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The Fire 

The red and blue lights flashed as the siren wailed, reverberating through the streets and 

the engine bounced and swayed back and forth as it moved quickly weaving in and out of the 

traffic on the road.  The alarms had gone off early jolting us out of our deep sleep, just as the sun 

was beginning to rise. I could feel the adrenaline take hold, rushing through me.  It felt like 

electricity shooting through my body and into my hands and feet.  My hands shook with 

anticipation or maybe it was apprehension, I couldn’t tell.  But this is what I had trained for, this 

was it.  What’s the old adage I’ve heard so many times? “Do or die?”  I hope I do, I thought, but 

I rather not die, not today, and not on my first fire.   

There were four of us in the back; we all were rookies fresh out of the academy.  We 

rushed to put on all of our protective clothing.  Bobby was sitting next to me; our elbows kept 

bumping into one another as we struggled in the cramped space of the cab.  Everyone was quiet 

as we worked methodically, yet swiftly to get our gear on.  No one spoke.  The anxiety in the air 

was obvious, the nervousness we all felt great.  At least I’m not alone in this, I considered.  I slid 

my left shoulder into the strap of the air pack, then my right, and secured the straps around my 

chest and stomach.  I grabbed my mask and held it over my face and tightened the belts down, 

sucking in a deep breath as I did to create a good seal.  Then I covered the edges of the mask 

with my hoodie to cover any exposed skin before I secured my helmet in place.  I’d done this a 

million times during my training.  The engine’s horn sounded as the engineer tried to alert other 

drivers to move out of the way, that our engine was fast approaching.  

As each of us finished the final placement of our gear, we turn to one another, 

scrutinizing, looking for any bare spaces in the clothing.  We were trained well.  All it would 
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take is just one mishap; one zipper not zipped all the way, one flap not tightly secured across the 

neck, even just one piece of skin showing through and someone would get hurt.  It was a part of 

our job to have each other’s back, to make sure one of us did not miss a thing however small it 

may be.  We assessed one another and found all articles of each other’s gear to be in the right 

place and intact.  I looked over at Bobby next to me, only the top part of his face was visible 

through the mask.  His eyes were wide and the lines on his forehead appeared more pronounced 

than the usual.   

“You okay?” I asked. 

“Uh huh.” He said with a sour look splayed across his face and his voice muffled through 

the mask.   

But he didn’t look okay.  He looked like he was going to puke his guts out, I thought.  I 

kind of felt the same way.  It was like butterflies, thousands of them had begun to flutter about 

with crazy fervor inside my stomach.  Before I could say anything more, the engine came to a 

stop. 

It was time.  One by one we all jumped out ready to go to work.  Getting out of the 

engine, I looked up and saw the sunrise was barely visible through the thick grey smoke 

billowing out of the structure’s upper windows.  The flames whipped about viciously through the 

entire right side of the roof and second floor of the building.   I looked around and saw two pre-

connect lines had been pulled from the first arriving engine and had been stretched towards the 

house.  Several firefighters were at the end of each and already spraying water on the fire.  

Everyone was running this way or that; performing some job or another with an expected 

urgency.   The Captain stood in front of the lead engine holding a white board in his hands, and 
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watching the scene with a look of impatience and edginess. I knew he was command and 

assigning the positions.  I ran over without another thought and handed him my passport.   

“Richardson” he read the name, as he grabbed both sides of my face mask.  He took a 

closer look through the mask, to verify it was me. 

“Yes sir” I said, my voice unsteady. 

“You and Mac are the interior search team.” He said as he pointed towards the front door 

with one hand and placed my passport on his board.  “We got a report of a missing kid.  The 

parents think he’s still inside.”   He gave a furtive sideways glance to his right indicating the man 

and woman who were standing at rear of the engine.  There was a small crowd beginning to form 

around them, probably mostly neighbors I thought - many still in pajamas or fleece robes and 

slippers.  The man and woman were clutching each other and the woman appeared in to be in a 

grief-stricken state.   

 “Well go on man.” He barked as he pointed again at the door where Mac was waiting for 

me.  “Get your ass moving. Go.”  

“Yes sir.” I said again as I fumbled over my words.  

I could feel the nerves kicking in, this was my first fire and I was already going interior 

and on a search team no less.  Probably one of the more important positions there is, especially if 

someone’s life is at stake, I thought.  I shook my head at the madness of where I was and what I 

was doing.  Why did I become a firefighter again? I wondered silently to myself.  But I knew 

why.  I wanted to be like dad.  I didn’t know if I could live up to his reputation at the firehouse, 

but I needed to try.  I ran over to the engine, grabbed a Halligan tool and met Mac at the door.   
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 “I guess it’s you and me.” I said.  My voice was a little shaky.   

I think he noticed.  He looked me in the eyes and nodded. 

Mac had been on the department twenty years.  He was a veteran.  Everyone in the 

firehouse looked up to him.  He had worked with my dad; in fact they were good friends for over 

ten years, which was before dad died.  I guessed it was probably tough for him too, losing his 

friend the way he did. 

“You ready for this.” He said as he looked me in the eyes and grabbed my shoulder 

firmly.  It was as if he was trying to read my thoughts.  I am sure my eye’s revealed the fear I felt 

rising within me.  I tried not to let it show. 

“Yes. Yes sir.” I stuttered trying to make my voice sound determined.   I felt comforted in 

some way to know he was with me on this first assignment.  It almost made it feel like dad was 

with me too. 

“Okay, I’ll lead.  Just like we trained, alright?  Right hand search and stay on me.” He 

said.  “No matter what." 

“Okay.” I said. 

I glanced behind us once more and saw the rapid intervention team was in place.  They 

stood there with full gear on, various tools resting on the ground around them.  They had axes, 

Halligan’s, Pike Poles, ropes and another hose line that was charged, ready to show water if 

needed.   When they saw my glance, they nodded that they were ready and waiting.  Should 

anything happen they would kick into action and come rescue us.  This was their sole job, to be 

ready for rescue, in case a firefighter should go down.   
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I reached around behind me, and turned the knob on my air pack until I heard the familiar 

screech which told me my P.A.S.S. alarm was activated and the valve was open, ready to supply 

air.  Then I snapped the supply line to my face mask and felt the familiar rush of cool air against 

my face as I took a deep breath inward.  I looked at my P.A.S.S. alarm hanging from my pack; it 

flashed a green light and told me I had two-thousand PSI air in my bottle.  Every time I 

performed this action I always thought of dad. 

He was a firefighter; it was his life and he gave his life doing what he loved the most.  He 

always told me to never go into a fire before checking these two things.  “Your PASS alarm is 

your lifeline,” he would say.  “If you fall in a fire, the sound of that alarm will bring them to you.  

Never go into one without checking it first.”  

He was right of course, and I didn’t.  I couldn’t help thinking of that day on Sept 11, 

2001.  That was the last fire dad went into, he never came out.  I was in class at NYU at the time, 

but I ditched and rushed to the scene when I heard of the fire and the first tower’s collapse.  I 

knew dad would never miss a fire, it wasn’t his style. I’ll never forget that dreadful sound of all 

those PASS alarms going off simultaneously, echoing eerily in the silent streets of New York 

City during the aftermath.  They were there, somewhere in all that rubble, all 343 of them 

including dad, their alarms sounding, waiting to be found. 

I shook the memories from my head, as we entered the home.  The smoke was heavy, it 

was so thick we couldn’t see one another very clearly.  I turned on my headlamp which didn’t 

help much.  I reached out to the side, feeling the wall to the right of me, and knew I was where I 

should be.  Then I stretched my hands to the front of me, feeling all around and found Mac’s 

boot as he led the way further inside.   I kept tapping Mac’s boot making sure we had contact as I 
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attempted to stretch as far out from the wall as I could feeling every inch of the way as we 

moved along.   

We quickly reached the stairs.  The fire was above us and it had been going strong for 

some time, long enough to be wary of, I thought.  We moved up the stairs slowly and crouched 

low.  I felt the sweat dampening my clothing, underneath my gear.  I sensed the intense heat 

inside the home; it was strong but not strong enough yet to penetrate our protective clothing.  We 

continued on and reached the upper floor landing.  As we did I could see a glow emanating 

through the smoke off to the right, it was hard to tell just how much fury was behind it as the 

smoke was thick and blocked much of the light. As we searched, we came to a door.   It seemed 

to be a bedroom but it was impossible to tell through the thick smoke.   

Mac pulled my mask close to his and yelled, “You go in, and I’ll stay here.  Keep 

shouting to me as you go.” He said as he took his chalk out and marked the door with one slash, 

the universal sign that the room was currently being searched.   

“Okay.” I shouted trying to be heard through my mask and bobbed my head for emphasis 

even though I knew he probably couldn’t see. 

I entered the room and began to move along the right wall, maintaining contact with one 

hand on the wall as I splayed my body towards the center of the room as far as I could reach.  I 

bumped into furniture I didn’t know was there and tried to imagine what it was I was running 

into.   I ran the top of my helmet into something hard.  So hard it felt like my brain rattled inside 

my head.   I came to what seemed like a closet, and opened it, feeling all around.  There were 

many objects but nothing that had that human feel to it.  I shouted out every so often, “Still 
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searching.” Letting Mac know I was still okay.   I continued around the room feeling the 

furniture up and down until I suddenly came mask to mask with Mac again at the door. 

Before we moved on, Mac pulled out the chalk again, marking the door with another 

slash, to make an X, indicating the room had been searched and was cleared.  We continued the 

right hand search, I could barely see my hand in front of my face and I couldn’t hear much 

either.  The noise in the floorboards below us kept creaking and the radio kept chattering off and 

on.  It was distracting.  But I knew from the chatter that there were guys on the roof ventilating 

and others on the A and D sides of the house attacking the inferno with water.    Everyone was 

busy doing their job.  When we came to another bedroom, I went in and Mac waited.  There 

seemed to be items strewn all over the floor, maybe toys.  As I crawled through the room I kept 

placing my hands and knees on sharp edges of hard plastic-like objects.  Thank God for these 

thick knee pads in our gear, I thought.  Just as I reflected on this, I heard something. It was so 

faint but something unique, something different than what we had been hearing all along.  I 

stopped and listened, then screamed out as loud as I could,  

It sounded like crying.  No maybe coughing, but indistinct.   

“Hello?” I said. “This is the Fire Department, is anyone in here?”  I hoped for a response. 

I heard more coughing. 

 “Mac, I think someone’s in here.  I’m continuing.”  

“Okay.  Let me know what you find.” 
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I came to another closet and opened it.  But this time when I opened it, the coughing 

became clearer, there was someone in here I could tell even if I couldn’t see.  I moved my hands 

around quickly and as I did I came across a small body.  It felt tiny under my huge gloved hands.   

“Can you hear me?” I asked. “I’m a firefighter. “  

The only reply was some hoarse coughing, that seemed to be quickly losing strength. 

“Don’t be scared, we’re gonna help you.” 

The child became silent and fell limp in my grasp.  I couldn’t tell if its eyes were open or 

not, I still couldn’t see much of anything.  “Dammit” I said as I fumbled at my head lamp on top 

of my helmet, trying to direct it at the kid.  As the light gleamed across his face, I saw that it was 

a young boy who looked to be about three or four years old, his eyes closed as if he were 

sleeping. 

“Mac, I found a kid.” I yelled, starting to feel panic rise up in me.  “I’m bringing him to 

the door now.” 

“Okay.” He said.  “Let me know if you need help.” 

The smoke was so thick; I knew this child wouldn’t make it long if we didn’t get him out 

now.    I tried to subdue my rising panic.  I knew it would not help him in the least.  I couldn’t 

help but think of my own boy.  Matthew was two, but he was everything to me.  I couldn’t 

imagine this happening to him.   

As I moved to carry the boy in my arms back to the door, I heard Mac in the doorway 

talking on the radio to command, letting them know what we had and that we were bringing the 

boy out.   
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“Mac, he isn’t breathing.” I said as I reached the door.  I was breathing hard and fast, the 

fear I had been feeling had just shot through the roof. 

“Let’s get going.” He said with a strong voice.   

As we moved back the way we had come, with a much quicker pace I heard Mac get on 

the radio again.   

“Interior Search to command.  We have a young boy, unconscious, not breathing.  Have a 

crew ready for resuscitation.” Mac sounded concerned but unwavering. 

 “You did well.” He said looking at me as we crawled back towards the stairs.  “Now 

let’s get this kid outta here.” 

The house continued to crack and pop, it got louder as we moved down the steps.  I 

wondered if we would make it out of the house before it collapsed.  We didn’t waste time 

searching the rooms anymore; we had one mission - to get out.  A few minutes later we came to 

the front door.  Two medics and a firefighter grabbed the boy from my embrace.  His little arms 

and legs dangled about lifelessly as they carried him to the grass at the end of the yard.  They had 

bags and machines sitting there the as they placed him on the ground and began to go to work. 

As I stood up, I tore my helmet and mask off, welcoming the fresh crisp air and bright 

light of the sun on my face.  My hair was soaked as if I had just poured a gallon of water over it.  

I looked over at Mac, he had just taken his mask off too and his face was smudged with black.  

He nodded at me, his expression unreadable.  Then from behind me I heard a culmination of 

cracks and pops, only much larger now.  It sounded like the Fourth of July fireworks grand slam 
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show.  I turned around and saw the right side of the roof give way.  It caved in with such a force; 

causing a cascade effect for the entire top floor which collapsed under the weight.   

I wiped the sweat from my brow and looked back towards the boy, choking back a tear.  I 

didn’t know if he would make it.  Hell, I didn’t know if I would make it, I thought.  This was 

hard, harder than I ever imagined it would be.   

Someone brought me a bottle of water and guided me to a chair where the rehab was set 

up.  I kept watching the boy, there were several people working on him.  The woman that I had 

seen earlier was standing over the medics, her hands cupped over her mouth.  She was crying as 

the man from before stood behind holding her shoulders.  The medics loaded the boy into the 

ambulance and the woman and man got inside before it drove up the road and out of site.  I 

looked up at the sky, closed my eyes, and said a silent prayer.   

“He’s gonna be okay, Ricky.”  

“What?” I opened my eyes and looked down. 

“The boy, he was stabilized before they took off.” Bobby said. “They got him back.”   

I was silent, not able to find the words.   

“Dude, you saved him.”  He smiled at me with his crazy grin as he whacked the back of 

my tired shoulder before walking away.  I think he knew he had just delivered the best news I 

had ever received. 

 “I hope I made you proud.” I whispered.  Then hung my head in my hands and cried.  I 

knew in that moment that this was the only job for me.   


