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While the location and characters of this story were created in the author's mind and are not a real place or real people; the thoughts, feelings, emotions experienced, and general reactions to those are very real. Those who provide public safety services can relate to these characters and may be able to see themselves or those they work with in these characters. Family and friends will also be able to see their loved ones these characters. 

This book is intended for an adult audience as it talks about Post Traumatic Stress, Moral Injury, and the struggle that many public safety professionals face while trying to manage the symptoms of these while trying to live a “normal” life. I put normal in quotes because many of us in public safety questions what is normal. We see the absolute best of society, as well as the very worst. Often, we see both in the same shift, or within a few hours or minutes. The emotional whiplash and adrenaline roller coaster can be both physically and mentally exhausting. 

For my brothers and sisters in public safety, your dedication is appreciated. If you are struggling with the difficulties of this profession, you are not alone! Please reach out to someone, it could be a family member, friend, religious leader, mental health professional, or a combination of these. The point is to reach out. You are not weak, you are human. 

If you are a family or friend of someone in public safety, I hope this story helps you understand a little better what is in our heads at times and may explain why we are the way we are after a shift. This is not us asking for a free pass, but better understanding may help guide conversations and discussions. This profession is rewarding and purposeful, however, it can come with a significant physical and emotional cost. 

Thank you for reading this story. This is planned to be a five-book series following the Blue River Fire Protection district and the main characters as they develop and grow, both personally and professionally. 
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“This is your fault! You should have been there to save us!” A familiar voice screams through the dense fog. 

“I'm sorry!” I hear myself reply. My voice is so quiet I wonder if I replied aloud, or if it was just in my head. 

“I failed you...and Wilma... and Theo.”  I continue through a sobbing choke. Tears flowing down my face faster than the rapids of the Blue River that runs through town. My throat is wet and constricted, yet feeling as gritty and rough as the Sahara Desert. 

“I will never forgive myself. I promise!”  I finish with a voice that fades away slowly into the receding fog. A loud crash reverberates through my head so forcefully that I can't help but fall to the ground in a fetal position and cover my ears. My head feels as if there are half a dozen miners trapped in there, trying to dig out with pickaxes. 

My eyes pop open as I vault up into a sitting position in a bed. It takes a few seconds to shake the fog away as I slowly become aware of my surroundings.  My senses slowly come back one by one.  I feel cold and wet.  I shiver as I feel around and find my fleece bedsheets and pillow drenched.  My hair is plastered to my scalp, and my skin has a slick sheen to it.  

A loud “Crash” that reminds me of an exceptionally large monkey smashing cymbals together, redirects my attention to the window where I notice for the first time, there is a very powerful thunderstorm taking out its fury in a wrathful vengeance.  Another crash caused my window and window frame to shake violently.  

I can smell the electricity in the air with a burning undertone as I start to taste the saltiness of my sweat on my lips.  With all of my senses returning, I walk over to the window and see a tree in the yard smoldering with fractured limbs and charred bark lying on the ground.  Rain pelts the window with wave after wave, whipped by the wind.  I find it fitting as the realization hits me.... It happened again.  My mood instantly matches the raging wrath outside. I glance at the clock.  The fiery red 4:04am tauntingly stares back at me with a smugness that throws me further down the depression rabbit hole.  

I mentally throw out my hands and feet in an attempt to stop this downward slide into depression.  My therapist came up with this trick; to help me not only recognize the slide, but also help stop or slow the slide.  At first, I was skeptical and laughed. Honestly, it has helped me on more than one occasion.  Taking some deep breaths while square breathing, I feel the descent into the abyss gradually slow and come to a stop.  I like the square breathing technique.  That is where you take a big slow deep breath over a span of five seconds, hold your breath for five seconds, breathe out slowly over 5 seconds emptying your lungs, hold your breath for 5 seconds, and repeat.  

With my heart rate under control, and my sense of bearing more focused, I get to work stripping my bedding off the bed and pillows to start the ritual of cleansing my sheets of the evidence of another nightmare.  It has been a month since my last nightmare, and honestly, I am caught by surprise.  The right side, or logical side of my brain, says the thunderstorm raging outside triggered the nightmare.  The left side, or emotional side of my brain, argues that they have been on my mind recently and that trip down memory lane cost me dearly.  I stifle a chuckle as it feels like I have the devil on one shoulder arguing with the angel on the other shoulder.  The visual image popping into my head has me laughing out loud.  

“Oh man, I really am a mess right now” I say out loud to my empty house as I carry the sheets to the laundry room.  With the bedding in the wash, I meander down the hall to the kitchen to start brewing the bitter nectar of life I need and crave.... Coffee.  I turn on the under-cabinet lights that illuminate the kitchen in a soft glow and hit the power button for the TV.  As I open the bag of coffee and inhale the rich aroma of my favorite dark roast, I hear the meteorologist announce the worst of the storm is passing through, but it will continue to rain until midafternoon.  With coffee dripping into the carafe, I review the work schedule for today.  Looks like I will not be working today, as we had a large flower garden remodel on the schedule.  

“Thank you, mother nature,” I mumble sarcastically to the empty room.  

I pour my first cup of coffee, take a slow, savoring sip and head back to the bathroom to shower the last remaining remnant of my nightmare away.  I stand under the pulsating shower jet as it kneads my shoulders and back, releasing a tension I did not realize I had.  Feeling even better, I lather up, rinse off and step out of the shower.  Dried and dressed, I walked out to the front door and grab the newspaper.  Yes, I still subscribe to a physical newspaper.  Call me old fashioned if you will, but I love the feel of the paper in my hands while I read the current news.  

I make my breakfast of vanilla yogurt with a drizzle of honey and a banana.  I am not really the breakfast type, but I know I need to eat something to fuel my body for the day.  I sit down at the table and relax.  This is my favorite part of the day; good coffee and my newspaper.  My little slice of heaven.  I open the paper, savor another sip of coffee and dive in.  Unable to focus, I read and re-read the same paragraph over and over again. My mind continues its journey down memory lane, a lane I really don’t like going down.  They flash through my mind again bringing with it pain, sadness, and anger.  Anger at the universe, and anger at myself.  The chirp of my cell phone breaks me free.  I look at my phone, and it is Manny, my boss telling me what I already figured, the job scheduled for today is postponed due to the rain.  

With my day quickly unraveling, I feel the walls closing in.  That's the thing with loss, depression, and self-punishment; it does not take much to throw you in a tailspin. I need to get out of the house and discharge some of this pent-up tension and clear my head.  I see on the radar, the thunder and lightning have safely passed, and it is just a light to moderate rain.  I change into my moisture, wicking running clothes and Brooks running shoes.  A good run seems to do the trick, and I feel a good run in the rain is just what I need. 

I stretch out my muscles, trying to warm them up while I debate running my short loop, normal loop, or my long loop.  I decide to start running and see where it takes me.  I take off at a comfortable 9 minute a mile pace and run north through the neighborhood and out to Blue River Parkway and head toward the business district.  As the minutes and miles pass by, I feel the tension start to leave.  I pass by the unique building designed and occupied by Structural Designs Architectural Group.  Its unique design with sharp angles, steel, and glass exterior just begs to be noticed by anyone passing by.  What a great marketing strategy I think to myself.  I pass by a few more businesses and then loop back towards home.  I arrived back home an hour and a half after I left, concluding my ten-mile run, feeling the burning of my lungs and muscles.  I guess it was the long route, not that it was truly up for debate.  The run not only cleared my tension, but it also cleared my mind.  First, off to shower for the second time today, then make a phone call.  Hopefully, there is room in the schedule for me today.  

I pick up my phone and hit the contact button for Sheila.  It rings twice before she answers. 

“Hello Hardy, it’s kind of early in the morning.  Are you Ok?”  She answers her phone with apprehension in her voice.  

“Hey Sheila, do you have room today in your schedule for me?” I ask, glancing at the clock and just now realizing it is only 7am.  

“It sounds like you are bogged down with something. Let me check my schedule.  I have an opening at noon. How does that work for you? Or does it need to be sooner? “She replies then pauses.  “Hardy, are you thinking of harming yourself or others?”  She finishes with her voice sounding more alert and concerned, waiting for my answer.  

“Noon works for me.  No work today thanks to the rain.  No, I am not going to self-harm or hurt others, I just finished a run and am feeling better.  But..... I had another one and it ... well, it has taken me by surprise and has put me off kilter.....”  I reply trailing off at the end.  

“And.... I want to discuss something big with you.  I was going to wait until our next session but today seems like a good time as any”  I finish with as much indifference as I can muster.  

“Ok, I will see you at noon.  It was good to hear from you; I am glad you called”.  She replies with a cheerful lit to her voice.  With that phone call completed, I grab my coffee, paper, and head to my covered front porch to try and relax with the lulling rainfall and my creature comforts of newspaper and coffee.  

Sheila lives a few minutes outside of town on 5 acres of land.  She owns her own therapy clinic and built a small office on her land.  The clinic is nestled in the woods away from the bustle and sounds of the city.  A natural creek meanders by and during the times I have been out here, I have spotted deer, wild turkey, and many smaller animals.  The entire setting does a very good job of relaxing people.  I walk in the door and hear the bell jingle.  Not an electronic doorbell, but a good old-fashioned gold bell that gets bumped and chimes when the door is opened.  

“Good afternoon, Hardy” Sheila calls out as she smiles at me.  I am not sure how she does it, but she has this natural smile that puts you at ease and compels a person to open up.  

“So, you had the dream again?  If you don’t mind, walk me through it” she starts the conversation as she studies me intently.  

“Well, first the fog appears, or maybe it looks like fog but is really smoke.  I don't know, it doesn't smell like smoke, but it is the same thing all the time.  She is yelling at me that it is all my fault and that I should have been there to save them.  And then I say I am sorry, that I failed her, Wilma, and Theo. Finally, I say I will never forgive myself, I promise. Then I woke up drenched in sweat.  Although this time a loud cymbal like crashing sound tore through my head in the dream.  When I woke up, a thunderstorm was passing through.”  I say this in one big, long rush, barely coming up for air.  

“It has been...what...a month, month and a half since your last one?  Do you have any thoughts on what may have brought it on?”  She presses me with a knowing look.  She's good, really good.  There is something I haven’t told her yet.  

“Well, I feel like I am gaining back control of my life. The landscaping job is fun, but I just don't feel... I don’t know how to explain it.  I just don't feel a sense of purpose, or it feels like a part of me is colored gray.  I miss my old job, and I want to get back into that line of work.”  Saying it out loud to someone else feels like a burden has been lifted off my chest.  

“But you feel like these dreams are telling you no?”  I nod, unable to speak.  Like I said, she is really good.  It is almost scary how she can read people and connect with them.  

“You were a paramedic for Lime County EMS when the fire occurred, correct? Is that where you want to go”

“Not exactly, I have applied for and have been accepted into the next academy for the Blue River Fire Protection District as a firefighter/paramedic.  I start in two weeks” I can’t keep the smile off my face as I grin at Sheila

“Well, congratulations Hardy! This is a huge step.  What do you say we meet every Friday after the academy is done for the week and check in?  Does that sound good to you? “ 

“That sounds great to me.  Thank you, Sheila, for everything you have helped me through.  I don't know where I would be, or what I would be if it weren't for your help”.  

I walk out of the clinic with a sense of calm washing over me and a new resolve that I am making the right choice.  As I head to my vehicle, I call my landscaping boss to give him my two-week notice.  His answer surprised me.  He laughs, says about damn time, although he is going to miss working with me.  He ends the call saying that is where I belong, not digging in dirt all day long.  
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I pulled into the parking lot at 0700 hours.  The academy starts at 0800 but I need a few minutes to steel my nerves, collect my thoughts and convince myself I made the right decision. I look out and see the classroom building, the class A burn building, the class B burn building, several fire trucks, an ambulance, a 5-story tower, and a very large concrete pad. There are several people walking around with purpose.  One of them looks familiar. I close my eyes and listen to the radio.  Brooks and Dunn “Brand new Man” is playing, and I sing along.  I let the sound of their voices, and the steel guitar warm over me. Feeling committed, I step out of my truck, grab my lunch box, backpack, and head to the front doors of the classroom building.  

I take a seat and look around at the 7 other recruits in the class.  They all look like kids, and suddenly I feel very out of place. I have some patches of grey in my hair, crow's feet around my eyes, and big puffy bags under my eyes.  Stress wreaks havoc on the body. As much as I work out to relieve that stress, I try to keep my weight and waist size within the normal measurements for my height. It takes considerably more effort than it did 10 years ago.  There is nothing I can do about the grey hair and crows feet.  I refuse to dye my hair, and I really don't laugh or smile much anymore, so the crows feet are not as noticeable.  Even though we are different ages, we wear the same uniform of black boots, navy blue pants, and navy-blue t-shirt with our first initial and last name screen printed on both the front and back.  It is a standard issue academy uniform.  

The training cadre enters, and we all jump to stand at attention.  The three of them walk to the front of the room and stand there for a very long moment, staring at us.  It is unnerving, I feel like a lab specimen under a microscope.  Their eyes are cold, clinical.  No smile on their face as their eyes roam over each one of us.  

“Good morning, Recruit class 20-02” says a sharply dressed petite female wearing deputy chief collar brass.  Her presence is commanding and demands attention.  She has a voice and posture that pours out confidence and competence.  

“Good morning, Deputy Chief” replies the class in unison.  

“I am Deputy Chief Jill Delaney.”  She says with a commanding voice.  “I am responsible for the implementation of standards and training for the Blue River Fire Protection District.  This academy will challenge you both mentally and physically.  It is not going to be easy.  We have high standards and expect you to exceed them.  While nobody's perfect, we expect you to work hard, learn, build on your skills, teamwork, and improve every day.  That learning and improvement does not end at the conclusion of this academy.  That is the expectation for as long as you are a member of this organization.  If you do not agree with this, there is the door, and you can leave now.”  silence ensues as she stares at each and every one of us.  It is silent for so long, it gives us all time to second guess being here.  No one moves or makes a sound.  

“Next to me is Capt. James Everett.  He is the staff training captain.”  Capt. Everett stares at us and nods his head ever so slightly.  

“Next to him is Capt. Sal Domingo.  He is the Engine 2 Captain on C shift.  He is assisting Capt. Everett for this recruit class.”  Capt. Domingo stares at us like a stone statue.  His face rock hard and horseshoe mustache with not a hair out of place.  This is the guy that looks so familiar.  I still can't place him. How do I know him, I ask myself.  And with that, Deputy Chief Delaney walks out of the building. 

“Recruit Class 20-02.  Line up outside.  PT time.”  Barks Capt. Everett.  Everyone jumps up and files out in a single line moving with purpose.  Day one PT holds nothing back.  We spent an hour and a half completing a circuit loop of running one mile, 10 kettlebell swings, finishing with the stair climb to the top of the tower and back down.  When that loop is finished, we start all over again.  That was brutal. I have my hands behind my head trying to expand my chest as large as possible to draw in as much air as I can. 

My eyes are closed as I take deep breaths when I hear “You’re not going to die on us old man, are you?” with a hint of a smile in the voice.  I turn around and see recruit Whitman smiling at me like he just told the world's funniest joke. 

“I kept up with you, didn't I?” I shoot back with a smile on my face.  An honest to God smile.  It felt good. No, that isn't right.... It felt great. 

I look at our group and see everyone looking a little tired but smiling and cheering everyone on.  I look over and I swear I see a hint of a smile on the Cadres’ faces, even if it was only for a fraction of a second.  “Ok, enough fun.  Back to the classroom” Barks Capt. Everett.  

Back in the classroom we go over the Blue River Fire Protection structure, staffing and response area.  We learn that Blue River, Wyoming is a growing city.  The population at the last census was 75,000. The Blue River Fire Protection District is a 5 station, 145 uniformed personnel department.  They staff 5 fire engines, 3 ladder trucks, 1 heavy rescue, 1 hazmat squad and 2 Battalion Chiefs. The administrative staff includes 1 fire chief, two deputy chiefs.  One is responsible for operations, and the other is responsible for standards and training. There is also a fire marshal who supervises two inspectors/fire investigators, as well as a plans examiner.  The fire protection district covers all of Blue River, plus 4 surrounding rural townships and 75 square miles of unincorporated area.  The main employer in the city is the chemical manufacturing plant Chemical Development Incorporated.  

We break for lunch and chat among ourselves as the training captains disappear.  I'm sure they are talking about how we are doing so far.  I find out that Lisa is a third-generation firefighter, and this is all she has ever wanted to do.  

Derrick used to be a police officer, and while he liked law enforcement, he liked the 24-hour shift structure which allows him to have more quality time at home with his wife and young family. His wife also liked that he would be working in a crew instead of out on patrol of desolate country roads by himself where backup could easily be 30 minutes away.  

John is the first in his family to not follow the footsteps into the family ranching business. While he doesn’t mind helping out,  he wanted to do something more fulfilling. 

Meredith is an adrenaline junkie and laughs as she explains how she needs a high adrenaline job to keep her occupied between her backcountry skiing, cave diving, and skydiving adventures.  

Dan is a little more reserved and states he applied when he saw how the firefighters treated his neighbors after they lost their home to a fire.  He said they were compassionate, explained next steps to move forward, and were able to save several irreplaceable items that were mementos of their deceased infant son. He finished by saying this is an organization I want to work for. 

Tyler and Joey went to high school together.  They have been best friends since kindergarten and have been inseparable since.  They think this job will help them get more dates.  They are a little immature in my opinion but then again who wasn't at 21 and 22 years old.  I can tell they are good kids.  They just need a little mentoring and guidance.  

I have been silent until now.  With that, everyone looks at me expectantly.  I struggle with what to tell them.  I have an ugly past, and I really don't know them well enough to bare my soul.  So, I take the easy way out and say I was in landscaping and looking for a career change. It really wasn't a lie, I was in landscaping, and I have never worked as a firefighter before.  But it also wasn't the full truth either.  

After lunch we are fitted with turnout gear and SCBA mask.  The turnout gear consists of jacket, pants, boots, gloves, nomex hood, and helmet.  Once we find gear that fits, we head back into the classroom for a death by PowerPoint lecture on how BRFP uses the minute man load on all crosslay lines.  

We learn how to load it in the hose bed and how to deploy it by placing the nozzle and first coupling at the point of entry.  We learn about the skid load off the back of the truck.  That is 600 ft of 2.5 inch hose in a flat load towards the back of the hose bed with an additional forward 200 ft stacked in four 50 foot sections with graduated loops for easy deployment.  Attached to the end of that is 100 ft of 1 ¾ inch hose bundled together.  This is used for long setback homes or our 3 and 4 floor apartments that do not have standpipes in the stairwells to use.  Think of the 2.5 inch hose as a horizontal standpipe in these scenarios.  

My head is spinning by the end of the lectures.  We have a short break then end the day with a lecture on the use and maintenance of our SCBAs.  

The day is over, and I am exhausted.  My brain hurts from information overload.  I head home, make a monster deli sandwich, a couple of dill pickle spears, drink about a gallon of water and slip off to bed.  

The first week passes by in much the same way the first day did.  We have morning PT which continues to push us or punish us, if you will.  Although, the punishment is self-inflicted as we continue to push each other and make a friendly competition out of it.  I do notice our group becoming more cohesive as we push, challenge, and encourage each other.  I can see the mindset start to change from “me” to “we”.  

The afternoons are spent in the classroom learning about the different hose we carry, what the hose diameters mean, how many gallons per minute we can flow through the various hoses, and different nozzles, smooth bore versus fog nozzles.  We learned that nozzle use is department specific and here, we use smooth bore on our preconnected cross lays and fog nozzles on our bumper line. We also talked about search techniques and crew integrity. We talked about matching our search with the probable structure layout. 

We talked about looking at a building and identifying the most probable location for the kitchen and bedrooms.  Crew integrity was pounded into our heads over and over again.  We must maintain contact with our crew using sight, sound, or touch at all times depending on the condition and visibility of the atmosphere we are entering.  

Week one is complete, we are all looking forward to our weekend and a much-needed break from all the lecturers and classroom lessons.  Next week, we will be hands-on in the buildings practicing the theories we have learned.  

Feeling a renewed energy and enthusiasm, I head off to check in with Sheila, then I am going to treat myself with a dinner consisting of a mushroom Swiss burger, steak fries and the largest glass of ice-cold sweet tea I can get my hands on.  I used to enjoy a cold beer or bourbon occasionally, but after the fire, it became a needed crutch to dull the pain.  It took a while and a lot of effort to stop that downward spiral into the bottom of the bottle.  I don't trust myself to even crack that door open at this time.  

I park in front of the office and step out.  I walk to the front door and open it.  I hear the familiar ringing of the bell and smile.  Sheila looks up from her computer, “Hello Hardy, ready to start?”  she says as she smiles warmly.  

“let’s do this” I reply, unable to keep the smile spreading across my face.  

I talk about the first week and my apprehension the first morning.  I continue with how that apprehension has faded away and excitement has taken its place.  We talk about the other recruits and how different we all are, yet we are working together towards a common goal.  In just one week we have gone from strangers to building friendships that maybe could be sustained.  She listens with the attention of a hawk soaring over a field looking for a meal.  'Why did you phrase it that way?’ she asks.  I look at her with my eyebrows scrunched down in confusion.  “Phrase what in what way? I ask in return.  “You said building friendships that maybe could be sustained.” I think back to what I said, and I didn't even realize I had phrased it that way.  

I explain to her that while I get along with everyone, and feel friendships forming, I am hesitant to open up and talk about anything before being a landscaper.  As far as the other recruits know, I am a landscaper that wanted a career change.  

“Why is that?” She challenges me while staring me down.  

“Because they are young, and starry eyed about the job and I don't want to dim the fire burning in their eyes.”  I lie while avoiding eye contact.  The real reason is I don't want to open up to anyone ever again.  It is too painful.  To open up is inviting the eventual heartbreak that will happen.  I don't think I would survive round two.  It is divine intervention that I survived round one this long.  She knows my answer is a bullshit copout, but she doesn't push me to keep discussing it.  She does something worse.... She gives me homework.  

“I want you to think about the other recruits and what they bring to the group.  They may be young; however, everyone brings something to contribute. By not being open and honest, is that contributing to the group, or taking away from the growth of the group?”.  

I trust Sheila, she is the only one I truly trust and it was a long, hard, winding road that doubled back more times than I can count to get there.  I don’t know if I have the energy to travel that road again.  One thing's for sure; that question will be on my mind all weekend.  

I pull into the Silver Spur bar and grill for my promised burger and tea.  The Silver Spur has the best burgers in the state.  It is clear I'm not the only one with that opinion, as the parking lot is packed.  I check in at the hostess stand and there are no tables available but there is a spot at the bar.  I don’t want to sit at the bar.... too tempting.  I also don't want to wait because I am hungry and tired.  I stand there having this mental debate in my head while the hostess stares at me waiting for my decision.  

I really want this burger, and I don't want to wait.  “I will sit at the bar”.  I reply quietly to her.  I follow her to the bar and sit down.  The bartender saunters up and places a napkin on the bar in front of me.  “What can I get you?” he says while looking at the beers on tap.  

“Mushroom Swiss burger, steak fries, and an extra-large sweet tea.”  I rush out in one breath before I can change my mind while staring at the beers on tap.  “Please and thank you” I add and the end mentally chastising myself for the lack of manners.  My mom didn’t raise me that way.  

A few minutes later he sets my sweet tea down in front of me.  I take a long, deep pull and savor the sweet cool liquid as it slides down my throat.  I look around and take in my surroundings.  There is a cover band playing all my favorite country hits from Brooks and Dunn, Garth Brooks, Alan Jackson, Chris LeDoux, and George Strait, among others.  I see couples two stepping to the songs and for a moment it makes me miss a life I will never have again.  

The pain is too much; I look away and stare at the back of the bar.  I am jolted out of my thoughts when the bartender sets my burger and fries in front of me. 

“Is there anything else I can get for you?” he asks quickly as others call for his attention.  

I quickly glance at my fantastic looking meal and tell him no. He rushes off to fill more drink orders.  I look at the burger for a moment and take in the perfectly melted Swiss over the glistening sauteed mushrooms on a soft and warm pretzel bun.  The steak fries are plentiful with a perfect golden crispness to them.  I take another pull off the sweet tea and grab the burger.  The first bite is heaven as the flavors and textures blend together.  Like I said, the best burgers in the state.  

I take my time savoring the meal and tea while listening to the music.  With my meal finished, the bartender returns to clear my plate. 

“Another one?’  he asks while nodding to my empty glass of sweet tea.  

Oh, why not, I think to myself.  “Yes please” I reply. 

I burned enough calories this week to splurge.  I sit at the bar, drinking my sweet tea and listening to the music.  I feel content. It is a foreign feeling to me.  I just can't help the smile that spreads across my face.  

While the band plays ”Little Man” by Alan Jackson, I feel a tap on my shoulder.  I turn and see Whitman standing there.  

“Hey Whitman, how are you?”  I say with surprise in my voice. 

“I'm good.  The whole gang is sitting over at that table.  Come over and join us” he says while pointing at a long table with a dozen people sitting at it. “We have been calling your name for the last 15 minutes, but I guess the music is too loud for your old ears to hear” he continues with a smirking grin.  

I stare for a long moment and see the drinks flowing, along with laughter and shenanigans.  Several of the others are waving at me to join them.  My heart rate starts to speed up, my palms are sweating, and oh my, did someone turn the heat up?  

“I'm sorry Whitman, I was just getting ready to leave.  I'm tired and have a long day tomorrow.  I appreciate the offer, but I am going to have to decline this time” I am lying through my teeth and hope he is not able to see through it. 

He stares at me for what feels like forever but in reality, was probably seconds.  I can tell he is debating if he should call me on my lie.  His mind made up
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