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    We are more disturbed by a calamity which threatens us than by one which has befallen us.


    


    —John Lancaster Spalding
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    PREFACE



    New Orleans, Convention Center, June 2005. Waiting in the wing of a stage that looks out on an enormous hall.


    I should be nervous. It will be only the second time I’ve talked publicly about my private self—the first time was a disaster—and in a few minutes I’ll walk out on stage to speak before nine thousand people. Before I even open my mouth, anyone who knows me knows what has made my story worth telling. Anyone who doesn’t can make a damn good guess.


    I give speeches several times a year. Business workshops, finance-related conferences, addressing divisions of companies that think I can motivate them to be more profitable (or less unprofitable). There could be three hundred people in the room, or thirty. Nine thousand? This will be a first.


    I’m not nervous, though. A bit jacked, sure. And distracted. I should be going over my opening—I’ll be reading from a teleprompter—but instead I’m thinking about a mystery:


    How is it that I’m one of the happiest people I know? After what I went through, how is that possible? When no matter how hard I may want to hide what I went through, I can’t?


    Me, happiest? Seriously?


    Something is wrong with this picture.


    Yet it’s true. I’m never down in the dumps or hopeless. In fact, I’m usually happy. Overflowing with gratitude and upbeat to the point (as my wife will tell you) of overdoing it, involved to the point (as my kids will tell you) of trying to solve everyone’s problems, and able to stay calm (as my business partner will tell you) when everything’s going to hell.


    I’m not patting myself on the back. I’m no better than anyone. There are so many people who do things I never could.


    But I’m pretty confident in my self-assessment, which no one would have predicted after that night so many years ago. A lot of those who saw the damage didn’t think I’d survive until morning. No offense, but I have a huge advantage over many people because I went through something gruesome, a waking nightmare, and somehow it did not ruin me. Do I know how I was able to do that? Looking back, yeah, kind of. You know the saying, “You can let the moments define you or you can define the moments”? That moment, those ten or thirty or sixty seconds—you can’t fault me for losing track of time, and given the chaos, none of my brothers in arms could say exactly how long I was there, conscious and then unconscious—that moment was not going to define me, I don’t care how awful.


    I’m not looking for credit for coming out of that. I do want to understand it enough that others understand it, because I think it could be helpful.


    I don’t feel nervous but maybe I am bracing myself for the convention center crowd. I never get lost in a crowd. I often wish I could but I can’t. It’s okay. Look: I don’t love walking through malls or along busy boardwalks, but I can handle it. Time made it easier. You adjust. (It’s easier for me than for my kids, and Brian Jr. often wants to pop someone in the nose.) Most people look. For those that do, the second glance is guaranteed. The ones caught unawares—turning a corner or stepping out of a car or snapping out of a daydream—sometimes look as if they’ve been knocked back, as if they’ve been hit by something physical. Kids, little kids, bother me less than grown-ups because for kids, it’s curiosity. No judgment. They simply want to understand. At an Eagles game or shopping with Mary Ann at Super Fresh grocery, when a child is close enough and still young enough to point and boldly address his or her curiosity (“What happened to you?”) before Mom or Dad realizes what’s happening, I wish the parent didn’t feel embarrassed and mutter an apology I never asked for, or try to whisk the kid away. I usually say, “That’s okay, ma’am,” or “No problem, sir. I’d like to answer the question.” And I do. It’s real simple. “I was a firefighter and I got hurt in a fire.” One hundred percent of the time, the little girl or little boy is satisfied with the answer and usually looks away, done, onto something else strange in the world. Grown-ups? They rarely move on so easily.


    I moved on long ago. The road I’ve been on since that night is a remarkable one, filled with great joy and satisfactions as well as considerable pain and difficulty, including four dozen reconstructive facial surgeries (my count may be off by a couple). I don’t know how many people thought I could get where I am, as I am. Mary Ann believed in me practically before she even saw what I looked like. Huge credit to a woman who agrees to a lunch date with a guy wearing a mask. I know that each of my three beautiful, incredible kids—Brian Jr., Matt, and Katie—believed in me from the beginning, though for accuracy’s sake, by the time the first of them showed up I was well on my way to whatever this event here in New Orleans means. When Brian Jr. was born, I had already lived with the effects of the accident for seven years. Every person who knew me when the accident happened thought it was about the worst possible thing ever, yet it was also—cliché alert—the best.


    Waiting in the wing, I think back to the first time I spoke in public in such a personal way, a few months after the fire. I was invited to address a group made up mostly of firefighters, on the virtues of perseverance. Supposedly, I was a living example. Problem was, when I took off my mask mid-speech to show the audience what I was talking about, seven people passed out.


    Not walked out.


    Passed out.


    A group of firefighters.


    I hope that doesn’t happen today. I don’t expect it to.


    Once I survived the damage done to me by the fire, I was left with a huge advantage over almost everyone I saw. It would make many things, big and small, so much easier.


    Lots of people can’t deal with the hand they’ve been dealt, and it’s often not even that terrible a hand. Sometimes it is, way worse than mine. I appreciate that. But I feel bad for some of those who’ve been dealt a pretty decent hand. I don’t mean that in a smug way. I truly do feel bad for them. I see them living in an unhappy, helpless way, certain it’s out of their power to make things better. As if it’s a settled thing and they’re literally unable to get from where they are to where they want to be.


    I know that journey is possible because I got from there to here. I went from seeing how “it” was treated by almost everyone around me—family, friends, co-workers, bosses, potential bosses who refused to be my boss (because what was the point?), and lots and lots of strangers—to how it’s treated now, with so many people saying, “I never think about you that way.” For those in my life, the ones from before and after, it’s really not even a thing anymore unless I make a joke about it. I joke about it all the time. Some pretty rude jokes, too.


    Still, without my face looking like this, I honestly don’t think I would be where I am today. I’m not saying that, without the fire, I would have had no reason to smile or feel proud, that I would have enjoyed no success. I don’t buy that at all. I do believe that I’m a better professional because of the accident—my business partner and I started an investment and insurance firm more than twenty-five years ago, and are now privileged to serve well over a thousand clients—and I’m a better father, better husband, better son, brother, boss, mentor, colleague, friend…a better all-around person because of it. My experience from the fire and the aftermath helped forge who I would be, which is someone I probably never would have been. Look: I don’t say go get caught in a fire. (Like I need to say that.) Or invite calamity or any sort of adversity. But what I took from everything that followed made me a happy man, fulfilled and purposeful. Travel that road and they eventually ask you to address giant halls filled with people a lot handsomer than you, though not necessarily facing life the way they could.


    So I can’t quite call what happened to me a tragedy. A calamity, for sure. And there’s stuff I’ll always have to live with. Often I’m afraid to go to sleep. The daily stares. The crystals sitting at the bottom of my lungs that may wake up some day.


    In the end, I did not resign myself to what I had permanently lost. I focused on the good things still to come, within my reach and control. Was what I did extraordinary? No. Was I better equipped to handle it because I was so young when it happened? Maybe, maybe not. At seventeen you have so much more to lose. But maybe it’s easier because you’re less set in your ways. The dumbness and elasticity of youth can work in your favor.


    However I pulled it off, dumb or smart, conscious or accidental, the lessons I took from the fire are both universal and particular. What I learned helped me to feel comfortable in my own skin, something that so many people, despite their amazingly smooth complexions, struggle with every day.


    I get it: it’s not exactly breaking news that adversity can put things in perspective. Big whoop. Still, I was lucky enough to get my wakeup call, and not everyone gets one. And I learned the lessons the way life happens—not neatly, sometimes surprisingly, sometimes almost invisibly. I had to connect dots. Eventually, I found that the same wisdom that applies to success in one area of life—like family or friendship—applies to success in another—like business—and vice versa, though you may not see it at first. At some point, I realized that when we talk about our lives, the word “potential” can be a synonym for “story.” Everyone’s got potential. Everyone’s got a story. The question is whether your story ultimately gets told the right way and whether it’s you who’s telling it. Everyone’s got a story. Mine just happens to begin right there on my face.


    But this is not the story of a face. It’s the story of a life.


    If I hadn’t learned the lessons I learned, I still would have survived—but is that the point? Just surviving?


    Really?


    I wait in the wing, tapping my foot. Any moment I’ll hear the introduction and then my name, and I’ll walk out onto the stage, probably one of the great moments of my life, yet I wouldn’t be here if not for the worst, scariest, most pivotal moment of my life.


    That night didn’t start out that way. It was actually a beautiful fall evening, still warm enough that we had our car windows rolled down.

  


  
    Part I:

    Facing Facts

  


  
    Chapter 1:


    Flashover Flashback


    When we are no longer able to change a situation, we are challenged to change ourselves.


    —Viktor Frankl


    I loved firefighting—not just the adrenaline rush of fighting fires but the camaraderie, the chance to help people, the opportunity to be proficient at something. I was sixteen when I joined Levittown Fire Company No. 2, the volunteer unit for my hometown in Bucks County, PA, a thirty-minute drive from downtown Philadelphia, twenty if I was behind the wheel. Our company did search and rescue and suppression: go in, check for people, put out the fire. We were nothing but fire engines, called just “engines,” meaning vehicles equipped to pump water. As their name suggests, ladder trucks carry the big ladders. We didn’t have a ladder over thirty-five feet. If we needed one for a larger building, we had to call it in.


    When I joined, partly because some of my closest high school buddies did, we were not legally allowed to enter a burning building until we were eighteen. Junior firefighters did setup and support work, brought whatever the regular firefighters asked—get me this, get me that. After the fire was out, we did cleanup. That’s it. We were not allowed to operate the pump or use extrication tools.


    Anyone who has ever fought a fire or been in any dangerous, fast-developing situation knows that things don’t always go according to plan.


    By the time I was seventeen and a half, I had helped put out around three hundred fires. We averaged two to three calls a day, and if you were on call and your pager went off, even if you were in high school English class, you went. Once, another one of the junior firefighters set off a false alarm so he would get paged and could skip class. His prank was discovered. He was kicked off the force.


    I loved getting beeped. I loved being part of the company. I was never much of a student, partly because of dyslexia that no one recognized. It gets tiresome having people tell you you’re dumb to the point that you start believing it. I was always in remedial something.


    You’ll be going out to the trailer (where remedial classes were taught).


    You’ll go to tech school.


    It may not be your dream, but there’s something out there for you.


    I had been a bit of a jokester in Catholic school, which went through eighth grade, and Sister Saint Angela, a terrible human being, and I had many talks in the hallway, though she was the only one talking. Probably some of my behavior was due to my learning issues—me wanting acclaim, at least from other kids. But Catholic school in the 1970s was not a setting where anyone in authority was going to pipe up and say, Hold on, what’s really going on with this boy? Why is he acting this way? Could it be that he’s being made to feel dumb—and he isn’t really? If I clowned around or didn’t do something the “right” way, Sister Saint Angela would grab me by my hair and drag me across the room.


    It didn’t help that my brothers and sisters preceded me at the school, Queen of the Universe. My middle name wasn’t officially Why Can’t You Be Like Your Brother? but it could have been. I was the caboose of the eight-kid Walsh train: four boys, four girls. Sixteen years separated me and Marie, the eldest. My mother delivered a stillborn child between me and Renee, the next youngest and four and a half years older than me, so I truly was the baby of the family.


    I’m told I was a cute little boy, a bit mischievous but not obnoxious. As the youngest, I was often target practice or the rag doll for the other boys, especially Ed. We had tile floors in the bedroom and the upstairs hallway, so Ed and Kevin would get me to run the slippery floor while they flung pillows to try to knock my feet out from under me. Actually, I had a great time doing that. But Ed would also put me out on the garage roof and shut the window, then go downstairs and report to Mom, “Brian’s out on the roof again.” Mom would come upstairs and yell at me. I would tell her I was out there because I got put there, and Ed, looking wounded, would reply, “Why would we put him out on the roof?” It was usually Billy who came to my rescue.


    In school, English and math were the enemy. I was a good writer, but reading was my problem. I inverted letters and numbers. When I was in fourth, fifth, and sixth grade, I had to leave the main school building, cross the parking lot, and enter the dreaded trailer with the other remedial students, none of whom were close friends. Not exactly a self-esteem boost. In tenth grade at Neshaminy High School, I was told that I would rotate two weeks of every month at Bucks County Vocational Technical School, a trade school, because I was one of the shitty students (not the technical term, but it was implied). There we could at least learn a trade, though learning a trade back then was not considered undignified the way it is by many people now. In my first year at Neshaminy, I took shop classes like Small Engine Repair and Basic Electricity, but at Tech there were entire “majors,” like Heating and Ventilation, and Air Conditioning. I did really well in the classes. I could use my hands. The kids at Tech were scarier than those at Neshaminy—lots of bullying, drugs, having to fight your way out of the locker room. But after the first year there, it was fine. And it’s where I met Kevin Glasson, who quickly became one of my best friends.


    What I learned at Tech was useful. Later, when I trained for and took the test for the fire service, I excelled, both with the physical and mechanical evaluations and also the written questions. (Though because I’m terrified of heights, perhaps because of those times I got put out on the roof, I white-knuckled the part of the test where I had to climb a one-hundred-foot ladder.)


    I was a reliable firefighter, and a lucky one: in almost eighteen months I hadn’t suffered injury. Neither had anyone else in Company No. 2. Part of that, maybe a lot of it, I credit to our training. Our company was founded in 1952 by former New York City Fire Department guys who set the standard for training. No one messed around. Sure, there were times we’d hang out at the firehouse together, even play an occasional game of pool, but the chiefs didn’t like us sitting around doing nothing. They had us cleaning all the time. I cleaned and polished lots of diamond plate, the embossed, patterned metal on the tailboard and trim of fire trucks. We cleaned the axes and other tools. If we went on a minor call a block away, when we got back to the station the chief still had us clean the truck. There was always a hallway that could use a coat of paint. There wasn’t much downtime.


    The good thing was, you really knew the truck and your equipment. On calls, I usually stood outside on the back with one or two guys, even three. The truck held ten, max. When we arrived at a location, the junior guys were responsible for hooking up the engine to the pump, dropping the hoses (lines) where needed, and anything else we were told.


    Kevin and I were good firefighters, as were the two other juniors. We already knew as teenagers that we wanted to run into a burning building, not away from it. We would do what it took to be known as the kind of guy other firefighters wanted behind them. We wanted to show we had guts and wouldn’t leave you. The senior guys respected us—we were strong and we didn’t cause trouble. I even got the ultimate compliment: a nickname. The older guys called me Bones for being so skinny.


    By the fall of 1981, after a year and a half on the job, my most intense moment as a firefighter was pulling a dead body from a burned car. It was winter. We had arrived at a vehicle engulfed in flames. After we put it out, Jack Quinn, the chief, said to me, “Check the car for a body, the poor bastard.” It was stiff, charred, like a log, past recognition. Later, the investigators came up with a likely sequence of events: the driver was smoking, flicked his burning cigarette out the window, and closed the window—except the cigarette never flew out but sailed into the back seat, which caught fire. The driver pulled over to put it out, but as he climbed into the back he accidentally pushed against the button on the side of his seat which, like many cars at the time, folded the seatback forward rather violently, trapping him. He couldn’t get out and he couldn’t put the fire out. With the windows closed, he was soon overcome by smoke. If it hadn’t been winter, he might have had more time, and lived.


    I threw up while pulling out the body. I threw up afterward.


    On Friday night, October 23, 1981, early in my senior year of high school, I drove into South Philadelphia with my friend Mike Murtha and his dad to visit Mike’s grandmother. On the way back to Levittown, we stopped at Burger King, then they dropped me off at my home at 14 Quaint Road, a cookie-cutter house in a cookie-cutter neighborhood, and I went to bed.


    My folks struggled financially, but I don’t know that you could call us poor. Working-class, sure. Things were tight. My father was always concerned about money. Our home model was the popular Jubilee—a two-story, four-bedroom Colonial like so many others in the tract-housing development we lived in, a mostly Irish and Italian section of Levittown called Quincy Hollow. Growing up, the four boys shared an upstairs bedroom, Kevin and me in one double bed, Ed and Billy in the other. One wall was slanted, angling toward the roof. The older you got, the more often you banged your head. We had a nice-sized space in the middle but not enough room for desks for all of us, though we kept the room neat. Anyone who grew up in a Jubilee knows the room I’m talking about.


    It was almost two in the morning when I woke to the beeping of my Plectron pager. We were second call on a fire in Bristol Township, meaning it wasn’t our district but we were coming in to help.


    I was dressed and out the door in under sixty seconds and hopped in my mom’s Toyota Corolla. I had Tom Petty on the cassette player and the windows open. It was a comfortable night, or very early morning really, warm for late October. As soon as I turned onto Woodbourne Road, I saw the orange glow in the distance, five miles away. Not all calls you go on are “active” fires, where some suppressive action is required. This one, no doubt about it, was active, the flames evident.


    On my way to the firehouse I saw Bob Hunter, our captain, exiting the 24-hour donut shop called—what else?—The Donut Shop, at Five Points intersection. I lowered Tom Petty. “Hey, Captain!” I yelled out my car window.


    “I think it’s a big job,” he called back to me, walking to his car.


    At the firehouse I dressed and took my position on the truck, holding on to the back, along with a couple others. Seating was first-come, first-serve, except for the driver. We were first engine out.


    It wasn’t a long run. We crossed the intersection and headed down Edgely Avenue to Route 13. As we neared the site, we could see a “header”—fire and smoke spewing from the top floor of one of the Edgely Run Apartments, a sprawling complex of nine three-story buildings, each with about thirty apartment units. Closer, we could see that half of what we would learn was called Building A was on fire, the other half wasn’t. The Edgely Fire Company, also a volunteer unit—as were most in the area—was first in. It was their “local.”


    Just because you see flames doesn’t make it a terrible fire to fight. In fact, it can be just the type you want to fight. Any time you see fire when you pull up, it means the gasses and heavy smoke are ventilated, either through the roof or windows. You usually don’t take the beating you do when the location is closed up.


    There were two ways to get into the building: a stairwell in front, another in back. The Edgely men had taken the front of the building, where fire was visible. We would take the back. All the residents, fortunately, had been safely evacuated. The plan that quickly developed was for the senior firefighters to get up to the third floor, then work their way down the hallways to keep the fire from spreading, if that was a threat. We assumed the firewall would prevent or at least inhibit spreading. In most cases, that’s a good assumption.


    The immediate assignment for the juniors was to take the 3½” hose, which was a couple hundred feet long, and tie it around the hydrant. Then we used a collar called a “reducer” to connect that line to the 1¾” hose. It was my job to bring the head of the narrower line to the firefighter in the stairwell entrance.


    I didn’t have my breathing apparatus. It was back on the truck. I wasn’t expecting to go into the building. I wasn’t legally allowed to. I focused on the jobs my brothers-in-arms and I had in front of us.


    Meanwhile, our deputy chief, Johnny Glasson, Kevin’s older brother, headed upstairs to see what exactly was going on. Even with a firewall to keep the fire from spreading, there was sizing up to do. Surveying the third floor, Johnny was glad to see that things didn’t look too bad. He even took off his breathing apparatus. It was a little hazy. He described it much later as the way a room gets after someone has smoked cigarettes, but no big deal. Johnny headed back down to see both companies making progress.


    Standing outside the building, though, something didn’t feel right to him.


    Johnny was one of the wise men of Company 2. At age twenty-eight, he had more than a decade of firefighting under his belt. He had received commendations for bravery. Now, he grabbed a firefighter and told him to bring an Eckert, or “Eck,” hook—an eight-foot pole with a hook on the end, used to pull down or pull out ceilings, ducts, or air-conditioning systems.


    “Follow me,” Johnny told the firefighter.


    Meanwhile, I had handed the hose to Captain Hunter waiting in the doorway—when suddenly he was called elsewhere.


    When you look back at certain life-changing moments, it’s sometimes hard to put your finger on the turning point. Often there is none. Lots of little things happen, one after the other after the other, minor stuff you don’t take note of at the time. As he parted, Captain Hunter instructed me to take the hose up the stairwell. In the next instant I was “on the nozzle”—holding the front of the hose—walking upstairs, slowly, with a couple guys behind to help advance the hose. Our aim: Get it to the firefighters already on the third floor.


    When I arrived up there, Deputy Chief James Mulholland of the Edgely Fire Company paired me with one of his men and told us to check the nearest apartment unit for “extension of fire.”


    It doesn’t matter anymore that I should never have been up there to begin with. Or that my breathing apparatus was back on the engine. At the time I didn’t think about it. No one did.


    On the second floor, I heard later, Johnny Glasson and the firefighter with the Eck hook walked to the end of the hall, the other side of which was the contained fire. Above them was the part of the third floor that was not on fire—or so it seemed. Johnny told the fireman to pull down a section of ceiling—and right away they saw something really, really bad: flames burning above. The fire wasn’t yet raging. Johnny would later describe it as being like an ocean that was mostly calm, just a little wavy.


    The danger was clear, though: There were roughly ten of us firefighters, from both companies, up on the third floor. Johnny had just discovered fire burning beneath us, and we didn’t yet know we might be trapped. The firewall had not done its job. By the time Johnny and the other firefighter got to the stairwell, everything went black for a second.


    Yes, black.


    It’s called a flashover. It’s not common. In all his years fighting thousands of fires, before and after that one, Johnny would say later that he had been involved in only two other flashovers. There had been one a year before in a commercial building. Fortunately, nobody was hurt in that one.


    In a flashover, there’s a very brief period where there’s not enough oxygen to support combustion. There’s blackness as gasses and superheated air gather.


    Then something blows in. It could be a draft from the stairwell or a broken window. Suddenly there’s more than enough oxygen, combustion occurs, and the fire erupts.


    In a more “normal” situation, there probably would have been enough time from the moment of discovery of the fire lurking beneath us to yell or get on the radio to everyone upstairs to Get out! Back out! Now, NOW!!—


    But it happened so fast. The fire raced down the hallway, temperatures reaching eight hundred to one thousand degrees. Someone said later that the stairwells acted like chimneys. Johnny and the other fireman ran out and down as fast as they could, yelling for more help.


    Hell had broken out up on the third floor.


    We all had radios, and there were guys outside and downstairs trying to get hold of us up there. But the flashover happened with a speed that is hard to describe and hard to believe.


    The firewall, it turned out, did not go all the way to the ceiling, thus failing to confine the fire to one portion of the building and instead allowing it to hop to the adjoining section. The wood-paneling used in construction meant the fire was in the walls, too.


    It felt to me like a train coming through. All the walls were in flames—and suddenly the firefighter I had been paired with was gone. I looked for him, frantic, but without my mask I began choking. Holy shit, where is this guy? You never leave your partner! You’re taught to NEVER LEAVE YOUR PARTNER!


    I wasn’t just choking. Now I was beginning to burn.


    Who knew where the fucking guy was. I had to get out. Bad, bad shit.


    Outside, the companies were setting ground ladders for us third-floor guys who couldn’t make it to the stairs but who could hopefully get inside an apartment unit to a window.


    Downstairs and outside, Johnny put on his breathing apparatus and raced back toward the building. Chief Quinn grabbed him. “Do not go in! You can’t go in!”


    “Our guys are trapped, Chief!” Johnny said. “I’m going in!”


    Another cardinal mistake in firefighting—disobeying an order—but I would be very glad Johnny did. As he started up the stairwell, he saw that even the hoses were on fire.


    Some firefighters from the third floor had found stairs. Some had found windows. Inside an apartment unit, I felt my way through smoke and flames to a doorway. Even with fire burning, it was dark, and the dense smoke was overwhelming. My flashlight didn’t help much. I felt for where a window might be, but I was forced to the floor. The walls were engulfed by flames. I was blinded by smoke. Staying put was not an option. I needed to find the doorway that would lead me to the hose, to help guide my way out and down. As I moved, I touched my face—and realized I was touching nerve endings. I heard an agonizing scream. It took me a moment to realize it was me.


    I was crawling when I found the doorway, got outside the apartment, and made it into the hallway. Now I had to get to the fire door for the stairwell. On my stomach, I leaned my shoulder into the big metal door to get it open, to safety, to clear air. As I opened it, the cold air in the stairwell rushed up and hit my face.


    Another blood-curdling scream, only this one I don’t remember letting out. Others heard it. Of course, I don’t remember passing out.


    Johnny, in the stairwell, heard someone yell from upstairs.


    “I have someone here!” It was Kenny Sims, another one of our men, yelling. “There’s someone trapped up here!”


    ***


    I heard later how Johnny and Kenny, dodging flames, found me unconscious, the heavy hose on top of me. Kenny grabbed my upper body, Johnny my lower, and they got me downstairs and outside. The two of them knew they had brought someone out from Levittown FD, not Edgely, but didn’t know it was me. There were no markings on my coat or helmet, no name to let them know who they had just pulled from the burning building. My head had swelled to the size of a pumpkin or a basketball, depending on who’s telling the story. My face had suffered third-degree burns, the worst kind, over its entirety.


    My good friend Kevin Glasson, who wasn’t on call that night and had been at a birthday party for another of our crew, got word of “a bad apartment fire,” and he and the others jumped in their cars and raced over to help. He was on the scene when they brought me out of the building.


    No one was sure of the identity of the firefighter whose face was so horribly burned he was unrecognizable. At first they thought it was Skinny Keiluhn. They could tell the guy was thin. But a moment later, Skinny came walking from around the corner of the building. Through process of elimination, they figured out it was me. Bones.


    I was told much later that, off in the grass, some of my turnout gear—my gloves and my helmet, now melted to the shape of a dinner plate—sat there, smoking.


    ***


    When exactly do we learn the lessons that become our guiding principles? If we gain insight from a trauma, were we always wired to learn that lesson, though maybe some other way, later on? And this terrible spark just got us to that wiser place faster? Can a person who doesn’t ever go through that level of trauma really learn the lesson and benefit from its usefulness like the person who truly suffers, the person to whom it will stick forever?


    ***


    Stop pouring water on my face! I thought.


    Fred Schumann was the paramedic on duty that night, but I couldn’t see him.


    “Why are you doing that?!” I mumbled, or yelled, or maybe just thought. I was not exactly a reliable witness.


    “Brian,” he said, continuing to pour, “is that you?”


    I recognized his voice. “Of course it’s me, Fred! What the hell are you talking about?”


    “We’re taking you to the hospital.”


    The wailing of an ambulance had been incessant and steady. It dawned on me that maybe I was inside it.


    “I don’t need the hospital,” I said.


    “You’re in shock, Brian.”


    “Let me get back out there.”


    “You’re not going back out.”


    I faded out of consciousness.


    ***


    The lighted ceiling was moving.


    I was being wheeled into an emergency room. Chaos. I did not know why all these people were acting the way they were.


    Someone on a phone call.


    “We’re not gonna do that!” he yelled. A doctor?


    I could not make out the words on the other end, but they were being yelled, too.


    “We don’t want to do that!” the voice near me screamed back. “We’d rather get him to you!”


    More garbled screaming on the other end.


    The phone call was over.


    The voice near me said, “We have to intubate.”


    His face—someone’s face—loomed over me. Am I on a gurney in a hospital hallway? Possible.


    “Brian, we have to put a tube down your throat to help you breathe,” the face over me said, calmly. “You won’t be able to talk after that.” I had taken lots of smoke into my lungs, my esophagus. The heat.


    Apparently I was given a sedative to make the intubation process easier. Strangers had entered my life. The person who had been yelling was a stranger. The person yelling back was a stranger.


    ***


    Somehow, my parents were already there at Lower Bucks County Hospital, in Bristol Township. They came in and out of view, or I might have been drifting in and out. I was on oxygen. I learned that it wasn’t water that Fred had been pouring on my face but saline.


    My biggest concern, when conscious, was the back and forth of another phone call happening near my head, about a helicopter coming to take me somewhere.


    I told you how I feel about heights.


    I could not register a complaint, though, with a tube down my throat. I thrashed around, expressing my extreme displeasure with this plan. No one knew why I was jerking this way and that.


    Suddenly the face of an unfamiliar older woman appeared over me. She looked stricken. I would later learn that her son, Tom Golden, age twenty-one, a fellow firefighter from Company 2, had suffered minor burns on his hands, plus smoke inhalation. Tom and I were the only two firefighters who had suffered injury at the scene. He was brought to the same hospital. When they call next of kin, they don’t reveal the severity of the burns. So his mom had no idea what awaited her.


    “Oh, my god!” the woman screamed, looking down at me with horror in her eyes. “Is that my son?”


    “No,” I heard my father answer, “but I sure as hell wish it was.”
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