three years, but has an unusual knack for the work we do.

			“Henry’s birthday party was a huge success,” he said.

			“Was the house ready in time?”

			“Sixty people were there and not a single complaint.”

			“How did Amy handle it?”

			“She did all right, got a little tired toward the end though. I’m glad Sammy slept through the whole thing. He’s more work at a month old than Henry is at two years.”

			We rode to our destination in comfortable silence. I see more of Mike than I do my wife. 

			Mike steered the rescue into the parking lot of the hi-rise and parked behind Engine 3. We got the stretcher from the back of the rig and headed for the elevator. A minute later we were inside our patient’s apartment. She was an elderly woman, sitting in her well-kept kitchen on a chair, shaking. Spices and pans sat neatly on the kitchen counter waiting to be put into use. Pictures of her smiling grandchildren were held by magnets on front of an old Westinghouse refrigerator, cheering up the old appliance. Blood spattered the kitchen floor. She was conscious and alert, with some swelling around her eyes and a bloody nose.

			“What happened?” I asked, crouching to her eye level.

			“I was walking into the kitchen and fell flat on my face,” she responded.

			“Did you feel dizzy and faint or just trip?”

			“My feet got all tangled up and I fell flat on my face!”

			We put a cervical collar around her neck and had her lay flat on a long backboard, keeping her neck and back aligned, and put her on our stretcher. I had her pinch her nose and gave her a towel to control the bleeding. Mike assessed the woman’s vital signs and we made our way to the elevator to the rescue.

			The crew of Engine 3 assisted us as we loaded the patient into the truck. I noticed that Donna was not with them. She was helping load a motor vehicle accident victim into the rescue a few weeks ago. While lifting the stretcher into the back of the truck, she heard and felt a “pop” in her sternum area. Further tests indicated the presence of a growth behind the breastbone. She is a great kid, one of the few women on the department and very well liked throughout the job. We deal with sick people all day long with detached efficiency, but when it’s one of us, the reality of our vulnerability hits home. This job has a way of making you feel invincible; untouched by the sickness and suffering we surround ourselves with daily. It seems inconceivable that one of our own may have succumbed to something only “other” people have to deal with. I hope she is all right. 

			“Blood pressure 124/78, pulse 80 and her glucose level is 124.” It looks like you’re going to live forever with those vitals,” Mike said to the woman before leaving the back of the truck to drive. I stayed in the back with the patient. She didn’t seem the talkative type so I respected her wishes as we made the two-minute ride in silence. The radio was tuned to the local rock station, Led Zeppelin blending perfectly with the siren providing a nice background for our short journey.

			The hospital is in the middle of a major expansion and the temporary rescue entrance is right next to the construction site. I can only imagine what the patients think as we wheel them past the work crew. I don’t notice the chaos anymore.

			Rhode Island Hospital is Southern New England’s designated level 1 Trauma Center. They have been treating people on the grounds since 1863. It serves as the major teaching hospital for Brown University’s Medical School. Over six thousand people work there. In 2004, 114,888 patients were seen in the emergency room making it one of the busiest in the country.

			The sweet smell of fresh vomit mingled with antiseptic greeted us. Ron, today’s triage R.N. was at the desk. Rhode Island is a small place, and everybody seems connected somehow. My brother and Ron were members of the 1207th transportation unit of the Rhode Island National Guard until Ron retired. With the war in Iraq raging with no end in sight we have a lot to talk about. The 1207th was deployed last January. Ron had gotten out by that time but still inquires about his old Army friends. No time for small talk today, the ER is too busy. I gave a detailed description of my patient’s chief complaint, medical history, prescriptions taken and allergies. Ron signed the State report and the patient belonged to him.

			On the way out of the ER I stopped and talked to Domingo, one of the security guards. Emergency rooms in the city can be a wild place. RIH is no different.  Six guards are always on duty. They all look competent, are large and act professionally.

			“Mike! You doin ok this morning?”

			“Fine Domingo, how’s your daughter?” I asked.

			“Five years old and the smartest one in her school. You know that she goin to be president one day?”

			“I hope she runs as a Republican.”

			“Don even say that,” Domingo replied in mock outrage, “When she is president we be eatin losster every day!” He says lobster without the “B”, so it sounds funny. Every time he says it I laugh out loud.

			“A Losster in every pot!” I said, and walked back to the truck. Mike was waiting, truck cleaned, the cervical collar restocked and everything ready to go.

		

	
		
			Two 

			 

			The City of Providence is home to about 180,000 people. During the workweek that number swells to 350,000. On nights and weekends thousands more flood downtown for the clubs, theaters and other activities. The city’s Fire Department consists of five hundred members manning fifteen engine companies, eight ladder trucks and five rescues. Three battalion chiefs, fire prevention, training, communications, arson investigators and administrative chiefs round out the department. We are the second oldest paid fire department in the country, Cincinnati being first. For over 150 years we have kept the city safe. Fourteen fire stations strategically placed throughout the city enable us to respond to most emergencies within minutes.

			Four different platoons ensure twenty-four hour, seven-day coverage at the least cost to the city. We work two ten-hour days followed by two fourteen-hour nights, forty-eight hours a week. When overtime is available we work between shifts. Two groups work every day with the other two off. The schedule takes some getting used to, but once adjustments are made, the hours work out well. Working first, second and third shift eventually take a toll, but it is manageable.

			Mike stopped the truck in front of the Dunkin Donut’s shop on Eddy Street and asked, “What do you want, I’m buying?”

			“Large coffee, just milk.  Thanks”

			“You coming in?”

			“Not this time.”

			“Alright, see you in a few.”

			He headed into the donut shop and I took my cell phone out of my top pocket and called Cheryl. I had only left home a little while ago, but like to call from work to say good morning. For fourteen of our twenty years together I’ve been a firefighter. The long hours make it hard to keep a relationship fresh, but we do a pretty good job of it. She answered after a few rings. I could tell by the husky tone of her voice I had called too early.

			“Hey babe, did I wake you up?” I asked.

			“No, I was sleeping anyway,” she answered. Still fresh.

			“Sorry.  I’m probably working tonight, there’s an opening at Rescue 3.”

			“Call me later.”

			“Love you, bye.”

			“Love you too.”

			I clicked off the phone as Mike walked back to the rescue, his hands each held a large coffee and a bag dangled between his teeth. The bag probably held a breakfast croissant with cheese and sausage. I don’t know where he puts it. He doesn’t carry an ounce of extra fat on his five foot ten inch frame. He was wearing the trial uniform shirt. The traditional uniform is a light blue collared shirt with dark blue work pants. A white, yellow, black and red patch with the words “Providence Fire Department” around the sides and the slogan “In omnia paratus” in the middle adorns the left sleeve. “In Omnia Paratis”, the slogan of the Providence Fire Department, is a Latin slogan meaning, ‘In All Things, Prepared.’ A black belt and black shoes complete the uniform. We don’t wear a badge because we don’t want to be confused with the police. A few members have been issued black polo shirts to wear on a trial basis. Mike is wearing one today.
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