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Chapter 1 – Chance 
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“So, how was your date?” Billings asked when I got back to the firehouse.

“Pretty good from the smile on his face,” Anderson laughed. “Got some, did you, boy?”

“I never kiss and tell,” I said, giving them a sly grin that implied that Anderson was right. “But the date went pretty well.”

“Who was it, the blonde from the diner?” Anderson asked. “I bet it was the blonde from the diner.”

“Ha, no. It wasn’t anyone you guys know, so stop guessing,” I said as I sat down at the table to join them.

“Yeah, where’d you take her?” Billings asked.

“What is this, twenty questions? I took her to a fish and chip place down by the docks, if it’s any of your business.”

“See, I told you he got some. He’s being all secretive,” Anderson said, smiling.

“Shut up and deal,” I said, motioning toward the cards Billings held in his hands.

Anderson handed me some chips, and Billings started shuffling the cards. There was nothing like a good old-fashioned game of poker with the guys to end a perfect evening. I’d win a few bucks and then mosey on over to my bunk, where I could dream about Alex for a few hours before daylight.

“Stop shuffling and deal those things already,” I said.

Billings thought he was a Vegas dealer or something. He took forever to toss the cards around, and I didn’t feel like waiting all night just to play a couple of hands.

“Coming right up, chief,” he said as he dealt the cards around.

I picked my cards up off the table and looked at my hand. As I looked up, I noticed everybody’s eyes darting around the table. Do not grin, I thought. Keep your face as straight as your cards.

Although I loved poker, I had a terrible poker face. I always gave myself away with my grin. This time I was determined. I even frowned, hoping it would make them think I had a bad hand.

“I’m in,” Billings said as he threw a chip into the middle of the table.

“Me too,” I said, tossing in a chip.

“Add me to the list,” Anderson said as he threw one in.

“I’m out,” Jefferson said as he folded his cards on the table.

The three of us were sitting there studying each other's faces. Billings threw another chip in. Anderson followed suit, and I joined them. Who’s going to give in first? I wondered.

My thoughts were quickly interrupted by the piercing sound of the fire bell. Oh God, not another fire.

“Damn, there goes the fire bell,” Billings said as he laid his cards on the table.

“A full house,” I laughed. “Too bad. My straight would have beat that, but the game will have to wait for later.”

We all threw our cards down on the table and started gearing up. Tonight was nothing new. Fires knew no limitations. Whether we were playing cards, watching a movie, or just sitting around when that bell went off, we ran.

“Call O’Neil,” Anderson yelled. “By the sounds of things we might need her.”

The last thing I wanted to do was call her and make her come out to a fire. She’d been through so much lately, and I wasn’t sure she was up to it. Not only that, but we’d just had an amazing date, and she was probably neck deep in a bubble bath or sound asleep.

“I’m not sure she’s up to it,” I said while I put on my boots.

“She’s one of the best we have, sir,” Jefferson said.

I knew they were right. As much as I didn’t want to, I needed to call her and have her come out. I picked up the phone and dialed her number reluctantly.

“Hang up the phone,” Billings yelled when her phone started ringing. “There’s no point. I just got the address. It’s her house.”

His words didn’t register at first, and I kept hold of the phone, waiting for her to answer.

“Hang up the phone,” Anderson said as he came walking over. “Friedman, it’s Alex’s house. She’s not going to answer.”

His words didn’t make sense. I couldn’t process them with the frenzy of activity going on around me.

“She’s not going to answer,” he yelled as he took the phone out of my hand. I turned and looked at him, unsure of what was going on.

“Get a hold of yourself, Friedman,” he said as he grabbed my shoulders. “Alex’s house is on fire. Snap out of it.”

Immediately, I came to my senses and looked at my men. Everybody was frozen in place with somber faces. One of our own was in trouble, one of the saddest challenges to face.

“Well then, what are we all standing around for?” I yelled. “Let’s go. Come on, move.”

Within seconds everybody was running around gathering their gear and racing to the trucks. With sirens blaring, we hurried through the streets until we pulled up in front of her familiar bungalow, now engulfed in flames.

“Wow,” Anderson said when we arrived on the scene.

Wow was right. Flames and smoke were barreling out of the windows.

“I smelled smoke when I brought my dog out,” an elderly woman walked over and said. “I looked up and saw the flames, and called 911. Just before you got here, I heard glass shattering, and then the flames came shooting out.”

“Do you live next door, ma’am?” I asked as my men sprayed Alex’s house with their hoses.

“Yes, I live right over there,” she answered.

“Don’t go home,” I told her sternly. “The fire’s out of control and it could spread. It’s safer if you spend the night somewhere else.”

“Can I go home to call my daughter?” she asked. “I can spend the night there.”

“Of course,” I answered. “Just go in and call, gather some things, and leave.”

“I will,” she promised.

I started working on the fire with my men, trying hard to put it out. More glass shattered as the fire continued to rage out of control.

“Do you think she made it out okay?” Billings asked.

The entire time we’d been there I’d assumed that she’d made it out and made the call. Even when the neighbor woman said she’d called, it never occurred to me that Alex hadn’t escaped.

“We need to go in,” I said.

“We can’t go in there,” Anderson answered. “It’s flashing and the roof is caving in.”

“I don’t care,” I said. “We’re going in.”

“What if we don’t make it out?” Billings asked.

“Alex and her daughter could still be in there,” I yelled. “Either you’re with me or you’re not, but I’m going in.”

I made my way toward the house with not one of my men behind me. Fuck them, I thought. If any one of them were in trouble I’d be doing the same thing. As I got closer to the door, the heat intensified. I knew it wouldn’t open, but I tried the handle anyway. It wouldn’t budge, of course.

I grabbed my ax and hacked away at it despite the high temperatures. Just when I thought I was going to pass out, I made my way into the building.

Ducking low to protect myself from the heat and the smoke, I felt my way along to try to find Alex and her daughter. My men continued to work from the outside as flames now hurled out the doorway. The smoke was so thick I couldn’t see anything, and I became disoriented.

As I crawled around as low to the floor as I could with flaming embers falling all around me, I reached up on top of every piece of furniture I came to. When I made my way around a corner into a doorway, I thought I’d found Alex’s room until I felt the limp body on the bed. I knew in an instant that I’d found Emily.

I gathered her up in my arms and carried her, still staying low to the ground. As the flames danced around us, I protected her small body with mine. She was so still and quiet, and I prayed that she hadn’t succumbed to the smoke.
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Chapter 2 – Anderson   
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“He’s been in there too long,” I said, turning to Billings. “We need to go in and check it out.”

“He knows what he’s doing,” Billings answered.

“No. He’s not going to make it out of there,” I said.

“He’s Friedman. He’ll make it out just fine,” Jefferson said, adjusting the hose.

“Look at the place,” I said. “There’s no way anybody could survive that. Nope, we need to go in after him.”

“Look,” Billings said. “On the off chance that he doesn’t make it out, we can’t afford to lose any more men. If more of us go in there, that’s a bigger loss for the team.”

“I can’t just sit back and let our chief go down,” I said as I ran toward the house.

I knew with every step I took that there was a good chance I’d never walk back out of that building. I didn’t care, though. I had no wife or family, nothing to lose, really. One thing I knew for sure, though, was that I wasn’t about to let my chief go down without a fight.

Being a firefighter was about protecting the community and protecting your own, in my book. If I didn’t try to go in there and bring Friedman out, I’d be doing a disservice to my badge.

Just as I took what I thought might be my last gulp of fresh air, I saw a flash of yellow between the smoke and flames. Could it be? I thought. Surely the intense heat was making me hallucinate. Then I thought I heard footsteps through the crackling flames, but again, I didn’t think it was possible.
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