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Prologue

 


Thirteen
years in the past

Eric

“Engine 21, what’s your ETA, over?”

The
twenty-five-year-old Rosenbauer pumper engine roared up West Front
Street in downtown Traverse City as a line of cars traveling south
slid through the traffic light in a crisscross mess blocking the
intersection. Yanking the radio’s microphone from the clip, I
squeezed the “talk” button and braced myself against the door.
Firefighter Thomas Michaels regained control of the engine and
yanked on the air horn in four sharp staccatos to clear
traffic.

“Less than five minutes,” I yelled over the horn. “The roads
are icy.” The big engine rumbled and bucked as first whip, Thomas
Michaels, maneuvered through a snowbank to squeeze around cars
trapped with spinning tires on the black ice. The mirror on the
side of the engine grazed a holiday wreath clipped to a streetlight
as the wide front bumper plowed through the crusty snowbank like
mashed potatoes. “Traffic is blocking South Division Street and
West Front. Over.” The button clicked when I released
it.

“Copy that, Eric. Fire Chief Elms on scene, investigating 32
West 11th Street. Two-story, single-family detached structure, smoke
and fire showing from two downstairs road-facing windows. We have
reports of occupants still inside. Road closure needed. Engine 21
will establish a buffer zone on the West end of
11th,
Engine 22 will position on the East end and fast attack on A
exposure when on scene. Establishing command. Do you copy that?
Over.”

I cursed
under my breath and eyed an Ontario license plate on the back of a
truck turned the wrong way in oncoming traffic. Christmas shopping
season was in full force in Traverse City, despite freezing rain
and the resultant black ice, and shoppers packed the streets as
they searched for holiday deals. Black Friday sales had started the
previous week and customers were in a frenzy to find
post-Thanksgiving sales.

“Roger that.” My voice cracked, and Thomas glanced over. “ETA
is three minutes. Out.”

Sirens wailed through the busy streets and cars inched to the
side of the road as Thomas maneuvered the engine through the tight
spaces, but it wasn’t fast enough. We have
reports of occupants inside.

Occupants … inside.

Those
were words no firefighter wanted to hear and amid my hammering
heart, a prayer my mother recited came to mind in her
voice.

“You shall not burn when you walk through fire, and the flame
shall not consume you. There is no greater love than this, my boy,
for someone to lay down his life for another. May the angels walk
with you always.”


Firefighter Michaels yanked on the air horn to warn an
upcoming line of cars of our approach, drawing me from the prayer.
Procedures rolled through my mind like a subway train, out of order
and in no real sequence, as I opened the top buckle of my turnout
jacket to access the cotton shirt underneath.

When catching the hydrant, wrap it with enough hose to make
the connection.

I fished
around under the neck of my undershirt in search of my dog
tags.

Remove the steamer and side cap and flush debris before
connecting the large diameter hose.

In my
nervousness, my fingers were numb and after a groping search of my
neck, finally looped my fingers through the metal ball
chain.

People trapped by fire or smoke may only have six minutes in
a residence containing 15 percent oxygen.

Pulling
the tags out, I clutched them, the thin metal biting into my palm,
before kissing the engraving, “Come home safe.” Tucking them back
into my undershirt, I tightened the straps of my jacket.

Crawl on your hands and knees.

Stay against the wall. Feet on the wall.

“Hey, kid,” Thomas spoke to the windshield as we roared down
South Division Street, his careworn face tinged a pale green from
the instrument panel. “You’re going to be fine.”

I
nodded, tight-lipped, but said nothing. It was no secret this was
my first major fire emergency. I’d been with the department for six
months, hired fresh out of the academy, and aside from training,
most of the calls I’d attended were vehicular accidents, false fire
alarm activity, small brush or house fires, or mutual aid calls
ranging from cats in trees to medical aid. I had the training and
the desire to help people, but the locomotive in my chest roared in
my ears and I stomped my boots to awaken the numbed muscles in my
legs. This was it. This was the real thing. This was my time to
show the guys I was one of them, I was one of the
brothers.

The
lights of the dashboard accentuated the lines on Thomas’s face and
the twenty-year age difference between us. “Focus on your training,
Eric, but remember to use your head too. You’re not a probie
anymore, but don’t worry about looking like a pro either.” He
rubbed a knuckle through his handlebar moustache. “You and Chad are
first crew in for a search.” He gestured with his head to the back
seat. “Blane and Mike are standby. Stay together and you’ll be
fine. Remember, two in, two out.”

Chad
reached to the front to clap me on the shoulder. “You’re ready for
this, brother. I wouldn’t want anyone else at my back.”

I
glanced back at Chad as I slipped my arms into the self-contained
breathing apparatus (SCBA) nestled into my jump seat. “You
too.”

Blane
shoved a gloved hand toward the center of the cab. “Come home safe,
boys.”

“Come home safe,” everyone repeated and knocked gloves
together before returning to the job of strapping on the SCBA
gear.

As we passed 6th
Street, dark plumes of smoke snaked up past the
streetlights from behind the houses and the mood in the truck
darkened as buckles on turnout gear jingled and the radio crackled
to life.

“Engine 22 arriving on scene. Flames have engulfed A exposure.
Establishing a buffer area and beginning road closure procedures.
Attempting to secure a water source. Out.”

There was no more conversation in the darkened cab, and as we
turned onto 11th
Street, the emergency lights from Ladder 31 on
the east end of the road flashed across the front of the
Victorian-style houses like some off-kilter fair ride. Neighbors
crowded the sidewalk, some women in bathrobes, and firefighter
Martel, charged with keeping the mob safe, was gesturing that
citizens should step back. As we rolled up to the site, Michaels
positioned the truck to block the road, Ladder 31 doing the same on
the other side of the house.

Fire
Chief Elms jogged up to the truck and another firefighter ran in
behind to throw down a line of traffic cones. Before we came to a
full stop, I yanked the door open and jumped to the road, while the
other guys in the truck were not far behind.

Heat had
blown out the front window and the crackling flames stroked the
aged wood of the veranda with its sharp fingers. The fire was
contained to the front of the house, A exposure, on the ground
floor.

For
now.

Chief
Elms, the front of his turnout jacket open at the collar, was in
our faces instantly barking out orders. “Watch the ice.” He
gestured to the road, his white helmet smeared with the soot of a
thousand fires over the course of his thirty-five-year career.
“Gonna get awfully slippery once we get these lines in. Goddamn
weather isn’t helping.” He spun. “Catch that hydrant, boys!” Elms
pointed to a hydrant three houses down as two men from Engine 22
jogged over. With a nod, they took off for the back of the truck
and the stored lines.

“Who is first crew?” Elms turned back toward us and my body
stiffened.

“Eric and me,” Chad responded. “Blane and Mike are
standby.”

“Good,” Elms yelled and then broke off into a coughing fit
that ended with him spitting. “Move to C exposure, at the back”—he
gasped and swiped the back of his hand across his lips stained red
now—“via D exposure and enter through the back, kitchen door. The
fire is at the front of the building, for now, and the wind is
carrying the smoke west. Neighbors have confirmed three occupants
inside. We need to get in there before we lose the whole place!
Engine 22 is pumping directly from the truck until we can catch the
hydrant on this side. Hydrant one is frozen up. Let’s hope this
other one is running.”

My mind was a whirlwind as I sorted the information.
First crew. Enter rear kitchen door, on C
exposure. Approach from D exposure. Three occupants. Hydrant one
inoperable.

Chad
nodded at Elms. “Confirmed. Any information about where occupants
might be inside?”

Elms
dragged the back of his hand across his lips again, his bushy
eyebrows stuck straight out from his helmet like frozen thorns.
“Level two. A neighbor has indicated the infant’s bedroom is on the
second floor, east side of the building.” He pointed and I caught a
glimpse of one window on the second floor. “Two adult occupants
might also be in a bedroom on level two above the fire activity on
level one. But this is not confirmed. They could be anywhere in
there.”

I
scanned the darkened window on level two above the fire. If there
was someone in this bedroom, if that’s what it was, it wouldn’t be
long before the fire ate through the floor. We needed to
move.

Infant. Level two bedroom. East side. Two adults. Upstairs
bedroom west side above fire activity. Location unknown.

Chad
glanced back at me and I could read his expression with clarity.
When children were involved, the urgency of the situation increased
tenfold.

“Confirmed,” Chad said through tight lips.

“Maintain radio contact,” Elms said before clapping me on the
shoulder. “Come home safe, boys.” With a nod, he hurried past us to
meet an incoming ambulance.

“Grab your gear and let’s go,” Chad shouted and started at a
jog toward the side of the engine to retrieve a Halligan bar and
axe. The heavy, baseball-bat length, bar with the duckbill end and
sharp pike, used for forcible entries and emergency demolition, was
an invaluable tool. And although I hadn’t used one in an actual
fire rescue, I’d practiced with it in training.

After
tightening the SCBA mask and starting the air tank, I hefted a
Halligan bar and pick head axe from the compartment on the side of
the truck.

Mike and
Blane weren’t far behind, tools in hand, and we followed Chad to
the house in single file. I continued my assessment.

Veranda. Inaccessible. Front living-room window blown out by
the heat. Single window on the second floor, on exposure A, above
the front door. Could be a bedroom with trapped occupants. Might be
a bathroom but plumbing lines wouldn’t line up with a rear kitchen.
Likely a bedroom.


Firefighters from Engine 22 were opening a stream of water
along the front of the house, trying to get the flames under
control as several other firefighters banged the frozen hydrant.
The clank of metal on metal rang through the night.

Flames
licking the melting siding around the outside of the front window
beckoned with forked fingers and I focused on Chad’s back as we
jogged around the side of the house.

With the
sound of my breath in my ear, and the crackling of the fire ripping
into the frame of the house, we jogged in single file along the
east side. Following an uneven stone path beside the two-story
Victorian, framed on one side by ten-foot cedar shrubs, Chad used
the Halligan to pry the crooked gate open. Most of the older homes
on this street had smaller setback distances, some less than four
feet apart. If the cedar hedge caught, the blaze could spread to
the house next door, and possibly to the rest of the
street.

Chad
glanced up at the hedges as we jogged past, and bumped the icy
fronds with his fist.

As we
rounded the house, it was as though we’d stepped into another time,
another world. The wind was carrying the smoke west, across the
street, and the backyard grass, frozen under a thin layer of ice,
glistened like a field of diamonds in the light of the moon, the
night still and calm. A baby stroller sat abandoned on the stone
patio, one of the wheels warped and damaged, and a man’s jean
jacket, stiff with ice, lay forgotten across a wooden chair.
Cigarette butts littered the patio, and a can intended to catch
used filters was overflowing with burnt tips.

Possible ignition source—unattended cigarette.

“Windows,” Chad yelled, his voice muffled through the face
mask of the SCBA.

I nodded
and scanned the back of the house.

Two windows on C exposure. One was a bedroom. The other was
either another bedroom or bathroom. One window at level one. Could
be the kitchen. No sign of flame or smoke on this side.

“Rescue one is at a door on C exposure,” Chad scanned the
doorway as he talked into the radio. “Permission to enter.
Over.”

“Copy that, rescue one. You are clear to enter. Maintain radio
contact. Out.”

We crept
to the door, sizing it up as we advanced, and Chad stood to the
left of the handle. It was solid metal, the jam the same, with no
windows we could use to gain entry. Using the flattened end of his
bar, Chad shocked the door and it shuddered but held. Gesturing me
forward, I placed my bar down and gripped my axe with two hands as
I knelt on one knee, ready if he needed more force to pry the door
open. He struck the door three more times before the jam loosened
enough for him to wedge the hooked end of the Halligan in the
space. There was no sign of flame or smoke from the quarter-inch
gap, and his teeth clenched when he nodded at me.

“Hit,” he yelled, and I swung and struck the bar with the
blunt end of the axe. My arms vibrated with the impact of metal on
metal. “Hit,” he cried again, and my arms swelled as I hefted the
axe over my shoulder and struck the Halligan on the blunt end.
“Hit.” With this strike, the bar sank into the space and stuck.
“Drive it!” I took a breath and swung four times without stopping
until he yelled, “Stop!”

With one
firm heave, the door swung open, the jam a battered mess, and only
a trickle of smoke swirled over our heads and into the night
sky.

Falling
to his knees, Chad laid down on his stomach outside the door and
used his flashlight to scan the darkened room beyond. He crawled
into the house on his hands and knees and I followed. Blane and
Mike stayed on the stone patio, ready to enter at the first sign of
distress.

We
shuffled into a kitchen, and a preliminary scan revealed the room
clear of smoke. A flickering red line rimmed a door across the
room, giving life to the fire raging beyond. The fire in the living
room was well underway and would have spread to the kitchen if the
doorway had been open. Despite this barrier, we had maybe less than
two minutes to search the upper level for occupants and get them
out safely.

After
clearing the kitchen, Chad gestured to the stairwell to the right
of the rear door and I followed as he crawled along the linoleum
and up the wooden stairs. As we climbed, the sound of an
approaching siren grew louder, and blue lights flashed on the wall
of the tight stairwell. Chad paused at the top of the stairs, hand
held up in a gesture to halt, and pointed to the area of his ear
under his helmet.

I
paused, body rigid and slick with sweat, when a sound sent a shiver
of ice down my spine.


Crying.

A baby
crying.

Chad
likely heard the same thing, his eyes growing wide, and through a
shot of adrenaline that fueled my need to get up the stairs, we
hurried the rest of the way into the upstairs hall. The smoke was
thicker in this upper part of the house and a door at the far end
leaked black smoke like a colander of boiling potato water. Just
outside this door, the wood flooring heaved and bubbled, a clear
sign the fire on the main floor was breaking through the ceiling.
As though reading my thoughts, my radio crackled to
life.

“First crew, pull out. Over.”

With his
eyes glued to mine as we lay on the floor, Chad leaned the
voicemitter on his face mask to the radio strapped to his left
shoulder. “That’s a negative. We can hear an infant crying from one
of the bedrooms. Over.”

“The fire has breached the ceiling at the front of the house.
Get out. Now! Confirm. Over.”

Chad
glanced back and with a quick nod, we slithered down the floor to
the first door on the right. It was difficult to tell if the crying
was coming from this room or not.

“Goddamn it, Chad.” Elms was screaming into the radio. “I said
get out of there. Confirm! Over.”

“Standby,” Chad responded, his gaze darting to mine. He
gestured to the door and rose on one knee, body shielded by the
wall, to turn the handle. The door swung open and the heavy smoke
in the hallway curled and swooshed into the new space.

“Don’t do this, O’Brien,” Elms warned before the transmission
cut off with the start of another of his coughing fits. “There will
be severe sanctions if you disregard my orders.”


Scurrying into the room behind Chad, I placed my Halligan
vertical to the doorframe on the floor as Chad shut the door. After
clicking flashlights on, we started in opposite directions around
the perimeter of the room. With my feet on the wall, I scurried
around furniture and when I came to a bed, darted up to check for
people. There was no one. Continuing around the room, I cleared the
closet before meeting Chad at the door again. I retrieved the
Halligan.

“Clear,” he said through his teeth. “Next room.
Go.”

Popping
the door open, it swung in and a ball of black smoke washed over
the front of my mask. The floor further down the hall was
smoldering now, black curls twisting up from glowing cracks in the
aged hardwood.


Shuffling to the next door on my forearms, with Chad behind
me, I flung it open. Despite scurrying into the room, the smoke
poured in behind us and when I slammed it closed again a thick haze
hung below the ceiling like an angry rain cloud.

My heart
leapt. The crying was much louder in this room. Despite my desire
to run straight for the crib outlined by lights from the backyard,
I threw my Halligan vertical to the doorframe again and started in
the opposite direction of Chad. We had to clear the entire room,
ensure no one was hiding or unconscious under furniture or in the
closet. A lifetime of practicing for this moment brought me around
a changing table and dresser and to the crib in less than ten
seconds. I jumped from the floor and leaned over the railing to see
an infant, her tiny fists battering the empty air as she cried.
Coughing spasms interrupted the crying, her tiny body tensing as
she battled to clear the acidic smoke from her lungs.

My body
numbed, and as carefully as I could with my gloves on, I gathered
the baby in my arms and held her against my chest with one hand.
Throwing my helmet to the floor, I ripped my breathing apparatus
(BA) from my head and held it over the infant’s face. Chad popped
up beside me.

“Put your BA back on, Eric. Right now.”

I shook
my head and held my breath, allowing the infant to take several
deep lungsful of clean air. Her crying subsided and she locked eyes
with me through the scuffed mask. She couldn’t have been more than
a few months old, her head covered in wispy tufts of blonde hair,
but an understanding passed between us then. She knew I was there
to help.

“Eric!” Chad yelled. “Put your BA back on and let’s go. You
can’t help her if you risk yourself.”

My chest
ached from lack of oxygen, but I shook my head again and drew a
tentative inhalation of blackened air, thick with the acidic scent
of scorched wood and plastic. Coughing, I retched, and when my
oxygen-deprived lungs demanded more, I fell to my knees, face
pressed to the cool hardwood, as I took a controlled breath. The
baby’s arms were rigid, fists like clubs batting at some unseen
ball as I held my mask on her face and fought to
breathe.

Ramming
my helmet on my head, Chad gestured to the door. “Come
on.”

Sucking
in another lungful of cool air closer to the floor, I lifted my
head from the worn hardwood. The BA covered the tiny girl’s head
and some of her body, and I nestled her into my chest before
crawling after Chad on my knees.

He
fumbled for his radio as we crept across the bedroom toward the
door. “Rescue one has located an infant.” Chad’s transmission
crackled. “Two adults unaccounted for. Exiting now.
Over.”

There
were still two people somewhere in the house. Could I hand the baby
off to Chad and go in search of the others? If we took the time to
go out as a pair, could we re-enter in time to search? If Chad took
the infant out, could I check the other rooms on this level by
myself before the fire ate through the floor? I was the fastest in
the company, could clear rooms quicker than anyone, so shouldn’t it
be me to go after them? Could I live with the decision that saving
my own life was better than checking for two others if I
left?

Come on, Eric. My mind raced, lungs
on fire with what felt like shards of glass insulation.
Damn it, think! Am I doing all I can? Am I giving
enough? Stop! Think!

“Copy that,” Elms returned with a growl from somewhere down on
the road. “Fire on level one has broken through the ceiling. Get
out of there.”

When
Chad reached the door, he scooped up my Halligan and held both in
his fist. “We are exiting the rear bedroom now. Stand
by.”

Hand on
the doorknob, he glanced back and I turned with my back toward the
door to shield the baby if there was a change of conditions in the
hallway. Clothed only in flowered pink pajamas, I gazed down at her
in my arms and she examined me with the most translucent blue eyes
I’d ever seen. Her eyes were wide, tears trembling on the lids, but
she was calm now, her plum-sized fists drawn into her chest as she
stared at me. My heart gripped, the fire in my chest ignited, and
there was nothing I wouldn’t do to save this tiny human. Nothing I
wouldn’t risk getting her out. Looking into her eyes, knowing she
saw me, brought thoughts of my wife and the children she would
never bear.

Juliana
and I were approaching three years of marriage, but we’d been a
couple since our first year of high school and I’d always known she
was going to be my wife. The miscarriages, failed in vitro, the
tears, and the heart-ripping depression were things we hadn’t
planned.

What
would become of this child’s parents? We wouldn’t get to them now,
getting the baby out had become priority. Leaving them here in this
inferno would make her an orphan. Could I live with this decision?
I gazed into her water-calm eyes. The utter helplessness that
showed in her face choked me.

“You’re going to be okay,” I said through a cough that tore
razor blades through the soft tissue of my lungs. “I’m going to
take care of you.”

Chad
opened the door, plunging us into darkness when smoke billowed in
from the hallway. The thick, choking, smoke made it impossible to
draw a breath and I gagged and gasped the putrid clouds as I
followed Chad. Flames licked the air through black holes in the
floor further down the hall, and I turned left out the door, away
from the heat. Protocol then would be to hold the ankles of the man
in front, since the smoke was so thick it obscured our vision, but
my hands were busy holding the baby and my BA to her face. Leaning
against the wall, I followed the hazy outline of Chad’s boots, but
the smoke was burning my eyes and I could hardly see the child in
my arms let alone anything else around me.

As we
reached the stairs, I stumbled, knee missing the first tread, the
burning in my lungs was unbearable, and I couldn’t keep my eyes
open for the grit of soot in them. I fell then but Chad caught me,
or someone caught me, and dragged me down the stairwell. My boots
thumped down each of the treads, and my only focus became keeping
the BA on the baby’s face and her tiny body clutched to my chest.
Flashes of events played around me then like a black-and-white
movie, and I was more like an observer than a
participant.

Chad’s face over me as the cool air of the night kissed my
heated cheeks.

The shimmer of stars poking through the low
clouds.

The emergency medical technician (EMT) holding an oxygen mask
to my face.

My eyes burning as I blinked at the sterile white ceiling of
the ambulance, the stark lights too bright.

The bouncing of the tiny baby clasped in my hands when the
ambulance hit ruts in the road.

Chad’s face as he leaned over, his stock of red hair a matted
mess on his head.

“Don’t worry, brother.” Chad sounded as though he were talking
through a tin can. “You’re going to be okay.”

I
blinked through sand. “Baby,” I rasped. I wanted to know if the
baby was okay, if she was breathing, but my voice wasn’t working
and razor blades cut through my throat.

“Don’t try and talk.” The EMT rested her hand on my forehead
and adjusted the oxygen mask. “Just focus on breathing.”

“The baby is okay,” Chad cut in and leaned closer. “She’s here
with you.” He paused for a moment, head hung. “You almost died, you
stupid son of a bitch.” He lifted his head and swiped his nose with
a thumb. “Elms is going to crucify both of us.”

I
couldn’t hold on anymore and gave in to the burning behind my lids
as the lights of the ambulance faded to black.


****

“Have you been here all night, Mr. O’Brien?”

I
blinked at a foreign ceiling overhead, the hiss of oxygen inside
the mask strapped to my face pulling me from the webs of troubled
dreams, the content faded and unreachable.

“Yes, ma’am,” Chad responded curtly from the other side of the
room.

“The nurses on shift change asked you several times to go home
last night. Our policy is immediate family only after hours.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m aware of the policy.”

There
was a pause in the conversation and I brought a trembling hand up
to tug the elastic cutting into my cheek.

“Are you always this good at following
instructions?”

“No, ma’am. Mrs. Freeman asked me to stay with Mr.
Freeman.”

I peeled
an eyelid open to see Chad digging a knuckle into his eye. He stood
in front of the lounger, hands clasped behind his back, as he
talked with this woman. Sunlight streamed in through the
wall-height window behind him and I turned away. There was a
jackhammer in my head made eager by the sunlight.

Eyeing
Chad through slits, the woman strolled into the room, the
stethoscope hanging from her pocket suggesting she was a nurse or
doctor. “Good morning, Mr. Freeman. I’m Nurse Andersen and I’ll be
taking care of you today. How are you feeling this morning?” As she
asked this she wrapped a blood pressure cuff around my bicep, her
fingers like frozen twigs against my skin.

“Better,” I managed but the knives in my throat brought on a
coughing fit that folded me in half. My head pounded as though
someone was trying to break through the back of my skull with a
sledgehammer and I laid back on the bed, fingers at my
temple.

“The doctor has ordered medication for pain. I have it
here.”

“Thank you,” I whispered but the words didn’t hurt any less.
“My … my wife?”

“She went home to shower and change,” Chad answered and slid
onto the other side of the bed, his t-shirt so wrinkled it appeared
as though it had spent too much time at the bottom of the clothes
basket. We’d just received these t-shirts, our new station wear,
the St. Florian cross on the right breast a stark contrast to the
navy-blue material.

Chad
glanced at the nurse as he smoothed his shirt. “Juliana will be
back soon. She’s been here all night. I practically had to force
her to go home and freshen up.”

I
removed the itchy mask from my face when the nurse grasped my hand,
stopping me. “That mask needs to stay on, Mr. Freeman. You don’t
want to get yourself in trouble like Mr. O’Brien here, do
you?”

“Eric…” I gasped, the effort of talking making me short of
breath. “Call me … Eric. Please.”

“Don’t remove that mask, Eric. The doctor will be in to
reassess you sometime this morning. We’ll have to wait for her
go-ahead before taking it off.”

I
dropped my hand to the bed, the sheets cool and smooth under my
palms.

The
nurse spent a few more minutes checking my pulse, adjusting the
flow of oxygen and making notes on my chart. She talked from the
end of the bed, her voice cutting into the soft tissue of my brain
like a scalpel. “A porter will be down after breakfast to bring you
for a follow-up x-ray. The doctor has ordered soft foods for now,
eggs and applesauce, until your throat is healed.” She hooked the
chart to the end of my bed and I laid my forearm across my aching
eyes. “You’re a very lucky man, Eric. Things could have been much
worse than some minor smoke inhalation.” She paused and I peered
out from behind my arm. “I realize you’re resting, but there’s
someone here who wants to see you. Are you feeling up for
it?”

Assuming
she meant one of the guys from the station, I nodded.

Smiling
at the floor, she excused herself and with a squeak of shoes
disappeared out the door.

Chad
dragged the heavy-looking lounge chair closer to the bed and I
flinched when the legs screeched along the tiles. “You scared me
last night, brother.” He dug the heels of his palms into his eyes
as he flopped down with a grunt. “I’m not going to lie. I thought
you…” He paused and rubbed his hands over his face before slapping
them to his legs. “I’m … I’m glad you’re okay.”

“Elms?”

“He’s not happy with me,” he said through pursed lips. “But
don’t worry about that now. Rest. Get better.”

I
couldn’t rest as he’d suggested. There were too many unanswered
questions. “Cause?” With an unsteady hand I popped the two pills
the nurse left and sipped the lukewarm water from a Styrofoam cup
while holding the oxygen mask off my mouth.

“Initially we suspected an unattended cigarette”—he leaned
over and held the oxygen mask while I drank—“but Blane and Michael
said it looked more like an unattended candle. We won’t know for
sure until Tony has a closer look.”

Tony
Cipriano was the city’s aged fire inspector.

I placed the cup back on the table and he continued. “A
couple of the guys from the station stopped by earlier to see how
you were doing.” He snickered and leaned his elbows on his knees.
“I don’t think the nurses were very happy to have a bunch of
soaking wet firefighters traipsing around their shiny corridor.
Mike ran back to the station and grabbed me a change of clothes.”
He gripped his shoulder and pulled at the back of his t-shirt
revealing his last name, O’Brien, in block letters across the
shoulder area. “The new shirts look nice. I have yours if you want
it.” Chad gestured to my gown with a freckled hand. “But it looks
like you’re wearing a dress to this party. Green isn’t your color,
man. Just saying.”

“Gown,” I managed through the burning in my throat and the
chuckle brewing in my chest.

Chad
laughed, the sound like a hug in the sterile room. “Gown. Dress.
Same thing. Oh”—he waggled a finger as he yanked a t-shirt from one
of the pockets of his navy cargo pants—“you’re going to need a
bigger size.” He shook the t-shirt out and it unfolded, revealing
an identical St. Florian cross on the breast as his shirt. “Unless
you ordered a small on purpose. And if that’s the case, I don’t
want to see you wearing it.”

I pursed
my lips, eyes squeezed shut against the pain that would return with
my response. “Juliana,” I whispered and drew a hesitant lungful of
air that stung all the way in.

Chad’s sparse, rust-colored eyebrows popped up. “It’s for
Juliana?” He flipped the t-shirt over revealing Freeman on the back. “That’s a
relief. I thought you were into that whole tight shirt
thing.”

I shook
my head and held my breath to suppress a laugh. “Hide,” I managed
finally.

“Sure. Okay. You want it back at the station? In your
locker?”

I nodded
again and fell further into the air-filled pillow under my head.
Chad was trying his best to distract me.

“Oc-occupants?” I asked and his face fell.

He shook
his head as he rolled the small navy-blue t-shirt into a tight
sausage. “We did all we could, brother. I wouldn’t change a thing
about our approach. I wouldn’t hesitate to have you at my back
again.”

Although
my stomach rolled, I nodded in thanks. I was about to ask the
status of the tiny girl we’d rescued from the fire when the door
huffed open and Nurse Andersen returned with a tiny baby nestled in
the crook of her arm. The child was no bigger than a football
curled up like this, and my heart gripped. Her eyes were as wide
and blue as the night before, fists shoved against her mouth as she
nuzzled and sucked at them hungrily.

The
nurse smiled and wiggled her finger into the child’s tiny fist as
she talked with me. “This is Madeline. Say hi to Firefighter
Freeman, little one.” She jiggled the finger the baby held before
lifting her gaze to mine. “Would you like to hold her,
Eric?”

My hands
numbed and Chad nodded once in encouragement.

“Sure,” I managed with a whisper and inspected my arms hoping
they knew how to properly handle a baby this size.

The
nurse’s smile widened and she lifted the head of my bed before
settling the child in my arms. Madeline smelled of baby powder and
soap, the blonde tufts of hair floated around her head like the
wisps of smoke from a candle. As she nestled in my arms, the bulk
of her diaper crunchy in my palm, her head warm against my bicep,
the nurse produced a bottle from the front pocket of her scrubs and
held it out. “You might as well feed her.”

I
accepted the warm bottle with trembling fingers as the nurse
adjusted the sleeve of my gown so the metal buttons weren’t under
the baby’s head. I’d done a lot in my twenty-two years, from rock
climbing to slogging through a blizzard to ice-fish, but I’d never
fed a baby. The prospect of this task terrified me.

“How?” I asked and struggled to hold a cough that would tear
at the tender flesh of my throat.

The
nurse spent a few moments helping me get comfortable and explaining
how best to hold the tiny human, and surprisingly, feeding the baby
was much easier than I thought. Madeline clamped down on the nipple
of the bottle like a pro, her swallows interrupted only by sharp
inhalations of air. Her wrinkled fingers, with nails that looked
like bits of tape, gently massaged and grasped one of my
fingers.

“Her parents?” I asked not willing to talk in more than one-
or two-word sentences.

The
nurse’s gaze jumped to Chad’s before darting to mine. “It’s not
really my place to…”

“We did all we could, Eric,” Chad cut in, his voice gruff.
“They didn’t make it out.”

My heart
fell and guilt washed through me in a putrid cloud.

Looking down at the drowsy baby in my arms, a lump rose in my
throat and I gulped it away. We should
have tried harder. We could have pushed to find them. I should have
done more.

“We couldn’t have helped them,” Chad whispered, his gaze
darting to the nurse before returning to mine. “We’re lucky to have
gotten the baby out when we did.” He dragged the back of his
freckled finger along one of Madeline’s hands.

I tore
my eyes from Chad’s profile to look at the nurse. “Guardians?”
Speaking was exhausting.

The
nurse stood straight and examined my face before glancing over her
shoulder at the closed door. “I shouldn’t be telling you this,”—she
smoothed her scrubs— “but Child Protective Service is trying to
locate family members. At this point”—she pursed her lips—“there
doesn’t seem to be any next of kin. Both of her parents were state
wards. There are no known relatives.”

I
frowned down at Madeline as she struggled to keep her eyes
open.

“She’ll have to go into a foster home,” the nurse continued
through a frown. “Poor little thing has no one. I thought you might
want to see her before they came.” She shrugged. “Considering
you’re the reason she’s here.”

After
excusing herself to run a task, Nurse Andersen exited the room and
Chad and I were alone with the child. We were silent, watching the
baby lose the battle to stay awake until her mouth popped open
releasing the nipple. A line of milk dribbled down the side of her
open mouth as she dozed in my arms and I couldn’t think of a time
when I’d slept that fitfully.

“That”—Chad pointed at the baby with a weak smile—“is what
Stacey likes to call a milk coma. All three of my boys looked like
that at one point despite what their energy says about them
now.”

I
half-smiled as Chad took the bottle. Both of our heads turned in
the direction of the door as it puffed open again. This time, my
wife Juliana entered. Her face broke into a smile as she crossed
the room.

“Who is this little lady you have here, Eric?” Juliana’s thick
blonde hair cascaded in a shower of gold around her face when she
stroked her finger along Madeline’s cheek before pulling the mask
from my face and kissing me. Her lips tasted of mint.

I looked
over at Chad, hoping he’d answer, sparing me the throat pain.
“This,” he said with a nod, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he
swallowed, “is Madeline. Eric carried her from the fire last
night.”

Juliana’s gaze darted back to mine. “Oh, Eric.” She leaned in
again to take my cheeks in her hands, forehead resting against
mine, eyes closed. “You almost died for her. My husband the hero.” Her
familiar scent settled my heart and my chest wanted to open. I
needed the tears but didn’t want to cry in front of Chad. “But
where are her parents? Why is she here with you?”

Chad
answered for me again. “They … um … they didn’t make it out last
night.” He sniffed and rubbed the side of his nose with a thumb
before pushing out of the chair to stand in front of the window. He
talked to the giant oak tree outside, the naked branches of the
ancient sentry quivering with the memories of a thousand souls it
stood guard over for so many years. The mammoth tree had likely
been around longer than the town, and seeing it like this, naked
and alone, thrust me back to the evening Juliana lost the baby. It
was the night my heart had withered and died.

Chad
continued, interrupting my thoughts. “The baby will be placed in
foster care.”


Juliana’s hands flew to her mouth and she stood, tears
trembling on her lids. “Eric…” She breathed. “I’m so sorry. Your
first fire.”

I nodded
and blinked a tear down my cheek. Poking a finger under the mask, I
swiped it away. “More,” I managed through the razor blades. “I
should … have done … more.”

“Don’t,” she said through a frown and gripped my chin forcing
me to look in her eyes. “Don’t take this on yourself, Eric. Without
having been there, I know you did all you could. You wouldn’t have
given any less.”

I
struggled to hold her aqua eyes when Chad spoke, his back to us.
“Sometimes these things are out of our control. We followed
procedure. Everything. We did it all right.”

We
stayed like this, in pensive silence, tears fresh on everyone’s
face, until Juliana stood straight, smoothed her shirt, and asked,
“Have you burped her? You can’t let her sleep with a bubble or
she’ll get gassy.”

“No,” I rasped and then coughed which caused Madeline to throw
her hands up in alarm.

“Here,” Juliana said and wiped her cheeks with the back of her
hand. “Let me.”

I
relaxed once Juliana took the baby and settled with her on her lap,
hand under her jaw to support her tiny head. She tapped on the
child’s small back, the baby seemingly determined to stay asleep
despite the assault, and didn’t rouse. Madeline was like a rag
doll, her head lolling to the side, arms limp, until a
trucker-sized belch escaped her tiny bow-shaped lips.

“There,” Juliana said with a smile, sounding pleased. “Now you
can sleep.” Nestling the baby into her arms, she snuggled into the
comfortable-looking lounge chair to hum as she stroked Madeline’s
tiny head. “Who is going to take care of you now, little
one?”

I laid
back and closed my eyes. My head was pounding, throat on fire, and
I found some comfort in the tune Juliana hummed to the baby. This
melody, hauntingly beautiful in its simplicity, was the song
Juliana sung to our unborn son. Every day, for the five months of
pregnancy he was inside her, she would hum this. I had an image of
her, her small frame swollen with the life within, as she rocked in
the antique chair we’d dragged home from an estate sale. Rocking
and humming, the curved legs of the old chair creaked on the
hardwood floor, rocking and humming and not knowing the life inside
her was fading away. The loss of Michael at five months was the
beginning of years of infertility, the first life event to
permanently rip my heart.

The
doctors could offer no insight into why we’d lost Michael. He’d
simply stopped growing in the womb, and the sight of my son, a
perfectly formed angel, had broken me. Although I would stay strong
for Juliana, held her every night for months while she sobbed, I
too had died inside. After five miscarriages over two years, we’d
finally given in to fate and stopped trying. It was killing
Juliana—the desire to be with child—and I loved my wife too much to
see her suffer with these losses. Although for the best, it was
with heavy hearts we’d accepted it wasn’t our time to have
children.

But here
in this sterile hospital room as I struggled to regain full use of
my lungs, watching my wife with the child I’d saved from the
flames, my heart was beating with something I hadn’t felt in a very
long time—hope.

Juliana glanced up then, a content smile pulling on the
corners of her mouth, and I knew what I had to do. If there was no
one for this child, she would be mine … ours.

I spent
the rest of the day under the inquisitive eyes of the doctors, and
when cleared to go home, hobbled down the corridor with my bag of
medicine and puffers. A porter followed close behind with a
wheelchair as I refused a ride to the front doors. EMTs carried me
into the hospital on a gurney the night before and I was determined
to walk out, even if it took all day to get to the
elevator.

I was to
be off work for four weeks while my lungs healed but I had a new
desire now, something that extended beyond concern for myself, and
wouldn’t stop until I saw it through to fruition.


Chapter One

Fourteen
years later—present day

Eric

“I’m glad you made it in today, Mr. Freeman. My name is Reed
Jennison and I’ve taken over Dr. Harold’s practice along with a
number of his patients. He was quite a busy man. I’m not sure how
he managed to fit everyone in.”

“That he was.” I nodded at the woman across from me before
scanning the small office. Although I’d sat in this room every week
for the last thirteen years, the furniture and decorations were
unfamiliar. The walls, once a deep tan with chocolate-brown
accents, were now white, and the accent pieces scattered about were
in greens and blues. There was a contemporary desk with clean lines
in white pushed in front of the window, and the shelves lining the
wall housed only a fraction of the books. The heavy, comfortable,
leather furniture I’d grown accustomed to was gone as well.
“Pleased to meet you, Reed.”

She
opened the black notebook on her lap and scribbled something along
the top. “I’ve had a chance to review some of your file, Mr.
Freeman.” She paused, the sesame-sized freckle under her left
eyebrow lifted as she met my gaze. “Dr. Harold did a meticulous job
maintaining patient records. He was very thorough.”

I nodded
and smoothed the sides of my hair. “Yes, ma’am. Dr. Harold was one
of the most organized men I knew.” In truth, Ralph, known as Dr.
Ralph Harold to others, had grown to become more of a friend than a
counselor. His retirement and move to a warmer state had been a
difficult thing to accept.

The woman smiled. Her glossy red lips, smooth eggshell skin,
and pinned dark hair was quite a contrast to the wrinkly old man
I’d sat across from for many years. When I’d received the list of
counselors taking over Ralph’s patient list, which only held three
names, gender hadn’t occurred to me. I’d selected
Reed Jennison
because it sounded like a man’s name and the
sessions would take place in Harold’s office. Had I known the
counselor was going to be a woman, and that she’d remodelled the
office, I’d have opted for one of the others. How could I tell my
deepest secrets, my most private thoughts and motivations to a
woman who didn’t look as though she were much older than
twenty-five? The only women I’d confided in over the years were my
wife and mother. And both weren’t around anymore.

She
tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear and adjusted her black
skirt causing my eyes to fall to her bare legs when she crossed
them the opposite way. “But I’d like to give you some history about
me before we begin, if that’s okay.”

“I suppose that’s okay,” I nodded, being certain to keep my
eyes on her face.

“I grew up in the Detroit area.” She smoothed the eyebrow with
the freckle. “Went to Wayne State University where I obtained a
master’s degree in counseling psychology. I worked for six years in
downtown Detroit and spent some time in a rehabilitation center
where I assisted patients dealing with a variety of mental health
issues, before I needed a change.” She paused, her large dark eyes
scanning my face. “I was looking to get away from the hurried pace
of the city and when I heard Dr. Harold was retiring, I was more
than happy to assume a portion of his patient load.” She smiled and
glanced out the window overlooking East Front Street. The firehouse
was a quick fifteen-minute walk away. “Traverse City is beautiful.
I’ve never lived in an area so heavily surrounded by
nature.”

“It is beautiful here.”

“Are you originally from the area?”

“Born and raised.”

Her eyes
fell to the notepad in her lap. “And I see here you’re a
firefighter?”

“That’s right. Yes.”

“And your father was a firefighter as well.”

“Yes.”

“How many years have you worked in that area?”

“It’s been fifteen years. If you don’t count my training or
volunteer time.”

“If I was including those things, how many years in
total?”

I paused
for a moment. “Well,”—I drew a breath—“I started as a volunteer in
my father’s firehouse when I was sixteen. Once done with high
school I went right to the academy. I graduated when I was
twenty-two and was hired on with the Traverse City Fire Department
as soon as I stepped out the door. I haven’t been anywhere since.
So that’s, what, twenty years in service. Roughly.”

“That’s a very noble profession. Firefighting.”

I
nodded. “I’ve heard that before. I’m just interested in keeping
people safe.”

Her eyes
flittered to my left hand. “And I see you’re married. Do you have
any children?”

I lifted
my fingers and stared at my simple gold wedding band. “I have a
daughter but I’m widowed.” I spun the ring on my finger with my
thumb.

Her eyes
popped to my face. “I’m sorry. Did it happen recently?”

The
conversation was going fine up to this point. “Nope. My Juliana
passed thirteen years ago.”

Her eyes
dropped to the ring again. “I’m sorry to hear that.” She smiled
weakly before scribbling something on her notepad.

“Listen, Miss Jennison,”—I yanked the collar of my shirt—“with
all due respect, I’ve never been in a counseling session with a
woman before.”

Her face
relaxed and she placed her pen in the center of the notebook before
folding her hands over it. “Okay.”

“And I’m sorry I’ve wasted your time, but I don’t think I’m
going to be needing your services.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way. Would you like to take some time
to review my credentials? You won’t be disappointed
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