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      A voice comes over the intercom system, alerting us to a fire on Atlanta Avenue, and the alarm blares to get everyone's attention inside the station. The cot squeaks as I sit up and poke Angela next to me. Of course, a call comes in right as I’m about to doze off. Just my luck.

      “Get up. Let’s go!” I yell, knowing every second makes a difference.

      She wipes her eyes and looks around and finally hears the alarm. “Shit!”

      Working overnight shifts suck, but we sneak in a nap every chance we can get. Sometimes, it’s non-stop and other nights we don’t get a single call. We never know what we are going to get, but are always ready to go. It’s part of our extensive training. Not to mention, our father is the chief, and he expects more from us than the other firefighters.

      The men try to treat us like we’re equal, but sometimes it’s hard not to notice when they don’t. They barely speak to us, except Damon and Tristan. It’s like we don’t exist until we are on a call and they need our help. Isn’t that funny? So what if we’re females? We can handle our own because our father raised us to be good firefighters. You can’t imagine the crazy things our father has had us do before we started here. He wanted proof that he wouldn’t have to worry about us out in the field. Here we are, years later, and he has never had a complaint.

      We run to the locker room, and I pull on my fire retardant pants, snap the suspenders against my shoulder, and shove my feet into the fireproof steel-toed boots. You never know when you’re going to have to go inside and save someone. It’s better to be prepared in gear.

      Damon is yelling at everyone, telling them to hurry up. The dispatcher says the fire is spreading quickly and they need a quick dispatch. That’s understandable, but we can’t get on-site without protective gear.

      Thick gloves slide over my hands as I rush to gather all my other gear. Heavy boots run across the concrete bay floor as the rumbling of the engine echoes off of the walls. Angela opens the high bay doors and jumps in the truck just as Damon turns the sirens on and pulls out onto the street.

      He isn’t normally on this shift, but with a new baby at home, he tries to help his wife out as much as he can during the day. Why he would give up his day shift is beyond me? Hell, if they gave me the opportunity, I’d stick with it for the long haul. Everyone wants to work the day shift. For some weird reason, it’s where the least amount of action happens. I assume because people are at work, in school, or whatever for most of the day.

      “How’s that baby doing? Sleeping better at night, yet?” I ask.

      He shakes his head and hands his wallet back to me. “That’s the newest shot of her. It’s my first time being there since birth. Emily isn’t legally mine, so I missed all the newborn and toddler stages. Tell me it gets easier?”

      Damon doesn’t take his eyes off of the road, so he doesn’t see me shrug my shoulders. “I don’t have kids, so how would I know?”

      We pass an accident on the way, but can’t deter from the fire. They will have to find someone else to respond. It looks pretty bad with a car flipped upside down and two smashed vehicles.

      My stomach always drops when we get a call, because in the course of my career, I have discovered more dead bodies than I’d like to admit, and it never gets easier. The consequences of a slow response is engraved into my brain, and I never want that on my conscience.

      As we approach the scene, the billowing smoke doesn’t look good, but there are people lined in the streets when we come to a stop. The police are already on scene and trying to keep bystanders away.

      “Everyone accounted for?” I ask.

      “The neighbor says there is a family inside, and the car is still in the driveway,” he says, pointing to the silver Toyota Camry.

      Angela and I look at each other, and run toward the front door of the home, where smoke is sliding underneath. We put our masks on before entering. Flames are licking the walls and a haze coats the room.

      “Hello? Anyone in here?” I yell, turning around to signal to Angela that I’m going to head to check the bedrooms and she follows me.

      “Divide and Conquer, sis.”

      The bedroom at the end of the hallway has smoke coming from under the door, and when I turn the knob and push it open, it hits me in the face. I swipe at the waft of smoke trying to see, and that’s when my eyes set on a young girl, maybe seven, lying unconscious on the floor.

      When I scoop her up in my arms, there is no response, but there’s a pulse. If she doesn’t get clean air soon, she might not make it. I rush through the home, trying to shield her as best I can from any flames.

      “Female. Around  seven-years-old. Unconscious and needs oxygen now!” I yell, as the EMTs take her from me and I go back inside.

      The fire is spreading quickly, and the entire structure is unsecure. Angela runs out of the second bedroom and waves at me to follow. I enter and there are two bodies, one male and one female, on the floor. I squat to check their pulse and nothing.

      I look up at Angela and shake my head. “They are gone, but we need to get them out of here.”

      Removing them from the scene before they get burned might save the family some agony when it comes to a funeral and identifying the bodies later.

      We use teamwork to get the woman out first, and then the man.

      The little girl is awake when we get to the firetruck, but then the EMTs announce there are no pulses, and the little girl bawls.

      “Daddy? Mama?” she says, trying to run to them, but the EMT stops her.

      I nudge Angela and walk over to the little girl. “You need to go to the hospital, sweetie. Do you have a family member that lives close?”

      She shakes her head and wipes her eyes. “Are they going to be okay?”

      I can’t bring myself to lie to the little girl, but her parents are gone. My heart breaks thinking that she might have to go into foster care because of this.

      Angela, Damon, and Tristan work to get the fire under control without me, while I try to calm the girl down. She’s too young to understand what this means for her. Without parents, she will be going with DHS workers tonight until they can find someone in the family that might take her. And if they don’t, the poor thing will end up in foster care. I try to hold the tears back, but it’s harder when her blue eyes are looking up at me. Her life has just changed drastically and there is nothing I can do about it.

      “Why can’t I ride with Mommy and Daddy? I don’t want them to be alone,” she says, trying to push passed me as they shut the back doors of the ambulance.

      “That’s not possible, sweetie. You have to ride on your own.”

      She looks up at me through her lashes. “Will you ride with me? I’m scared.”

      Normally, this isn’t something we do, but the circumstances call for it. She is all alone, and I don’t want her to think no one cares about her. She shouldn’t have to go through this alone.

      “I’ll be right back,” I say, and then nod to the EMT waiting to take off.

      Damon and the others are fighting the fire, and even though my job is to stay here, he might understand. He is a father, and can feel for this little girl.

      “She wants me to ride with her. She’s scared,” I say.

      He nods without hesitating.

      Damon is someone I admire because this profession runs in his family for generations, too, but sometimes we have to bend the rules a bit. We are human after all.

      I kneel in front of the little girl. “I can ride with you, but once we get to the hospital, they will take you to a room to be examined. They won’t let me go back with you, okay?

      She shakes her head, and gets into the ambulance. The workers seem impatient, and it starts to bother me because they need to show this little girl some respect. How would they feel if this happened to them? They don’t have to be jerks to her.

      They lay her down and secure her on the gurney before taking off because it’s required by the law. She is coughing up a storm, but her voice is starting to sound better, not all scratchy. I let the workers do their job while I try to keep her breathing into the mask, and not fighting them.

      I tell her a story my father used to tell me at bedtime about a fearless King and Queen who would do anything to protect their kingdom and their children. It keeps her occupied until we pull into the ER ambulance bay, and they remove her. The nurse asks for her vitals and they whoosh her away to a room for observation and tests.

      I don’t want to leave, because ‌she is going to be all alone, and soon Child Services will show up to take her to a group home until they can reach out to anyone in the family that might ‌take her in. However, in my line of work, I know that in most cases, the child ends up in foster care.

      My cell phone rings, and it’s Damon.

      “Swinging by to pick you up on the way back to the station, okay? Two minutes out.”

      I know it’s not part of my job, but sometimes this becomes too much. My heart breaks every time I see a dead body, or a child hurt, and unfortunately, that happens as a firefighter. Maybe that’s why I’m going back to finish the last semester to get my English degree. My dad, the chief, knows that I didn’t plan on staying with the department forever. So, he can’t hold it against me.

      Damon pulls up and I hop back inside next to Angela.

      “How’s she doing?” she asks, putting her arm around me.

      “She’s getting some tests done, I assume. They just rushed her back.”

      My sister knows how much things like this eat away at me, and after all these years, I need a change of scenery. Something that doesn’t revolve around gas leaks, car crashes, and a lot of death. I’m sick of seeing these things.

      When we get back to the depot, I take off my gear and go back into the sleeping area. I need a freaking drink after this, and before I have to focus on schoolwork hardcore.

      Angela isn’t like me. She can turn her brain off after a scene like that, and I wish I was more like her in that aspect. My parents always tell me I have an enormous heart, and sometimes it’s not a great thing with a profession like mine.

      Honestly, I didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life after high school, and my dad has always been my hero, so until I had a plan, he said I should just get certified and work at the station. Angela and I liked it at first, you know, seeing as there is a stereotype against women in this profession, but as we handled more calls with DOA’s, it slowly started bothering me. The emotional distress from these calls throws me into a depression. Seeing all that death and not knowing if we could have prevented it by being just a little faster responding to the scene, it started eating away at me.

      “Shift is over!” Angela yells, and heads to the lockers with me following. “What are your plans for tonight? Anything special before your big day back at college?”

      After a day like today, a couple shots wouldn’t be the end of the world. “Wanna go to The Tavern? They are having happy hour tonight from seven to nine?”

      My sister has never turned down going to a bar, especially if I’m the one footing the bill. “I’ll meet you there at seven.”

      I slip on my jeans and rock-n-roll t-shirt. I can’t go to the bar smelling like smoke. I’ve got about thirty-minutes to spare, so out the door I go to take a quick shower and change.

      I never know what to expect when my sister is around. She is the prettier one, and usually has guys hitting on her all night while I’m in the corner just enjoying a beer. Sometimes, I wonder why I still agree to go with her, but then it’s entertainment.

      All I want to do is get today out of my head and then curl up and read an enjoyable book. Is that too much to ask for?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            NOAH

          

        

      

    

    
      The wedding pictures on my wall bring up the very thing I’m trying to forget. My beautiful wife, Janet, passed away some time ago and I’ve tried my hand at these new dating apps ‌ everyone is using, but it only leads to some very horrible dates. The women are just not as intelligent as I need them to be, and I want to find someone who shares the love of literature as much as I do. Some people might think that wouldn’t be hard, but the people nowadays are more enthralled with how many likes and follows they can get on social media rather than curling up on the couch with a good book.

      Honestly, I think I’m just going to give up on this whole dating thing because at this point in my life I’m working towards tenure and that is going to secure my retirement. Everyone dreams of the day that they don’t have to work anymore. Where they can go out and do whatever they want at whatever time of day without having to answer to somebody else. My late wife told me before she took her final breath to make sure that I enjoy life and live it to the fullest. She didn’t want me to sit in a room and be depressed. No, she wanted me to get out there and enjoy my life and do the things I want to do. And that all leads to this very point. I have to give up just a little now so I have what I want in the future. Dating isn’t something that I ‌need to do, but she wanted me to ‌be happy. But right now it just seems like that’s not in the cards for me. It seems hard to find someone mid-thirties or older that isn’t focused on having a family right now or that doesn’t already have multiple kids.

      Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying that having kids in your mid-thirties is wrong because honestly most people have kids by now, but I’m not looking to start a relationship with somebody who will not want kids in the future. My dream with Janet was to have a huge family and be happy but her cancer took that away from us. And now I have to find someone to fall in love with again and start all over. It’s almost too much because do I really want to start all over? I mean, here I am at thirty-six-years-old and  a widow, and right now all I want to do is secure my future.

      On Sunday nights, I usually go into my den to work on projects and sip on a glass of cognac, but tonight I’ve decided that I should get out of the house. There’s nothing good about sitting around in your own home alone. I need to get out and enjoy life,  talk with other people, and socialize instead of sitting in my den all by myself all of the time.

      The last time I went to the pub a couple of months ago, there were a few women who approached me and asked me if I would buy them a drink, and honestly, I said no. If I wanted to buy somebody a drink I would offer, yet women think that it’s okay to just come up and ask for us to buy them a drink even though nobody offers to buy me a drink. Why are the men always responsible for buying the women drinks? And I’m not saying that women should have to put out because we buy them drinks, but at the same time, we should not be expected to buy you a drink just so you can have a good time.

      Honestly, I’m just looking for somebody who has some intelligence about her. I’m not saying she has to be a genius, or that she has to have an IQ of 130, but I want to ‌have a conversation about things that have meaning. On the dates that I’ve gone on through the dating apps have all been meaningless conversation filled and how hard is it to find someone who can carry a good conversation? This is what happened when I found my wife. We sat and we talked for hours; they physically had to kick us out of the bar when it closed because we didn’t want to leave.

      I touch my hands to my lips and then press it on the picture like I do every day before leaving my house. Sure my wife might be gone, but I am still going to love her for the rest of my life. She was my soulmate. She was the person that I could talk to  about anything; when having bad days or when going through something awful and she always had my back with no hesitation. I need someone like that again and it’s become harder and harder to find someone that can match my expectations.

      I walk into my den and secure my laptop into the bag, then grab my wireless mouse and keyboard just in case and a set of headphones. I figure why not work on some things while enjoying some cognac and pretending to socialize. I mean, maybe I’ll find somebody to strike up a conversation with and maybe I can find someone who enjoys literature, but most likely not. They seem to be hard to find.

      My right leg eases into the car first, my left following as my ass hits the seat. The car rumbles when the engine starts and I head to the way of the pub. I’ve always dreamed of writing a book and hitting a list, or even just having someone downright love my work, but it’s become harder now that she’s gone. The drafting stage has been awful and I’m one of those people that have the feeling that they just aren’t good enough. Why would anyone want to read what I write? What makes me so special? These are the questions that go on inside my head every single time I sit down to finish my book. Yet, when my late wife passed, she told me not to let anything stand in the way of what I want to accomplish. She knew how important it was for me to finish this manuscript and turn it in, and yet, since the day that she passed, I have written maybe a couple thousand words on it. I need to get this complex out of my head so that I can move forward. The only person that has read this manuscript was her, and she loved it, but none of that matters unless I can complete it. I’m about four chapters away from finally writing the end on this manuscript and maybe some liquor will provide me the courage to turn my brain off and write the fucking thing. The thing that perplexes me the most is the fact that people think that writing a book is easy and in fact it is so freaking hard. There’s so many moving elements within a story that you have to work with, and perfect. This is difficult.

      I’ve been sitting on this idea for about a decade, so when you think about it took me a decade to write 80% as a book and that’s all conclusive on the fact that I have imposter syndrome. I just don’t feel like I’m good enough for people to want to read or pay to read my work. But I’m sure that every novelist has come across this and has found a way to overcome diss doubt in their head. I just need to focus on getting it done, and then I can worry about making the result of the product better. It’s all about getting words on the page and flushing out your idea to where you can focus on making it better. The first draft of anything; whether it’s a short story, a résumé is never going to be the end result that you would give to an employer or a paying customer. Do you have to go back and revise it multiple times to tell if it’s good enough? Hell, it’s not almost perfect? But then I read online on the forums  they say that nobody will ever be perfect. There will always be flaws, missed typos, and things that you overlook, but that’s what an editor is for, to find all the things that the writer missed.

      I pull into the gravel parking lot, the rocks crunching beneath my tires as I come to a stop and turn the ignition off. I grab my laptop bag and walk around to the side entrance of the pub. Inside, it’s packed with patrons gathered around little tables and the bar back. I think that this might be just what I need to get rid of the imposter syndrome for one night. If I can finish even a chapter tonight, that would be a huge step in the right direction. I go straight to the bar and order my Cognac and wait for the bartender to bring me my glass. When he does, I’ll leave the bar back and try to find a table for myself away from the jukebox and the front door. Even though I brought headphones, the distraction of the door opening and closing and a new song coming on every three minutes is going to make it harder to focus. Tonight is about focusing on this manuscript and nothing else. I want to keep my word to my late wife and get this project done so I can move forward with the process and make her proud.

      I take a sip from my glass and set it down next to my laptop, waiting for it to boot up so I can open up the Word document and begin writing. I pull my headphones out of the laptop bag, and press the on button to connect the Bluetooth to my cell phone. I’m not one of those people that can listen to actual music while they write. For the writers that use that and say that it helps them focus, that’s awesome, because I’m the complete opposite. The only thing I can have in the background as far as music goes are instrumentals. Usually, I go on a streaming site and look for something pertaining to the scene that I’m working on, whether that be romantic, suspenseful, thriller, or horror music. Instrumentals can help you set the scene and write the details for you. We all know in horror movies the intense doom of the loud suspenseful music that leads up to the killer being revealed or the person getting murdered. Music like that helps me get into whatever I’m writing and know what mood I need or how I need to set the precedence for the readers. No matter what anybody says, readers can be super picky and they want things done a certain way. There are industry standards for each genre of writing and if you don’t stick to those industry standards, then the readers are going to revolt. Just going to have a devastating effect on someone’s book release and can tarnish their career from the very beginning. So, I use little things like this to help me make sure I’m setting the correct scene and mood for the reader every time I sit down to write a chapter.

      Being in the pub actually makes it easier because I’m  in the very thing that I’m  writing. The easiest way to write believable dialogue is to go out and sit somewhere and watch other people have conversations. I’ll admit I’ve had some pretty funny things happen while people watching, and they might have made it into my book. It’s always fun to come up with a new idea based on something you have actually witnessed.

      The computer finally starts up and I take a sip of Cognac before putting my fingers on the keyboard. I put my headphones on and my fingers start clacking. The more of this that goes into my system, the easier it is to turn off my self doubt and before I know it, a couple hours have passed and I have written almost 3,000 words. One chapter down and three more to go before my novel's first draft is complete.

      I go back up to the bar, lean, and wait for the bartender to come and take my order, but I see a woman coming over towards me with some of the most beautiful blue eyes I have ever seen. My mind doesn’t go to asking her out or anything because bars are typically the best place to pick up a woman, especially if you’re wanting something long term. So, I just wait for her to come next to me and ask her what her favorite book is.

      And her answer surprises me…
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